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BSS Group: Urban Flora of Scotland (“what grows in your street”)

what we do:

Recording in towns and cities
Archiving vascular plants, cryptogams, fungi
Including environmental and abundance data
Working with BSBI and Natural History groups
Comparing urban versus rural sites
Also working with BSBI data from the DDB

Recording in Annan with BSBI and local 
recording groups, 2019. Photo Chris Miles

What grows where, and 
understanding “why?”

Indications of climate 
change

Public awareness

Alerting increases
and invasive 
characteristics

Urban versus rural

Evidence in planning 
proposals

37,100 records and 1,436 species. This map downloaded from our 
database on  irecord October 2019. iRecord data are held within an 
Indicia warehouse hosted at the Biological Records Centre on behalf 
of the recording community.

http://www.brc.ac.uk/


Short talk, focus on these species which seem to be spreading rapidly:

Focus on:

Polypogon viridis, Water Bent

Conyza (4 species), fleabanes

Acaena novae-zelandiae,  Piri-piri-burr



Becoming widespread, many sites now in 
Leith and Edinburgh          “crackophyte” …

Ambroise Baker and Oliver Pescott at 
http://nora.nerc.ac.uk/id/eprint/507448/1/PvAEM6.pdf

“Polypogon viridis is one of the fastest spreading plants in 
the British Isles, especially in urban habitats. However, we 
do not know the reasons for this sudden increase, or the 
real extent of its spread, because there may be a time lag 
between colonisation and recording”.
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(Botanical Museum, 
Helsinki)

Polypogon viridis, Water Bent

Smith et al 
(2002) says 
‘rare’ Old 
Pentland and 
notes a 1911 
record from 
Musselburgh

Cope and 
Gray (2009) 
say first 
record in 
Britain was 
from Cardiff 
1876.

http://nora.nerc.ac.uk/id/eprint/507448/1/PvAEM6.pdf


Pavement, near 
Haymarket station, end 
of Morrison Street, 
Edinburgh, C. canadensis
2019

Disused school, Upper 
Gilmore Street, Edinburgh
C. floribunda

Number of records
C. bonariensis 4
C. canadensis 23*
C. floribunda     3
C. sumatrensis 7

BSBI mapmate
database VC 83 
(provided by Barbara 
Sumner)

• Earliest modern record was by 
DR McKean 1989

• Old records gleaned from 
Smith et al  (2002) and Dickson 
et al (2000), who both say C. 
canadensis is ‘rare’:  Leith 
Docks 1904, Hamilton 1903. A 
very few records in 
MacPherson (2017)

Old and new records of Conyza (Fleabane) in Edinburgh

Roadside, Drummond 
Street, Edinburgh
C. bonariensis

Waste ground, Mentone 
Avenue, Edinburgh 
C. sumatrensis



Mentone Avenue
C. sumatrensis

Drummond, Street
C. bonariensis

Upper Gilmore Street
C. floribunda

Balcarres Street, 
C. canadensis

Conyza ID
These images are 
from the sites where 
the species have 
already been 
recorded. There are 
new sites, eg:

Edinburgh: Morrison 
Street, Haymarket, 
Leith Community 
Garden, Dundas 
Street abandoned 
RBS bank, Dalry
Road (Aldi waste 
ground).

Ayr: car park near 
Gaiety Theatre, 
various streets (C. 
canadensis).
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C. bonariensis

C. canadensis C. sumatrensis

C. floribunda

British Islands: the distribution of Conyza (Fleabane) 

BUT taxonomic relationships are not clear, 
and hybridisation has been reported



Acaena novae-zelandiae Piri-piri-burr

https://bie.ala.org.au/species/
http://id.biodiversity.org.au/n
ode/apni/2906921

We found it in Melrose and very common at Hopetoun House 
(Queensferry). Recorded in Melrose as A. anserinifolia 1911 (see Ida 
Hayward’s The Adventive Flora of Tweedside)

1985 records (Glynn & 
Richards J. Ecol 73, 1055)

Lindisfarne is HQ now,  
possible association with 
sheep trade

https://bie.ala.org.au/species/http:/id.biodiversity.org.au/node/apni/2906921
https://bie.ala.org.au/species/http:/id.biodiversity.org.au/node/apni/2906921


Two possible reasons for 
recent northerly spread of 
urban species
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1. Anomalies in summer temperature, by month, 2017-2019 

2017

2018

2019

April May June July Aug Sept

https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/research/climate/maps-and-data/uk-actual-and-anomaly-maps


2. Glyphosate-resistance of ‘weeds’ 

Bromus
diandrus
found by 
Edinburgh 
tramline 2019



‘True’ vivipary in
Holcus lanatus,
Speyside2017

A note on ‘Mad clover disease’ at various sites

Not vivipary sensu stricto. We 
think they are phytoplasma
infections, usually transmitted 
by sap-sucking insects
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