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UK National Plant Monitoring Scheme broad habitat type: HEATHLAND
For NPMS purposes this broad habitat type is defined as dry heath of which at least 25% of the vegetation cover is

A

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

sub-types. NPMS positive indicator in dry indicator in montane dry NPMS pos. indicator in
heathland. heath. both sub-types.

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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Dry heath is mainly on nutrient-poor acidic soils. Dry heath, wet heath and bog share many so many species that there
is potential for confusion among them, so their differences are explained a few pages further on. Wet heath and bog
are in a separate NPMS broad habitat with the well-chosen name of ‘bog and wet heath’: obviously someone’s outside-
the-box ‘Eureka!” moment during the running-this-past-each-other stage of a multi-NGO sub-committee’s aims-and-
objectives-task-focused working group blue-sky-thinking session! (It’s OK — | know it wouldn’t have been like that!)
Actually — quick change of mind as I’'m writing this — let’s do that dry heath / wet heath / bog comparison right here,
now. Then we’ll be well placed to look more closely at the heathland broad habitat and its two subdivisions.

Dry heaths are on well-drained acid soils (e.g. sand, gravel or peat) and have an abundance or dominance of one or
more of the five dwarf shrub species on the previous page, but little or nothing of any of the following wetland species
(photos on next page): cross-leaved heath Erica tetralix, deergrass Trichophorum germanicum, purple moor-grass
Molinia caerulea, common/hare’s-tail cottongrasses Eriophorum angustifolium/vaginatum and bog myrtle Myrica gale.

Wet heaths and bogs are on wetter peaty soils and have extensive total cover of one or more species from the above
wetland group (species combinations being very varied). Any of the dwarf shrubs from the previous page can be
common here too, though Erica cinerea is rare in bogs. Wet heaths and bogs can therefore look alike, but bogs have an
abundance (collectively) of one or more of Eriophorum vaginatum and the mosses Sphagnum papillosum (big and
ochre-coloured) and S. magellanicum (big and dull red; split in recent years into S. divinum and S. medium). Those bog
indicators are no more than very sparse in wet heaths and dry heaths. Bog vegetation is mostly, but not entirely, on
peat >50 cm deep, and wet heath is mainly on shallower peat, but where deep bog peat has dried (for example by
draining and/or burning) the vegetation can change to wet or dry heath. So — even though some habitat classifications
include those heaths on deep peat under ‘bog’, peat depth does not totally determine the nature of the vegetation.

e o S ———

Dry-heath
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Cross-leaved heath
Erica tetralix.
Greyish-green leaves
in whorls of 4 and
with whitish hairs.

Deergrass
Trichophorum
germanicum. Dense
tufts of straight stems,
each with a small
flower spike at its tip.
Turns a rich golden
colour in autumn.

Purple moor-grass
Molinia caerulea.
Tussocks (can be
large) of long leaves
that turn buff in
autumn. Long,
narrow, branched
flower heads.

FI 5-6 (fruits 6-9)

Common cotton-
grass Eriophorum
angustifolium.
Multiple cottony
heads. Leaves 3-6
mm wide; reddish
in autumn. Does
not form tussocks.

2 AN
Pl 4-5 {fruits 5-6)\ 4N\

Hares’s-tail cotton-
grass E. vaginatum.
Single cottony heads.
Dense tussocks of very
narrow, wiry leaves,
turning dull grey-brown
in autumn. More or less
confined to bogs.

Heathland

Bog myrtle Myrica gale.
Narrow oval leaves with
a few large, shallow
teeth. Leaves have a
strong resinous scent.
Young stems reddish.
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All these lovely pictures!... so happy, so easy on the eye... everything so easy...

pessmn) o, [ ] R .
Except that I've been asked to think of some uUE).I IUN) to put to you about

what you saw in those lovely pictures!

Q1: How do you tell heather and bell heather apart?
Q2: What else might you confuse bell heather with?
Q3: How can you tell crowberry from bell heather?

Answers on next page...
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Answers to questions 1-3:
Al: Bell heather’s leaves are longer and in whorls of 3. Also, its flowers are larger and darker.

A2: Cross-leaved heath (whose leaves are greyer and in whorls of 4 instead of 3, and whose
flowers are paler).

A3: In crowberry, each leaf has a white stripe running along the middle of its underside.
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A couple more questions:
Q4: How do you separate dry heath from wet heath?

Q5: Is the plant in this photograph
(a) heather

(b) bell heather or

(c) cross-leaved heath?

Answers on next page...
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Answers to questions 4-5:

A4: Dry heath has little or nothing of cross-leaved heath, deergrass, purple moor-grass,
cottongrasses and bog myrtle. These species are common (one or more of them present;
combined cover = high) in wet heath.

A5: (b) bell heather.

Mosaic of dry heath, rock outcrops and screes on Cadair Idris, Wales
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Wavy hair-grass Tormentil
Deschampsia flexuosa Potentilla erecta Galium saxatile

Branched head (branches thin and wavy). Flowers with 4 yellow petals. Leaves with 3 Small leaves in whorls of 4 to 8. Tiny hairs
Leaves very thin and wiry. On acid soils in leaflets + 2 leaflet-like stipules at the point where along leaf edge point outwards and
heaths, grassland, woods, bogs, etc. NPMS the leaf leaves the stem. Grows mainly on acid forwards. No hairs on stem. Grows on acid
positive indicator for dry heathland (but listed soils in grasslands, heaths and woods. soils. NPMS positive indicator for dry

as a negative indicator in montane heath). heathland and montane dry heathland.
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The NPMS heathland broad habitat is divided into two fine-scale habitat types:

DRY HEATHLAND (in lowlands and uplands but not in the montane zone)

This takes in most of the dry heath in the UK, and most of it has abundant or
dominant heather Calluna vulgaris. Most of this heath is in the uplands, where
it can be very extensive and dominant at a landscape scale. Much of it is grazed
by sheep and deer. Where grazing is more intensive the palatable dwarf shrubs
heather, bell heather and bilberry can be reduced in height and cover; with
continued heavy grazing the heath can change to grassland (mostly acid e
grassland). Large areas of dry heath are managed as grouse moor by regular burning of heather this produces unlform—
looking species-poor swards of even-aged heather; burning can also cause losses of some associated plant species. Dry
heaths in the lowlands are less common but are locally prominent in some areas such as the New Forest and Breckland.
This photo shows dry heath in an upland setting at about 330 m in the Lammermuir Hills, in East Lothian.

DRY MONTANE HEATHLAND (restricted to montane environments)

These heaths are on well-drained acid soils in places with a cold, harsh climate:
mainly in the Scottish Highlands. Although they are mostly at high altitudes they
can be found lower down (<200 m) in the far north and north-west: for example
in NW Sutherland and the Outer Hebrides. South of the Scottish central belt
they are much scarcer and confined to some of the higher hill ground in the
Southern Uplands, Lake District, north Wales and Northern Ireland. Some
montane heaths have abundant to dominant heather, but others are in
environments too cold or with too much snow-lie for that species and instead ; PR
have bilberry, cowberry and crowberry as the commonest dwarf shrubs. Much of the montane heath is grazed by
sheep and deer, but there is less moor-burning here than in the non-montane dry heaths. This photo shows an
example of montane dry heath on a high windswept ridge at about 880 m on Beinn a’ Ghlo in Perthshire.
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A CLOSER LOOK AT THE DRY HEATHLAND FINE-SCALE HABITAT

Although most of this dry heath fine-scale habitat has abundant i
to dominant heather, there is much variation in the mix of other -
species growing with the heather. As seen a couple pages back, % '
wavy hair-grass, tormentil and heath bedstraw can be common
throughout most of this dry heath (and also in much of the
montane heath too), but to understand the main types of
variation within dry heathland it helps to focus firstly on the
three commonest dwarf shrub species here: heather, bell
heather and bilberry.

e Heather Calluna vulgaris: common throughout.

e Bell heather Erica cinerea: mainly in warmer, drier or

sunnier situations such as south-facing slopes with thin
soils.

Heather Bell heather Bilberry/blaeberry
e Bilberry Vaccinium myrtillus: commonest in cooler or more ~ ?/wnavulgaris - Ericacinerea Viesinium iyl
Very widespread In ‘warm’ heaths In ‘cool’ heaths

shaded situations (e.g. northerly aspects) or ground with
slightly deeper soils.

The balance of abundance between bell heather and bilberry is commonly related to warmth and slope aspect, with
bell heather more abundant in sunnier places and bilberry commoner on cooler, shadier aspects. This reflects the
wider distributions of the two species: bell heather has a western oceanic distribution in Europe and does not extend
far into Scandinavia (only in the south there). Bilberry is more cold-tolerant, with its distribution extending up to
northern Scandinavia and Iceland and a long way east into Russia. That’s why | tend to think of heaths with more bell
heather than bilberry in them as ‘warm heaths’ and those with more bilberry than bell heather as ‘cool heaths’.
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Photographs of the two commonest forms of heather-dominated heath:
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Of course there are some intermediate Calluna heaths with bell heather and bilberry in about equal amounts, as for
example in this Calluna-Erica-Vaccinium heath in Argyll (photographed in August).

In general, however, the bell heather/bilberry gradient of variation can be traced through much of our dry Calluna
heaths from northern Scotland to southern England. In general the further west and south one goes in Britain and
Ireland the greater the tendency of bell heather to grow more abundantly and on a wider range of slope aspects. In
many far western areas such as the Hebrides, bilberry is not seen to be plentiful until one ascends well up the hills, but
in the colder uplands of eastern Scotland this species is very abundant.
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Another gradient of variation in dry heaths involves other dwarf shrub species that are not as common as heather, bell
heather and bilberry.

Some of these additional dwarf shrubs grow mainly in colder and/or higher altitude heaths in the north. The main
ones are cowberry Vaccinium vitis-idaea and crowberry Empetrum nigrum — both illustrated on the same page as
heather, bell heather and bilberry a few pages back. Not surprisingly, they also grow in higher/colder ‘montane dry
heathland’ fine-scale habitat which is described later in this document.

Other additional dwarf shrubs grow mainly in heaths in warmer, lower altitude areas in the south. These are types of
gorse —western gorse Ulex gallii and dwarf gorse U. minor. These are illustrated, along with the much commoner gorse
U. europaea on the next page. U. europaea can grow in low-altitude dry heaths in northern and southern areas, but U.
gallii is distinctly south-western (SW England, Wales, Ireland and the W side of N England)and U. minor southern to
south-eastern (mainly in Dorset, Hampshire, Berkshire, Surrey, Sussex and Kent). When in flower each of these gorse
species can add bright splashes of yellow to the otherwise darker colours of the ericoid shrubs, but as U. gallii and U.
minor grow shorter than U. europaeus they can be more intricately mingled with the heathers in such a way as to give
the southern heaths where they grow an attractive pink-purple and yellow patterning (‘happy’ heaths? — maybe,
especially as most of them are ‘warm’ heaths too), as seen in the photos of heaths with flowering U. gallii and U. minor
on the next pages; these distinctive multi-coloured heaths can be found as far north as parts of Northern Ireland.
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Calyx (top + bottom
parts of flower)

Bracteole

Gorse Ulex europaeus Western gorse Ulex gallii Dwarf gorse Ulex minor

The most widespread and common species. Upto Up to 2 mtall. Calyx >9 mm long and bracteole <1 m tall. Calyx <9 mm long and bracteole
3 m tall. Calyx 10-17 mm long and bracteole 3-5 0.6 mm wide. On dry to damp, mainly acid soils 0.6 mm wide. On dry to damp acid soils in
mm wide (see inset photo of flower). Leaves in heaths and grassland. Mainly in SW England,  lowland heaths in S-SE England, with
greyish-green and deeply grooved. On dry to Wales and Ireland, but also NW England and outlying populations in Nottinghamshire
damp ground with acid to quite basic soils, mainly extreme S Scotland. Listed as an NPMS positive ~ and N Cumbria. Listed as an NPMS positive
in heaths and grassland; also shingle, cliffs, scrub  indicator in both sub-types, but does not occur  indicator in both sub-types, but does not
and woodland margins. in montane habitats. Leaves not so greyish- occur in upland areas. Leaves green and
green and only shallowly or faintly grooved. faintly grooved, as in U. gallii.
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