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A vascular plant survey of Scatarie Island, Nova Scotia was conducted from 
8 to 11 August 2005.  Our expedition gathered 77 vascular plant collections 
that were deposited in the Saint Francis Xavier (STFX) and Cape Breton 
University (CBUH) herbaria.  A Scatarie Island Vascular Plant Checklist was 
compiled, combining our survey and three previous vascular plant surveys 
for a total of 309 species extending the checklist by 15 species.  There 
are now 203 species on the checklist represented by voucher specimens 
and 106 species not represented by voucher specimens which remain on 
the list.  The island supports a number of plant species that are of special 
interest because of their rarity in the region, especially those with an arctic 
or alpine affiliation. 

Une étude des plantes vasculaires de l’île Scatarie, en Nouvelle-Écosse, 
a été effectuée du 8 au 11 août 2005. L’expédition a permis de recueillir 
77 collections de plantes vasculaires qui ont été déposées dans les herbiers 
de l’Université Saint Francis Xavier et de la Cape Breton University. Une liste 
des plantes vasculaires de l’île Scatarie a été dressée, à partir de notre étude 
et de trois études précédentes menées sur les plantes vasculaires. La liste 
s’est enrichie de 15 espèces supplémentaires et compte au total 309 espèces. 
Sur ces 309 espèces, 203 sont maintenant représentées par des spécimens 
de référence et 106 espèces pour lesquelles on n’a pas de spécimens de 
référence restent sur la liste. L’île abrite plusieurs espèces végétales qui 
présentent un intérêt particulier compte tenu de leur rareté dans la région, 
particulièrement celles qui sont associées aux zones arctiques ou alpines.

INTRODUCTION

Scatarie Island is a provincial protected Wilderness Area located 
off the north-eastern coast of Cape Breton, Nova Scotia (Province 
of Nova Scotia 2006); the island is known for its rare bird and plant 
species (Cameron 2004).  Most of the island is boreal forest, a char-
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acteristic of locations near the Atlantic coast (Loucks 1961, Davis 
& Browne 1998).   Near the coast the forest gives way to barrens, 
salt marshes, and wetlands while the hilly interior is covered with 
exposed taiga, bogs and fens.  In most of these habitats, the same 
species of introduced and native plants are common on Scatarie 
Island as on the mainland; however, Scatarie Island is also home 
to many provincial rarities.  These species are typically adapted to 
more northerly climates and persist in the harsh climate of Scata-
rie Island (Davis & Browne 1998).  This checklist combines past 
vascular plant surveys with our recent survey to provide a current 
checklist of the Island’s vascular flora which will aid future inquiry 
into the vascular plants and the ecosystem of Scatarie Island.

METHODS

Between 09 and 11 August 2005, Scatarie Island was explored 
on foot as part of a volunteer “Bioblitz” expedition.  Collections of 
vascular plants were made within three kilometres of Northwest 
Cove, using an unpublished species checklist as a guide (Williams 
2000).  This checklist was compiled using unpublished records from 
previous explorations of Scatarie Island (Table 1).  Plants were 
collected, habitat details were recorded, and plants were pressed 
immediately.  Identifications were made in the field using Roland 
and Smith (1966, 1969), or in a herbarium with the aid of dissecting 
microscopes, using Roland (1998), and collections at Saint Francis 
Xavier (STFX) and Cape Breton University (CBUH).  

Table 1 A list of previous collection trips to Scatarie Island.  Date, collectors’ names 
and repository of their specimens are supplied.  ACAD = E. C. Smith 
Herbarium, Acadia University, Wolfville; CBUH = Cape Breton University 
Herbarium, Sydney; NSPM = Nova Scotia Provincial Museum, Halifax; 
STFX = St. Francis Xavier University Herbarium, Antigonish.

Year Collectors Herbarium

1951 Erskine, JS NSPM
1951 Smith, EC, Schofield, WB, Sampson, DR,  
 Bent, FC ACAD
1953 Smith, EC, Schofield, WB, Taylor, JC,  
 Webster, DH, Slipp, LB and Bently, PA ACAD & NSPM
1953 Smith, EC, Taylor, JC, Webster, DH,  
 Slipp, LB and Schofield, WB ACAD & NSPM
1971 Godfrey, AP none
1984 Williams, M NSPM & CBUH
1992 Crins, WJ and McCorquodale, DB CBUH
1995 Williams, M and Currie, N CBUH & ACAD
2005 Ferrier, J, MacDonald, AAM and Taylor, BR STFX & CBUH



47CHECKLIST OF VASCULAR PLANTS FROM SCATARIE ISLAND 

The habitats sampled included dense coniferous forests, grassy 
dunes, coastal headlands and barrens, inland barrens, barrachois, 
bogs, and roadsides.  On 09 August a route was explored starting at 
Northwest Cove through the forest and barrens to Tin Cove.  From 
Tin Cove the route extended southeast along the coast and across 
the peninsula northeast of Howe Point. The route continued along 
the coast as far as Eastern Harbour and back to Northwest Cove.  
On 10 August three areas were explored: the coast at Savage point, 
the nearby plateau-taiga hilltops, and the forest and brackish lakes 
southeast of Northwest Cove.

Voucher specimens were deposited at STFX and CBUH, labelled 
with the plant’s scientific and common names, collection date, GPS 
coordinates, habitat, collector, identifier, and a herbarium specimen 
number.  All species names and authorities of past surveys were 
updated using Roland (1998).

  RESULTS

The complete vascular plant checklist for Scatarie Island, includ-
ing new collections, is given in Table 2.  This list comprises 308 
species in 68 families.  Of these, fifteen species are new to the 
checklist.  Specimens of twelve of these were collected: Carex 
disperma, Epilobium hornemannii, Goodyera tesselata, Ilex gla-
bra, Moneses uniflora, Monotropa uniflora, Plantanthera obtusata, 
Listera cordata, Pyrola elliptica, Scirpus acutus, Scirpus maritimus 
and Taxus canadensis.  We observed, but did not collect three 
previously unreported species: Atriplex patula, Larix laricina forma 
depressa, and Typha latifolia.   Some 106 plants were included in 
the checklist based on unpublished sources (Table 1), despite the 
absence of voucher specimens.  

We also found several colonies of rare plants and recorded their 
GPS coordinates, only collecting where plants were abundant (Table 
3).  We define rare plants as those that are numerically infrequent 
at some spatial scale. The Atlantic Canada Conservation Data 
Centre (ACCDC) maintains a list of rare plants in the province, 
while the Nova Scotia Department of Natural Resources (DNR) 
has classified most species according to the degree to which their 
provincial populations are at risk of extirpation, as green (secure), 
yellow (vulnerable) or red (threatened).  Rarity is only one element 
determining whether a species is at risk.

We report three populations of Vaccinium uliginosum and one of 
V. boreale, as well as confirming the continued presence of Cornus 
suecica at Northwest Cove.  The GPS coordinates in Table 3 can 
be used by future researchers to locate and monitor the survival 
of these populations.
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DISCUSSION

Boreal Forest Trees
Much of Scatarie Island is covered by the typical boreal forest 

found on the Altantic coast of Nova Scotia (Loucks 1961, Davis & 
Browne 1998).  Coniferous species Abies balsamea (Balsam Fir), 
Picea glauca (White Spruce) and Picea mariana (Black Spruce) 
dominate the forests.  Deciduous hardwoods are less common; 
of these, Betula papyrifera (Paper Birch) and Betula cordifolia 
(Heart-leaved Birch) are frequent, Sorbus americana (American 
Mountain-Ash), Populus tremuloides (Trembling Aspen), and Betula 
alleghaniensis (Yellow Birch) are rare.  The ground cover is com-
monly the Schreber’s Moss association typical of this forest type 
(Davis & Browne 1998, Cameron 2004).

Arctic and Alpine Plant Species 
Northern plants such as Cornus suecica and Vaccinium uligi-

nosum are found on Scatarie Island; some colonies are near the 
extreme southern reaches of the species’ range (Roland & Smith 
1969, Davis & Brown 1998).  These plants are often of interest 
because they are rare in Nova Scotia and are called the “arctic-
alpine flora” (Hounsell & Smith 1966, 1968, Roland & Smith1969, 
Pronych & Wilson 1993).  The surrounding Atlantic Ocean causes 
the wind, fog and cool temperatures of Scatarie Island and allows 
these plants to persist south of their typical range.  Scatarie Island 
has cooler summers and warmer winters relative to the rest of 
Nova Scotia (Cameron 2004).  Many of Nova Scotia’s rare plants 
are geographically disjunct populations, perhaps “stranded” here 
during periods of climate change (Bridgland 1989).

One stand of C. suecica was found during our expedition to Scatarie 
Island.  The plants were growing densely with Juniperus communis 
on a cliff headland at Northwest Cove (Table 3).  C. suecica is an 
alpine plant and typically occurs in the far north, including Greenland 
and parts of Eurasia (Roland & Smith 1969, Roland 1998).  This 
plant is known in Nova Scotia only from collections around the Gulf 
of St. Lawrence, Scatarie Island, and a single record from Queen’s 
County (Roland 1998).  

We were able to locate several colonies of Alpine Whortleberry, 
Vaccinium uliginosum (Table 3).  V. uliginosum is most common 
in the north between the 60th and 70th parallels, but extends as far 
south as New Hampshire (Roland 1998).  In Nova Scotia this plant 
persists only where severe wind and exposed mountaintops hinder 
the growth of other plants (Davis & Browne 1998).

Our expedition found a single specimen of Prenanthes nana on a 
rock outcrop facing a windswept barren.  Prenanthes nana is found 
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on the cool coastlines of Newfoundland and Labrador and Nova 
Scotia, and in the mountains of New England and northern New 
York; elsewhere it is rare (Roland & Smith 1969).  It was collected 
previously by P. Williams (Table 2). 

We did not find Sparganium hyperboreum, considered rare in Cape 
Breton (Roland & Smith 1966) and listed as a “yellow” (threatened) 
species by DNR (2009).  Sparganium hyperboreum has been previ-
ously found growing abundantly in a bog pool at Northwest Cove 
(Roland & Smith 1966).  This plant has a northern distribution, 
extending from Greenland to Eurasia and the Northwest Territories 
south to northern Nova Scotia, northern Quebec, Manitoba, and 
Alberta (Maher et al. 1978, Roland & Smith 1966).    

Although Rubus acaulis (Arctic Raspberry, Northern Dwarf Rasp-
berry) was not found during our expedition, it was listed previously 
for Scatarie Island (Godfrey 1971).  The species is synonymous 
with Rubus arcticus ssp. acaulis (Michx.) Focke; however, neither 
species is listed as occurring anywhere in Nova Scotia (Roland 
1998, ACCDC 2009).  There is no herbarium voucher and therefore 
this description cannot be verified; future expeditions to Scatarie 
Island should consider the possibility of its presence.

Two additional plants from Scatarie Island, Eleocharis nitida and 
Sparganium multipedunculatum, were listed as rare by Pronych 
and Wilson (1993).  However, both are now listed as secure in the 
DNR ranking (DNR 2009).  Sparganium multipedunculatum has 
been declared synonymous with the more common species S. 
angustifolium (Roland 1998).  The Scatarie Island population of E. 
nitida remains a disjunct location from the more abundant popula-
tions around the Bay of Fundy (Roland 1998).

Recent archaeological surveys suggest Scatarie Island was 
settled by Europeans as early as 1715.  A 1716 census shows 
405 people lived on the island (Chrestien 2001).  Occupation of 
the island continued into the 20th century.  There are a few, small, 
private land holdings on the island where cottages and camps may 
be found.  As a result of this land use history, a number of plant 
species have been introduced to the island including the Old World 
species Radiola linoides, which in North America is known only from 
Nova Scotia (Roland 1998).  This tiny (3 cm) plant grows near the 
coast in ditches, roadsides or waste ground.  On Scatarie Island, 
we found this plant growing near Cornus suecica, high on a beach 
at Northwest Cove (Table 3).
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CONCLUSION

This checklist is the most comprehensive list available of the 
vascular plants of Scatarie Island, now including 309 plant species.  
Our herbarium vouchers expand previous checklists and confirm 
the observations of previous surveyors (Table 1).  Knowledge of 
the GPS coordinates of rare plants (Table 3) will facilitate further 
survey efforts necessary for an estimate of the abundance and 
viability of these populations.  More species potentially could be 
added as well; our expedition added 15 previously unreported 
species to the island checklist in only four days and therefore the 
presence of more species is likely.  In addition, many of the plant 
species records are not supported by voucher material (Table 2) 
and future collecting trips can confirm these records.

Scatarie Island comprises many habitats: exposed barrens, damp 
bogs, coniferous woods and abandoned homesteads.  Its diversity of 
habitat, isolation from the mainland, and current status as a provincial 
Wilderness Area make it a compelling location for exploration. This 
checklist should facilitate future plant surveys attempting to find still 
more species, augment herbaria collections, track colonies of rare 
plants or develop a more quantitative description of the vegetation.  
We hope that this list will encourage further investigation into the 
ecology of plant populations and communities on Scatarie Island.
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