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Abstract  
Cottonweed Achillea maritima (L.) Ehrend. & Y.P. Guo (Otanthus maritimus (L.) Hoffmans. 
& Link) is a distinctive, perennial member of the Asteraceae found on Mediterranean and 
Atlantic coasts. While formerly recorded from more than thirty c oastal sites in Ireland, 
Great Britain and the Channel Islands it no longer persists at any of these other than  at 
Ladyôs Island Lake, Co. Wexford (v.c.H12). Towards the end of the 19 th century and during 
much of the 20 th the species was recorded as occurring here in abundance; however, over 
the last half century th is population has declined dramatically both in terms of extent and 
number of individuals such that as of 2021 only ten naturally -occurring plants remained at 
the site. This paper describes the history of recording of the species, focussing on sites in 
Ireland, and provides summary details of the populations recorded by the various botanists 
who visited and studied them. The various initiatives and conservation actions undertaken 
over the years in an effort to conserve the species are described and illustrated. Results are 
provided of recent conservation measures for the species and its habitat at Ladyôs Island 
Lake, including the management and protection of remaining plants, restoration of habitat 
for the species, collection of seed and cutting material for ex situ propagation and the 
return of ex situ-raised plants to a specially-prepared part of the site where the species 
formerly occurred. The population of A. maritima at Ladyôs Island Lake in 2021 comprised 
10 naturally-occurring and 60 translocated individuals, as well as at least 64 young, self-
seeded plants that had arisen from seed produced by translocated plants. The causes of 
the population decline at Ladyôs Island Lake are considered and discussed. 
 
Keywords:  History of recording;  historic imagery; distribution; conservation  status; 
conservation measures. 
 
I ntroduction  
Achillea maritima (L.) Ehrend. & Y.P. Guo is an attractive, aromatic, shrubby, woody-based, 
perennial herb belonging to the family Asteraceae [formerly Compositae] . It is a very 
distinctive species immediately recognised by its dense covering of white, cottony hairs  and 
its rayless, yellow flower heads. Stace (2019) provides the following description [with 
explanatory detail for some terms provided here in square brackets]: ñPlant from stems to 
phyllaries [bracts surrounding inflorescence] densely white-woolly; stems erect to 
ascending, to 30 cm; leaves oblong-ovate; capitula [flower  heads], subcorymbose 
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[inflorescence almost flat-topped], 6 -9 mm acrossò. Additional details provided by Webb et 
al. (1996) include ñleaves é slightly crenateò [with very blunt, rounded teeth], ñFlorets é 
all tubularò [i.e. the individual  flowers in the inflorescence are rayless]. Tutin (1976), 
Clapham (1987) and Sell & Murrell (2006) provide additional details. 

It is an iconic species whose presence in Ireland is well-known and of considerable 
interest, this being the last known occurrence of the species in Britain and Ireland and the 
northernmost remaining in Europe, and, indeed, globally. It is a species of coastal gravel 
shingle banks and upper beach communities found, for the most part,  on Mediterranean 
and Atlantic coasts. It  was formerly widespread (though never common) in Britain, but is 
now considered to be extinct there, and in Ireland it has been recorded from only a handful 
of sites. I t occurs on the coasts of the Mediterranean Sea, predominantly along the 
European coast from Gibraltar east to Turkey (including a mapped location on the coast of 
the Black Sea), Syria and Israel and is also found at several sites on the North African coast 
and the Canary Islands. It is well-distributed on the Atlantic coasts of Portugal, Spain and 
France, extending as far north as the Cotentin Peninsula 
(https://ww w.gbif.org/species/3120356 [accessed 24th February 2022]). 

The importance of the Irish population has long bee n recognised and in 1980 it 
became legally protected under the Flora (Protection) Order, 1980. Its  threat status in 
Ireland was assessed as Endangered in 1988 (Curtis & McGough, 1988) and Critically 
Endangered in 2016 (Wyse Jackson et al., 2016) based on a significant decline in the size 
of the population and on the very small number of individuals remaining. The last 
remaining site for the species in Ireland is at Ladyôs Island Lake, Co. Wexford, where it 
occurs on the shingle barrier separating the lake from the sea. The conservation 
importance of the site for the species is recognised by its inclusion in the Ladyôs Island Lake 
Special Area of Conservation (https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2018/si/292/made/en ) 
under the E.U. Habitats Directive and the listing of i ts habitat, the E.U. Habitats Directive 
Annex I habitat ñ1220 perennial vegetation of stony banksò [i.e. shingle banks], as a 
qualifying interest for this designated site.  

 
Nomenclature  and t axonomy  
The species was first described by Carl Linnaeus in his Species Plantarum (Linnaeus, 1753), 
the accepted starting point for binomial botanical nomenclature, where it was treated as a 
species of the genus Filago, Filago maritima L. He provided a short description/diagnostic 
note (ñFilago tomentosa, corymbo subramoso, foliis oblongis, obtusis crenatisò) and stated 
that the species occurred in southern Europe on the shores of the Mediterranean Sea. Prior 
to 1753 the species had been known under various other binomial and polynomial names, 
the earliest cited by Linnaeus being that of Caspar Bauhin, ñGnaphalium maritimumò 
(Bauhin, 1623). Bauhin, himself, cited several even earlier references to this distinctive 
species. 

Since 1753 several different names for the species have been employed, arising from 
uncertainties regarding its taxonomic affinities ï Athanasia maritima (L.) L. in 1763, Diotis 
candidissimus Desf. in 1799, Diotis maritima (L.) Desf. ex Cass. in 1819 and, when placed 
as the sole member of the new genus Otanthus (Mabberly, 1987), Otanthus maritimus (L.) 
Hoffmanns. & Link in 1834, the most familiar and widely-used name. In 2005 the genus 
Otanthus was merged with Achillea and the species received the new and currently 
accepted name, Achillea maritima (L.) Ehrend. & Y.P. Guo (Ehrendorfer & Guo, 2005). Two 
subspecies have been described: Achillea maritima subsp. atlantica (Chrtek & B. Slavík) 
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Ehrend. & Y.P. Guo, to which plants from Ireland, Britain and Atlantic coasts of France are 
referred, and the type, subsp. maritima (Greuter, 2011+).  

 
History of recording in  Britain  and Ireland  
The first record of A. maritima in Britain was from near Colchester in 1597 (see Pearman, 
2017) since which time it has been reported, generally as a temporary colonist, from sites 
along southern coasts from Suffolk to Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly, and on the west 
coast from Devon north to Anglesey in North Wales (Killick, 2002). Over the years it has 
been recorded from sites in thirty hectads in Great Britain and the Channel Islands 
(https://bsbi.org/maps  [accessed 6th April 2022]) , but has not persisted at any ; it is 
assessed as Extinct in Great Britain (Cheffings & Farrell, 2005), England (Stroh et al., 2014) 
and Wales (Dines, 2008). Its appearances and disappearances in Great Britain and the 
Channel Islands are well set-out by Marren (1999). 

The first record of the species from Ireland is in Smith (1756), who listed it in his 
chapter entitled ñOf the Rare and Useful Plants growing in Kerryò as follows: ñ42. 
Gnaphalium maritimum, C. B. Sea cudweed, or cotton weed, on the shores of the strand at 
Ballyheigh.ò The record is treated as unconfirmed in Colgan & Scully (1898), dubious in 
Praeger (1901) and unconfirmed in Scully (1916). Scully (1916) did, however, state that, 
although there had been no confirmation of the species in Kerry since, it ñis quite possible, 
however, that the Diotis really grew at Ballyheige and has been exterminated since Dr. 
Smithôs time by the severe Atlantic storms to which this locality is much exposedò. Given 
that the species is distinctive and not easily mis-identified, and that it was reported from 
suitable habitat it is considered that, on balance, Smithôs record is more likely correct than 
not. Recent surveys at Ballyheigue have failed to record the species and, if it was present in 
Co. Kerry in Smithôs day, it now considered to be extinct there. 

The next record for the species from Ireland was from Co. Waterford where George J. 
Allman observed it ñduring the latter part of the summer of 1845, in the sand-hills in the 
neighbourhood of Dungarvanò (Allman, 1846). This record is supported by a specimen in 
the herbarium of Trinity College Dublin ( TCD). Then in August 1850, it turned up in 
Tramore, Co. Waterford, where Isaac Carroll recorded it from ñAmongst boulders on the 
strandò (Carroll, 1854), ñgrowing sparingly among loose stones with Eryngiumò (specimens 
in the herbarium of the National Botanic Gardens (DBN ) and in TCD). It was since 
reported from here by Alexander Goodman More in 1878 and E. Malone in 1883, the last 
time the species was recorded from the county ( Green, 2008). The next Irish county in 
which the species was recorded was Wexford, where it was first reported in 1866, see 
details below. Almost a century later it made a fleeting appearance in Co. Wicklow 
(Scannell & Synnott, 1987, 1989), where it was recorded from the beach at Buckroney, 
south of Mizen Head by Howard Hudson in or around 1964 (Curtis & Wilson, 2008); despite 
regular searches no further sightings of the species have been made here or elsewhere in 
the county.  

 
Records from Co. Wexford 
The first report of the occurrence of A. maritima in Co. Wexford (v.c.H12) is by Syme 
(1866), who had received specimens collected by John Waddy from near Carnsore Point. In 
1876 the species was recorded from near Tacumshin Lake by George Kinahan (Colgan & 
Scully, 1898) and in 1882 Henry Hart, whilst on an extended ramble along the coasts of 
Wexford and Waterford, encountered it near the eastern end of Ladyôs Island Lake and 
recorded it as occurring for about a mile westwards to Tacumshin Lake, growing on ñthe 
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barest sandy shoresò of the narrow bank that separates these waterbodies from the sea 
(Hart, 1883). 

As part of his review of the range of species in Britain and Ireland Cecil Hurst 
undertook a detailed survey of the population at the turn of the 20 th century (Hurst, 1901). 
He recorded it as extending eastwards from ñclose to Carnsore Point, near the spot where 
the granite crops out and renders the coast untenableò as far west as the eastern extremity 
of the barrier which separates Tacumshin Lake (ñjust south of Little Sigginstown Islandò), a 
distance of ñabout three and a half milesò. He provided useful details of its distribution and 
status between these points, which bear repeating here: ñFor a little over a quarter of a 
mile at the eastern extremity of the bar which separates Lake Tacumshin from the sea it 
grew sparingly, and the plants were below the average size. They also appeared to flower 
earlier and more sparsely than the plants of the Ladyôs Island Lake, as their flower heads 
were ripe while the lake plants were still in luxuriant bloom. It grows on the bar at Lake 
Tacumshin among Ammophila arundinacea, and chiefly on the landward side, as is also the 
case at Ladyôs Island Lake. I did not meet with any Diotis on the small strip of coast which 
separates the two lakes. But on the bar which separates Ladyôs Island Lake from the sea it 
grows in the greatest profusi on for about a mile, save for a tract of about 250 yards where 
the plant is absent; it is somewhat unevenly distributed on the bar, but it occurs in the 
greatest luxuriance and abundance at the two extremities, to the exclusion of other 
vegetation. There are patches of a hundred square yards or more, growing so thickly 
together as to make their white foliage visible a long way off; many plants are bushy, quite 
small undershrubs, spreading at the base, and densely covered with flowers.ò ñIn the mile 
and a half between Ladyôs Island Lake and Carnsore Point, I saw only twenty plants 
scattered singly, or in twos and threes at irregular intervals, three of them being close to 
Carnsore Point itself. At this point its distribution ceasedò. Hurst illustrated his paper with 
two plates showing part of the Ladyôs Island Lake population (Plate 2 of which was 
reproduced by Praeger (1922; 1934; 1937)) and these show the abundance of the species 
at the site and provide useful information on the vegetation community in  which it occurred 
at the time (Fig. 1). 

In 1906 Nathaniel Colgan and the Dublin Naturalistsô Field Club recorded the species 
at Ladyôs Island, growing in great abundance over a distance of about 400 paces on the 
shingle barrier between the lake and the sea (Anonymous, 1906). The site was described 
as ñperhaps, its only remaining station in the British Islesò and it was noted that ñevery 
care was taken to prevent needless injuryò to the population. In the same year, George 
Claridge Druce described the species as occurring ñIn great abundance and flowering 
freelyé A sight worth going to Ireland to seeò (Druce, 1907). When Arthur Stelfox recorded 
the species in 1922 he noted that there was ñnearly an acre of itò between Ladyôs Island 
Lake and the sea (Stelfox, 1922). Druce revisited the Ladyôs Island Lake population in 1928 
and described it as ñStill existing in considerable quantityò (Druce, 1929). In June 1931 a 
group of botanists visiting from Britain took a diversion on their way to the ferry home to 
pay their respects to the population at Ladyôs Island Lake: ñwe sought the shingly shores of 
Lady Island Lake, where the acres of Diotis with its white flannelly leaves made an 
unforgettable sight, though the flowers were only in early budò (Foggitt, 1932). 
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Figure 1 . Achillea  maritima  on the ba rrie r at Ladyôs Island Lake, Co. Wexford, 1901, the 

upper image (Plate 1) looking southward, the lower image (Plate 2) westward .  
Image : W. Andrews and Son (Hurst , 19 01, Plates 1 & 2)  

 

David Webb provided some interesting observations on the population, noted during a 
visit he made in 1948: It ñstill flourishes on the bar of Ladyôs Island Lake, but is abundant 
and luxuriant only at the east end. At the S.W. corner of the lake  the vegetation is 
apparently becoming too densely clothed with vegetation for it. I could n ot find it at the 
S.E. corner of Tacumshin Lake. It would seem, therefore, that its range has somewhat 
contracted since Hurstôs surveyé, but that it is in no immediate danger of extinction. It is 
now over half a century since this plant has been seen in any other station in the British  
Islesò (Webb, 1948). Webb brought the Ninth International Phytogeographical Excursion to 
Ladyôs Island Lake the following year and there was much interest from the eminent 
vegetation scientists attending: ñThe morning was spent agreeably on the shingle bar of 
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Ladyôs Island Lake and in the adjoining area. Diotis, just coming into flower, provided a 
spectacle that astonished even those that had seen it in the Mediterraneanò (Webb, 1950). 
He provides further detail in Webb (1952), ñHere the chief interest was provided by 
Otanthus maritimus, a Mediterranean species which has become extinct in Great Britain 
and now is found nowhere else in the British Isles than at this station. Over a limited area 
of bare, sandy shingle it is very abundant.ò During this excursion Reinhold Tüxen recorded 
three relevés containing the species at Ladyôs Island Lake, referring them to two vegetation 
associations, the Euphorbio-Agropyretum juncei and the Euphorbio-Ammophiletum 
arenariae; t hese and a photograph of the species at Ladyôs Island Lake (Fig. 2) are included 
in the landmark Irische Pflanzengesellschaften (Braun-Blanquet & Tüxen, 1952). 

 

 
Figure 2. Achillea  maritima  in Euphorbio -Agropyretum juncei  vegetation on the ba rrie r 

at Ladyôs Island Lake, Co. Wexford, 1949.  
Image : Reinhold Tüxen (Braun -Blanquet  & Tüxen , 1952, Tafel I, Abb. 1 )  

 

In the late 1960s, when Jim Hurley first went to see the species, there was a large 
stand on the barrier at Ladyôs Island Lake and the ñhabitat was much more open with little 
or no Marramò (Jim Hurley pers. comm. to Mike Wyse Jackson, 28th March 2017). In 1972 
Austin OôSullivan surveyed the Ladyôs Island Lake population east of the channel between 
the lake and the seas and recorded ñ1000+ò individuals of the species occurring over an 
acre on ñOpen, sandy gravel with about 20% vegetation coverò (copy of site survey card in 
National Parks and Wildlife Service [NPWS] files). Figs 3-6 are photographs taken by Austin 
OôSullivan showing the habitats and abundance of the population at Ladyôs Island Lake in 
1968, 1970, 1971 and 1973. 
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Figure 3 . Achillea  maritima  at Ladyôs Island Lake, Co. Wexford, 19 68.  

Image : Austin OôSullivan 

 

 
Figure 4 . Achillea  maritima  at Ladyôs Island Lake, Co. Wexford, 1970. 

Image : Austin OôSullivan 
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Figure 5. Achillea  maritima  at Ladyôs Island Lake, Co. Wexford, 1971 . 

Image : Austin OôSullivan 
 

 
Figure 6. Achillea  maritima  at Ladyôs Island Lake, Co. Wexford, 1973 . 

Image : Austin OôSullivan 
 

In 1973 Monika Nooren & Matthijs Schouten carried out detailed surveys of the flora 
and vegetation of the Ladyôs Island Lake and Tacumshin Lake barriers, and classified and 
mapped the vegetation communities present Nooren & Schouten (1976). They mapped the 
A. maritima population at Ladyôs Island Lake (where they described it to be ñvery 
abundantò) and also noted it in scattered locations on the Tacumshin Lake barrier, where it 
was described as occurring ñfrequentlyò. 

Roger Goodwillie (Goodwillie, 1979) described the Ladyôs Island Lake population thus: 
ñThe shingle is the site of a famous colony of cottonweed (Otanthus maritimus), a plant 
very sensitive to human disturbance and rare outside the Mediterranean shores. It grows 
here with sea spurge (Euphorbia paralias), sea bindweed (Calystegia soldanella) and sea 
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couch (Elvmus junceiforme) avoiding the sandier tracts dominated by marram Ammophila 
arenaria).ò 

In 1980 Carter et al. (1981) noted A. maritima to ñgrow in well-spaced profusion over 
an area of 30,000-40,000 m2 just east of the artificial lake cut at Ladyôs Islandò. The 
authors also recorded a few isolated plants on the west side of this cut and a single 
specimen from Tacumshin, 7 km further west , and noted that ñAlthough this distribution is 
broadly the same as that described by Hurst (1901), it would appear that the total 
population has declined since his surveyò. The species was again recorded from Tacumshin 
in 1983 (record in NPWS files). Information kindly provided by Jim Hurley indicates that the  
1973ï1983 Tacumshin records were based on material that had been planted there in the 
early 1970s by a local individual who, in the interests of conservation and on his own 
initiative, collected plants or stems that had become uprooted or broken  at the Ladyôs 
Island Lake population and planted them to various locations along the Tacumshin Lake 
barrier. In 1997 the status of the last six of these known transplants was revie wed by Jim 
Hurley and the late Roy Watson as follows: ñOne plant died in the period 1973-76, cause of 
death unknown (survived about 4 years). Another was eaten by sheep (1986) and rabbits 
(1987) (survived up to 17 years). A third was bulldozed when the hor se gallop was created 
in 1992 (survived about 22 years). The fourth died during 1994, cause of death unknown 
(survived about 24 years). The fifth was smothered in 1996 by an excessive depth of 
washover sediment (survived about 26 years) and the sixth was still alive at T0494405517 
on Grogan Burrow. The age of that last-surviving plant was certainly 18+ years (from 
1979), probably 24 years (from 1973) and possibly up to 27 years (from 1970). Roy and I 
found it to be still alive on 13 January 2013 but failed to find any trace of it on 28 
September 2014 or since, so we assume it no longer survivesò (Jim Hurley pers. comm. to 
Mike Wyse Jackson, 28th March 2017). Targeted surveys for the species at the locations 
recorded by Nooren & Schouten (1976) were carried out under contract to NPWS in 2019 
but no sign of the species was recorded, lending weight to the view that the species no 
longer survives at Tacumshin. 

In June 1983 a population census and survey of the distribution of the pop ulation at 
Ladyôs Island Lake was conducted by members of the Dublin Naturalistsô Field Club and the 
results of these were included in Goodwillie (1983). Over 600 plants were recorded, the 
majority growing to the east of the Ladyôs Island Lake outflow channel (the ñCutò), but with 
a small number of plants also found on the west side of this.  The species occurred over a 
length of shoreline of about 500 m (Goodwillie , 1986).  

Surveys of the Ladyôs Island Lake population conducted by Forest and Wildlife Service 
staff in 1983 and 1984 recorded over 800 individuals (NPWS files). 

In 1985 the population was significantly impacted when the channel cut in the barrier 
that year remained open for longer than usual and ñerosion widened it by about 200 mò, 
resulting in the loss of ñabout one quarter of the colonyò (Goodwillie, 1986), including the 
few individuals known from the western side of the Cut. 

In 1993 w hen Jim Hurley visited the population he recorded plants to be growing  well 
by the Cut on its eastern side ( Fig. 7) and nearby (Fig. 8) (Jim Hurley pers. comm. to Mike 
Wyse Jackson, 30th March 2017). Jim Hurleyôs photograph of c.1996 (Fig. 9) shows a 
significant stand of the species surrounded by dense stands of encroaching Ammophila 
arenaria. 
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Figure 7. Achillea  maritima  at Ladyôs Island Lake, Co. Wexford, east of the C ut.  
Image : Jim Hurley, September 1993  

 

 
Figure 8 . Achillea  maritima  at Ladyôs Island Lake, Co. Wexford. 

Image : Jim Hurley, 1 993  

 


