
Vegetation on Surtsey Summer 

BY 

STURLA FRIDRIKSSON", BJARTMAR SVEINBJORNSSON 
and SKULI MAGNOSSON 

* T h r  Agric~lltrlral Rcseaicll Instil~cte, Rcykj'rvik, Icclancl 

METHOD O F  INVESIGATION 
In the sulnmer ot 1970, the studies of vegeta- 

tion on the island of Surtsey, were corlducted 
in a way similar to those of preceding summers. 
Two students, B. Sveinbjiirnsson ;tnd S. A4agn- 
ilsson, kept the plants that were lound under 
regular observatio~l, \vhile continuing to look 
for new oi~es. Each plant was marked ~vi th  a 
n~imbered peg, xvhere it war tound arid its length 

irr cm, together with the number ot hranches 
and leaves was recorded. Similar stuclies were 
c arried out on a number of oc casions t h i o u g h o ~ ~ t  
the entire period. Part of thew results is shown 
in T(tb1c I .  

DESCRIPTION OF VEGETATION 
In the begiilning each plant nras marked oil an 

aerial photograph of the island. Later their exact 



18 

I:! 
262 
128 
I I6 
56 

175 

* .\ ]);in o f  t l ~ c  r-oot w;ls cxl)osctl, and ~nenaulvrl  rill^ llle slc111 
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locatioli \\T~\s ine;~sured, l rol~r ~\illich a map was 
dra~vli. T h e  relative positions ol indivic111;ll 
plants (;ln be seen on the attached map. Alto- 
getller, 101 plants ol lour -vascular species were 
lorlnd. These u7er e c 1;lssiliecl ns follo~vs: 

I - I o ~ I ( I : P ~ I ~ ( E  peploiclcs: As ill the slunincJr of l!)(i9, 
Hollc kenya j)efiloidea wts in the surnrner or 1970 
the   no st \\ridespl-c;~cl p1;urit. It seenir lo have 011- 

t;iiuc(l ;I I;tirly lirni loothold on the islancl, lo1 it 
is Jtno\\rn that 18 ot  these (is pl;lnts survived the 
1\7i11ter ol l!)(i!)-70, ;lnd 14 ol tl~ern Ivere three 
yea1 s old during 1970. Fil teen of these eighteen 
plnlits are in the I ; I ~ , I  in the eastern part of the 
islaild (cl. T'111le 1). 

II t l ~ e  attac llecl clistril)r~tio~l inap is comparctl 
~vitli corresponding maps 11 o ~ r ~  plcvious reports, 
thc most striltil~g leature is the lack of ;111 vegata- 
tioil in the extierne north 01 the n o r t h e r ~ ~  p;lrt 
of the island, in plots 13 nr~d C. T h e  r c ~ ~ s o n  is 
111011nl)ly that the lagoon t11,lt 1vas t l~ere has now 
dried up and the sea can no longer Ilo.iv into i t .  
It is ;~ l ro  interesting to notc the large ~lu~rsbei-s 
01 p1;lnts around PAlsl~a~r.  Ollly Holrt henya 
plants grorv in the noutllern pall. I'lar~ts ot other 
spetics all gro1v in the lava, An isolated H o ~ l c -  
k ~ n y u  p1;111t Tvas l o u ~ i d  in plot 1-4. Nolle 01 
these 63 plants of the Hor~tk~rlycr species suc- 
ceedecl in lio~\iering in the sul~rir~er ol 1970. 
(;otllletlricr officir~cnlrs: T h o u g l ~  the number of 
this species is cluoted as 30 plants, only 7 of thein 
are marked in Table 1 by ~iurnbers. T h e  reason 
is that beside plastic containers full of rainrvater 
that had been installet1 lor rese;~rch purposer, 
tliere glew u p  24 very srnall and feeble C:ocl?lr- 
arirr plants, ~vhich had evidently been brought 
by birds alighting at this ;irtificial water supply. 
Beside one ol the containers tliere were 8 of 
these plants (marked peg no. 29), and beside tile 
other 16 unmarked plants. T h e  plants giew in 
vesy thin substlate a~icl throve very badly. T h e  
relriaining (i pl'lnts were much stronger ;lnd 
bigger. Foru of these, nos. 18, 19, 31 anc1 74 did 
not grolv near the containers. 

Beside plant no  1 !) there were sorne ~elnains  or 
halfeaten bird carrioii, f-eathers and clroppings. 
l3eside plant no. 74 were also leathers, bird 

Stellaria nterlia. 

droppings ~11ic1 shell tragments, so th'lt it is al- 
most certain that these plants had been brought 
by birds. 

Ot the (;ochleur im plants, plant no. 74 was the 
Iliggest ant1 strongest (see picture). When i t  was 
fous~d it had 25 leaves. Twenty ol these were 4 
cm or more ill dianietes, and the rerr~air~cler 2.5 
t m  in cli,lirieter. 
Rlyn7rrr u ? e r l ( ~ j i ~ r ~ :  011 20th arlcl 21st Aug~rst, 
four plants of this grass species, ~vhich  had been 
disc overecl sllortly l)elore, wel e marked. They 
~vere  gron~ing in dl iftsancl to the west of Surtur I. 
Plant no. 6 5  was growing just rvcst of the 
crate], :uld the other three 100 metres to the 
south. 

Number 71 had ~vilted, only one leaf of seven 
beilig alive. T h e  others seemed to be in a llealthy 
5t;lte. No signs ol iloweriug were observed in 
,111y of these plants. 
Stellalicr merllo: On August 25ti-1, the first plant 



ot  this specie, was foulid on Surtsey. But, a closer 
o1)serv;ttiori revealed that there were in fact four 
plants growing in a tornpact bunch. They were 
all rnarlced l1y one peg no. 73. T h e  plants were 
(i ineters apart lrotn plant no. 74. Aro~tnd them 
were fragments of shells, bird droppings allcl 
leathers. T h e  plants appeared to have groxvn up  
iron1 tlie droppings in a small hollo~t~ ill the lava. 
?'he substrate there ~tra, oilly soine sand in craclts 

;uicl hollo\\~s. I t  i, ;tl~riost certain that the plants, 
like no. 74, were brollght by birds. 

These plailts liad flowered and matured seed 
xtlhcn they were l o ~ m d .  T ~ v o  of them were most- 
ly withered, but tlle other t ~ r o  .itrere quite alive. 
Altogether there were 12 fruits on the plants. 
T.i\ro of them were not fully ripe, but others had 
already dehisced seed. One such seed was founcl 
lying besicle the plants. 



MOSSES 
In  addition to the observatioils that were made 

of the vasc;ular plants, the distribution of mosses 
011 the island was studied, and samples taken for 
;inalysis. I11 measuring the distribution of mosses 
the methocl used was to ~'tlalk across all the lava 
and to record the outer boundaries of those areas 
in which moss was found. In most parts of the 
lava in the southern section of the island, a spe- 
cial search for moss patches had to be made, as 

TABLE 2 

1967 Funaria Ilygromelricct Hcd~v. . . . . .  3 samples 
Uryzinl argenteurn. I-Iedw. . . . . . . .  l satrlple 
Collectors: Bergth6r J6hannssotl & Eyth6r Eiuarsson. 

1968 Fu~laria hygrornelrica I-Icdw. . . . . .  9 samples 
. . . .  Ceratodon pur~ t t rez i s  (Hedw.) Hrid. 3 samples 

Bryl~7)i argenteuwl Hedw. . . . . . . .  l sample 
. . . .  Dicranella crispct (Hedw.) Scllimp. 1 sample 

Nr)izirr~ spp. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2 satnples 
Polrlict crzctla . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 sample 

Collectors: Eytll6r Einarsson k C;, El. Sc11wal)e. 

1969 Ftiilarin Ilygroirretrica Heclw. . . . . . .  7 s;lmplcs 
13ryunb crrgerztenm Hedw. . . . . . . .  l sample 
Dicraitelln crisla (Hedw.) Schimp. . . . .  1 sample 
R a c o ~ r r i l r i ~ ~ m  ranescens (I-Icdw.) Brid. . .  l sample 
Leplobryzi?rl pyriforrrie (Hed~v.) Wils. . I sample 
Pogonatz~~ri  ur~l igerutn (Hedw.) Rcauv. . .  l sample 
Brytrni spp. . . . . . . . . . . . .  9 samples 
Collectors: Eytlt6r Ein;trsson, C;. I-I. Schwabe & Agilst 
H. Bjarnason. 

lY70 
Fzrnaricc Ilygrontetrica Hedw. . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Rncornil~izirn ca~~esce?ts  (Hedw.) Rrid. . . . . . . . .  

Cercltodo~z pz~rl~trretrs (Hcdw.) Brid. . . . . . .  

Leptobry~in i  j~yriforrne (Hedw.) Wils. . . . . . . . .  

Dicrarzella crisf~a (Hedw.) Schimp. . . . . . . . .  

l'ogonatzc~il ,tirnigeru?rt (Hedw.) Seanv. . . . . . .  

Polllia 7uahlenbelgii (Web. & Moltr.) Andr. . . . .  

Br)rzrin crrgenteuni Hcdw. . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Polrlin rrrtdn (Hedw.) Lindb. . . . . . . . . . . . .  

1~rucl.tytltecitciri salebrosurr~ (Web. & Mohr.) B. S. C .  
1)ichotlontiui~i fiellucidzirr~ (Hedw.) Schimp. . . . .  

. . . .  Dref~ct,locl(rrlus ilrlcir~citzr~ (Hed~v.) Warnst. 
Aongstroer7iicr longi les  (Sommer.) B. S. G. . . . . . .  

Alrirhtrrri zi~tdz~latzirn (Heclw.) Beal~v. . . . . . . .  

Racolnilririnz lanuginosu~lr (Hedw.) 13ricl. . . . . . .  

Bryrirn f~crllens Sw. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

BI.)~IIIIL spp. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Philonotis sp. 

colonies were small and scattered. An aerial 
photograp11 was used for fixing their positiorls 
I'rom where they were plotted on a map. T h e  
distributiori of the mosses is slio~vn on the 
attached map. 

Altogether 16 species of mosses \vere found 
that could with certainty be classified according 
to species, as well as species of two genera, xvhicl-1 
could not be classified further. 

May May June June July 
9. 11.-1.3. 18.-19. 26.-27. 13.-16. 
3 4 9 L 2 
3 5 5 4 

2 1 3 2 
1 

1 1 

August 
24 .-26. 

7 
5 
4 
4 
2 
2 
2 

Total 

26 
22 
12 
5 
4 
2 
2 
1 
1 

1 
1 

1 
I 
1 

1 
6 

28 
5 

Collectors: May 9.: 13e1.gth6r J6ha1ltlssolt. 
May 11.-1.3.: I-IBlfdBn Rjornssotl. 
June 18.-19.: Ski~li  Magnilsson & Bjartmar Svc.inbjornsson. 
June 26.-27.: Eyth6r Einarsson. 
July 13.-16.: Skilli Magtlilsso~l & Bjarttnar SveitlbjBrnsson. 
August 24-26,: Skilli Magllilssott &: Bjartmar Sveitlbjor~lsson. 






