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U3A Port Fairy 

What’s green, smaller than a pinhead  

and holds a world record? 

John Miller  

4 September 2020 

While you have been walking around a patch of fresh water, such as the Moyne River pools 

below the Toolong North Road bridge, Lake Aringa or even some of the small wetlands 

scattered on the volcanic plains, you have probably noticed some little plants floating on the 

water, usually near the edge where the wind has blown them. 

The first floating plant you will notice is Red Azolla Azolla rubra which, as the name implies, 

often has a red tinge.  

Patches of Red Azolla caught in the reeds on the edges Scaly leaves of Red Azolla (1mm divisions) 

of the Moyne River at Toolong. 

It looks like a small scaly fern and is in fact closely related to true ferns. It floats on the water 

surface and has small roots that dangle below. Most of the plants are around 2-3cm across. 

If it is growing in the shade, it will be predominantly green but when it is exposed to sunshine 

it becomes red, and where there are lots of nutrients it may grow prolifically and end up 

covering a large portion, and sometimes the whole, of the water body  

Now, if you scoop up some of the azolla and have a closer look you may also notice other 

much smaller green oval-leaved plants that were not immediately obvious.  

If you have a look at some of these smaller leaves while they are still in the water, you will 

see that they are floating flat on the surface. If you turn some of them over, you will notice a 

single white thread dangling from the underside of the leaf – the root of the plant.  
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The smaller oval plant is Duckweed Lemna 

sp. There are two species that you might 

encounter – Common Duckweed Lemna 

disperma and Small Duckweed Lemna minor 

– but they are quite difficult to tell apart. As 

you can see, the duckweed, at around 4mm 

long, is significantly smaller than the azolla.  

 

 

 

But wait, there’s more! 

Have another look at your sample, but this 

time you will need to use your trusty hand 

lens. 

In amongst the azolla and duckweed is an 

even smaller green plant looking a bit like a 

tiny-tiny pea or just a fragment of a larger 

plant. Closer inspection, however, will reveal 

that it is a complete plant, and it is just 1mm 

across.  

 

When you look 

very closely you 

will see a layer 

of dark green 

cells which 

house the chloroplasts (photosynthetic organs) on the upper 

edge of the plant and a broader layer of lighter green cells in 

the keel which floats just below the water surface.    

 

The tiny plant is Wolffia australiana, sometimes referred to as Watermeal. 

Its green, its smaller than a pinhead and it holds a world record……. 

 

It is the smallest flowering plant in the world. 

 

And it’s a native Australian plant and it’s in our back yard! Lucky us! 


