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Other areas to search for plants of interest include
the roadside verges. Nearly all of Orkney’s verges
have been surveyed for their botanical interest and
those of particular interest are left uncut to allow
the native flora to thrive. Species to look out for
include the beautiful grass-of-parnassus (not a grass
but a member of the saxifrage family), several species
of orchids, butterwort, and tufted, kidney and several
other vetch species such as the bird’s-foot trefoil.

Many agricultural fields that have had low inputs of
fertilizers and pesticides or have been newly ploughed
may hold many interesting, almost extinct, ‘weeds’
of cultivation such as fat hen, fumitories, ox-eye
daises, dead nettles and many others.

Many of Orkney’s wetland areas have been drained
over the past centuries as agriculture intensified in
the islands. There are, however, many areas where
good quality wetlands remain and hold a wide
diversity of both flora and fauna.

The plants of these wetland areas have to cope with
seasonal inundation for part of the year. During the
summer, some areas may dry out as the water level
drops below the surface.

In places with peaty/organic soils, wonderful displays
of orchids can appear, such as the northern marsh
and early marsh orchids. These marshy areas can
hold substantial reed beds and large areas of the
mat forming bogbean, which produces spectacular
white flowers.

In locations with a more calcareous soil the distinctive
glaucous foliage of black bog rush can be found.
These areas provide the ideal habitat for many species
such as grass-of-parnassus and the insectivorous
butterwort.

Stands of yellow flag add a welcome splash of early
summer colour to the wetter fields and marsh edges.
Another burst of colour in the wetlands is the marsh
marigold or kingcup, a plant of burns, lochsides and
ditches.
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although many of the commoner species found on
mainland Scotland are absent from Orkney, such as
many of the tit and finch species. There are however
many other bird species including the sparrowhawk,
a woodland specialist bird of prey that thrive here.
The smaller areas of scrub provide nesting and
display perches for birds such as reed buntings and
stonechats, whilst some of the plantations contain
large rookeries.

Flora within the woodlands varies with soil types but
stands of bluebells can be found amongst the
sycamores and pines in the woodlands at Binscarth,
whilst indicative species such as woodrush can be
found amongst the areas of native scrub willows and
the woodland at Berriedale.

Although many visitors perceive Orkney to be a
treeless group of islands before they come, there
are in fact many areas of trees of all shapes and
sizes. From small areas of native willow scrub (such
as the burn of Vam at Hobbister and along the
Wideford Burn, near Kirkwall) and trees in the gardens;
to the larger native woodland of Berriedale  7  on
Hoy and non-native plantations of both deciduous
and coniferous trees such as Binscarth  8 , near
Finstown and Balfour Castle  9  on Shapinsay. In
recent years, many new areas of trees have been
planted throughout the county.

This variety of woodland types provides an assortment
of habitats for the other flora and fauna of the area.
There is a rich variety of bird life in the woodlands
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