























secondary habitats including beneath a poplar
plantation and in urban carparks.

Unpredicted natural expansion of the range of
previously localised species has been recorded for
Wall Pennywort (Umbilicus rupestris), Rue-leaved
Saxifrage (Saxifraga tridactylites), Portland Spurge
(Euphorbia  portlandica), Oxtongue Broomrape
(Orobanche picridis) (VU) and Purple Loosestrife
(Lythrum salicaria).

Other, less localised species that seem to be
expanding their range include Viper's-bugloss
(Echium wvulgare), Hound's-tongue (Cynoglossum
officinale) and Blue Fleabane (Erigeron acris).
Eelgrass (Zostera marina) (VU) has recolonised
intertidal/subtidal sites along the north-west coast
and the mouth of the Medina where it has not been
seen since the 1980s. This is in marked contrast to
the rest of the English and Welsh coastline where it is
in decline and subject to determined conservation
efforts.

The increase in some other species may well have
been influenced by man. Danish Scurvygrass
(Cochlearia danica) is spreading on road verges
radiating out from car ferry ports no doubt spread by

Fig. 21: Rue-leaved Saxifrage (Saxifraga tridactyles)
has shown local population Ryde
Esplanade. March 2008.

increases.

Fig. 22: The population of Ox-tongue Broomrape
(Orobanche picridis) on Afton Down roadsides has
expanded dramatically since 1990. June 2005.

vehicles as this plant is now abundant along the
motorway network. The dramatic spread of Sea
Heath (Frankenia laevis) (NT) in the Medina estuary
may be at least in part be due to this plant now
being grown in gardens.

Fig. 23: Sea Heath (Frankenia laevis) has become locally
frequent in the Medina Estuary. Medham. July 2018.

The appearance of scattered patches of Tor-grass
(Brachypodium rupestre) on some of our most visited
downs is likely to be a result of propagules
inadvertently brought across by walkers.

Native species found / re-found post 2000
Despite losses and declines of the Island’s flora, four
native species were found for the first time in the
time period 2000-2022 and fifteen native species
were refound, four of these for the first time in one
hundred years!

Several of the new finds are remarkable. Two are
components of tightly grazed unimproved chalk
grassland and it is unlikely that these were
accidentally (or intentionally) introduced. It seems
more probable that that these have been rare and
very restricted components of our chalk grassland
for a long time and previously overlooked. They
have survived because the chalk grassland
management has been favourable.

Chalk Milkwort (Polygala calcarea) has attractive
gentian-blue flowers and flowers earlier than the
much more widespread Common Milkwort (Polygala
vulgaris). It was discovered in some quantity on a
north-facing slope of Tennyson Down in 2012. Chalk
Milkwort is locally frequent within its main area of
distribution which is on the chalk in south-east and
southern England extending into Dorset and
Wiltshire. The Island is well within the expected
range of this plant but it has not previously been
recorded.

Dwarf Sedge (Carex humilis) has a more restricted
distribution, but nevertheless can be locally
abundant in chalk or limestone grassland centred
around Wiltshire and Dorset. It is a very early
flowering sedge and was discovered in small
quantity on Afton and Mottistone Downs. The Island
populations are outliers. It may be significant that
both these species flower early in the year. Most
botanical surveys of chalk grassland are carried out
in June and July.
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Fig. 24: National distribution of Chalk Milkwort,
Polygala calcarea F.W.Schultz) in BSBI Online Plant Atlas 2020
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Fig. 26: National distribution of Dwarf Sedge.
Carex humilis Leyss. in BSBI Online Plant Atlas 2020)

Fig. 25: Chalk Milkwort (Polygala calcarea) on Tennyson
Down. May 2012.

A third chalk grassland species new to the Island is
Knapweed Broomrape (Orobanche eliator) found
on Chillerton and Shanklin Downs. Broomrapes
produce large quantities of very fine, wind-
dispersed seed and it is likely that the presence of
Knapweed Broomrape on the Island is a natural
range expansion.

Long-stalked VYellow-sedge (Carex lepidocarpa)
recorded from a boggy flush north of Wydcombe in
2008, is also probably new to the Island. Bromfield
(1856) described two forms of Yellow-sedge from
the Island, but no herbarium material has been
identified which corresponds with C. lepidocarpa. It
is likely to have been rare and local but overlooked.
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Fig. 27: Dwarf Sedge (Carex humilis) on Mottistone

Down. April 2014.

Fifteen native species were re-found in the 2000-
2022 time period. Changing weather trends have
assisted some species to expand their range. Early
Spider Orchid (Ophrys sphegodes) was first
recorded from the clifftop between Freshwater Bay
and the Needles headland in 1992. Since 2013,
individual plants have appeared with increasing
frequency in any one of five different stations along
the chalk ridge and in 2022, six individual flowering
plants were found. This trend is probably the result
of wind-blown seed expansion from the large
population on Purbeck, Dorset to the west.

It was good to re-find Green-flowered Helleborine
because this was the plant first found at St Lawrence
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Fig. 28: Knapweed Broomrape, (Orobanche
elatior) appeared for the first time at Chillerton
Down. June 2009. Photo Keith Marston.

Fig. 29: Early Spider Orchid (Ophrys sphegodes)
has appeared regularly on the chalk ridge west
of Freshwater Bay. April 2017.
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Fig. 30: Broad-leaved Cudweed (Filago
pyramidata) growing at High Down quarry floor.
August 2012.

and subsequently named Isle of Wight Helleborine,
(Epipactis vectensis). That was in 1952 and the plant
has since been found to be quite widespread in
suitable damp spots across the UK. It appeared in
Eaglehead Copse in 2003 and lasted for a few years.
It likely that it could pop up again somewhere in
woodland on the Island at any time.

Broad-leaved Cudweed (Filago pyramidata) is one of
the very rare and declining cudweeds that used to be
found in arable sandy ground around Alverstone.
The rediscovery of a population of small plants on
the floor of a disused chalk quarry at the west end of
the Island was an unexpected but welcome find for
this nationally endangered species.

The lack of earlier records for some of the re-found
species is likely to be due to the difficulty of access to
their sites. Orange Foxtail (Alopecuris aequalis),
Lesser Marshwort (Helosciadum inudatum) and
Greater Duckweed (Spirodella polyrhiza) fall into this
category.

Fig. 31: Orange Foxtail grass (Alopecurus aequalis)
was refound in ponds at EImsworth. July 2009

On the other hand, Slender Tufted-sedge (Carex
acuta) has been hiding in plain sight. Bromfield
(1856) recorded this sedge commonly in several
meadows in Sandown marshes but there have been
no further records until 2018, when it was realised
that clumps of a rather odd-looking sedge on Morton
Marshes were in fact Carex acuta. Further survey has
led to its discovery in three additional locations on
the marshes in the Sandown and Alverstone areas.

Some of the other re-finds have been due to soil
disturbance bringing a viable seedbank to the
surface. Several of the fumitories have reappeared
on disturbed ground. Perhaps the most remarkable
re-find has been Ivy-leaved Bellflower (Wahlenbergia
hederacea) which was found at Bohemia Bog in
2020. This is a plant with very exacting habitat
requirements requiring wet acidic open habitats. The
few remaining sites where it was found have become
too overgrown to support it. However, conservation
work at Bohemia Bog to restore the overgrown
boggy habitat must have liberated a long-lived
viable seedbank to allow the plant to reappear.
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known instance of a naturalised population in the
UK.

In recent years, touring caravan parks have been
found to be an interesting location for finding
unusual neophytes growing in the grassland and
gravel areas around touring pitches (Pope & Stanley,
2018). A remarkable community of unusual species
can be found. Nodes Point Caravan Park is the
richest location where Mossy Stonecrop (Crassula
tillaea), Pink Shepherd's-purse (Capsella rubella),
Annual Buttonweed (Cotula australis), Greek Sea-
spurrey (Spergularia bocconei), Reversed Clover
(Trifolium resupinatum) and Woolly Clover (Trifolium
tomentosum) have been recorded. Other sites will
have at least some of these species. It is likely that
the plants have originated from seed and other
propagules inadvertently brought in on the tyres
and bodywork of caravans, many of which would
have visited mainland Europe.

The future

Tragically, biodiversity across the UK is in decline
and the Island is no exception. We are fortunate that
conservation bodies are responsible for large tracts
of the Island’s countryside, often including prime
habitats. These tend to be well managed, but they
are not exempt from pressures such as increasing
visitor numbers and an ever-growing variety of
recreational activities and widespread
eutrophication.

There has been a trend towards ‘rewilding’ projects
in the countryside in recent years. Often this involves
taking intensively farmed arable land out of
cultivation. This provides more room for wildlife,
sometimes linking up areas of good habitat, and will
undoubtedly benefit some species. Whether our
rarest and most rapidly declining plant species will
benefit from ‘rewilding’ is open to question and only
time will tell. Baseline ecological surveys have
frequently found that some fields still support
sometimes previously unrecorded declining arable
plant species, and these will be lost to natural
succession.

Plant diseases present threats to our native flora. The
recent and on-going spread of Ash die-back
(Hymenoscyphus fraxineus) will have dramatic
effects on our woodlands, but it is too soon to assess
what these will be and how the woodland ground
flora will be impacted. Inevitably other serious
diseases will reach our shores and infect our native
trees causing significant impacts to the trees and the
species they support.
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