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Introduction
Latvia, situated in the western part of the East European plain along the eastern coast
of the Baltic Sea, is a nation distinguished by its remarkable natural heritage and rich
diversity of landscapes. Spanning temperate forests, rolling hills, expansive grasslands
and meadows, abundant bogs and wetlands, and a scenic, undulating coastline,
Latvia's geography is as varied as it is beautiful. The interplay of its temperate
climate—characterized by mild summers and frosty, snow-blanketed winters—and this
mosaic of environments has fostered a unique assemblage of plant species, many of
which are indigenous to the region. These native plants form the backbone of Latvia’s
ecosystems, sustaining myriad forms of animal life and shaping the country’s very
identity.

Approximately 1700 vascular plant species have been documented within Latvia's
borders, yet the true native representatives account for only a portion of this number;
nearly one third of the flora consists of species introduced through centuries of human
activity and expansion. Despite this, native plants remain indispensable to Latvia’s
ecological balance, providing food, shelter, and crucial ecosystem services that
support not only wildlife but also the wellbeing of human communities. Their enduring
presence testifies to the resilience of natural systems that have persisted through
glacial epochs, historical upheavals, and modern transformations.

Key to understanding Latvia’s botanical wealth is recognition of its diverse plant
habitats. The country’s extensive forests—some of which cover nearly half of the total
land area—shelter iconic species such as Scots pine and birch, as well as a variety of
shrubs and undergrowth flora. These forests transition seamlessly into grasslands and
meadows rich in wildflowers and herbs, while wetland complexes and ancient raised
bogs harbor rare mosses, heather, and specialized plant communities. Latvia’s rivers,
lakes, and coastline add further complexity, nurturing aquatic plants and algae that
are essential to water quality and ecological health. Each of these ecosystems is
intertwined, collectively sustaining an intricate web of life.

Latvia’s flora has shaped, and been shaped by, the nation’s cultural history. Native
plants are revered in Latvian folklore, figuring prominently in Dainas (traditional folk
songs), holiday rituals, and seasonal celebrations. They have long served practical
purposes in daily life: as medicine, food, symbols of love and renewal, and tools for
crafting and dyeing. The oxeye daisy—one of the best-loved wildflowers—is both an
ecological keystone and a cultural emblem, illustrating the deep connection between
plants and people in this region.

Yet, despite its natural abundance, Latvia’s native flora faces mounting threats. The
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loss and fragmentation of habitats, pollution, invasive species, and the steadily
shifting climate all place pressure on wild plant populations. Recognizing these
challenges, Latvia has invested in robust conservation frameworks, establishing
protected areas, botanical gardens, and restoration projects, and engaging local
communities in stewardship of the land. These efforts strive to strike a balance
between tradition and progress, ensuring that the irreplaceable heritage of native
plants endures for future generations.

In this guide, we explore the captivating world of Latvia’s native plants: their habitats,
ecological significance, roles in culture and tradition, and the dedicated efforts aimed
at their conservation. Through detailed chapters, readers are invited to journey across
Latvia’s varied landscapes, gaining an appreciation for the country’s botanical riches,
the challenges they face, and the collective responsibility to steward these invaluable
natural treasures.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Climate of Latvia:
Context for Native Flora
To truly appreciate the intricate tapestry of native plants that adorn Latvia, one must
first understand the stage upon which they grow – the unique geography and climate
that shape this Baltic nation. Situated in the western expanse of the East European
plain, hugging the eastern coastline of the Baltic Sea, Latvia occupies a position that
grants it a fascinating blend of environmental influences. Its relatively modest size,
covering around 64,589 square kilometers, belies a surprising diversity of landscapes,
from gently rolling hills and expansive lowlands to winding rivers, countless lakes, and
the distinct environment of its coastline.

The very foundation of Latvia's physical landscape was laid by the colossal forces of
the last Ice Age. As the massive glaciers advanced and retreated, they sculpted the
terrain, depositing vast quantities of soil and debris. This glacial legacy is visible
across the country today in the form of undulating plains, interspersed with morainic
uplands, characterized by smaller hills, ridges, and depressions. These features,
though perhaps not dramatically mountainous – the highest point, Gaiziņkalns,
reaches a modest 312 meters above sea level – create variations in elevation and
microclimates that are significant for plant distribution.

Broadly speaking, Latvia's terrain can be divided into lowlands and uplands. The
lowlands, covering roughly 75 percent of the country, form the primary agricultural
areas due to their flatter topography, although their fertility varies. These lower-lying
regions are often characterized by wetlands and peat bogs. The remaining 25 percent
of the territory consists of the moderate-sized hills and varied relief of the uplands
found in Kurzeme in the west, Vidzeme in the center-north, and Latgale in the east.
This mosaic of landforms provides a diverse array of niches for different plant
communities to establish themselves.

Water is a defining element of the Latvian landscape and plays a crucial role in
supporting its flora. The country is crisscrossed by an extensive network of over
12,000 rivers, though only a handful are longer than 100 kilometers, with major
arteries including the Daugava, Gauja, Lielupe, Venta, and Salaca. These rivers carve
valleys and contribute to the character of the lowlands. In addition to rivers, Latvia
boasts over 2,000 lakes, many of which are relatively small and were also formed by
glacial activity. The presence of these freshwater bodies, along with the significant
areas of mires and wetlands, creates vital aquatic and semi-aquatic habitats.

The influence of the Baltic Sea is pervasive, particularly in the coastal regions. Latvia's
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coastline stretches for nearly 500 kilometers, featuring sandy shores, dunes, and
coastal meadows. The sea acts as a temperature moderator, making coastal winters
slightly milder and summers cooler compared to inland areas. This maritime influence
gradually wanes further eastward, leading to a noticeable shift towards a more
continental climate in the interior of the country, especially in Latgale. This west-to-
east gradient in climate contributes significantly to regional differences in vegetation.

Latvia experiences a temperate climate with four distinct seasons, a characteristic
that profoundly impacts the life cycles of its native plants. The climate is often
described as humid continental (Dfb) according to the Köppen-Geiger classification,
though coastal areas can lean towards a temperate oceanic influence (Cfb). This
means plant life must be adapted to a wide range of temperatures throughout the
year and a consistent supply of moisture.

Winters are typically cold and snowy, with average temperatures in the coldest
months, January and February, often dipping below freezing, ranging from around -3°C
to -5°C. However, temperatures can plummet much lower during cold spells, with the
record low reaching a bracing -43.2°C. This requires native plants to possess
strategies for surviving prolonged periods of frost and snow cover, such as dormancy
or robust root systems.

Summers, in contrast, are mild to pleasantly warm. The warmest months, July and
August, see average temperatures typically between +17°C and +18°C, providing a
crucial period for plant growth, flowering, and setting seed. While average summer
temperatures are comfortable, heat waves can occur, pushing temperatures above
30°C, with the record high standing at +36.4°C. These warmer months are vital for the
active growth phase of most Latvian flora.

Precipitation is distributed relatively evenly throughout the year, contributing to the
generally humid conditions that favor lush vegetation. Annual precipitation amounts
typically range from 560 to 850 mm. While rainfall occurs year-round, there can be
seasonal variations; some sources indicate a slight increase in autumn, while others
note that July is the wettest month in certain areas like Riga due to thunderstorms.
This consistent moisture is essential for forests, wetlands, and grasslands alike.

The length of the growing season is a critical factor for plant life. Defined by the period
when the average daily temperature is above +5°C, it typically lasts for 180 to 200
days in Latvia, generally starting around mid-April. The period of active growth, when
temperatures are above +10°C, is shorter, usually around 135 to 140 days. The timing
and duration of this frost-free period significantly influence which plant species can
thrive and complete their life cycles in different parts of the country.

The variation in climate across Latvia, from the milder, more humid coastal areas to
the more continental and colder eastern regions, creates distinct climatic zones. These
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zones, influenced by factors like distance from the sea and elevation, play a significant
role in the distribution of plant hardiness and the types of plant communities that can
establish themselves. It's a subtle but important gradient that contributes to the
overall biodiversity.

Underpinning the diverse plant life are the varied soil types, largely a product of the
glacial deposits and subsequent hydrological processes. The most widespread soil
types include Sod podzolic soils, which cover a significant portion of the country, and
Sod gley soils, often found in areas with higher moisture content. Sod calcareous soils,
known for being more fertile, are predominantly located in southern Latvia,
particularly the Zemgale plain.

Other important soil types include organic soils, which are characteristic of Latvia's
extensive peat bogs and wetlands, formed under waterlogged conditions that inhibit
the complete decomposition of plant matter. Sandy soils are prevalent in coastal areas
and some inland regions, often supporting specialized plant communities adapted to
these nutrient-poor, well-drained conditions. The complex mosaic of these soil types,
influenced by relief, drainage, and parent material, provides a wide range of
substrates, each favoring particular groups of native plants.

The interplay of Latvia's geographical features – the sculpted glacial landscape, the
abundance of water bodies, the coastal influence – and its temperate climate, with its
distinct seasons and west-to-east variations, creates the foundation for its rich native
flora. These environmental conditions dictate where different plant communities can
flourish, from the moisture-loving species of the wetlands to the resilient trees of the
uplands and the salt-tolerant plants of the coast. Understanding this geographical and
climatic context is the essential first step in appreciating the fascinating world of
Latvia's native plants that we will explore in the following chapters.
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