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The r e c o r d i n g  of  t h e  c o l o n i z a t i o n  of  t h e  d r y l a n d  b i o t a  on 

t h e  i s l a n d  o f  S u r t s e y  h a s  been performed a t  app rox ima te ly  monthly 

i n t e r v a l s ,  s i n c e  i t  was f o r e s e e n ,  i n  t h e  s p r i n g  of  1964,  t h a t  t h e  

i s l a n d  would s u r v i v e  t h e  d i s t r u c t i v e  f o r c e s  o f  t h e  s e a .  

The s t u d y  was c o n s i d e r e d  o f  v a l u e  i n  o r d e r  t o  f u r n i s h  i n -  

f o rma t ion  on t h e  s u c c e s s i v e  o r d e r  i n  which l i v i n g  o rgan i sms  

c o l o n i z e  a v i r g i n  i s l a n d  i n  t h e  Nor th -A t l an t i c ,  a s  w e l l  a s  i t  

was b e l i e v e d  t o  throw l i g h t  on t h e  s p r e a d i n g  p o t e n t i a l  o f  v a r i o u s  

l i f e  forms and t h e i r  means o f  t r a n s p o r t  ove r  a n  ocean body. 

L i v i n g  organisms can  e i t h e r  r e a c h  t h e  i s l a n d  by t h e i r  own 

m o b i l i t y  o r  c a n  be suppo r t ed  by o t h e r  a g e n t s .  Undoubtedly man 

w i l l  p l a y  h i s  p a r t  a s  a  c a r r i e r ,  b u t  s t e p s  a r e  b e i n g  t a k e n  i n  

r e s t r i c t i n g  unnecessa ry  v i s i t s  o f  p e o p l e  t o  t h e  i s l a n d .  

B i r d s  invade  t h e  i s l a n d  on t h e i r  own wing s u p p o r t  and s o  

do  p o s s i b l y  a l s o  some of  t h e  f l y i n g  i n s e c t s ,  

The d i s p e r s a l  o f  o t h e r  l i v i n g  forms a r e  by b i r d s ,  by a i r  

and by ocean c u r r e n t s .  

The immigra t ion  t o  t h e  i s l a n d  w i l l  most l i k e l y  t a k e  p l a c e  

from t h e  ne ighbou r ing  i s l a n d s  and t h e  mainland o f  I c e l a n d .  The 

d r y l a n d  c l o s e s t  t o  S u r t s e y  is a  sock  a t  a  d i s t a n c e  o f  5 .5 ,km,  

where a  few s p e c i e s  o f  h i g h e r  p l a n t s  a r e  t o  be  found.  

A t  t h e  d i s t a n c e  o f  20  km is t h e  l a r g e s t  among t h e  Vestmann 

I s l a n d s  w i t h  a  f l o u r i s h i n g  fauna and f l o r a .  The d i s t a n c e  from 

S u r t s e y  t o  tbe mainland e x t e n d s  t o  o v e r  30 km. 

The v a r i o u s  members o f  t h e  Vestmann I s l a n d s  d i f f e r  i n  



number o f  p l a n t  s p e c i e s  and s i m i l a r l y  t h e  island!! d i f f e r  i n  

t h a t  r e s p e c t  from t h e  mainland.  

The v a r i a t i o n  i n  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  p l a n t  s p e c i e s  e n a b l e s  t h e  

d e t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  p o s s i b l e  minimal d i s t a n c e  a  g iven  s p e c i e s  

has  t r a v e l l e d ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  r e a c h  t h e  new i s l a h d .  T h i s  may g i v e  

v a l u a b l e  i n f o r m a t i o n  a s  t o  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  s p r e a d i n g  p o t e n t i a l i t y  

o f  v a r i o u s  p l a n t s .  Although t h e  immigra t ing  b i o t a  is m o s t  l i k e l y  

t o  d e r i v e  from I c e l a n d , t h e r e  is  s t i l l  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a  l ong  

d i s t a n c e  d i s p e r s a l  from o t h e r  European c o u n t r i e s ,  

S u r t s e y  is by now t h e  southernmost  p a r t  o f  I c e l a n d ,  and it  

is q u i t e  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e  m i g r a t i n g  b i r d s  from t h e  c o n t i n e n t  of  

Europe may l and  on t h e  i s l a n d ,  a f t e r  t h e  f l i g h t  a c r o s s  t h e  ocean .  

On S u r t s e y  i t  might  b e  p o s s i b l e  t o  d e t e c t  whether  t h e s e  b i r d s  

do c a r r y  p l a n t s  and lower a n i m a l s ,  and t h u s  t o  what e x t e n t  b i r d s  

t a k e  p a r t  i n  t h e  t r a n s p o r t  o f  t h e  b i o t a  a c r o s s  t h e  A t l a n t i c  Ocean. 

The a i r  c u r r e n t s  c a r r y  b a c t e r i a ,  s p o r e s ,  l i g h t  s e e d s  and 

i n s e c t s  and by a  s t u d y  o f  a i r  c u r r e n t s  i n  t h e  A t l a n t i c  i t  may b e  

p o s s i b l e  t o  t r a c e  t h e  most l i k e l y  r o u t e  o f  d i s p e r s a l .  

Va r ious  f l o a t i n g  o b ~ e c t s  d r i f t  a s h o r e  c a r r i e d  by ocean  

c u r r e n t s .  

Among t h e  d e b r i s  a r e  found p l a n t  p a r t s  and a  few lower 

an ima l s  t h a t  sometimes have been c a r r i e d  a t t a c h e d  t o  f l o a t s  o r  

d r i f t  wood. 

Al though t h e  d i s t a n c e  between t h e  i s l a n d  o f  S u r t s e y  and 

t h e  n e a r e s t  i s l a n d s  is s h o r t  compared t o  t h e  d i s t a n c e  between 

I c e l a n d  and t h e  c o n t i n e n t  of  Europe,  t h e  s t u d y  o f  t h e  c o l o n i z a t i o n  

o f  t h e  new i s l a n d  may g i v e  some i n d i c a t i o n  a s  t o  t h e  way t h e  b i o t a  

does  d i s p e r s e  i n  t h e  Nor th  A t l a n t i c  and i t  may e x p l a i n  some f a c t s  

r e g a r d i n g  t h e  d i s p e r s a l  o f  p l a n t s  t o  I c e l a n d  i n  p o s t - g l a c i a l  t i m e .  

P r e v i o u s l y ,  r e c o r d s  have been k e p t  on  some b i o l o g i c a l  

e v e n t s  t a k i n g  p l a c e  on t h e  i s l a n d .  The f i r s t  r e c o r d s  have been 

p u b l i s h e d  (S .  F r i d r i k s s o n ,  M6ttfirufraedingurinn 1964) .  F u r t h e r  



d a t a  have been c o l l e c t e d  and o t h e r  problems a r e  under s t u d y .  

Undoubtedly,  microbes  and a i r b o r n  s p o r e s  were t h e  f i r s t  

t o  l and  on t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  v o l c a n i c  i s l a n d ,  which must have 

been comple t e ly  devoid  of  l i f e  a f t e r  t h e  c o n s t a n t  shower o f  ho t  

f a l l i n g  t e g h r a .  

When t h e  f i r s t  a t t e m p t  was made t o  e s t i m a t e  t h e  number and 

k i n d s  of  mic robes  a t  two d i f f e r e n t  sites on t h e  i s l a n d  a s  w e l l  

a s  i n  t h e  l agoon ,  formed on  t h e  n o r t h  e a s t  c o a s t ,  it was no t ed  

t h a t  t h e  m i c r o b i a l  f l o r a  was ex t r eme ly  s p a r s e  and s c a n t y  i n  

s t r a i n s .  

Fungi  were sought  a t  s e a  l e v e l  and  f u r t h e r  up, and found t o  

be r a t h e r  r a r e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a t  t h e  h i g h e r  l e v e l s .  

Algae  and v a r i o u s  forms o f  p l ank ton  may have been washed 

upon t h e  s h o r e s  o f  t h e  newborn i s l a n d  a t  a n  e a r l y  d a t e  a s  q u i t e  

a  few forms of  t h e s e  were c o l l e c t e d  when t h e  f i r s t  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  

was made on May 1 4 t h ,  1964,  

The re  have a s  y e t  been no s i g n s  o f  mosses o r  l i c h e n s ,  and 

no v a s c u l a r  p l a n t s  have s o  f a r  grown on t h e  i s l a n d .  Va r ious  

l i v i n g  p l a n t  p a r t s ,  however, a r e  c o n s t a n t l y  b e i n g  washed a s h o r e  

and germinab le  s eed  have been found.  These p l a n t  p a r t s  have been 

mos t ly  of c o a s t a l  s p e c i e s  found growing on t h e  ne ighbou r ing  

i s l a n d s ,  s u c h  a s  s e a  r o c k e t s ,  lyme g r a s s ,  b i s t o r t ,  w i l d  chamomile, 

r o s e r o o t  and a n g e l i c a .  

These  v a r i o u s  p l a n t  p a r t s  have been c o l l e c t e d  and a s t u d y  

made of  t h e i r  v i v i d n e s s  a f t e r  t h e i r  a p p a r e n t  immersion i n  s a l t  

w a t e r .  I n  compar ison f r e s h  p l a n t  p a r t s  and s eed  have been immersed 

i n  s a l t  w a t e r  f o r  d i f f e r e n t  l e n g t h  o f  t i m e  and t h e i r  v i v i d n e s s  

and ge rmina t i on  a b i l i t y  measured f o l l o w i n g  s u c h  t r e a t m e n t .  

S u r f a c e  samples  of  t e p h r a  from d i f f e r e n t  s i t e s  have been 

c o l l e c t e d  f o r  a  p o s s i b l e  s t u d y  o f  i ts  c o n t e n t  o f  lower o rgan i sms  

and t h e i r  p a r t  p layed  i n  f o r m a t i o n  of  s o i l .  



The occurrence o f  two f l y i n g  i n s e c t s  has  been recorded and 

a no te  made o f  t h e  presence o f  var ious  b i r d s  and s e a l s  tha t  have 

been found v i s i t i n g  the  i s l a n d .  




