
 

 
Blue-eyed Grass 
Sisyrinchium bermudiana 
 
Blue-eyed grass is part of the iris family 
(Iridaceae) and can grow up to 40 cm. 
Although a flowering plant the greyish-green 
(glaucous) leaves look like leaf blades all 
growing from the base and are long, parallel-
sided and linear. The stem is flattened and 
has wings. Two-four blue flowers with yellow 
centres are grouped together in a loose 
raceme of several branches at the top of the 
stem, and the perianth petals are 7 mm long, 
obovate in shape and have a mucronate tip in 
the centre. The flowers are 15-20 mm across 
and only open fully in full sunshine. The seeds 
develop in a round capsule that hang dangling 
from the thin stems. 

 
Lifecycle 
 
It is a perennial plant with a short flowering 
period between June – August, and each 
flower only lasts for a day or two making it 
easily missed. It grows from seeds and also 
thick rhizomes (underground shoots) which 
will create new plants and bulk-out the 
parent plant. In favourable conditions, 
seedlings will flower within the same year as 
germination, and it is thought to be self-
fertile seeding freely. Seed longevity is 
unknown. 
 
Habitat 
 
Blue-eyed grass is a plant of neutral damp, 
wet and marshy meadows, including purple 
moor-grass and rush pasture and tall false-oat 
grassland, lake shores and roadside verges. It 
prefers constantly moist soils that have good 
drainage, and as a consequence is often found 
on damp shingle, gravelly or sandy soils that  
have poor-moderate fertility, and neutral to 
slightly alkaline pH. 

Blue-eyed grass distribution 
across Britain and Ireland 
The data used to create these 
maps has been provided under 
licence from the Botanical Society 
of Britain and Ireland (BSBI) and 
accessed from the Society’s online 
distribution database. 



 

Distribution 
 
Blue-eyed grass is only native in the Western 
fringes of Northern Ireland around Lough Erne 
and Lough Melvin in Fermanagh. There was a 
population in Antrim, but it has not been seen 
recently and was thought to be introduced. It 
also occurs in western Ireland and Kerry to 
Donagal where it is locally abundant. It was 
first discovered on the island in 1845 and is 
considered native, whereas it is introduced 
elsewhere in England, Scotland and Wales. 
 
There is a garden escape that is similar and 
can be confused with blue-eyed grass. 
American blue-eyed grass S. montanum is 
very similar but usually has larger deeper blue 
flowers 25-35 mm across and the flower 
raceme is usually un-branched. The seed 
capsules are similar but are held erect at the 
top of stems whilst those of blue-eyed grass 
dangle. 
 
GB status and rarity 
 
The Vascular Plant Red Data List for Great 
Britain 2005 does not list blue-eyed grass. In 
Northern Ireland, blue-eyed grass is a priority 
species as it has declined and is scarce. This is 
the only location within the UK where native 
populations are found and it is not listed in 
England, Scotland or Wales red/priority lists. 
Blue-eyed grass is classified as ‘Near 
Threatened’ in the Irish Red Data Book 
(1988).  
 
Protection under the law 
 
It is protected under the Wildlife (NI) Order 
1985 which makes it an offence to 
intentionally pick, remove, uproot, destroy or 
sell the plant in Northern Ireland.   
 
Reasons for decline 
 
This plant has declined due to drainage of the 
grassland fen habitats and cutting peat in fen 
and marsh. These habitats have also been 
agriculturally improved, such as through 
nutrient enrichment by slurry, fertilisers and 
the use of herbicides, fragmenting suitable 
habitat with surviving populations. Increased 
agricultural use of grassland and over-grazing 
is also a factor causing a decline in the 

habitat where blue-eyed grass survives. 
Equally, the cessation of grazing and 
abandonment of grazing pasture is also a 
factor in its decline. Pollution may also be a 
factor, increasing soil nutrients and 
competition with nutrient-loving competitive 
grasses and problem weeds such as thistles 
and nettles. 
 
Most populations of blue-eyed grass are small 
and genetically isolated with little or no 
pollen transfer. Inbreeding depression is a 
threat and cause for concern and may make 
recovery more difficult as populations may 
become more vulnerable to disease. Small 
populations are also vulnerable from chance 
extreme events such as trampling, flooding 
and prolonged drought. 
 
Survey method 
 
Blue-eyed grass forms clumps, but is difficult 
to find when not flowering due to its grass- 
and sedge-like resemblance. Flowering clumps 
could be counted and patch size measured 
each year to find out whether the plant is 
expanding or declining. 
 
Habitat management for blue-eyed grass 
 
Blue-eyed grass survives well in grassland that 
is managed as pasture. In particular, the 
management of purple-moor grass and rush 
pasture, also known as rough ground in 
Northern Ireland, using cattle to eat and 
trample some of the taller vegetation creates 
space for blue-eyed grass to grow.  
 
Growing blue-eyed grass for reintroduction 
 
Much of the information about growing blue-
eyed grass is taken from American blue-eyed 
grass which is grown as a garden plant.  
 
Ripe seed collected in August – September 
should be sown straight away into plugs. If 
seed needs to be stored for any period of time 
it should be kept in a paper or cloth bag in a 
dry, cool location. Seed longevity is unknown 
and sowing is recommended in the autumn 
following collection. See the advice sheet on 
enhancing meadows using plug plants for 
details of growing and transplanting plugs 
from seed. There is no information available 



 

on whether a period of cold (vernalisation) is 
required to break seed dormancy, and further 
research may be required if it is difficult to 
germinate seeds. 
 
Blue-eyed grass is also rhizonomous, and 
seedlings could be grown-on and transplanted 
into larger containers allowing then to start 
sending out underground shoots and create  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

new plants. The off-shoots can be carefully 
separated from the parent plant and 
transplanted providing new seedlings for 
reintroduction. The off-shoots will be 
genetically identical to the parent plant, and 
for this reason off-shoots from a number of 
parent plants will need to be reintroduced 
into a site to maintain genetic diversity within 
the new population.  
 


