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Atlantic Coastal Plain Flora – Florida and Nova Scotia
The Effects of Glaciation and Sea Level Changes on Vegetation
A study of the Atlantic Coastal Plain Flora (ACPF) in Nova Scotia and Florida presents an interesting and
rewarding means of looking at climate, glaciation and sea level changes and what these mean to plant
communities. When looking at why plants live where they do, it becomes obvious that they are adapted
to live in a particular location at that point in time. How they got there, how long they have been there,
and how long they will thrive or survive there are all thought-provoking questions.

By Diane LaRue
Atlantic Coastal Plain Flora in Nova Scotia

In trying to grasp what the changes in
climate and sea level that have occurred
over and over again mean to the rarity,
extirpation, expansion and migration of
plants at any given locale, the species
of the Atlantic Coastal Plain Flora (ACPF)
that live in present-day Nova Scotia provide a focal point for study.
This group of 93 taxonomically unrelated, mostly wetland plants inhabit
lake and river shores, bogs, fens, and
estuaries. Many live on gently sloping
lakeshores that experience disturbances
like wave action, water level changes and
ice scour that reduce competition from
other plant species (Figure 1). Many of

these species are now assumed to be at
the northern limit of their range in Nova
Scotia, although they may have large
populations there. Some of the species
are also found in the northern counties
of Florida, where they may be at their
southern limit (Figure 2).
Almost 75% (67) of ACPF species in
Nova Scotia are considered rare and have
ranks of S1, S2 and S3. Although 27 of
these species have a rank of S1, only
11 are legally protected as “Species at
Risk” (SAR) in Canada (see sidebar on
page 5). Without conservation and recovery efforts many of the ACPF species
are at risk of being extirpated. Seven of
these species are also found in Florida,

and their listed status in Canada and
occurrence in Florida can be seen in
Table 1. Where common names differ
between Florida and Nova Scotia, both
names are given. Figures 3 through 9
illustrate a few of these species.
Of Nova Scotia’s 93 ACPF species, 38
are disjunct in the province – they occur
in Nova Scotia, but are not found in New
Brunswick – although some may occur
in other provinces as well as states to
the south. Several do not occur between
Nova Scotia and New Jersey, but from
New Jersey south, their distribution
extends down the eastern coast of the
United States and into Florida.
Frequency of ACPF Species Found
in Nova Scotia and in Florida

More than 60% of Nova Scotia’s ACPF
species are also found in Florida, where
most of them are of frequent or common
occurrence (Wunderlin, 2011). These
species are all found in wetland communities, although the type of wetland
and plant communities may be different.
Goldencrest, for example, is found in
Florida in bogs, marshes and ﬂatwoods
(Wunderlin, 2011). In southwestern Nova
Scotia it is found in bogs, fens and on
cobbled lakeshores (ACPF in NS, 2011).
For examples of these habitats, see Figures
7a and 7b.
Fig. 1 – A typical lakeshore in southwestern Nova Scotia where ACPF species occur (photo by Diane LaRue).
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Table 1 – Legally protected ACPF species in Nova Scotia which are also found in Florida
Status in Canada (CAN)
and Nova Scotia (NS)

Common Name

Scientiﬁc Name

Occurrence in Florida

Sweet pepperbush

Clethra alnifolia L.

CAN-SC; NS-V

Occasional; northern counties; Lake County

Thread-leaved sundew

Drosera ﬁliformis Raf.

CAN-E; NS-E

Rare; FL-E. Washington and Bay counties

Tubercled spikerush (NS)
Conecup spikerush (FL)

Eleocharis tuberculosa
(Michx.) Roem. & Schult.

CAN-SC; NS-T

Frequent; northern counties; central peninsula

Water-pennywort (NS)
Manyﬂower marshpennywort (FL)

Hydrocotyle umbellata L.

CAN-T; NS-E

Frequent; nearly throughout

Redroot

Lachnanthes caroliana (Lam.) Dandy

CAN-SC; NS-T

Common; nearly throughout

Eastern lilaeopsis (NS)
Eastern grasswort (FL)

Lilaeopsis chinensis (L.) Kuntze

CAN-SC; NS-V

Occasional; northern, central peninsula;
central, western Panhandle

Goldencrest

Lophiola aurea Ker Gawl.

CAN-T; NS-T

Frequent; central, western Panhandle

How Species at Risk Are Protected
in Canada and Nova Scotia
Species At Risk Act (SARA):
This act applies to all species at risk (SAR) on lands and
waters administered by the federal government in Canada.
Under this act, all SAR and their habitat are protected by
federal law. The assessment body is the Committee on the
Status of Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC).
COSEWIC Status: E = Endangered, T = Threatened, SC =
Special Concern, NAR = Not At Risk, U = Under Assessment
Nova Scotia Endangered Species Act
(NS ESA): This act applies to all SAR on land administered
by the provincial government in Nova Scotia. Under this act,
all SAR and their habitat are protected by provincial law.
The assessment body is the NS SAR Working Group.
Endangered Species Act Status: E = Endangered, T =
Threatened, V = Vulnerable, U = Under Assessment.
Fig. 2 – Primary location of the ACPF in North America (graphic by Alain Belliveau).

Fig. 3 – Sweet pepperbush in a NS lakeshore habitat (photo by Megan Crowley).

Fig. 4 –Thread-leaved sundew in a NS bog (photo by Megan Crowley).
Continued on page 6
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The Effects of Glaciation and Sea Level Changes on Vegetation

Fig. 5 – Water-pennywort at the edge of a Nova
Scotia lake (photo by Megan Crowley).

Fig. 7a – Goldencrest in a Nova Scotia lakeshore
habitat (photo by Diane LaRue).

Fig. 8 – Inkberry in its Nova Scotia habitat: edges of
bogs and lakeshores (photo by Diane LaRue).

Fig. 6 – Redroot in its typical Nova Scotia lakeshore
habitat (photo by Diane LaRue).

Fig. 7b – Goldencrest in a Nova Scotia fen habitat
(photo by Diane LaRue).

Fig. 9 – Groundsel tree at the edge of a Nova Scotia
saltmarsh (photo by Alain Belliveau).

Eighteen of the species that occur in both Nova Scotia and
Florida are described as occasional and eight are considered rare
in Florida (Wunderlin, 2011). A few of the species occur in the
two localities as different subspecies.
Species Common in Florida and Several Counties of Nova Scotia

Table 2 lists Nova Scotia’s non-rare ACPF species that are
also common in Florida, along with their habitats. These species occur throughout Florida and can be readily observed in
their appropriate habitats, and are also easily located in some
areas of Nova Scotia. Habitat information for Nova Scotia is derived from Atlantic Coastal Plain Flora in Nova Scotia (2011) and
habitat for Florida is derived from Guide to the Vascular Plants of
Florida (2011).

Species That are Rare in Both Nova Scotia and Florida

Seven of the ACPF species that are rare in Nova Scotia are also
rare in Florida, according to Wunderlin (2011). Table 4 gives the
rarity and habitat for six of these species. Bluntleaf bedstraw
(Galium obtusum) is rare in both localities as different subspecies.
Thread-leaved sundew (Drosera ﬁliformis) has an interesting
distribution. It is restricted to the coastal plain and is found in
wet sand, pond margins in pinelands, exposed lake bottoms,
and raised bogs (NatureServe, 2011). In the central portion of its
range it has a scattered distribution and is reported extirpated
in some states. It is only found in two counties in Florida. In
Canada, thread-leaved sundew is found only in Nova Scotia.
Latitude and climate are not the deciding factors for rarity of
this species. Whether it once had a greater range, or has had a
scattered distribution for the past 12,000 years is unknown.

Species Rare and Disjunct in Nova Scotia but Common in Florida

Table 3 lists Nova Scotia’s rare and disjunct ACPF species
that are common and readily observed throughout Florida but
are not easily found in Nova Scotia. Plant habitats are similar
in the two localities.

Disjunct Species, Climate Change and Rising Sea Levels

At the end of the last glaciation, 18,000 years ago, Nova
Scotia was completely covered with ice and all vegetation was
eradicated. As glaciation proceeded and sea levels lowered,
Continued on page 11
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Table 2 – ACPF species common in Florida, and common in several counties of Nova Scotia, with their respective habitats
Common Name

Scientiﬁc Name

Nova Scotia

Florida

Inkberry

Ilex glabra (L.) A.Gray

S5; SW NS and SE Cape Breton bogs,
swamps, lakeshores, rocky barrens

Common; ﬂatwoods, bogs,
coastal swales

Narrow-leaf fragrant goldenrod (NS)
Slender ﬂattop goldenrod (FL)

Euthamia caroliniana
(L.) Greene ex Porter & Britton

S4; sandy, gravelly and rocky lake or river
shores; edges of open shoreline wetlands

Common; sandhills, ﬂatwoods,
disturbed sites

Mild waterpepper

Polygonum hydropiperoides Michx.

S5; wetlands, and lake, river or stream shores

Common; marshes, swamps, cypress
domes, lake shores, pond margins

Eastern poison ivy

Toxicodendron radicans ssp.
radicans (L.) Kuntze

S4; low lying areas, shrub or forest margins
along lakeshores and stream banks, salt
marsh margins, red maple swamps

Common; hammocks, ﬂoodplain
forests, swamps, disturbed sites

Lance-leaved violet

Viola lanceolata L.

S5; sandy or rocky low-lying ground near
the edges of lakes, ponds and bogs

Common; bogs, swamps,
pond margins

Table 3 – ACPF species common throughout Florida, rare in Nova Scotia

CAN=Canada; T=Threatened; E-Endangered

Common Name

Scientiﬁc Name

Nova Scotia

Florida

Groundsel tree

Baccharis halimifolia L.

S1; disjunct; salt marsh edges

Common; marshes, disturbed sites

Long’s sedge

Carex longii Mackenzie

S1; disjunct; swamps, bogs, river
and lakeshores, coastal wetlands

Common; moist to wet clearings,
roadsides, ditches, marshes, hammocks

Buttonbush

Cephalanthus occidentalis L.

S2, S3; (also occurs in NB, ON, QC);
Lake and river shorelines; swamps bogs

Common; swamps, ponds, lakes,
river margins

Grassleaf rush

Juncus marginatus Rostk.

S2; disjunct; open disturbed areas, ﬁelds,
roadsides, brook margins, lakeshores

Common; wet prairies, ﬂatwoods,
bogs, marshes

Water-pennywort (NS)
Manyﬂower marshpennywort (FL)

Hydrocotyle umbellata L.

S1; disjunct (CAN-T; NS-E);
sand, gravel or cobble lakeshores

Common; marshes, pond margins

Redroot

Lachnanthes caroliana (Lam.) Dandy

S1; disjunct (CAN-T; NS-T);
peat, sand and gravel lakeshores

Common; bogs, wet ﬂatwoods,
seepage areas

Coastal plain blue-eyed grass (NS)
Nash’s blue-eyed grass (FL)

Sisyrinchium fuscatum E.P. Bicknell (NS)
Sisyrinchium nashii E.P. Bicknell is
accepted name; S. fuscatum is synonym.
NatureServe indicates FL with both spp

S1; disjunct
drier, sandy habitats, sand barrens

Common; sandhills, open
hammocks

Zigzag bladderwort

Utricularia subulata L.

S3; disjunct; wet peaty or sandy lakeshores

Common; wet ﬂatwoods

Dwarf chain fern (NS)
Netted chain fern (FL)

Woodwardia areolata (L.) T. Moore

S2; disjunct; stream edges, swamps,
bogs and along lakeshores

Common; swamps, wet hammocks

Table 4 – ACPF species rare in Nova Scotia and Florida
Common Name

Scientiﬁc Name

Nova Scotia

Florida

Tall beakrush

Rhynchospora macrostachya
Torr. ex A. Gray

Disjunct; discovered in NS (and CAN)
for the ﬁrst time in 2009

Nassau County
Lake, pond, stream margins

Thread-leaved sundew

Drosera ﬁliformis Raf.

S1; disjunct. E- CA and NS. Bogs
(only 5, all in one county)

S1; disjunct. E-FL. Washington and
Bay counties. Exposed lake bottoms

Beaked spikerush

Eleocharis rostellata (Torr.) Torr.

S2; disjunct. Saltmarshes and swales

S1. Taylor, Wakulla, Santa Rosa, Miami-Dade
counties. Marshes, wet prairies, swamps

Deer-tongue panic grass (NS)
Deer-tongue witchgrass (FL)

Dichanthelium clandestinum
(L.) Gould

S3; disjunct. Moist woods, thickets,
river banks, along lakeshores

Franklin and Gulf counties
Moist to wet hammocks

Capitate spikerush (NS)
Brightgreen spikerush (FL)

Eleocharis ﬂavescens var.
olivacea (Torr.) Gleason

S1; sandy lakeshores, peaty bogs

Franklin, Holmes, Okaloosa and Escambia
counties. Moist to wet areas

Spotted pondweed

Potamogeton pulcher Tuck

S1; disjunct. Lakes, ponds, brooks

Alachua, Leon, Jackson and Santa Rosa
counties. Lakes, ponds, brooks
Continued on page 11
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The purpose of the Florida Native Plant Society
is to conserve, preserve, and restore the native plants
and native plant communities of Florida.

The Florida Native Plant Society
PO Box 278
Melbourne FL 32902-0278
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the respective authors and should not be interpreted as representing the ofﬁcial views of the Florida
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Editorial Content
We welcome articles on native plant species and related conservation topics, as well as high-quality
botanical illustrations and photographs. Contact the editor for guidelines, deadlines and other
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Ofﬁcial deﬁnition of native plant:
For most purposes, the phrase Florida native plant refers
to those species occurring within the state boundaries
prior to European contact, according to the best available
scientiﬁc and historical documentation. More speciﬁcally,
it includes those species understood as indigenous,
occurring in natural associations in habitats that existed
prior to signiﬁcant human impacts and alterations of
the landscape.

For more Information:
http://fnps.org

To become a member, contact your local
Chapter Representative, call, write, or e-mail
FNPS, or join online at www.fnps.org/join

Follow FNPS online:
Blog: http://fnpsblog.blogspot.com/
Facebook: www.facebook.com/FNPSfans
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