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An introduction to UK National Plant Monitoring Scheme broad habitat type 

COASTAL HABITATS  

  
Produced by Ben Averis for the NPMS in March 2021 Text, photos and artwork by Ben Averis (ben.averis@gmail.com) 
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The NPMS COASTAL BROAD HABITAT is divided into five NPMS fine-scale habitats: 

 

COASTAL SALTMARSH 
In and just above the intertidal zone. 

 
 
COASTAL VEGETATED SHINGLE 

Partly vegetated stony (or stony + sandy) 
ground just above the High Water Mark. 

 

COASTAL SAND DUNES 
On sand varying from loose to quite well 
consolidated; includes wet dune hollows. 

 
 
MACHAIR 
On wind-deposited sand, containing shell 
fragments, in W Scotland and Ireland. 

 

MARITIME CLIFF TOPS AND SLOPES 
Coastal cliffs and other slopes (but not 
including slopes of sand dunes). 
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WeΩƭƭ go through these in more detail, with close-ups of species, landscape views, etc, one fine-scale habitat at a time. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

IN RECOGNITION OF ITS SIGNIFICANCE IN ALL COASTAL HABITATS, 
 

 
 
 

      IT IS OF COURSE  ABSOLUTELYΧ 

 
 
 

THAT WE ACQUAINT OURSELVES WITH 

ESSENTIAL 

BUT FIRST,  



 4 

RED FESCUE FESTUCA RUBRA 
Yes, you read that right: red fescue. This most ordinary of grasses grows in all sorts of habitats throughout Britain and Ireland, and is actually one of 
the very commonest plant species in coastal habitats, so ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘ hereΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƻƴ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bta{ Ŏƻŀstal habitat lists. 
With its very thin, wiry basal leaves (<1 mm wide) it can look like ǎƘŜŜǇΩǎ ŦŜǎŎǳŜ F. ovina (leaf to 20 cm long; up to 40 cm in red fescue), wavy hair-
grass Deschampsia flexuosa (ligule to 3 mm long; <1 mm in red fescue) and mat grass Nardus stricta (leaf stiffer, with blade sticking out abruptly at a 
wide angle from the sheath/stem). The flowering stems grow taller (to Ҕол ŎƳύ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴ ǎƘŜŜǇΩǎ ŦŜǎŎǳŜ όғол ŎƳύ with a bigger and more openly 
branched flower head. The leaves on the stems are shorter but wider (to 3 mmΤ ғм ƳƳ ǿƛŘŜ ƛƴ ǎƘŜŜǇΩǎ ŦŜǎŎǳŜΣ ǿŀǾȅ ƘŀƛǊ-grass and mat grass). Red 
fescue grows on shallow to deep mildly acid to calcareous soils (sƘŜŜǇΩǎ fescue mostly on thin soils; wavy hair-grass and mat grass mostly on acid 
soils). If you see an abundance of wiry-leaved grass in coastal saltmarsh, dune, shingle, machair or seacliff habitat, it is most likely to be red fescue. 

     
Fl 6-8 
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OK ς ƭŜǘΩǎ start working through the fine-scale habitats now, starting with COASTAL SALTMARSH 
 
 
Actually, have you ever seen non-coastal saltmarsh? Me 
neither. Apparently it does exist in Britain. Well, sort of, but 
only in a very few places, so for NPMS purposes I think we 
can allow ourselves the beautifully simple luxury of thinking 
of this fine-scale habitat in single word terms: saltmarsh. 

The saltmarsh habitat is flat, muddy ground with 
vegetation varying from short and sparse to tall and thick, 
much of it with a lot of grass or rush and at least the lower 
parts of it covered by seawater at high tide each day. LǘΩǎ 
not all 100% flat. It can be cut across by creeks with steep 
sides. Saltmarsh can cover large areas, as in the photo on 
the right (East Lothian), which also shows some narrow 
creeks, but it can also occur as small patches among rocky 
or stony shores, as seen in the photo below (Outer 
Hebrides ς saltmarsh patches outlined in white). 
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Here in Sutherland this short, grazed grassy saltmarsh vegetation in the foreground occupies a zone in between the stony and seaweedy lower shore 
and a grassy roadside bank above the high water line. It is at least as common for saltmarsh to grade seawards into open unvegetated mudflats. 
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The NPMS guidance says to do the recording in the upper and more thickly vegetated zone of the saltmarsh, where submergence by high tide is of a 
lower frequency and duration than in the lower and more open, muddy zone where (together with open muddy pans/creeks elsewhere) recording 
should not be doneΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ just as well, because (1) you surely ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘŜǇ ƻǳǘ onto that horrid wet mud anyway, and (2) even if you were 
so foolish, you ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ find much there except glasswort or cord-grass ς and I suppose weΩŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ check those two out: 

            

Glassworts Salicornia species. Short, branched plants with green to 
reddish, fleshy, overlapping scale-like leaves. Many species ς not easy to 
tell apart. Flowers tiny, hidden by the leaves. Fl 8-9. Edible (very salty!). 

Cord-grasses Sporobolus species. Leafy stems (leaves not just on lower parts of 
stems) to over 1 m tall. Leaf to 1.5 cm wide. Ligule: closely appressed hairs. Two or 
more narrow unbranched flower heads per stem. Forms tufts or patches. 

By far the commonest cord-grass is common cord-grass Sporobolus anglicus, whose ligule is longer (1.5-3 mm) than in the other species (<2 mm). LǘΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀ 
hybrid: an amphidiploid derivative of ¢ƻǿƴǎŜƴŘΩǎ ŎƻǊŘ-grass S. x townsendii (ligule 1-2 mm) which itself is a hybrid of small cord-grass S. maritimus (native, in SE 
England but now rare; plant to 50 cm tall and ligule <1 mm long) and smooth cord-grass S. alterniflorus (non-native; ligule 1-2 mm). Common cord-grass is 
widespread around British and Irish coasts but rare and very southern in Scotland. It has been planted in many places because its creeping underground rhizomes 
can help stabilize open muddy shores. Planted and naturalised occurrences are not reliably separable. It is a NPMS negative indicator in saltmarshes. 

Two or more narrow, 
unbranched flower heads on 
a single shoot 

 
Ligule = many 
upright, closely 
appressed hairs 

 

Upright 
leafy 
shoots 
 

Note: cord-grasses 
used to be called 
Spartina, but 
following recent 
taxonomic revision 
they are now called 
Sporobolus. 
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Thrift and sea plantain. These two species are very common in saltmarshes, where they are ŎƭŀǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ bta{ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǿƘȅ LΩƳ 
giving them such special status as to be brought in ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǎǘŀƎŜ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ on coastal cliffs and in some coastal grasslands 
(though much less so on sand dunes and coastal shingle). So, for the Maritime cliff top and slope fine-ǎŎŀƭŜ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ 
through this all over again ς ƭŜǘΩǎ look at them here with both saltmarshes and coastal cliffs/slopes in mind. Another reason for putting them 
together on the same page is that they show similarities to each other in having low ǘǳŦǘǎ ƻǊ ŎƭǳƳǇǎ ƻŦ ǾŜǊȅ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ƭŜŀǾŜǎΦ ¸ŜǎΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŦƭƻǿŜǊǎ, 
thrift is easy to tell (pink!) and the plantain has those strange narrow, dense, firm-textured green heads. But ς sorry to break this to you ς they ŘƻƴΩǘ 
always have flowersΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ LΩƳ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘǊƛŦǘΩǎ ƭŜŀŦ ƛǎ only 1-3 mm wide and has a distinct narrow groove running all the way along its 
upper surface, and that sŜŀ ǇƭŀƴǘŀƛƴΩǎ ƭŜŀŦ ƛǎ wider (3-8 mm), thicker and more fleshy. The middle of ǎŜŀ ǇƭŀƴǘŀƛƴΩǎ ǳǇǇŜǊ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ΨǎǳƴƪŜƴΩ 
compared with the slightly raised leaf margins, but a cross section across the leaf would show the equivalent of a rather wide valley floor with 
gradual slopes rising on each side, ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘǊƛŦǘΩǎ ƴŀǊǊƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƘŀǊǇƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ǾŀƭƭŜȅκŎƘŀƴƴŜƭ bordered by narrow, abruptly raised sides. 

          
Thrift Armeria maritima (left = flowering plants on cliff; right = close-up of leaves) Sea plantain Plantago maritima (plant in flower) 

Fl 4-8 

Fl 4-10 
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The three species on this page grow mainly in saltmarshes, where they are very common and are classed as NPMS positive indicators. 

           
Sea arrow-grass Triglochin maritimum. 
Having just seen sea plantain on the 
previous page, it makes sense to look 
now at sea arrow-grass, which has 
similarly narrow and rather fleshy-
textured leaves (though its 
flowering/fruiting spikes are very 
distinct) but with a ligule (small pale 
projection) at the leaf base, as shown in 
the close-up photo. 

Saltmarsh rush Juncus gerardii. With its 
branched flower head at the stem tip it 
looks like jointed and sharp-flowered rushes 
but is more slender; its leaves lack their 
internal cross-walls (which you can feel 
from the outside). Height up to 30 cm. 

Sea rush J. maritimus: similar but much 
bigger, stiffer and densely tufted; grows to 
1 m tall; fl 7-8; in saltmarshes but scarce in 
N + E Scotland and NE England. 

Sea milkwort Glaux maritima. Very short, with small 
oval untoothed and slightly fleshy-textured leaves that 
are mostly in opposite pairs and can turn yellowish in 
autumn. The small, pale pink flowers grow among the 
leaves. Also found in some dune slacks and damp sand 
and shingle strandline habitats. 

It looks a bit like sea sandwort Honckenya peploides, 
which has thicker stems with thicker leaves (like a 
green plastic toy plant!), small white flowers at the 
shoot tips, and grows mainly on drier sand and shingle. 

Fl 6-7 Fl 6-8 Fl 7-9 

Ligule 

Ligule 
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As well as red fescue, these two grasses are very common in saltmarshes. Common saltmarsh-grass is a NPMS positive indicator in saltmarshes. 

       

Creeping bent Agrostis stolonifera. Stems are creeping. Leaves are up to 8 mm 
wide. Ligule to 6 mm long (longer than in common bent A. capillaris) and 
generally wider than in velvet and brown bents A. canina and A. vinealis (whose 
ligules are narrow). Flower head with whorls of branches bearing many tiny 1-
flowered spikelets (as in other Agrostis species). On saltmarshes mainly in the 
upper (less frequently flooded) zone. Also common on neutral soils inland. 

Common saltmarsh-grass Puccinellia maritima. Low grown, 
with creeping to slightly ascending shoots. Leaf blades to 3 mm 
wide but commonly with their sides folded up and looking 
narrower. Leaf sheaths wide; shoots can look thick. Branched 
but narrow and rather inconspicuous flower head. Commonest 
in the middle and lower saltmarsh zones. 

Fl 7-8 Fl 6-7 
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Two herbs found mainly in the lower to middle zones of the saltmarsh. Both are NPMS positive indicators in saltmarshes. 

   

Sea aster Aster tripolium. Leaves quite similar in shape to those of 
ŘŜǾƛƭΩǎ-bit scabious Succisa pratensis (narrowly oval, the lower leaves 
on long stalks) but of a thick, fleshy texture. Flowers distinctive: pale 
purple-blue and yellow (or with just the central yellow part). Fl 7-10. 

Annual sea-blite Suaeda maritima. Low (<30 cm tall) and branched, with 
narrow, parallel-sided fleshy leaves that are semi-circular in section and 
have pointed tips. General colour greyish-green to purplish. Small 
inconspicuous flowers in the leaf axils. Fl 7-8. 
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Two more NPMS positive indicator plants in saltmarshes. L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǎƻ LΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǉǳƛŎƪ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎǎ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘΧ 

         

Sea purslane Atriplex portulacoides. Leaves grey-green, fleshy, narrow oval and 
untoothed, rather like those of sea aster but the plant is bushy and branched, up to 
80 cm tall, with the lower parts of the stems quite woody. Many of the leaves are 
in opposite pairs. The flowers are small and yellowish, in narrow spikes at the shoot 
tips. Scattered around the coasts of Britain and Ireland but in Scotland only along 
the Solway coast. It grows mainly in the middle to upper saltmarsh zones. Fl 7-9. 

Sea lavenders Limonium species. These also have oval, 
untoothed leaves, but all leaves are at the base of the plant. 
The stems are up to about 40 cm tall and very branched, 
with clusters of small 5-petalled pale purple flowers. Several 
species, collectively widespread around British and Irish 
coasts but in Scotland only in the far south. Fl 6-10. 
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Three more herbs of saltmarshes. All of them are NPMS positive indicators in this habitat. 

                           

Scurvygrasses Cochlearia species. Low-grown herbs 
with slightly fleshy-textured leaves and heads of small 
4-petalled white flowers. Common scurvygrass grows in 
various coastal habitats and also inland in the hills. 
English scurvygrass is mostly in the upper parts of 
saltmarshes. Danish scurvygrass, which is smaller and 
whose flowers can be pale pink, prefers drier (e.g. rocky 
or sandy) coastal habitats and also grows inland along 
salt-treated roads. 

Marsh pennywort Hydrocotyle vulgaris. 
Unmistakeable because of its round leaves. 
Navelwort Umbilicus rupestris has leaves of 
a similar shape but thicker, and it grows on 
and among rocks. Marsh pennywort is 
found mainly in inland and coastal wetlands 
that appear (from their vegetation) to be on 
more or less neutral soils. On saltmarshes it 
is very much in the uppermost zone. 

Silverweed Potentilla anserina. Low and 
creeping. The leaves are divided into 
many leaflets with toothed edges and 
and pale, silvery undersides. The flowers 
ŀǊŜ ȅŜƭƭƻǿΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƛǾŜ ǇŜǘŀƭǎΦ {ƛƭǾŜǊǿŜŜŘΩǎ 
habitats are mostly on more or less 
neutral soils and include strandlines, the 
upper saltmarsh edge, dune slacks and 
periodically flooded places inland. 

 

Common 
scurvygrass 
Cochlearia 
officinalis 
(fl 5-8) 
 

English 
scurvygrass 
Cochlearia 
anglica 
(fl 4-7) 
 

Danish 
scurvygrass 
Cochlearia 
danica 
(fl 1-6) 
 
 

Common 
scurvygrass 

Fl 6-8 Fl 6-8 
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 Another three NPMS positive indicators in this saltmarsh habitat. !Ǝŀƛƴ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǉǳƛŎƪ ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƘƻǘƻǎΦ 

              
Sea-spurreys Spergularia media and S. 
marina. Small, low and fleshy-textured. Greater 
sea-spurrey S. media has flowers up to 12 mm 
across with sepals almost as long as the petals. 
Lesser s-s S. marina has flowers up to 8 mm across 
and sepals a bit longer than the petals. Both are 
widespread on saltmarshes in Britain and Ireland. 

Sea beet Beta vulgaris ssp. maritima. Looks like 
dock, goosefoot or orache (closely related to the last 
two). Branched. Leaves shiny and thick, the lower 
ones long-stalked. Stems and leaves can be red-
tinged. Grows along the upper saltmarsh edge, and 
also on shingle, sand and seacliffs. Widespread in 
Britain/Ireland but scarce in Scotland. Fl 7-9. 

Sea couch Elytrigia atherica. A tall (to 1 m or 
more), stiff, grass. Looks like common couch E. 
repens but bluer/greyer and with tiny hairs 
along one side of the edge of the leaf sheath 
(see small drawing). Grows in the upper 
saltmarsh zone in England, Wales, S/E Ireland 
and extreme S Scotland. Fl 6-8. 

 

Lesser sea-spurrey 
(fl 6-8) 

Greater sea-
spurrey (fl 6-9) 

Top of 
leaf 

sheath 
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Before we leave the saltmarsh fine-ǎŎŀƭŜ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǎŜŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǳǇǇŜǊ ǎŀƭǘƳŀǊǎƘ όǿƛǘƘ ŘǳƴŜǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘκƛƴƭŀƴŘύ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǿŀǊŘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ 
mentioned in the NPMS guidance but can be abundant or locally dominant in parts of the upper saltmarsh zone around the coast of Scotland and the 
northern half of Ireland, and less commonly in England and Wales south to the Gower and Lincolnshire: Saltmarsh flat-sedge Blysmus rufus. It has 
narrow, rush-like leaves (at the base and up the stems) and flattened dark brown flower/fruit heads at the stem tips. It is mostly <40 cm tall. 

 

Fl 6-7; fruits 8-9 
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COASTAL SAND DUNES 

We all know what sand dunes are, but for NPMS purposes we should not count the following: 

¶ mobile dunes with incomplete vegetation cover, of species such as marram grass and oraches (presumably excluded ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǘƻƻ 
unstable and changing, regardless of treatment/condition). 

¶ dune heath (heather, bell heather, crowberry, etc ς in NPMS terms they are in the Heathland habitat type). 

¶ woodland or scrub such as sea buckthorn scrub (to be included in the NPMS Broadleaved woodland habitat). 

The NPMS sand dune habitat therefore Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎǘŀōƭŜ ƻǊ άŦƛȄŜŘέ ŘǳƴŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƎƻƻŘ ǾŜƎŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻǾŜǊ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǊŜŘ ŦŜǎŎǳŜ 
and various herbs, mosses and lichens (but not dwarf shrub heath, woodland or scrub) and dune slack vegetation in the wetter depressions among 
ǘƘŜ ŘǳƴŜ άƘƛƭƭǎέΦ 

Here is an example of sand dune grassland. LǘΩǎ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΦ The dunes become less stable and more mobile to the right (toward the shore) 
and more stable to the left (heading inland). The more distant dunes aǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǘȅǇŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bta{ 
recording. 
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IŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ŘǳƴŜ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǿŀǊŘ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŘǳƴŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛƴ 9ŀǎǘ [ƻǘƘƛŀƴΥ 

 

Marram Ammophila arenaria 

Lyme grass Leymus arenarius 

Sand couch Elytrigia juncea 
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IŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ŘǳƴŜ ƘŜŀǘƘ (= NPMS heathland) with abundant heather, also in East LothianΦ 5ǳƴŜ ƘŜŀǘƘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘΦ !ƭǿŀȅǎ 
good to see it. 

 


