
These will be offered for any group where species can’t easily be told apart simply 
from images.  The advantage of this is that the user can employ visual recognition 
and key characters together, and simultaneously.  

E.g. they might see from the pictures that it is either G. molle or G. pusillum, and 
go straight to these, using the line between them to determine which one it was.  

Alternately it can be used like a dichotomous key, starting with the thickest line 
and progressing to the thinnest.

A total beginner might use it like a plate in Keble Martin, going straight to the 
images, then start to use the key aspect later, as they grow in confidence.

A “Platekey”: Combining photographs 
and dichotomous key into a single page.

How best do we start total beginners on the path to 
becoming good at plant ID?  With ~1700 native species, 
over 500 common aliens and ~3000 more rare aliens, 
their task seems daunting.  However, if they
can correctly determine the family, the task
 immediately becomes more manageable, and the 
beginner may ID their plant by simply going through 
images in a book.  But how are they to determine the 
family?  To solve this problem I have developed the 
method presented here, tested and refined over 15 
years of classes with students and the public.
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How it 
works.

The user answers a series of very simple questions – life form, 
inflorescence type, number of petals (see flowchart).  From 
this, they determine which row and column a plant belongs 
in, and the key supplies them with a list of families.  
At present, the user then simply checks those families one by 
one by going through the pictures and looking for a match, in 
either Keble Martin, The Collins Flower Guide, or Rose’s Wild 
Flower Key.  Page/plate numbers are provided, too.

This method may seem simplistic, but doing it will naturally 
familiarize them with the commoner families, moving towards 
the point where they can start recognizing them, unaided.

I am now generating a complete library of colour images of 
the UK flora, which will remove the need for the above books 
for users of my method, and eventually create a single 
website that goes all the way to species. 

Example – genus Geranium

1. Photograph with white 
screen behind

2. Digitally remove 
background (easy 

because it’s off-white)

3. Image with no 
background, 

perfect for ID.

Method:

Image Library Creation
Natives* 1091/1377 = 79%

Archaeophytes 150/187 = 80%
Neophytes 945                    .

Progress
(since May 2021)

* Excluding microspecies.

Target list ~1800 spp including 
garden hybrids, based on 

Stace & Crawley (2011).  

Pyrola rotundifolia

Pyrola media Pyrola minor

Orthillia secunda

Moneses uniflora

4. Plate, showing family  or  group
5. Platekey 

r.milne@ed.ac.uk

Thank You to Kevin 
Walker and the BSBI 

for help with 
location info!

milneorchid.weebly.com

Goals:  1) Interactive website.  2) Book.  3) App for mobile phones.


