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The NPMS Marsh and Fen broad habitat covers a wide range of wetlands with varied mixtures of sedges, rushes,
grasses, herbs and mosses. It takes in most non-coastal wetland that is not bog, wet heath (=NPMS ‘bog and wet
heath’), reedbed or vegetation fringing open water (=NPMS ‘freshwater’). It includes springs and other wetlands that
are often referred to as flush, fen or mire. Definitions of flush, fen and mire can be confusing because some plant
communities straddle two or more of those categories, but running through the whole Marsh and Fen broad habitat is
a gradient of variation in species composition related to soil acidity, so we can place most examples of Marsh and Fen
into one of three groups: acid, neutral and basic (photos + NPMS fine-scale habitat correspondences below).
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Note: in this document, flowering periods of plant species are given numerically (e.g. 5-6 = May-June); this information is taken from Collins Flower Guide ISBN 978-0-00-718389-0
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Fl 6-7 (fruits 6-7)

Common sedge Carex Carnation sedge Carex Glaucous sedge Carex Bottle sedge Carex rostrata.  Star sedge Carex echinata.

nigra. Leaves mid panicea. Leaves pale grey-  flacca. Leaves mid green on  Leaves 2-7 mm wide; grey- Leaves 1-2.5 mm wide, mid
grey-green, 1-3 mm green on both sides, 2-5 upper side and paler greyish green on upper side; darker ~ green. Flowers/fruits in
wide and growingup  mm wide, spreading out green below. 2-3 mm wide  shiny green below; not distinctive star-like groups at
(not widely widely. One male spike at and widely spreading. 2-3 widely spreading. Can form the tips of the stems and
spreading). Inawide  top of stem. In a wide range male spikes at top of stem.  lush swards. Large female accompanied by only a very
range of habitats on of mires, wet heaths and On dryish to quite wet spikes. In acid, neutral and short, inconspicuous narrow
damp/wet acid to damp grasslands on acidto  neutral to basic soils. basic wetlands. NPMS leafy bract. Mainly in acid
neutral soils. quite basic soils. positive indicator in both sedge and rush mires but also
fine-scale habitats of in some neutral mires.

marsh/fen broad habitat.
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Ay Compact rush
J. conglomeratus

(fl 6-8)

.

Hard rush J. inflexus (fl 6-8)

‘Soft.ersvh Juncus effus\;s Soft rush Juncus effusus (fl 6-8)

Soft rush Juncus effusus. Stems green and smooth. On damp to wet acid to neutral soils. Compact rush J. conglomeratus. Stems green, with parallel
ridges/grooves running their length; flower head dark and compact; on damp to wet acid to neutral soils. Hard rush J. inflexus. Stems grey-green,
narrow and ridged; flower head more open; on damp to wet neutral to basic soils. All spp. listed as NPMS negative indicators in marsh/fen habitat.
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And these top-flowering rushes (not tufted; flowers in branched clusters at stem tips) are common in marsh/fen too:

subnodulosus (R): leaves have transverse walls as in J. acutiflorus but also longitudinal walls, and flower head has branches sticking out at a wider
angle; on neutral to basic soils. Jointed rush J. articulatus = like J. acutiflorus but shorter and tufted, with leaves and stems curved out from plant
base and then upwards; leaves flattened in section; on damp to wet neutral to basic soils; does not form such tall, dense or and extensive swards.
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The most consistent differences between acid, neutral and basic forms of marsh/fen are in the lower layers of the
vegetation, including mosses. Taller vascular species can give clues too, but many of them are equally common in at
least two of the acid, neutral and basic forms of marsh/fen.

In the NPMS classification scheme the Marsh and Fen broad habitat is divided into acid and base-rich fine-scale
habitats. Neutral gets lumped in with base-rich, so we have:

e Acidic fens, flushes, mires and springs fine-scale NPMS habitat = on acid soils

e Base-rich fens, flushes, mires and springs fine-scale NPMS habitat = on neutral or base-rich soils

Let’s start with the acidic fine-scale NPMS habitat. Remember that this does not include bogs and wet heaths (where
we find species such as heather, cross-leaved heath, deergrass, hare’s-tail cottongrass and the mosses Sphagnum
papillosum, S. medium and S. divinum); they are also on acid soils but are in the Bog and Wet heath NPMS broad
habitat. So, here in the acidic fine-scale habitat of Marsh and Fen are such things as springs, flushes and basin mires
whose vegetation varies from moss/liverwort-dominated to mixtures of mosses, sedges and rushes. Herbs are mostly
sparse, low-grown and not very conspicuous.

Moss-dominated acid spring (Lake District) Acidic sedge mire: sedges growing through an extensive Sphagnum moss layer (Sutherland)
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Marsh and Fe

ACIDIC FENS, FLUSHES, MIRES AND SPRINGS FINE-SCALE NPMS HABITAT

A varied mix of plant communities united by a floristic element indicative of acid soils and typically including one or more of
cuous here).
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Polytrichum commune — has leaves like miniature conifer needles!
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icuous or lush in these acid mires, but these species can be found here:

-

Herbs are generally not very consp

Marsh violet Viola palustris (leaf + flower). Leaf more Tormentil Potentilla erecta. Heath bedstraw Galium Lesser spearwort
rounded and rather paler green, and flowers paler, than in Leaf with 3 toothed leaflets  saxatile. Small leaves in  Ranunculus flammula. Like a
common dog-violet. + 2 stipules; yellow flower whorls of 4-8. Small buttercup but leaves narrow

with 4 petals. white 4-petalled flowers. oval and hairless.

Marsh violet and tormentil are listed as positive indicators in the base-rich fine-scale NPMS habitat of Marsh & Fen, but they are at least as much plants of
acid mires and could perhaps be expected to be listed for the acid fine-scale NPMS habitat instead.
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In the uppermost parts of wetland systems are springs from which water emerges typically (but not in all cases) from a
ground/bedrock aquifer. These springs are generally mossy. Here is an acidic spring in Galloway in September.




Acid springs in the hills can also have patches of liverworts among the mosses. Scapania undulata is one of the
commonest liverworts in such places, and it can be green, brown or purplish. This photo of S. undulata was taken by
my wife Alison in Glen Coe. It was actually a photo of the very rare Saxifraga rivularis on a wet rocky bank high in the
mountains, but it happened to have the Scapania in it too (and | happened not to have taken a photo of this liverwort
myself), so | cropped it and enlarged it to show the Scapania better (arrowed). I’ve also made sure to show part of the
rare saxifrage, because | thought you might be interested.
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This acidic mountain spring, in Sutherland in May, has a very different liverwort in it: Anthelia julacea. Indeed, the
vegetation here is made up mainly of low, silvery to dark grey carpets of the massed tiny shoots of this species.
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Flushes run down from the springs, and in acidic flushes we commonly see sedges such as common sedge Carex nigra
and star sedge C. echinata among the carpets of Sphagnum and Polytrichum mosses. This acidic flush is in Sutherland
and was photographed in September.
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