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ABSTRACT

‘egetation succession and soil development were studied on Surtsey, in 22 permanent plots that were set
up in 1990 to 1995. The plots were on sand or lava substrate and outside or inside a gull colony that started
forming on the island in 1986. The formation of the colony was followed by enhancement of plant cover in
the breeding area and a sharp rise in rate of colonization of plant species not found previously on the island.

Twenty species of vascular plants were recorded within the plots in 1998, when a total of 47 species was
found on the whole island. Plots outside the gull colony had on average 2 species and 6% plant cover.
Honkenya peploides was the most prominent species in the sand plots but Sagina procumbens in the lava plots.
Inside the gull colony 9 species were found on average in each plot and total cover was 72%. In sand plots
inside the colony Honkenya _}J:'up."uir.(\'. Poa annua and Stellavia media were the dominant species, but Puccinellia
distans and Cochlearia officinalis in the lava plots. The soil outside the colony was high in pH (7.5) and low in
total C (<0.1%). Inside the colony the soil pH (6.4) had decreased and total C (1.1%) increased.

Changes in vegetation cover and species richness have been minor in plots outside the gull colony during
the study period and the dominant species Honkenya peploides appears to have fully colonized the sand areas.
Most of the species of these areas are perennials with clonal growth. Within the gull colony plant cover and
species richness have, on the other hand, incresed two to threefold. The vegetation of the gull colony is char-
acterized by perennial and annual species adapted to disturbed and nutrient-rich habitats. Most of the species

are found in bird colonies on neighbouring islands.

INTRODUCTION

Colonization of life on Surtsey has been stud-
ied since the formation of the island. Investiga-
tion carried out in the early days revealed that
microbial moulds, bacteria and fungi soon be-
come established in the fresh volcanic substrate
(Schwabe 1970, Smith 1970, Fridriksson 1975).
In the summer of 1965 the first vascular plant
was found growing on Surtsey, mosses became
visible in 1968 and lichens were first found on
the Surtsey lava in 1970 (Fridriksson 1966, Jo-
hannsson 1968, Einarsson 1969, Kristinsson 1972).

Plant colonization on Surtsey has been close-
ly studied, the vascular plants in particular as
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they have been of far greater significance than
mosses and lichens in the vegetation develop-
ment. The island has been visited every summer
and a record kept of colonizing species and
their fate. Initially, each individual plant that was
found on Surtsey was marked on a map and
given a label. Measurements were made of its
growth and development, through the summer
and from year to year. Such detailed observa-
tions were possible while the number of plants
on the island was relatively small and it was con-
tinued until 1978. After that time the focus has
been more on particular sites on the island
where the general development has been foll-
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