
 

Plant Description 

Perennial, erect, aromatic shrub, 30 to 80 cm high, 

rhizomatous, 15 to 48 cm deep (Flinn and Wein 

1977, Viereck and Schandelmeier 1980); soil and 

moisture characteristics greatly influence length and 

depth of rhizomes (Gucker 2006); leaves alternate, 

oblong to elliptic evergreen, 1 to 5 cm long, deep 

green above and densely rusty-tomentose beneath; 

terminal umbel of white flowers, each 5 to 8 mm 

long. 

Fruit: Puberulent, oval to oblong capsules 5 to 7 mm 

long, in clusters (Gray 2011, Gucker 2006). 

Seed: 2 to 3 mm long, needle-shaped, straw-coloured, 

central embryo darker, striate to wavy texture 

(Gucker 2006). 

Habitat and Distribution 

Commonly found in acidic and moist organic 

substrates such as bogs, muskegs, swamps and wet 

coniferous woods. 

Soil: Tolerant of acidic and infertile soils (Tannas 

1997).  In areas of pH ranging from 2.9 to 6.9 

(Gucker 2006). 

Established in well drained to poorly drained soils 

(Gucker 2006). 

Distribution: Found in northern Alberta, Rocky 

Mountains, southwestern Alberta and west-central 

Alberta.  Widespread in the northern parts of the 

circumpolar boreal forest, sub arctic and arctic 
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tundra.  Alaska, Yukon, District of Mackenzie to 

Hudson bay, northern Quebec, Newfoundland south 

to Oregon, British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, 

Manitoba, Great Lakes, Pennsylvania, New Jersey 

(Moss 1983). 

Phenology  

Flowers late May to early June.  Fruits ripen late 

August to fall (Gucker 2006). 

 

Pollination 

Self and cross pollinated by a variety of insects 

including Apis, Bombus and Andrena in particular 

(Reader 1977). 

Possibly wind pollinated (Knuth 1909). 

 

Seed Dispersal 

Seed are very small and are easily dispersed by wind 

(Gucker 2006). 

 

Genetics 

2n=26 (Moss 1983). 

 

Symbiosis 

Forms ericoid mycorrhiza with a diverse assemblage 

of fungal endophytes (e.g., Hymenoscyphus ericae) 

(Hambleton et al. 1999, Massicotte et al. 2005). 

R. groenlandicum is a host of the root endophytic 

fungus Phialocephala fotinii (Addy et al. 2000). 

 

Seed Processing 

Collection: Capsules are easily plucked from the low 

bushes.  

Seed Weight: 0.01 to 0.04 g/1,000 seeds 

(0.02 average). 

Harvest Dates: Late August.  September 1 to 

September 30 (Formaniuk 2013). 

Cleaning: Air-dry fruits.  Remove large chaff and 

crush remaining material.  Sieve to remove seeds 

from chaff using appropriate size screens (0.85 mm). 

Small chaff and dust can be removed by winnowing. 

If capsules are intact merely open capsules and empty 

seeds; sieve or winnow to remove chaff and dust. 

Storage Behaviour: Orthodox, seeds can be dried, 

without damage their longevity increases with 

reductions in both moisture content and temperature 

(Royal Botanic Gardens Kew 2008). 

Storage: Store dry (Karlin and Bliss 1983).  Due to 

growth need of light, small seed size and observed 

decreasing growth productivity with increasing age, 

potential for seed banking is limited (Gucker 2006). 

100% viability following drying to a moisture content 

of 15% and freezing for 1 month at -20º C (Royal 

Botanic Gardens Kew 2008). 

Longevity: Usually does not exceed 1 year (Karlin 

and Bliss 1983). 

Up to 3 years in a cool dry plastic sealable bag 

(Schultz et al. 2001). 

 

Propagation 

Germination: Seed germination decreases with age. 

Fresh seeds: 58% in 25 days. Stored seeds: 16 % after 

1 year; up to 1 year old (Karlin and Bliss 1983). 

Smreciu et al. (2008) found similar results in 
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northeastern Alberta populations: 29% in 30 days 

with fresh or 1 year old seeds but not 2 year old 

seeds. 

100% germination occurred when seeds germinated 

on a 1% agar media at temperatures of 30°C (8 hours 

day/16 hours night) (Royal Botanic Gardens Kew 

2008). 

Pre-treatment: No stratification required (Formaniuk 

2013); 30 days cold stratification (Wood pers. 

comm.). 

4 weeks cold stratification (Nichols 1954).  Karlin 

and Bliss (1983) concluded that germination occurred 

without cold stratification. 

Relatively high constant temperatures (15 to 19°C) 

are required for germination. 

Germination rates increase in the presence of light. 

Germination and establishment in water-saturated 

substrates can occur, however seedlings will most 

likely be short-lived because of the small-size and 

slow growth rate of the seedlings (Karlin and Bliss 

1983). 

Direct Seeding: No significant emergence observed, 

only small seedlings observed after 5 years on 

reclaimed oil sands sites in northeastern Alberta. 

Vegetative Propagation: Rhizome division may be 

possible. 

Cuttings (taken in mid-December) root well (Dirr and 

Heuser 1987).  Calmes and Zasada (1982) found 

cuttings taken in July and kept outdoors to be the 

most productive (Gucker 2006). 

Layering occurs naturally and is an effective manner 

in which the plant establishes itself in an area 

(Gucker 2006). 

Greenhouse Production:  Gucker (2006) found that 

best growth occurred at a pH of 5.5, less growth at a 

pH of 3.5 and no growth at a pH of 8.5.  Best growth 

in lighted areas of peat and or moss substrates 

(Gucker 2006). 

Greenhouse Timeline: 26 weeks in the greenhouse 

until out-planting.  Can be over wintered for a spring 

or fall planting the following season (Wood pers. 

comm.).  Grow for 180 days before harvest 

(Formaniuk 2013). 

 

Aboriginal/Food Uses 

Food: Used as tea (Gray 2011, Marles et al. 2000, 

Turner 1997, Wilkinson 1990).  Drinking the teas has 

been said to cause dizziness and drowsiness and 

diarrhoea so caution is advised (Gray 2011, 

Wilkinson 1990).  Can be used as a substitute for bay 

leaf in stews, sauces and soups (Gray 2011). 

Berries stewed and served with smoked fish (Royer 

and Dickinson 1996). 

Medicinal: Source of vitamin C (Gray 2011).  The 

leaves (chewed or made into tea) can treat stomach 

flu, chills, pneumonia, headaches, diarrhoea, heart 

ailments, arthritis, whooping cough, teething pain, 

kidney ailments, and relieve tension. Powdered 

leaves relieve burns and eczema.  Leaf decoctions 

can be used as an eye-wash to relieve dry eyes 

(Royer and Dickinson 1996, Turner 1997).  Boiled 

whole plants can treat chest pains and hair loss.  

Branches can act as an antibiotic against E. coli and 

Bacillus subtilis (Gray 2011).  Peeled root decoction 

is used to treat colds and clean out stomach (Marles 

et al. 2000). 

Other: Berries provide a red dye (Royer and 

Dickinson 1996).  Crushed leaves act as an insect 

repellent and can help deter rodents from foodstuffs 

(Gray 2011). 

 

Wildlife/Forage Uses 

Wildlife: Leaves and twigs are browsed by caribou 

and moose although it is a minor component in the 

Rhododendron groenlandicum seed. 



 

diet (Gucker 2006).  Unpalatable to snowshoe hares 

and other rodents because of the presence of 

germacrone concentrations (known as a chemical 

defence) in the leaves and internodes of the plant 

(Reichardt et al. 1990). 

Provide cover for a wide range of small wildlife 

species (Gucker 2006). 

Livestock: Unpalatable to livestock (Tannas 1997). 

Contains component considered toxic to livestock 

(Gucker 2006). 

Grazing Response: Moderate tolerance to browsing 

(Tannas 1997). 

 

Reclamation Potential 

Naturally re-colonizes sites disturbed by logging, 

burning and mining (Gucker 2006).  Found to re-

establish naturally in areas previously disturbed by 

road construction or fire (Gucker 2006). 

Shows greater reproductive effort in disturbed sites as 

opposed to undisturbed sites (Gucker 2006). 

May act as a indicator to sites contaminated with lead 

(Pugh et al. 2002). 

Useful in revegetation of fertile soils (Tannas 1997). 

 

Commercial Resources 

Availability: Labrador tea is available commercially 

in plant form in Alberta, but not widely. 

Seeds have been collected by the Oil Sands 

Vegetation Cooperative for use in the Athabasca oil 

sands region. 

Cultivars: None are known. 

Uses: Essential oil for aromatherapy, ornamental 

shrub. 

 

Notes 

Synonyms – Ledum groenlandicum Oeder. 

R. groenlandicum is listed as 96% intact (less 

occurrences than expected) in the Alberta oil sands 

region (Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute 

2014). 

Re-establishes itself rapidly following fire due in part 

to the high temperature requirements for germination 

(Karlin and Bliss 1983). 

 

Photo Credits 

Photos: Glen Lee, Regina, Saskatchewan. 

Line Drawing: John Maywood, with permission from 

Bruce Peel Special Collection, University of Alberta. 

 

References 

Addy, H.D., S. Hambleton and R.S. Currah, 2000. 

Distribution and molecular characterization of the 

root endophyte Phialocephala fortinii along an 

environmental gradient in the boreal forest of 

Alberta.  Mycological Research 104(10): 1213-1221. 

 

Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute, 2014.  The 

status of biodiversity in the oil sands region of 

Alberta.  Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute, 

Edmonton, Alberta.  47 pp.  

http://www.abmi.ca/FileDownloadServlet?filename=

The%20Status%20of%20Biodiversity%20in%20the

%20Oil%20Sands%20Region%20of%20Alberta_201

4_Supplemental%20Report.docx&dir=REPORTS_U

PLOAD   [Last accessed June 16, 2014]. 

 

Calmes, M.A. and J.C. Zasada, 1982.  Some 

reproductive traits of four shrub species in the black 

spruce forest type of Alaska.  Canadian Field-

Naturalist 96(1): 35-40. 

 

Dirr, M.A. and C.W. Heuser, 1987.  The reference 

manual of woody plant propagation: From seed to 

tissue culture: A practical working guide to the 

propagation of over 1100 species, varieties, and 

cultivars.  Varsity Press, Athens, Georgia.  239 pp. 

 

Flinn, M.A. and R.W. Wein,1977.  Depth of 

underground plant organs and theoretical survival 

during fire.  Canadian Journal of Botany 55: 

2550-2554. 

 

Formaniuk, S., 2013.  “It’s all in the timing”.  

Canadian Reclamation 13(2): 26-31. 

 

Gray, B., 2011.  Labrador tea Rhododendron 

groenlandicum.  IN:  The Boreal Herbal: Wild Food 

and Medicine Plants of the North.  Aroma Borealis 

Press, Whitehorse, Yukon.  pp. 106-110. 

 

http://www.abmi.ca/FileDownloadServlet?filename=The%20Status%20of%20Biodiversity%20in%20the%20Oil%20Sands%20Region%20of%20Alberta_2014_Supplemental%20Report.docx&dir=REPORTS_UPLOAD
http://www.abmi.ca/FileDownloadServlet?filename=The%20Status%20of%20Biodiversity%20in%20the%20Oil%20Sands%20Region%20of%20Alberta_2014_Supplemental%20Report.docx&dir=REPORTS_UPLOAD
http://www.abmi.ca/FileDownloadServlet?filename=The%20Status%20of%20Biodiversity%20in%20the%20Oil%20Sands%20Region%20of%20Alberta_2014_Supplemental%20Report.docx&dir=REPORTS_UPLOAD
http://www.abmi.ca/FileDownloadServlet?filename=The%20Status%20of%20Biodiversity%20in%20the%20Oil%20Sands%20Region%20of%20Alberta_2014_Supplemental%20Report.docx&dir=REPORTS_UPLOAD
http://www.abmi.ca/FileDownloadServlet?filename=The%20Status%20of%20Biodiversity%20in%20the%20Oil%20Sands%20Region%20of%20Alberta_2014_Supplemental%20Report.docx&dir=REPORTS_UPLOAD


 

Gucker, C.L., 2006.  Ledum groenlandicum.  

IN: Fischer, W.C. (compiler).  The fire effects 

information system.  United States Department of 

Agriculture, Forest Service, Intermountain Research 

Station, Intermountain Fire Sciences Laboratory, 

Missoula, Montana.   

http://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/plants/shrub/ledgr

o/introductory.html  [Last accessed June 12, 2013]. 

 

Hambleton, S., S. Huhtinen and R.S. Currah, 1999. 

Hymenoscyphus ericae: A new record from western 

Canada.  Mycological Research 103 (11): 1391-1397. 

 

Karlin, E.F. and L.C. Bliss,1983.  Germination 

ecology of Ledum groenlandicum and Ledum 

palustre ssp. decumbens.  Arctic and Alpine Research 

15(3): 397-404. 

 

Knuth, P., 1909.  Handbook of flower pollination. 

Volume III. At the Clarendon Press, Oxford, UK.. 

644 pp. 

 

Marles, R.J., C. Clavelle, L. Monteleone, N. Tays and 

D. Burns, 2000.  Aboriginal Plant Use in Canada’s 

northwest Boreal Forest.  Natural Resources Canada 

and Canadian Forest Service.  UBC Press, 

Vancouver, British Columbia.  368 pp. 

 

Massicotte, H.B., L.H. Melville and R.L. Peterson, 

2005.  Structural characteristics of root-fungal 

interactions for five ericaceous species in eastern 

Canada.  Canadian Journal of Botany 83:1057-1064. 

 

Moss, E.H., 1983.  Flora of Alberta.  A manual of 

flowering plants, conifers, ferns, and fern allies found 

growing without cultivation in the province of 

Alberta, Canada.  2nd edition.  University of Toronto 

Press, Toronto Ontario.  p. 444. 

 

Pugh E.R., D.G Dick and A.L Fredeen, 2002.  Heavy 

metal (Pb, Zn, Cd, Fe, and Cu) contents of plant 

foliage near the Anvil Range lead/zinc mine, Faro, 

Yukon Territory.  Ecotoxicology and Environmental 

Safety 52: 273-279. 

 

Reader, R.J., 1977.  Bog ericad flowers: self-

compatibility and relative attractiveness to bees.  

Canadian Journal of Botany 55(17): 2279-2287. 

 

Reichardt, P.B., J.P. Bryant, B.J. Anderson, 

D. Phillips, T.P. Clausen, M. Meyer and K. Frisby, 

1990.  Germacrone defends labrador tea from 

browsing by snowshoe hares.  Journal of Chemical 

Ecology 16: 1961-1970.  

 

Royal Botanic Gardens Kew, 2008.  Rhododendron 

groenlandicum (Oeder) Kron & Judd Disp.  Seed 

Information Database.  

http://data.kew.org/sid/SidServlet?Clade=&Order=&

Family=&APG=off&Genus=Rhododendron&Species

=groenlandicum&StorBehav=0   [Last accessed June 

14, 2013]. 

 

Royer, F. and R. Dickinson, 1996.  Labrador Tea 

Ledum groenlandicum (Oeder).  IN: Wild Flowers of 

Edmonton and Central Alberta.  The University of 

Alberta Press, Edmonton, Alberta.  p. 46. 

 

Schultz, J., P. Beyer and J. Williams, 2001. 

Propagation protocol for production of container 

Ledum groenlandicum Oeder plants; Hiawatha 

National Forest, Marquette, Michigan.  IN: Native 

Plant Network, University of Idaho, College of 

Natural Resources, Forest Research Nursery, 

Moscow, Idaho. 

http://www.nativeplantnetwork.org/Network/ViewPr

otocols.aspx?ProtocolID=1864  [Last accessed June 

12, 2013]. 

 

Smreciu, A., K. Gould, R. Yakimchuk and M. Pahl, 

2008.  Priority Shrub Species: Propagation and 

establishment.  Interim Report, prepared for 

Cumulative Environmental Management Association 

(CEMA), Fort McMurray, Alberta.  56 pp. 

 

Tannas, K., 1997.  Common plants of the western 

rangelands.  Volume 1 – Grasses, grass-like species, 

http://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/plants/shrub/ledgro/introductory.html
http://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/plants/shrub/ledgro/introductory.html
http://data.kew.org/sid/SidServlet?Clade=&Order=&Family=&APG=off&Genus=Rhododendron&Species=groenlandicum&StorBehav=0
http://data.kew.org/sid/SidServlet?Clade=&Order=&Family=&APG=off&Genus=Rhododendron&Species=groenlandicum&StorBehav=0
http://data.kew.org/sid/SidServlet?Clade=&Order=&Family=&APG=off&Genus=Rhododendron&Species=groenlandicum&StorBehav=0
http://www.nativeplantnetwork.org/Network/ViewProtocols.aspx?ProtocolID=1864
http://www.nativeplantnetwork.org/Network/ViewProtocols.aspx?ProtocolID=1864


 

trees and shrubs.  Lethbridge Community College, 

Lethbridge, Alberta.  311 pp. 

 

Turner, N.J., 1997.  Labrador tea Ledum 

groenlandicum Oeder.  IN: Food Plants of Interior 

First Peoples.  Royal British Columbia Museum 

Handbook, Victoria, British Columbia.  pp. 114-116. 

 

Viereck, L.A. and L.H. Schandelmeier, 1980.  The 

effects of fire in Alaska and adjacent Canada - a 

literature review.  USDI Bureau of Land 

Management, Anchorage, Alaska.  Technical 

Report 6.  124 pp. 

 

Wilkinson, K., 1990.  Common Labrador Tea Ledum 

groenlandicum.  IN: Trees and Shrubs of Alberta.  A 

Habitat Field Guide.  Lone Pine Publishing, 

Edmonton, Alberta.  pp. 156-157. 


