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UK National Plant Monitoring Scheme broad habitat type Rock outcrops, cliffs and screes
This covers natural rock outcrops and screes that are not coastal. It is divided into two fine-scale habitat types:

Inland rocks and scree fine-scale NPMS habitat. The NPMS guidance describes this fine-scale habitat as “ledges and
crevices of cliffs, crags, rocky outcrops and screes in lowland and submontane regions (<600 m) including quarries,
cuttings and the grykes of limestone pavements”, but excluding man-made structures such as dams, stone walls and
buildings. It also notes that these habitats can be rich in ferns such as wall-rue and maidenhair spleenwort.

Montane rocks and scree fine-scale NPMS habitat. The NPMS guidance describes this fine-scale habitat as “ledges and
crevices of natural cliffs, crags, rocky outcrops and screes in montane regions (>600 m) of the Scottish Highlands,
northern England, north Wales and the Mourne Mountains in Northern Ireland”. It also notes that “these rocks tend to
be acidic in nature, with ferns such as parsley fern along with fir clubmoss and bilberry (blaeberry)”, and that
“calcareous cliff communities are much more localised but usually support a rich assemblage of arctic-alpine species
including saxifrages, mountain willows and alpine lady’s-mantle”.

A 600 m threshold applied across the UK is simple but misleading because the montane zone (above the presumed
natural altitudinal limit of woodland, with a harsh montane climate and including montane plant species) comes lower
down in N-NW Scotland. The upper part of this hill in Sutherland has montane vegetation, with montane plant species,
in heath, bog and rock habitats at just 350-400 m. Such places are better classed as montane than non-montane.
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Let’s start with the non-montane fine-scale habitat: INLAND ROCKS AND SCREE. This is the commonest of the two fine-
scale habitats and is very widespread in Britain, occurring in lowlands and uplands but not in the montane zone. The
NPMS guidance mentions that ferns can be common, so here are five pages of photos of typical species:
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Wall rue Asplenium ruta-muraria. Maidenhair spleenwort Asplenium trichomanes. Green spleenwort Asplenium viride. Like

Small and green or greyish-green. Small, with very dark stem contrasting with short maidenhair spleenwort but with green stem and
Common on rocks (esp. basic) + walls. green pinnae. Common on rocks and walls. NPMS less common (shaded basic rocks in upland areas).
NPMS positive indicator in this habitat.  positive indicator in all rock/scree habitats.
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Ferns of Inland rock/scree fine-scale NPMS habitat — page 2 of 5:

Rustyback fern Ceterach officinarum. Small, thick-textured + rusty Polypody Polypodium vulgare. Pinnae undivided. Fronds arise from a
colour beneath. On basic rocks + walls in SW half of Britain & Ireland.  creeping stem. On rocks, walls and trees. (Hard fern Blechnum spicant is
tufted, has a tougher, leathery, glossy texture and grows on acid soil.)
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Black spleenwort Asplenium adiantum-nigrum. Small and firm-textured. Brittle bladder-fern Cystopteris fragilis. Small and thin-textured.
Lower part of main stem very dark. Mainly on basic rocks and walls. On shaded basic rocks in N and W (mainly in upland areas). NPMS
positive indicator in both rock/scree fine-scale habitats.
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Ferns of Inland rock/scree fine-scale NPMS habitat — page 4 of 5:

Oak fern Gymnocarpium dryopteris. Small triangular fronds with very thin Limestone fern Gymnocarpium robertianum. Triangular fronds
stems/branches. Pinnae/pinnules blunt-ended. Forms patches; shoots arise  more densely and intricately divided than in oak fern. An

singly from underground creeping rhizomes (as in bracken). In upland uncommon species of limestone areas. Mainly in S Cumbria-N
woods and rocky habitats. NPMS positive indicator in montane rock and Pennines, Peak District, NE Wales, S Wales, Cotswolds and
scree habitat, but at least as common in non-montane places. Mendips.
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Ferns of Inland rock/scree fine-scale NPMS habitat — page 5 of 5:

Hartstongue Phyllitis scolopendrium. Distinctively simple, leathery, shiny green Hard shield-fern Polystichum aculeatum. Tufted, with rather
fronds. On basic rocks and soils. Can be common on and among limestone outcrops leathery fronds and pinnules with bristle-tipped marginal
and pavements. NPMS positive indicator in this habitat. teeth. On shaded basic rocks and soil.
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In the usual NPMS tradition, it’s QUESTION TIME!

Q1. How do you tell maidenhair spleenwort from green spleenwort?

Q2. If someone tells us they’ve seen “patches of miniature bracken”, what species of
fernis it likely to have been?
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Answers to questions 1-2:

Al. Maidenhair spleenwort has a dark, blackish stem contrasting with the green pinnae, but green spleenwort has a
green stem (so the stem and pinnae are all the same colour).

A2. Oakfern. It’s like bracken in having an underground rhizome from which many single individual shoots arise. But
it's so much smaller than bracken and the stems are so thin and wiry and delicate... it doesn’t really look anything
like bracken at all.
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Some of those ferns (especially the first three pages of them) are rock/scree specialists, but many of the other plant
species found in the Inland rock/scree fine-scale NPMS habitat are at least as common in heath, grassland or
woodland. Much of the vegetation among rocks and screes could be seen as extremely sparse and fragmented forms of
grassland, heath or woodland. This and the next ten pages show some of the flowering plants found in these rocky
habitats. All three on this page are listed as NPMS positive indicators in this fine-scale NPMS habitat.
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Dog’s mercury Mercurialis perennis. Herb Robert Geranium robertianum. Leaves Hairy violet Viola hirta. The flower is probably pretty

Oval, toothed leaves in opposite pairs.  deeply divided in a palmate (hand-shaped) (having seen the species loads of times in many places
Green catkin-like flowers in spring. pattern. Stems and leaf stalks hairy and can be  over many years, I've never actually seen it in flower!)
Plants can form large patches. Mainly in reddish. Flower quite small and pink, with but the hairiness of the leaf and leaf stalk is distinctive.
woodland on more or less basic soils, some white stripes. Mainly in woodland on Mainly on basic soils in grasslands, dunes, among rocks,
but also in shaded rocky habitats neutral to basic soils, but also in rocky habitats etc., in the lowlands of England, Wales and SE Scotland.
outside woods. outside woods. Scarce in the uplands.
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Common dog-violet Viola riviniana Tormentil Potentilla erecta Heath bedstraw Galium saxatile

As hairy violet is listed as a positive indicator Flowers with four yellow petals. Each leaf is divided Small leaves in whorls of 4 to 8. Tiny hairs
species in this habitat we should note that into three leaflets (each leaflet with a few marginal along leaf edge point outwards and
common dog-violet is actually more common teeth), and there are two leaflet-like stipules at the forwards. No hairs on stem. Grows mainly
here, though not listed as a positive indicator.  point where the leaf base joins the stem. Grows in grasslands, heaths, woods, etc., on acid
Its purple flower has a pale ‘spur’ projecting up mainly on acid soils in grasslands, heaths and soils, and also found among acidic rocks
and backwards, and its leaves aren’t very woods, and among rocks and screes. Listed as a and screes.

hairy. This specimen looks quite normal but NPMS positive indicator in the Inland rock and

was actually flowering unusually late in the scree fine-scale NPMS habitat.

year, on 10t August!
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All species on this page are listed as NPMS positive indicators in this Inland rock and scree fine-scale NPMS habitat.

Marjoram Origanum vulgare. Oval Wall lettuce Mycelis muralis. Leaves Horseshoe vetch Hippocrepis comosa. Leaves with many

leaves in opposite pairs, and clusters deeply cut into toothed lobes on left and small pairs of leaflets, as in many other vetches, but with a

of pale pink flowers. Can form right, with larger end lobe. Small yellow terminal leaflet and no tendrils. Yellow flowers in circular

patches. On dry basic soils, including  flowers in openly branched infloresences.  groups. Fruits are markedly wavy pods. In dry calcareous

those among rock outcrops. Also on On shaded basic soils and among rocks grassland and on limestone rock ledges. Mainly in

walls. A lowland species. (esp. limestones) and on walls. chalk/limestone lowlands of southern Britain (N to central
Britain in Cumbria/Yorkshire); not in Scotland or Ireland.
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The three photographed speues on this page are listed as NPMS posmve indicators in this fine-scale NPMS habitat.
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Rue-leaved saxifrage Saxifraga Salad burnet Sanguisorba minor. Leaves Barren strawberry Potentilla sterilis. Leaves with 3
tridactylites. A small hairy annual with with many pairs of sharply toothed oval hairy leaflets; hairs on undersides stick out. No fruits.
deeply divided and commonly reddish- leaflets arranged in pairs along left and right NPMS positive indicator here. Wild strawberry
coloured leaves, and white 5-petalled sides of the central leaf stalk. Small, dense Fragaria vesca is similar but has edible fruits; lower
flowers. On thin dry soils and among rock  roundish clusters of green or pink-green leaflet surface has closely appressed hairs; fl 4-7. Not a
outcrops and screes. Mainly in lowlands in  flowers. On dry calcareous soils and among  NPMS positive indicator here. Both species found in

S half of Britain. calcareous rocks. woods and among rocks (barren s. also in grassland).
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