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 Abstract. Common birdsfoot serradella (Ornithopus perpusillus L.) was first reported in 
Lithuania in 1898, from a single site, Klaipeda harbor. In 2000 the species was found on the Curonian 
Spit near Nida, and in two more places almost in the centre of the country. The ecology, community 
structure, habitat characteristics and distribution of the species are discussed and described. O. 

perpusillus is here regarded as native in both the Curonian Spit and the Prienai district. These are 
disjunct localities to the east of the main distribution area of the species. Collected seeds from 2005 
are multiplying in Lithuanian Institute of Agriculture for further investigation. 
 
 Key words: Ornithopus perpusillus, biology, community, distribution, Lithuania 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 There are 15 species of the genus Ornithopus L. (Vasiljeva, 1987), distributed in 
Europe and Northern Africa (Algeria). Two species occurs in the Lithuanian Republic – pink 
serradella (Ornithopus sativus Brot.) and common birdsfoot serradella (Ornithopus 

perpusillus L.). In Lithuania the first species grows in fields; and sometimes as a roadside or 
crop weed. Serradella makes a big difference to the whole environment on many properties. It 
improves soil structure, nitrogen and organic matter levels, increases biological activity and 
increases the numbers of soil organisms like earthworms. When combined with good 
management the increased plant residue also prevents or greatly reduces soil erosion risk 
(Stancevičius, 1971). 
 Common birdsfood serradella (Ornithopus perpusillus L.] was first found in Lithuania 
in 1898, and was refound in 2000, more than a century later, again on the sea shore. Until 
recently this was the only known habitat of the species in Lithuania. It is impossible to be 
certain of the status of the species in this habitat because the maritime climate and intensive 
tourism provide numerous opportunities for the arrival and establishment of species from 
outside the area. However, the discovery in 2000 of two new stations for the species in central 
Lithuania, well to the east of the Curonian Spit, makes native status a reasonable hypothesis.  
 Ornithopus perpusillus L. Sp. Pl.: 743. 1753; Abromeit et al., Fl. Ost-u.Westpr., 1: 
190. 1898; Stancevičius in Lietuvos flora (1971).- Bird`s-foot/ Fowl-foot (Jankevičien÷ 
1998), on the other hand, is very rare species in Lithuania, and this  brief paper discusses its 
status and distribution. 
 O. perpusillus  is a euoceanic species, occurring in Belgium, Denmark, France, 
Germany, Italy, Ireland, the British Isles, The Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, 
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Sweden, Switzerland, Russia (Kaliningrad Region), Moldova, the Ukraine, Algeria - only in 

northern part (Wiersema et al., 1990). It occurs from temperate to Mediterranean zones. 

 The species is not always evenly distributed in countries where it occurs. In Germany, 

for instance, it is most frequent on the sandy banks of large rivers, such as the Oder, the Elbe 

and especially the Rhine. In Northern Bavaria and Thüringen it is rare (Markgrat, 1976). The 

species is also rather rare in Poland, where it grows on the sandy banks of the large rivers 

such as the Oder and the Vistula, and in sandy fields near the sea (figure 1, from Zając and 

Zając, 2001). The easternmost occurrence of the species is near (Pobedimova, 1956)). In 

Denmark and Sweden the species is also rare (Ingelög et al., 1993). In Latvia O. perpusillus is 

now apparently absent, although there are old references to it. In Estonia it is found on the 

island of Hiummaa, where it is considered to be introduced (Tabaka et al., 1996). In the 

Ukraine the species grows near Dnepropetrovsk and Kherson. In Russia it is known from near 

Saint Petersburg, where it is considered to be introduced (Vasiljeva, 1987), and from the 

extreme west, near Kaliningrad, 1.5 km east of Ladushkino railway station (Andronova et al., 

1978). 

 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

 The species was studied between 10 July and 14 August 2000 on the Curonian Spit 

and near Pociūnai village (Prienai district, central Lithuania). The vegetation was described 

using the techniques of Braun-Blanquet (1964), using 10 x 10 m quadrates. The names of 

plant communities follow the code of Phytosociological nomenclature (Barkman et. al, 1986). 

The names of vascular plants and lichens are from the following publications: Jankevičiene 

(1998), Gudžinskas (1999), Motiejunait÷ (1999). The distribution of the species in Poland 

(Figure 1) is taken from Zając & Zając (2001), in Lithuania (except the Curonian Spit and 

middle Lithuania), Estonia (Tabaka et al., 1996) and in Russia (Kaliningrad Region) from 

Andronova & Kucheneva (1978). The specimens are stored in the herbarium of the Botany 

Institute (BILAS) of the Academy of Sciences of the Lithuanian Republic. 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

 

 Common birdsfoot serradella (O. perpusillus) is annual, low-growing (5-30 cm) plant 

with a tap root and much-branched ascending or procumbent white-pubescent aerial stems. 

Leaves imparipinnate, with 13-25 leaflets. Stipules small, acute. Leaflets oblong elliptic or 

oval, 1-6 mm long and 1-2 mm wide; apex obtuse. Inflorescences condensed racemes; 

peduncles equal in length or slightly exceeding  the leaves. Flowers 5-7 in each inflorescence. 

Bracts scale-like. Calyx pilose, the lobes 3 times shorter than the tube. Corolla bright violet; 

standard with reddish veins, concave above; keel obtuse, yellowish, shorter than the wing 

petals. Pods 10-20 mm long, about 2 cm wide, arcuate, pilose, of 5-7 oval reticulately-nerved 

brown segments. Seeds ovoid, c. 1.5 mm long, smooth, yellow or yellow brown. Flowering 

from late May to mid August. 

 O. perpusillus was first recorded from Lithuania by J. E. Gilibert, but his record was 

from near the city of Grodnam, in the present territory of Belarus (Gilibert, 1782). Abromeit 

(1898) recorded O. perpusillus from the city of Klaip÷da, in the port on a heap of sand from a 

ship’s ballast. Later editions of the Lithuanian flora (Snarskis, 1954, 1968; Lekavičius, 1989) 

include only one species of Ornithopus L, O. sativus Brot. Stancevičius (1971) emphasised 

that there were no records later than that of Abromeit et al. (1898). Gudžinskas (1999) 
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included O. perpusillus as a casual in his list of introduced plants. There were no specimens 
of this species in important Lithuanian herbaria (BILAS, WI), until now. 
 Habitat. O. perpusillus grows both in natural and in anthropogenic areas. In the 
central part of its area this species usually grows in natural habitats: sandy grasslands; dry 
pine woods, and in open places in woods. At the extremes of its distribution it tends to grow 
in anthropgenic sites: cultivated fields, sandy places, roadsides, and on dumps of dust. In the 
main part of its area O. perpusillus grows in associations such as the Koelerio-

Corynephoretea in the classes Carici arenariae-Airetum praecocis Westh. et al. 1962 and 
Airo caryophylleae-Festucetum ovinae R. Tx. 1955. The species is here very characteristic of 
the vegetation of sandy places. 
 In Lithuania, O. perpusillus is found in three places: on the Curonian Spit 1.5 km 
south of Nida (3 August 2000, J. Stankeviciute), and in two places almost in the centre of the 
country – south of the city of Kaunas, near the villages of Pošventis and Pociūnai, Prienai 
district (10 August 2000, V. Stukonis) in a pine forest, and 13 August 2000 (K. K. Vilkonis) 
on both sides of a pine forest on a sandy pasture. On the Curonian Spit O. perpusillus grew on 
a sandy lawn in a community of low grasses. Associated species included Aira praecox, 

Anthoxanthum odoratum, Calluna vulgaris, Carex arenaria, Danthonia decumbens, 

Deschampsia flexuosa, Festuca ovina, Hieracium umbellatum, Melampyrum nemorosum, 

Peltigera canina, Peplis portula, Pilosella officinarum, Poa pratensis, Radiola linoides, 

Rumex acetosella, Vicia angustifolia, V. lathyroides. The ground here is sandy. The 
vegetation surrounding the sample area includes dense Calluna vulgaris and Empetrum 

nigrum, with isolated trees of Pinus sylvestris and Betula pendula. Both O. perpusillus  sites 
in central Lithuania are on sandy soils, one on grazed waste ground and the other in a 
woodland clearing with low grass and bushes. Aira praecox, Carex arenaria, Danthonia 

decumbens, Deschampsia flexuosa, Peplis portula, Radiola linoides, Vicia lathyroides are 
absent. The sites are surrounded by low shrubs of Calluna vulgaris and Juniperus communis 

(Stankevičiūt÷, 2002). 
 These two latter habitats are clearly different from that on the Curonian Spit. 
However, they appear to represent the most easterly natural occurrence of the species. It 
would appear that in Lithuania O. perpusillus is growing at the extreme edge of its 
distribution. 

Successional changes in the vegetation of these sandy areas are likely to lead to an 
increase in woody species and the loss of the open grassy habitat. Conservation of O. 

perpusillus in Lithuania will require protection, long-term monitoring and research, with the 
site at the village of Pociūnai being declared a reserve. Collected seeds from 2005 are 
multiplying in Lithuanian Institute of Agriculture for further investigation. Preliminary results 
show that O. perpusillus would be prospective plant species for sustainable agriculture 
systems and on temporary abandoned fields. 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
 Ornithopus  perpusillus L. in Lithuania represents northern and eastern borderline of 
its wide spreading and require protection, long-term monitoring, research and would be 
prospective plant species for sustainable agriculture systems and on temporary abandoned 
fields. 
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REZUMAT 
 

ORNITHOPUS PERPUSILLUS L. (Leguminosae - Papilionoideae) 
IN LITHUANIA 

 
 Specia Ornithopus perpusillus L. a fost raportată pentru prima dată în Lituania în anul 1898, 
fiind identificată într-un singur sit,  la limanul Klaipeda. În anul 2000, specia a fost găsită la Curonian 
Spit lângă Nida, şi în alte două locuri, aproape de centrul Ńării. În lucrare sunt prezentate aspecte 
privind ecologia, structura comună, habitatul caracteristic şi distribuŃia speciei, în apropierea şi în zona 
Lituaniei. O. perpusillus este considerată o specie nativă atât în arealul Curonian Spit cât şi în 
districtul Prienai. Acestea sunt zone distincte, situate în partea estică a distribuŃiei principale a speciei. 
SeminŃe colectate de la plantele speciei în anul 2005 au fost utilizate pentru înmulŃire şi investigaŃii 
ulterioare, la Institutul Lituanian de Agricultură. 
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