
Laminaria hyperborea
Common names: Sea rods, Forest kelp, Cuvie. 
Irish names: Leathnach, Feam, Scotach, Feamainn 
Bhealtaine.

Phylum: Ochrophyta
Class: Phaeophyceae
Order: Laminariales
Family: Laminariaceae
Genus: Laminaria
Species: L. hyperborea

Morphology
• Brown alga with a large holdfast, long stipe and 

large, usually split (digitate or finger-like) blade. 

• Very smooth, almost plastic-like, to the touch. 

• Beds of this alga are only exposed at extreme 
low-tides, stipes remain erect, individuals do not 
collapse on top of one another. Commonly 1-3 m, 
but may be larger. 

• The stipe is inflexible, rough and circular in cross-
section, usually festooned with epiphytes.

• The blade is broad, commonly with 5-20 “fingers”. 

• Frond is light to dark brown in colour. 

• Two Laminaria species commonly occur in Ireland: 
L. digitata and L. hyperborea. Mature individuals 
can be distinguished by the characteristics of the 
stipe. A third species, Laminaria ochroleuca has 
recently been reported in Ireland but is rare. 

Reproduction
•  Laminaria hyperborea sporophytes are 

the macroscopic phase of a two-stage 
life-cycle (see LC4*).

•  The reproductive tissue (= sorus) 
appears as slightly raised and 
darkened areas on the fingers of the 
blades. 

Male and female gametes occur on 
separate microscopic individuals 
(gametophytes). 

*Note: Life-cycle 4 (LC4) on page 4. Fig 1. L. hyperborea 
exposed at low-tide.

Fig 2. Morphology.
Fig 3. Close up of the stipe – circular in section (left), 
rough and inflexible (right). Fig 4. Detail of the sorus on the blade.
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INTERESTING FACTS
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© Pictures: Figs 1 & 3 by Michael D. Guiry, Fig 2 by Maeve Edwards 
and Fig 4 by Jessica Ratcliff. 
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• Laminaria hyperborea individuals can live for a 
long time, which can be aged from annual growth 
rings in the stipe, like a tree. Specimens of over 
20 years old have been found in the northern 
parts of their distribution, but in Ireland it 
generally lives for 3-4 years. 

• It forms extensive subtidal forests which support 
a huge diversity of other flora and fauna, much 
like a mature forest would on land. They form a 
very important part of rocky-shore ecosystems 

in Ireland and energetically 
provide critical support for 
nearby ecosystems.

• In Norway and France it 
is harvested for alginate 
production, which is used 

as a food additive (see 
Laminaria digitata) and in 
the production of tailored 
alginate for biotechnology.

• This species has been 
cultivated on longlines in 
Ireland.

Distribution and habitat
• Present throughout E and WN Atlantic shores.

• It inhabits moderately sheltered rock-pools in wave 
exposed areas, to fully exposed coasts, always at full 
salinity sites and preferring rocky substrata. 
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Seasonality

Note: These seasonal characteristics may vary slightly from year to year.
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