
 4/ Plants 

Plant life in the Arctic is characterized largely by what grows on the tundra, a vast low 

growing treeless area of approx. 11.5M km2 that is mainly underlain by permafrost. There are low shrubs (as tall as 2m (7 

feet) in rare places) sedges, grasses, mosses and liverworts as well as an extensive variety of alpine type flowering 

plants and many lichens. There are about 1,700 species of plants that live on the tundra in all. The tundra can support 

many larger herbivores including reindeer, musk ox, lemmings, arctic hares and squirrels. To the southern edge of the 

arctic, the tundra can have plant cover of 80-100%, further north, plant coverage can be 0% or just a few hardy alpines in 

sheltered microclimates. 

 

Plant life in the Antarctic on the other hand is much less plentiful. Only about 1% of the continent is ice free, this is 

located mainly along the Antarctic Peninsula and on islands, there are some exposed rocks inland however known as 

nunataks where the hardiest of plants can gain a foothold. There are just two species of higher plants, a grass and a 

small flowering alpine, around 100 species of moss, 300-400 species of lichens and 25 species of liverworts. In very 

extreme conditions, algae and lichens live in tiny pore spaces inside rock 

 

 

Often where plants are found growing in Antarctica, they are sparse and irregularly spaced. 

The seas. Both the Arctic and Antarctic have highly productive seas the production being driven by phytoplankton. 

Upwelling currents bringing nutrients with them and long days in the summer months drive this production. 
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