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1.

INTRODUCTION

This report presents the results of a walkover botanical survey of the saltmarsh and wet grassland zones in
the Harper’s Island Wetland Centre, which I carried out in August-September 2018. The purpose of the
survey was to inform the preliminary hydrological assessment and management plans, which have been
commissioned by Cork County Council.
The botanical nomenclature in this report follows the follows the National Botanic Gardens usage
(www.botanicgardens.ie/herb/census/lists.htm; accessed July 2015). Scientific names of plant species
mentioned in the text are listed in Appendix 1.
The comments in this report on management objectives and strategies are my personal opinions and do
not necessarily represent the collective view of the Harper’s Island Wetland Centre Management Group.

2.

METHODS

I carried out the survey over four dates in August-September 2018 (Table 2.1). The saltmarsh zone was
divided into two habitat units: the main section (sm1) and a narrow marginal zone (sm2). The wet grassland
zone was treated as a single habitat unit (wg), but with the old scrape representing four additional habitat
units (sc1-sc4), and a small pond in the wet grassland zone forming another an additional habitat unit (po).
Each of the main habitat units (sm1, sm2 and wg) were subdivided into the compartments defined by the
north-south drains (ME, MW and W). Therefore, in total, 14 separate survey units were surveyed (Figure
1). The survey unit including the area occupied by the new scrape (Wwg) was surveyed before construction
work on the new scrape commenced and all the wet grassland survey units were surveyed before the wet
grassland zone was mown in September 2018.
Table 2.1. Survey coverage.
Date

Survey units covered

14/08/2018

Wwg

26/08/2018

MWsm1, MWsm2, MWwg, Wsc1, Wsc2

02/09/2018

MEsm1, MEsm2, MEpo, MEwg

09/09/2018

Wsm1, Wsm2, Wsc3, Wsc4

Each survey unit was surveyed by walking multiple zig-zag routes through the survey unit so that all parts
of the survey unit were approached to a distance of 5-10 m. All vascular plant species encountered were
recorded and their cover-abundance categorized using the DAFOR scale (Smith et al., 2011).

3.

RESULTS

3.1.

VEGETATION

3.1.1.

Saltmarsh zone

The main sections of the saltmarsh zone (sm1) comprised dense swards of Glasswort growing on bare mud
(Plate 1). There was limited development of other vegetation, with Common Saltmarsh-grass forming small
swards in places (Plate 2) and scattered patches of other halophytes such as Annual Sea-blite, Lesser Seaspurrey, Saltmarsh Rush, Sea Club-rush and Spear-leaved/Babington’s Orache. There was variation
between the survey units in the extent of development of the other halophytes, with the MEsm1 survey
unit generally having the most limited development, while in the Wsm1 survey unit, Lesser Sea-spurrey
was classified as frequent. A few clumps of Common Cord-grass were recorded in the MEsm1 and MWsm1
survey units (see below).
The marginal sections of the saltmarsh zone (sm2) comprised narrow bands (a few metres wide) of more
diverse saltmarsh vegetation along the boundary between the saltmarsh and wet grassland zones. These
sections were dominated by dense stands of Saltmarsh Rush, interspersed with swards of Common
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Saltmarsh-grass (Plate 3). Several other halophytes were of generally frequent occurrence, including
Glasswort, Lesser Sea-spurrey, Sea Club-rush, Spear-leaved/Babington’s Orache and Sea Aster. Other
halophytes present included Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass. Non-halophyte species were also of frequent
occurrence including Common Couch, Creeping Bent and Silverweed. These are associated with the
adjacent wet grassland habitat, but are also typical species of upper saltmarsh habitats.
3.1.2.

Wet grassland zone

Across the three compartments, the wet grassland zone had a sward variously dominated by Creeping
Bent, Common Couch and Yorkshire-fog, with large patches of Silverweed and frequent docks. However,
there were significant differences between the survey units in other aspects of the vegetation.
There appeared to be a salinity gradient from east to west. The MEwg survey unit had frequent dense
stands of Saltmarsh Rush (a halophyte) occurring throughout the survey unit, although becoming less
abundant in the south-western section. False Fox-sedge (a species generally associated with brackish
conditions) was also frequent throughout. Both these species were only occasional in the MWwg survey
unit, while Saltmarsh Rush was absent from the Wwg survey unit.
The MEwg survey unit also had scattered patches of Common and Slender Spike-rushes occurring
throughout the survey unit indicating a generally high water-table. There was only a single small patch of
Slender Spike-rush in the MWwg survey unit, and a general lack of other species associated with wet
ground conditions. Spike-rushes were also rare in the Wwg survey unit, but other species indicative of wet
ground conditions such as Jointed Rush and Marsh Foxtail were frequent.
A small seasonal pond, around 10 m in diameter was present in the MEwg survey unit (Plate 4). This pond
is flooded during winter, but was dry at the time of the survey. The exposed basin held a dense sward of
Creeping Bent and Marsh Foxtail, with large stands of Common Spike-rush and Sea Club-rush around the
edges. Other halophytes present were Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass, Saltmarsh Rush and Spearleaved/Babington’s Orache, while this pond also held the only Brookweed plants recorded during the
survey.
3.1.3.

Scrape

Exposed areas of mud on the higher shelves in the old scrape (sc1) were being colonized by various
halophytes and other adventive species, including Glasswort, Greater Plantain, Lesser Sea-spurrey, Marsh
Foxtail, Sea Club-rush, Silverweed and Spear-leaved/Babington’s Orache. The marginal zone along the
steeply sloping upper edge of the scrape (sc2) was dominated by a sward of Marsh Foxtail with Creeping
Bent, Curled Dock, Saltmarsh Rush, Silverweed and Spear-leaved/Babington’s Orache. The narrow strip of
grassland between the scrape and the saltmarsh zone (sc3) was dominated by Common Couch and
Creeping Bent with frequent stands of Saltmarsh Rush. The low-lying disturbed area between the northwestern corner of the scrape and the borrow dyke (sc4) held patchy saltmarsh vegetation with a lot of bare
ground and with Spear-leaved/Babington’s Orache being the most frequent species.
3.2.

PLANT SPECIES

A total of 63 taxa were recorded during the survey.
Two scarce species were recorded (Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass and Slender Spike-rush) and one invasive
species (Common Cord-grass).
Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass occurs in the upper edges of saltmarshes and other brackish habitats. It is quite
widely distributed around the eastern and south-eastern coast but is scarce in Co. Cork. It formerly
occurred along the base of the borrow dyke in Harper’s Island but disappeared after the borrow dyke was
flooded in 2006, and has only recolonised the island in the last few years. In this survey, I recorded it as
occasional in the marginal sections of the saltmarsh zone in the MW and W compartments and as rare in
the main section of the saltmarsh zone in the ME compartment. It also occurred in the small pond within
the wet grassland zone in the ME compartment.
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Slender Spike-rush occurs in brackish and calcareous grassland. It is quite widely distributed around the
Irish coast but is scarce in Co. Cork, although it has been previously recorded at Mahon in Cork Harbour. I
recorded it as occasional in the wet grassland zone in the ME compartment, with a single patch also present
in the MW compartment.
Common Cord-grass is an invasive species that has colonized extensive areas of mudflats in the Belvelly
area of Cork Harbour, and is also quite widespread in the Glounthaune Estuary and Slatty Water. I first
noted its presence on Harper’s Island in the summer of 2017, when three established stands were present.
On the present survey, I recorded five established stands as well as small numbers of seedlings (which I
uprooted and disposed of). The distribution of the stands is shown in Figure 2, details of the stands are
summarised in Table 3.1, and photographs of each stand are shown in Plate 6-Plate 10.
Table 3.1. Stands of Common Cord-grass recorded on Harper’s Island, August-September 2018.
Stand

Location

Area

Cover (Domin scale)

SP1

MWsm1

3 m2

9

MEsm1

3.75 m2

10

SP3

MEsm1

0.25 m2

10

SP4

MEsm1

2.5 m2

6

SP5

MEsm1

20 m2

8

SP2

Domin scale: 6 = 26-33%; 8 = 51-75%; 9 = 76-90%; 10 = 91-100%.

4.

DISCUSSION

4.1.

SALTMARSH VEGETATION

The vegetation in the main section of the saltmarsh zone (sm1) is a Glasswort saltmarsh (Irish Vegetation
Classification type SM1A) and corresponds to the Annex I habitat 1310 Salicornia and other annuals
colonising mud and sand. This is a very rare habitat in Cork Harbour and Harper’s Island probably holds by
far the largest and best-developed example in the harbour. The marginal section of the saltmarsh zone
(sm2) contains transitional vegetation that does not show a close correspondence to any of the Irish
Vegetation Classification saltmarsh vegetation types.
Examination of aerial imagery indicates that the spatial extent of the saltmarsh zone does not seem to have
changed significantly over the years. However, there have been changes in the vegetation.
This vegetation was just becoming established in 2008 when I noted the area as being mainly bare mud
with a few halophytes (Glasswort and Saltmarsh Rush) around the edges (Blarney Electoral Area habitat
survey field notes, September 2008; Plate 11). By around 2011-2012, the saltmarsh vegetation was well
established. In 2014, this area was described as “pioneer CM1 Lower saltmarsh, characterised by large
areas of bare mud being colonised by Salicornia sp., with Atriplex prostrata, Potentilla anserina, Juncus
gerardii and Spergularia media also present in this habitat” (O’Neill et al., 2014), although this description
probably combines the sm1 and sm2 habitat units. It is notable, that Common Saltmarsh-grass is not noted
in the above description. I also walked the saltmarsh zone in 2014 examining the vegetation, and I do not
recall finding any Puccinellia (I was specifically searching for the nationally rare Puccinellia fasciculata). It is
possible that the cessation of grazing by horses has allowed the development and spread of Common
Saltmarsh-grass, which is presumably more palatable to horses than the Salicornia. Alternatively, the
spread of this species may reflect continued accretion of sediment and/or reduced flooding due to
blockage of the sluice. If the Common Saltmarsh-grass continues to spread, the vegetation in the saltmarsh
zone may develop into the Annex I habitat 1330 Atlantic salt meadows, which is a qualifying interest of the
Great Island Channel SAC.
4.2.

WET GRASSLAND VEGETATION

The wet grassland zone was formerly occupied by species-poor improved grassland that was grazed by
sheep up to 2006. From 2006 to the spring of 2017 it was grazed by horses with no grazing taking place
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since then. The zone does not usually flood but becomes heavily waterlogged in winter with small pools of
standing water forming during periods of very wet weather.
In 2008, I noted the area as being neglected improved grassland developing into wet grassland dominated
by Creeping Bent and Common Couch with patches of Jointed Rush and Soft-rush and with Saltmarsh Rush
in wet depressions (Blarney Electoral Area habitat survey, September 2008). While detailed comparative
data is lacking, my impression is that the diversity of the vegetation has increased significantly over the
years. The wet grassland in the ME compartment now has a strong brackish influence with Saltmarsh Rush
present throughout the grassland and Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass and Sea Club-rush occurring in the small
pond in the middle of this area. The wet grassland vegetation in the MW compartment was the most
species-poor and “driest” of the three compartments. The wet grassland in the W compartment lacked
any brackish components but had a more freshwater wetland character, but note that the vegetation in
this area will have been influenced by ground compaction and disturbance during the scrape construction
works in August 2017. Also, the section adjacent to the saltmarsh zone, which would be the most likely
section to have any brackish influence, was removed by the scrape construction.
4.3.

SCRAPE VEGETATION

The old scrape was excavated in August 2017 and was flooded for much of the following winter. The water
levels receded in April and May 2018 and most of the scrape was exposed from June-August. By the time
of the botanical survey, patchy vegetation had colonised the higher sections of the scrape shelves (sc1)
with the limit of the vegetation colonisation approximately corresponding to the 0 m level in the scrape.
The levels of the exposed mud in the scrape are similar to those in the sm1 section of the saltmarsh zone.
However, while the vegetation included most of the species present in the sm1 section of the saltmarsh
zone, it also included some non-halophytic species. This may indicates that salinity levels are lower in the
scrape than in the borrow dyke despite the water exchange that takes place between the two. However,
it will be interesting to see whether the non-halophytic perennials survive immersion for an extended
period of time if water levels are high again this winter.
4.4.

MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS

Apart from the narrow marginal zone, the saltmarsh zone is occupied by the Annex I habitat 1310 Salicornia
and other annuals colonising mud and sand (Salicornia mud). However, there are indications that it might
be developing into the Annex I habitat 1330 Atlantic salt meadows (ASM). As the latter is a qualifying
interest of the Great Island Channel SAC, while the former is not, this might be seen as a positive
development. However, the development of the Salicornia mud habitat in the Harper’s Island Wetland
Centre is directly linked to the value of the area as feeding and roosting habitat for waterbirds. The
Glasswort provides a food resource for Wigeon and Teal which feed on the seeds when the area is flooded
on autumn spring tides. The open structure of the vegetation with plenty of exposed mud between the
plants provides good foraging habitat for waterbirds such as Teal, Curlew, Black-tailed Godwit, Dunlin and
Redshank. As Glasswort is an annual plant, the vegetation dies back in winter providing suitable open
habitat conditions for roosting waders. While ASM habitat would also be of some value for waterbirds (e.g.,
as a foraging resource for Wigeon), I consider that succession of the Salicornia mud to ASM would
significantly reduce the value of the saltmarsh zone for waterbirds. Reintroduction of grazing might be
required to maintain the Salicornia mud habitat. Larger grazing animals (horses or cattle) may be more
effective than sheep as poaching may help in preventing the establishment of a grass sward.
Common Cord-grass invasion is a potential threat to the saltmarsh zone. This appears to be a recent event
and is still at an early stage and could potentially also be linked to the cessation of grazing. Due to the
location of the stands in sensitive habitat, physical rather than chemical control methods may be more
appropriate. Common Cord-grass control is a notifiable action which will require consent from NPWS.
The wet grassland zone in the ME compartment has a diverse mixture of vegetation with strong brackish
influences and may be transitional to saltmarsh habitat. This area may be best managed as winter grassland
feeding habitat for waterbirds and summer meadow habitat for plants and invertebrates, rather than be

5

Harper’s Island Wetland Centre: Botanical Survey, 2018

used as a location for excavating additional scrapes. However, excavation of a few small, shallow pools,
similar to the existing pond, may be of value. The wet grassland zone in the MW compartment was rather
species-poor and dry in character. This are would be suitable for excavation of additional scrapes, if they
are required. Management of the wet grassland zone will require implementation of a suitable grazing
regime or annual mowing. The latter was carried out after completion of the botanical survey in September
2018.

5.

CONCLUSIONS

The main section of the saltmarsh zone contains the Annex I habitat 1310 Salicornia and other annuals
colonising mud and sand. This is providing valuable habitat for waterbirds and also probably represents the
largest example of this habitat in Cork Harbour. Implementation of a suitable grazing regime may be
required to prevent succession to Atlantic salt meadow habitat (which would significantly reduce the value
of the habitat for waterbirds). Common Cord-grass invasion is also a threat to this habitat.
The wet grassland zone in the ME compartment contains brackish meadow habitat which should be
managed as winter grassland feeding habitat for waterbirds and summer meadow habitat for plants and
invertebrates. The wet grassland zone in the MW compartment would be a suitable location for the
excavation of additional scrapes, if required. Management of the wet grassland zone will require
implementation of a suitable grazing regime or annual mowing.
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Appendix 1

Scientific names of plant species mentioned in the text

English name

Scientific name

Annual Sea-blite

Suaeda maritima

Brookweed

Samolus valerandi

Common Cord-grass

Spartina sp.

Common Couch

Elytrigia repens

Common Saltmarsh-grass

Puccinellia maritima

Common Spike-rush

Eleocharis palustris

Creeping Bent

Agrostis stolonifera

Curled Dock

Rumex crispus

False Fox-sedge

Carex otrubae

Glasswort

Salicornia agg.

Greater Plantain

Plantago major

Jointed Rush

Juncus articulatus

Lesser Sea-spurrey

Spergularia marina

Marsh Foxtail

Alopecurus geniculatus

Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass

Puccinellia distans

Saltmarsh Rush

Juncus gerardii

Sea Aster

Aster tripolium

Sea Club-rush

Bolboschoenus maritimus

Silverweed

Potentilla anserina

Slender Spike-rush

Eleocharis uniglumis

Spear-leaved/Babington’s
Orache

Atriplex prostrata/
glabriuscula

Yorkshire-fog

Holcus lanatus
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Appendix 2

Plant species lists

The following tables list all the plant species recorded in the surveys of the wet grassland and saltmarsh
zones. The approximate cover-abundance of each species is indicated using the DAFOR scale.
Plant species recorded in the main sections of the saltmarsh zone (sm1).
Family

Scientific name

English name

Atriplex prostrata/glabriuscula

Compartment
ME

MW

W

Spear-leaved/Babington’s
Orache

O

O

R

Salicornia agg.

Glasswort

D

D

D

Suaeda maritima

Annual Sea-blite

R

O

Caryophyllaceae

Spergularia marina

Lesser Sea-spurrey

R

O

Asteraceae

Aster tripolium

Sea Aster

O

R

Juncaceae

Juncus gerardii

Saltmarsh Rush

O

O

O

Cyperaceae

Bolboschoenus maritimus

Sea Club-rush

O

O

R

Elytrigia repens

Common Couch

R

Puccinellia distans

Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass

R

Puccinellia maritima

Common Saltmarsh-grass

O

O

O

Spartina anglica

Common Cord-grass

R

R

Chenopodiaceae

Poaceae

F

Plant species recorded in the marginal sections of the saltmarsh zone (sm2).
Family

Scientific name

English name

Atriplex prostrata/glabriuscula

Compartment
ME

MW

W

Spear-leaved/Babington’s Orache

F

F

O

Salicornia agg.

Glasswort

F

F

F

Spergularia marina

Lesser Sea-spurrey

F

F

F

Rumex acetosa

Common Sorrel

O

Rumex crispus

Curled Dock

Primulaceae

Glaux maritima

Sea-milkwort

O

Rosaceae

Potentilla anserina

Silverweed

F

O

O

Plantago major

Greater Plantain

O

O

R

Plantago maritima

Sea Plantain

R

Asteraceae

Aster tripolium

Sea Aster

F

F

F

Juncaceae

Juncus gerardii

Saltmarsh Rush

A

F

D

Bolboschoenus maritimus

Sea Club-rush

F

F

O

Carex otrubae

False Fox-sedge

Eleocharis palustris

Common Spike-rush

Agrostis stolonifera

Creeping Bent

F

F

O

Elytrigia repens

Common Couch

O

O

F

Puccinellia distans

Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass

O

O

Puccinellia maritima

Common Saltmarsh-grass

A

F

Chenopodiaceae
Caryophyllaceae
Polygonaceae

Plantaginaceae

Cyperaceae

Poaceae
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Plant species recorded in the wet grassland zone (wg).
Family

Compartments

Scientific name

English name

Ranunculus acris

Meadow Buttercup

O

Ranunculus repens

Creeping Buttercup

O

Cerastium fontanum

Common Mouse-ear

Rumex acetosa

Common Sorrel

O

O

F

Rumex conglomeratus

Clustered Dock

F

O

O

Rumex crispus

Curled Dock

F

F

F

Rumex obtusifolius

Broad-leaved Dock

O

F

O

Hypericaceae

Hypericum tetrapterum

Square-stalked St John's-wort

R

O

Salicaceae

Salix cinerea

Grey Willow

R

R

Potentilla anserina

Silverweed

A

A

A

Rubus fruticosus agg.

Blackberry

R

R

R

Lotus pedunculatus

Greater Bird's-foot-trefoil

O

O

F

Trifolium pratense

Red Clover

R

Epilobium hirsutum

Great Willowherb

R

Epilobium obscurum

Short-fruited Willowherb

Epilobium parviflorum

Hoary Willowherb

Daucus carota

Wild Carrot

Plantago lanceolata

Ribwort Plantain

R

Plantago major

Greater Plantain

O

Scrophulariaceae

Odontites vernus

Red Bartsia

Rubiaceae

Galium palustre

Marsh-bedstraw

Cirsium arvense

Creeping Thistle

R

Hypochaeris radicata

Cat's-ear

O

Scorzoneroides autumnalis

Autumn Hawkbit

Senecio jacobaea

Common Ragwort

R

F

Juncus articulatus

Jointed Rush

O

O

F

Juncus effusus

Soft-rush

O

O

O

Juncus gerardii

Saltmarsh Rush

F

O

Juncus inflexus

Hard Rush

O

O

Bolboschoenus maritimus

Sea Club-rush

O

R

Carex distans

Distant Sedge

Carex divulsa

Grey Sedge

R

Carex flacca

Glaucous Sedge

R

Carex otrubae

False Fox-sedge

F

Eleocharis palustris

Common Spike-rush

O

Eleocharis uniglumis

Slender Spike-rush

O

R

Agrostis stolonifera

Creeping Bent

A

A

Alopecurus geniculatus

Marsh Foxtail

O

Anthoxanthum odoratum

Sweet Vernal-grass

Arrhenatherum elatius

False Oat-grass

O

Cynosurus cristatus

Crested Dog's-tail

O

Elytrigia repens

Common Couch

F

A

F

Holcus lanatus

Yorkshire-fog

A

F

A

Ranunculaceae
Caryophyllaceae

Polygonaceae

Rosaceae
Fabaceae

Onagraceae
Apiaceae
Plantaginaceae

Asteraceae

Juncaceae

Cyperaceae

Poaceae
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ME

MW

W
F

F

F
O

O

F
R

O

O

O

O

F
R

O

F
F

R
O
O
R
O

O
R
R

O

O
R
A
F

O

F

R
O
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Family

Poaceae

Compartments

Scientific name

English name

Lolium perenne

Perennial Rye-grass

O

O

Phleum pratense

Timothy

F

O

Poa trivialis

Rough Meadow-grass

ME

MW

W

O

Plant species recorded in the pond (po) and in the scrape and adjoining areas (sc1-sc4).
Habitat unit

Family

Scientific name

English name

Ranunculaceae

Ranunculus acris

Meadow Buttercup

Atriplex prostrata/glabriuscula

Spear-leaved/Babington’s
Orache

Salicornia agg.

Glasswort

F

F

Spergularia marina

Lesser Sea-spurrey

F

F

Persicaria maculosa

Redshank

Rumex conglomeratus

Clustered Dock

Rumex crispus

Curled Dock

Anagallis arvensis

Scarlet Pimpernel

Samolus valerandi

Brookweed

Potentilla anserina

Silverweed

Lotus pedunculatus

Chenopodiaceae
Caryophyllaceae
Polygonaceae

Primulaceae
Rosaceae
Fabaceae
Onagraceae
Plantaginaceae
Scrophulariaceae

Asteraceae

Juncaceae

Cyperaceae

Poaceae

po

sc1

sc2

sc3

sc4

R

A

R
O

O

F
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Harper’s Island Wetland Centre: Botanical Survey, 2018

Figure 1. Saltmarsh and wet grassland survey units.

Figure 2. Scrape survey units.
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Plate 1. Glasswort growing on bare mud in the main section of the saltmarsh zone (sm1).

Plate 2. Common Saltmarsh-grass growing with Glasswort in the main section of the saltmarsh zone (sm1).
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Plate 3. Saltmarsh Rush interspersed with Common Saltmarsh-grass swards in the marginal section of the saltmarsh
zone (sm2).

Plate 4. The dried up pond in the wet grassland zone in the ME compartment with a stand of Common Spike-rush
along the near edge and Sea Club-rush along the far edge.
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Plate 5. Glasswort and Sea Club-rush colonising exposed mud in the old scrape.

Plate 6. Common Cord-grass stand SP1 in the MWsm1 survey unit.
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Plate 7. Common Cord-grass stand SP2 in the MEsm1 survey unit.

Plate 8. Common Cord-grass stand SP3 in the MEsm1 survey unit.
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Plate 9. Common Cord-grass stand SP4 in the MEsm1 survey unit.

Plate 10. Common Cord-grass stand SP5 in the MEsm1 survey unit.
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Plate 11. The saltmarsh zone in 2008 (photograph taken on 03/10/2008).
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