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Contexts in Plant Biology

Super fruit or pest (Sea buckthorn)

Teaching Notes
This resource is part of our collection of contexts inspired by the 2020 International Year of Plant Health. These notes provide a summary of the information you can find in the notes section of the accompanying PowerPoint presentation. For more information about using this resource and others in the collection see the guide on the resource page on the SAPS website. 

Content links
· Plant adaptations 

· Plant defense mechanisms

· Interactions in communities

· Loss of biodiversity

· Nitrogen fixation
Outline

The context of the plant sea buckthorn can be used to introduce ecology related content and provides an opportunity for discussion related to the pressures that need to be considered when making decisions about land use. 

An internet search for the plant sea buckthorn (Hippophae rhamnoides) produces numerous pages that praise the health benefits of this berry, with claims about it varying from being a superfood to a potential cancer treatment. It is grown as an agricultural crop in part of northern Europe, and, in the past, researchers in Scotland have advocated this for northern coastal sites. Slide one introduces the plant with students having to engage with pictures of the plant and make suggestions about habitat and adaptations. 

Students that live by the coast or who have visited coastal dunes are likely to be familiar with this very distinctive plant. It is a native of sand dunes and sea cliffs along parts of the east coast but has been planted elsewhere as an ornamental plant or to stabilise dunes and has spread around much of the UK coastline. 

From the photos students should be able to identify that it grows on sand dunes at coastal sites. They should be able say that it is a shrub that forms dense thickets. It has several adaptations. It is very large spines on branches which prevent grazing. It has very distinct and abundant orange berries, blackbirds and some migratory species feed on the berries in autumn and help to spread the plant. One cannot tell from the photo but it fixes nitrogen so can grow vigorously in the nutrient poor sand dunes. 

It is native to the east coast and Northern Ireland but as the map on slide two shows it can be found all around the coast and at inland sites.

The shrub provides food and shelter for a range of animals but the shrub out competes most plant species as the dense nature of the shrub prevents other plants establishing. It can fix nitrogen in the soil and this results in plants such as nettles and thistles that thrive in high nitrogen conditions becoming established. The plants that would normally be found in dune grassland cannot compete and disappear. 

  

Sea buckthorn has been appearing on menus and would provide an income to growers as an agricultural crop, however it spreads rapidly and can become a conservation problem. To preserve the dune grassland and prevent the further spread, the sea buckthorn has to be controlled with volunteers removing the prickly bushes – not an easy job. 
The final two slides provide the pros and cons of the plant. Any decisions to develop the plant as a crop, with additional planting needs to be taken with caution taking account of the potential problems it could create for wild plant communities if it escapes and spreads.
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2018.00232/full
https://www.elcv.org.uk/tasks/invasives/
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