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UH-OH!OFF TO A DIFFICULT START WITH “‘UPLAND’ AND ‘"MONTANE!

The NPMS UPLAND GRASSLAND BROAD HABITAT is divided into two NPMS i
fine-scale habitats: MONTANE ACID GRASSLAND and MONTANE é’
CALCAREOUS GRASSLAND. There'’s potential for confusion here in the use of
the words ‘upland’ and ‘montane’, whose meanings are not exactly the same.

In the ecological sense in Britain and Ireland, ‘upland’ refers to areas with a
cooler/wetter climate — the areas coloured brown in this map (which is based
on an index of climatic severity that combines temperature and rainfall). The
lower altitudinal limits of ‘upland’ vary from sea level in the NW to about 300
m in the south-easternmost upland areas (SW England NE to N York Moors).

The term ‘montane’ refers to those parts of the upland zone that are above
the natural altitudinal limit of woodland; their climate is particularly cold
and/or windy. Montane areas make up just a small proportion of the total
area of upland. The lower altitudinal limits of the montane zone are lowest in
NW Scotland (about 300-500 m, varying in relation to topography and
descending in some very wind-exposed places to below 300 m) but higher in
eastern Scotland and higher still further south (very roughly 700-800 m in
Wales). The montane zone is too patchy, discontinuous and scattered to show
in this upland/lowland map. It is extensive in parts of the central to eastern Scottish Highlands, but even the largest
area, in the Cairngorms, would be no more than a small dot on this map. There are smaller areas (these would be tiny
dots in the map) scattered widely and plentifully in the Scottish Highlands and islands, and less commonly on the
highest ground in the Southern Uplands, Cheviot, Lake District, N and mid Pennines, NW Wales, the Brecon Beacons
and Ireland. There is nowhere with a comparably montane climate in SW England.
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SO - HOW ARE THE TWO FINE-SCALE NPMS HABITATS DEFINED?
Reading through the published NPMS guidance, one can see that:

@ The _ actually includes all upland acid grasslands (montane +

non-montane) as well as some non-montane fern vegetation (e.g. bracken) and, very differently, high
montane snowbeds and summit heaths. So ‘montane’ here really means more generally ‘upland’.

@ The W GIMEGEREIFETER TR EES ELG R ERLE| ER BT ET appears for the most part to be more truly montane,

but the mention that it extends down to sea level in the N and W of Scotland suggests inclusion of non-
montane upland grassland too. The guidance also says that grasslands dominated by blue moor-grass
Sesleria caerulea on Carboniferous limestone in N England and Scotland belong in the Lowland grassland
NPMS broad habitat, even though some of them are distinctly upland. (Note: Sesleria in Scotland is rare
and montane, scattered among various vegetation types but not forming Sesleria-dominated grassland.)
Other non-montane calcareous upland grassland seems to be missed in the NPMS guidance, though it is
extensive and accounts for most of the upland calcareous grassland in Scotland, Wales and N Ireland. As
‘montane’ seems to really mean ‘upland’ in the acid grasslands NPMS fine-scale habitat, it seems best to
follow suit and define the Montane calcareous grassland fine-scale habitat as: all upland calcareous
grassland — except for non-montane Sesleria grassland on Carboniferous limestone.

Acid and calcareous upland grasslands
in Glen Tilt, Perthshire,
inJune
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o let's now look at the MIONTANE ACID GRASSLAND FINE SCALE NPVS HABITAT to sce its most

characteristic species and the variation in its plant communities. (Then we’ll do the same for the calcareous fine-scale
habitat.) To start with, these three species are very common in upland acid grasslands:

Wavy hair-grass Deschampsia flexuosa Tormentil Potentilla erecta Heath bedstraw Galium saxatile

Open flower head with thin, wavy branches and  Flowers with four yellow petals. Each leaf is Small leaves in whorls of 4 to 8. Tiny hairs
shiny flowers. Leaves very thin and wiry; ligule divided into three leaflets (each leaflet with a few along leaf edge point outwards and

to 3 mm (longer than in wiry-leaved marginal teeth), and there are two leaflet-like forwards. No hairs on stem. Grows in
fescues/mat grass). On acid soil in grassland, stipules at the point where the leaf base joins the  grasslands, heaths, woods, etc, on acid
heath, woods, etc. NPMS negative indicator for ~ stem. Grows mainly on acid soils in grasslands, soils.

montane acid grassland fine-scale habitat, but heaths and woods.

grows here naturally and not a problem species.

Note: in this document, flowering periods of plant species are given numerically (e.g. 5-6 = May-June); this information is taken from Collins Flower Guide ISBN 978-0-00-718389-0
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Talking of wavy hair-grass (previous page), here is a species-poor sward of it mixed with abundant heath bedstraw.
Photographed in East Lothian in June. This type of plant community also occurs in the lowlands (dry acid grassland fine-
scale subdivision of lowland grassland NPMS broad habitat). Acid grasslands with swards of wavy hair-grass are
commonest on ground that has previously been disturbed by such things as burning of heather or felling of woodland.
Over time they tend to acquire additional grass species and develop into more mixed and diverse swards.
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Here are other grasses typical of the ‘more mixed and diverse swards’ just mention
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Common bent Agrostis Sweet vernal-grass Sheep’s fescue Festuca Red fescue F. rubra. Basal Yorkshire fog Holcus

capillaris. Very common in  Anthoxanthum odoratum. ovina. Short dense tufts of leaves wiry, to 40 cm long; lanatus. Leaves softly hairy
all upland grasslands. Leaf Leaf to 5 mm wide + long v. thin wiry leaves <15cm  stem to >30 cm tall with and up to 10mm wide.

to 4 mm wide, tapering hairs at base of blade. Ligule  long, and flowering stems  open-branched flower Ligule up to 4 mm long.
gradually to a pointed tip.  to 5 mm long. Unbranched 10-25 cm tall (flower head head; stem leaves to 3 Lower leaf sheaths

Ligule <2 mm long. Conical flower head with long narrow). Ligule very short  mm wide. Ligule very commonly striped pink-
branched flower head (old flowers: glossy green at first;  and hard to see. Very short (hard to see). Very purple. Branched, softly
ones persist well into pale gold later. Very common common on upland acid common in all non- hairy flower head. Very
winter). in all upland grasslands. and calcareous grasslands. montane grassland types.  €°Mmon in non-montane

grassland (esp. neutral).

Common bent + sweet vernal-grass listed as NPMS negative indicators in Montane acid grassland fine-scale habitat, but they occur here naturally
and are not associated with poor condition of the grassland habitat.




Germander speedwell
Veronica chamaedrys

Whitish hairs in 2 lines
down stem; stem leaves
hardly stalked. Wood
speedwell differs in
stalked leaves + hairs
spread out all around
stem.
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Heath speedwell
Veronica officinalis

Has oval, toothed, hairy
leaves in opposite pairs, and
upright spikes of pale blue
flowers. On well-drained acid
soils in grasslands, heaths
and woods. Listed as a NPMS
positive indicator in the
Montane acid grassland fine-
scale habitat.
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Heath milkwort
Polygala serpyllifolia

Widespread and common
in dry heaths and acid
grasslands, especially in
upland areas. Lower
leaves in opposite pairs
(all leaves not opposite in
common milkwort P.
vulgaris). NPMS positive
indicator in Montane acid
grassland fine-scale
habitat.

Bitter vetch
Lathyrus linifolius

Only 2-4 pairs of leaflets
(more in most vetches);
leaflets oval to narrow and
linear. Pink flowers in
groups of 2 to 6. On acid
to neutral soils. Can be
common in unimproved
species-rich forms of acid
grassland. Also in woods
and heaths.

Upland grasslanc

Lousewort
Pedicularis sylvatica

Short, with pink flowers
and intricately divided
leaves. Plants commonly
branched from the base.
(Marsh lousewort P.
palustris is taller, with
slightly darker flowers and
has side branches growing
out from a vertical main
stem; and grows in neutral
to basic mires.)
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Lesser stitchwort Pignut Common dog-violet Mountain pansy

Stellaria graminea Conopodium majus Viola riviniana Viola lutea

Narrow oval leaves in A slender umbellifer with The commonest violet in A beautiful plant with large, distinctive purple or
opposite pairs on thin, umbels of white flowers and  upland acid grasslands. Has yellow (or purple + yellow) flowers. Leaves oval and
square-sectioned stems. leaves divided into many very purple flowers (each with a toothed. Stipules with narrow side lobes + narrow
Flowers on very thin, narrow lobes/leaflets. On very pale ‘spur’ projecting up end lobe. Mainly in unimproved upland acid

wiry stalks and with acid to neutral soils. Can be and backwards) and rather grasslands, especially the more herb-rich forms.
white petals cut deeply common in unimproved acid  dark green heart-shaped Listed as a NPMS positive indicator species for only
in from their tips. grassland. Also in woods and  leaves. Also in calcareous the Montane calcareous grassland fine-scale habitat,
Flowers and leaves heaths. grasslands. Listed as a NPMS where it can also grow, but generally not as
smaller, and stems positive indicator species in commonly as in acid grasslands.

thinner, than in greater Montane calcareous grassland

stitchwort S. holostea. habitat type.
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Any of these five dwarf shrub species can occur in upland acid grasslands, typically as short (grazed) or sparsely
scattered plants. Bilberry, cowberry and crowberry are also listed as NPMS positive indicator species in the Montane
acid grassland NPMS fine-scale habitat.

Heather Bell heather Bilberry (Scottish = blaeberry)  Cowberry Crowberry
Calluna vulgaris Erica cinerea Vaccinium myrtillus Vaccinium vitis-idaea Empetrum nigrum
Leaves tiny and not in Leaves in whorls of 3. Stems green and ridged. Leaves = Stems browner, not Leaves in whorls or not;
whorls. Very small pale pink  Bright mid pink-purple oval and pointed, with toothed  ridged. Leaves dark, quite thick + white
flowers. flowers. edges. Small reddish or red- evergreen, blunt and stripe running up

green flowers develop into untoothed. underside.

edible dark blue berries.
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‘TYPICAL’ ACID
GRASSLAND

The most
common and
‘typical’ type of
upland acid
grassland has
mixtures of
grasses including
common bent,
sweet vernal-
grass, sheep’s
fescue, red fescue,
wavy hair-grass
and Yorkshire fog
Holcus lanatus,
dotted with small
herbs such as
tormentil and
heath bedstraw.
This example is in
the Lammermuir
Hills (SE Scotland)
inJune.

Upland grasslanc
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LOOK! ACID GRASSLAND
CAN BE SPECIES-RICH!

Some people seem to think that the
only interesting grasslands are
calcareous or neutral and that acid
grasslands are just species-poor and
uninteresting. But no! They can be
species-rich. And even the species-
poor ones can be interesting.

Here is an example of a floristically
rich type of acid grassland that is
found on what appear to be slightly
mineral-enriched acid soils. This
example, in Perthshire in July, has a
fine show of mountain pansy as well
as heath bedstraw, tormentil,
germander speedwell, eyebright,
ribwort plantain, and bulbous
buttercup Ranunculus bulbosus. The
last two species mark a shift towards
neutral or calcareous grassland, but
the species composition of the
vegetation on the whole is still a
better fit for acid grassland.

Upland grasslanc
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Betony Stachys officinalis grows in some unimproved acid and neutral grasslands (as well as woods and hedgebanks) in

both upland and lowland areas of England and Wales, and, much more rarely, in Scotland. This impressive population
of it is one of its northernmost sites in Britain, in lightly grazed, rather species-rich upland acid grassland (in mosaics

with acid woodland) in Perthshire. Photographed in July.
IR 4 it S B RERELY L
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Mat grass Nardus stricta

This grass forms distinctive dense tufts of rough-textured wiry
leaves, many of the leaf blades sticking out at a wide angle. The
flower head is very narrow and dark, but later turns pale with
individual flowers sticking out in a fishbone-like way (see small
photo immediately to right). Indeed, the whole plant turns very
pale in winter. Unlike the grasses on page 6, mat grass is not very
palatable to sheep, deer and cattle, so in places where those other
grasses are much reduced in cover and height by heavy grazing,
mat grass gets a stronger competitive edge and can become very
abundant. Nardus grassland, as seen in this photo taken in
Galloway in August, is very much an upland type of vegetation.



m W National Plant
&% Monitoring Scheme Upland grasslanc




