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INTRODUCTION 
In his capacity as Botanical Society of the British Isles 
plant recorder for Lanarkshire (VC 77), one of us (PM) 
was informed in July 2007 that water fern (Azolla 
filiculoides) was on a Monkland Canal Plant List. 
 
An enquiry was made of British Waterways and Field 
Cards compiled in 2003 by Miss K.M. Dale for both 
the separate western and eastern ends of the defunct 
canal were obtained. These contain the information that 
in that year, water fern had been noted in the west in 
NS7265 and in 75&7663 in the east. However, we 
have since ascertained that the plant had been seen in 
the canal by Dr O.L. Lassiere as early as 2000. 
 
Water fern has been reported once before in 
Lanarkshire. It was seen in very small quantity 
adjacent to the shore of one of the Hamilton South 
Haugh ponds in 2002 (NS733553). Two tiny clumps 
were present at the pond edge in little baylets, 
extending out into the open water the following year 
(Macpherson & Stirling 2005), but not seen since 
despite regular searches. There had been three previous 
reported records from the West of Scotland and we 
have since been informed that in 2004 the plant was 
seen by Keith Watson in a small pool in a quarry at 
Underheuch, near Lunderston Bay, Renfrewshire 
(NS2075), but this was the only colony known to have 
over-wintered. 
 
With this ephemeral state in mind, it seemed 
appropriate that the Monkland Canal be re-surveyed to 
ascertain as to whether or not the plant had survived in 
any of its locations. The canal had opened in 1794 and 
closed in 1952. 
 
RESULTS OF THE 2007 INVESTIGATION 
Western Sector 
The section to the west was first checked and no 
evidence of water fern was found. 
 
Eastern Sector 
Central portion 
When we searched between the two track bridges in 
the east (763632 [A] and 759632 [B] —Fig.1) many 
colonies were detected. At bridge A there was a very 
gentle flow of water and individual plants of water fern 
and common duckweed (Lemna minor) were 
constantly drifting past.  
 

For most of this length there was no appreciable flow 
of water. At bridge B there was a wooden barrier 
which projected just 1�  above the water level on the 
day surveyed. This relative height will, of course, vary 
depending on the water level. 
 

 
 
Fig. 1.  Eastern section of the disused Monkland Canal.  
Survey area (A – B).  Numbers refer to OS Map 1 km 
squares. 
 
In this section reed sweet-grass (Glyceria maxima) was 
dominant, on average extending 2-3 yards from the 
bank and in places out to, or even beyond the middle. 
Neither water fern nor duckweed were seen within the 
sweet-grass contiguous with the bank, but had formed 
clumps against the projections of grass. At one point 
there was complete covering by the water fern of an 
area of open water, 15 yards long, six yards across at 
one end and four at the other (Fig. 2).  
 
Even when a grass stalk or leaf had partly broken off 
and was lying on the surface out into more open water, 
the floating plants had formed tiny clumps alongside. 
Despite the numerous colonies, none was sufficiently 
close to the bank to enable a voucher specimen to be 
obtained. It was appreciated that a normal grapnel 
would be useless for such floating plants. The first 
thought was to use a child’s sand bucket, but we then 
realised that a container with holes in the bottom would 
be more appropriate. 
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Fig. 2. Example of water fern (Azolla filiculoides). 
covering an area of open water. 
 
Accordingly, prior to a second visit to this section, the 
free end of our grapnel rope was attached to the 
handles of a kitchen colander in such a way that it 
would remain upright when dependent on the rope. As 
there was a large colony (approximately 25sq yards) 
adjacent to the downstream bridge [B], the utensil was 
first thrown out into the middle of the colony, in much 
the same manner as a grapnel. This produced only a 
tiny specimen as the colander had gone into the water 
and come out again on its side. By simply lowering the 
container from the bridge until it was submerged, 
moving it sideways under the carpet of plants and 
lifting straight up, the water drained out and an 
excellent specimen obtained (Fig.3). 
 

 
 
Fig. 3.  Specimen of water fern (Azolla filiculoides). 
 
At this site there was also a contiguous 20 sq yard 
patch of duckweed. However, from the specimen 
obtained, we reckon that in a square foot of apparently 
solid water fern there would be >1000 individual 
duckweeds. There were far fewer plants of water fern 
intermingled with the duckweed. In general, from the 
bank most colonies of the two floating plants looked 
distinct, though intermingling was obvious in a few 
places. 
 
The only other plants seen in the canal in this section 
were abundant Canadian waterweed (Elodea 
canadensis) and two small colonies of broad-leaved 
pondweed (Potamogeton natans).  

South-eastern portion 
It was then decided to ascertain as to whether or not the 
inter-bridge section was being colonised from up-
stream. The disused canal in the east ends at 
NS76696252. At that location the North Calder Water 
goes over a small waterfall, at the side of which there is 
flow into the canal through a grating. By 76466270 
there was only a little flow discernable. 
 
Walking from the east along the old towpath, the first 
patch of water fern was seen at 76556253. From there 
on, in addition to small and medium sized colonies, 
there were two large elongated plaques, one 15 x 2 
yards and the other 70 x 3 yards—being held up at 
their western ends by clumps of hybrid watercress 
(Rorippa x sterilis). Towards the bridge [A] invasion 
into the water by the sweet-grass is not so marked and 
a few colonies of water fern were so close to the bank 
that it would have been possible to collect a specimen 
by hand! The first sighting of duckweed was at 
76526263 from where on to bridge [A] there were 
patches. Canadian waterweed was again plentiful and 
there were occasional plants of water forget-me-not 
(Myosotis scorpioides).  
 
North-west portion 
The extreme northwest end of the canal was then 
checked. At 75206380 it is partially blocked off by a 
concrete wall, but with an aperture below through 
which the slight flow runs off into tanks, from which it 
is piped on to the branch of the Forth and Clyde Canal 
at Port Dundas. There is also an overflow run-off down 
to the North Calder Water. 
 
Surprisingly, there were no plants adjacent to the wall. 
Near the bank there was common water-starwort 
(Callitriche stagnalis) and brooklime (Veronica 
becabunga). In the open water were floating broad-
leaved pondweed (Potamogeton natans) and 
submerged Canadian waterweed (Elodea canadensis). 
In the last 50 yards of the canal there were small green 
and tiny reddish-brown patches. In view of what had 
been seen before, at first glance these were assumed to 
be duckweed and the autumn colouring of water fern. 
However, closer examination showed them to be 
water-starwort and withering vegetative debris 
respectively. At about 50 yards from the wall the 
sweet-grass formed a barrier across the water and there 
was some adjacent water fern, as occurred also at 
75256342 where both duckweed and water fern were 
held up. From there back to bridge [B] there were a 
few patches of duckweed and very few of water fern. 
 
The various sections at Port Dundas and the canal 
branch up to the Firhill Basin have been checked and 
no water fern detected.   
 
WORLD AND BRITISH DISTRIBUTION 
Water fern is a native of N & S America but now 
widely established elsewhere. It was, however, native 
to Britain in previous interglacials (Preston & Croft 
1997). By 1914 it was well established in the Thames 
valley and Broadlands. It is now sold as an ornamental 
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plant in some garden centres. Its spread is due to either 
dispersal of established populations or release of 
unwanted garden stock. In general, persistence is 
variable. Even the dense strands break up in early 
winter and disappear. Regeneration in spring occurs 
from either surviving fragments or sexual reproduction. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The habitat and distribution in the canal were very 
different from what had been seen at the Sough Haugh. 
Here the original tiny colony in the little bay was not 
held up in any way and the subsequent large patch was 
in otherwise open water. 
 
With no reports from the canal since 2003, one cannot 
tell as to whether or not the water fern had survived, or 
been reintroduced. Certainly the canal habitat with high 
sides and the abundant reed sweet-grass must provide a 
sheltered environment. It has been stated that plants are 
dispersed by water and perhaps also on the feet or 
feathers of birds (Mountford & Sheail 1989). During 
our visits only one waterfowl was seen—a mallard 
duck. 
 
Checks regarding the persistence of the water fern will 
be made in future years to ascertain if conditions are 
such that this Scottish ephemeral has indeed become 
established in a section of the old Monkland Canal. 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
We are grateful to Joseph Middleton for drawing our 
attention to a “Monkland Canal Plant List” and to Dr 
O.L. Lassiere for providing copies of the 2003 Field 
Cards and other information. 
 
REFERENCES 
Macpherson, P. & Stirling, A.McG. 2005. Water Fern 

in Lanarkshire. Glasgow Naturalist 24, 61-62. 
Mountford, J.O. & Sheail, J. 1989. The Effects of 

Agricultural Land Use Change on the Flora of Three 
Grazing Marsh Areas. Focus on Nature 
Conservation no. 20 Peterborough: Nature 
Conservancy Council. 

Preston, C.D. & Croft, J.M. 1997. Aquatic Plants in 
Britain and Ireland. Colchester: Harley Books. 

 


