Online Training Materials 8:
Lowland Grassland Habitats: Week 1
Introduction to Key Species of Dry Acid Grassland and Heathland
Produced by Dominic Price for the NPMS, June 2020
Species image credits listed on slide 49. These are not to be replicated elsewhere without permission of the credited owner

www.NPMS.org.uk

Email: Support@npms.org.uk

Heathlands and Dry Acid Grassland are amongst some of the most endangered habitats in the UK, existing only as
a fragment of their former glory. Despite their beauty they are tough environments for plants to live in, and the
plants that exist within in them have had to adapt to cope with a range of ecological stresses.
In this document we will outline some of the key species that you can find in them, with helpful hints for their
identification.

Grasses
Agrostis capillaris

Common Bent

• ‘Tickle grass’ - very delicate feathery flowers on
long stems which stay open even after dieback
• Small ligule - ‘cleric’s collar’, wider than long
• Spear-like leaves

Can be muddled with Meadow-grass (Poa) which
has more clumpy flowers, and a keeled leaf.
Creeping Bent (A. stolonifera) has a long creepy
ligule and the flower closes up when it goes to
seed.
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Anthoxanthum odoratum
Sweet Vernal Grass
• Auricle fringed with whisker-like hairs
• Roots have disinfectant/almond smell
• Short leaves, glossy beneath
• Flowers are short spikes, early in the year
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Carex binervis Green-ribbed Sedge
• One of the few medium-sized sedges of acid
habitats, it can be easily spotted with its deep
green shiny leaves, which become dark brown
and rusty with age.
• You can see a single green ‘rib’ running up the
back of each seed, giving the species its name.
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Carex flacca

Glaucous Sedge

• Easy to spot with its grey-blue rosettes.
• If you fold a leaf onto itself you’ll notice the
underside is much more glaucous than the
top, which helps to separate it from similar
species.
• Forms very black flowerhead
In damper ground you can find another
glaucous looking sedge, this is Carnation
Sedge (Carex panicea) which has leaves which
are equally grey on both sides, and fewer
fruits looking like swollen chocolate limes.
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Carex pilulifera Pill Sedge
• The only pale yellow sedge found in dry
acid habitats.
• The flowers form lying down on the
ground, both to help spread seeds and
avoid being grazed
• If you feel the stem it is smooth almost all
the way, becoming rough in the last cm
beneath the flower
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Danthonia decumbens Heath-grass
• A rather grey looking grass, with pointing
spearlike leaves sticking out sidewards
• Very unique flowerheads, with c. 5 hard nutlike
flower buds/seeds
• The junction of the leaf and the stem has long
straggly hairs sticking out, looking like nasal
hairs.
Potentially confusable with Agrostis due to the
spearlike leaves, but these are much more rigid
and grey, and Agrostis lacks hairs on the stem.
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Deschampsia flexuosa Wavy Hair-grass
• A wonderfully showy plant of dry heaths,
unmistakable in flower with its wavy heads
(which both wave in the wind, and have
wavy crinkled stems)
• In leaf it is one of many needle-like species
of heath, but with experience can be
separated due to its waxy-smooth feel and
lack of ligule
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Molinia caerulea

Purple Moor-grass

• Our only true deciduous grass,
meaning it dies back in the winter
leaving great piles of dead material,
which can pose a huge fire risk in
ungrazed heathlands
• Smaller plants have a slight purple hue
to leaves, and if you pull the leaf away
from the stem you can see a ‘ring of
hairs’ surrounding the stem
• Generally indicative of damp heath,
but good at spreading into dry heath,
especially where the grazing is too low
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Nardus stricta Mat-grass
• Very tough needly grass, if you rub
your hand over a patch of it it feels
like a doormat
• About half the leaves stick out
horizontally, which means it can
survive grazing, and can become
hugely dominant on sheep-grazed
moorland
• The flowers resemble sharp black
whips
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Luzula multiflora

Heath Wood-rush

• In leaf it looks more like a grass than rush,
but has extraordinarily hairy leaves
• Larger than the more common Field
Wood-rush, and has multiple flowerhead
(although confusingly a heathland
subspecies exists which only has one
compact head)
• In grazed habitats look for small rosettes
covered in straggly white hairs
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Forbs - Heathers
Calluna vulgaris

Heather

The most widespread of the heathers, with tiny pink
purple flowers (but capable of turning whole mountain
ranges purple due to the amount of plants!)
The leaves are made up of tightly-bound clusters of
coniferous looking scales.
The most tolerant of heathers, growing on a wide range
of heathlands, from dry to wet.
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Erica cinerea

Bell Heather

This is the heather of dry heathlands and moors,
flowering earlier than Calluna.

The leaves are still clustered, but much more needlelike. The flowers are also much larger than Calluna, with
each one resembling the shape of a bell.
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Erica tetralix

Cross-leaved Heath

This is the heather found in wet soils, even growing on top of
bed of Sphagnum in mires.
Overall it has a grey appearance, (which can lead to a muddle
with the latin name of Bell Heather). The leaves are needlelike, but arranged in tidy whorls of four. The flowers are much
bigger, and all occur at the end of the stem.
With a hand lens you can see that is it covered in minute
gland-tipped hairs, to deter insects from eating it.

In Dorset and Cornwall keep an eye out for Dorset and
Cornish Heaths, which resemble this species!
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Forbs - Pea Family
Cytisus scoparius

Broom

From a distance this shrub looks superficially like Gorse
with its big yellow pea flowers, however the flowers
tend to droop down on long stems, and most crucially it
lacks spines, and has much gentler small waxy leaves.
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Lotus corniculatus Common Bird’s-foot-trefoil
A common site on both heaths and acid grassland. Look
for a ‘trefoil’ of clover-like leaves, but with pointier tips.

The flowers can have a reddy-brown tinge when in bud,
and once they have gone to seed you will see the three
clawed ‘bird’s-foot’
In damper ground keep an eye out for Greater Bird’sfoot-trefoil, which is larger, harrier and has a hollow
stem.
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Ornithopus perpusillus Bird’s-foot
It’s hard to stress just how teeny this plant can be possibly one of our smallest plants when it grows on
grazed acid grassland.
What it lacks in size it makes up for in looks, with a truly
spectacular flowers (that photo is about x20!) and a
very cool segmented pod, which you can see at the
bottom of the photo.

In ungrazed and shaded environments it can get larger,
but generally favours dry sandy soils, both on heaths
and in dunes.
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Ulex europaeus

Gorse

This the biggest of our native gorses, and the only one
likely to form shrubs which are taller than you.

For smaller specimens you may have to separate them
from the two on the next page, in which case look to
check the spines are ridged. The spines are also up to
2.5cm long, which is almost double the other gorses.
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Ulex gallii

Western Gorse

This species forms something of an intermediate between Common
and Dwarf. It’s spiny, but smaller than Common. Many guide books talk
about differences in the flower structure, but in reality these are hard to
elucidate. The good news is that if you’re in the eastern half of the
country you’ll probably never see it!

Ulex minor

Dwarf Gorse

The smallest of the gorses, with needles that are still sharp but only
faintly ridged and rarely over 1cm long.
If you find a young shoot it will be soft enough to stroke, which also
separates it from the other two.
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Forbs - Daisy Family
Hypochaeris radicata Common Cat’s-ear
One of the slightly challenging group of yellow
composites - look for three things;

1. Small black-tipped flaps on stem, sort of looking like
cat’s-ears (with a bit of willing suspension of disbelief)
2. If you pick a leaf at its base it will come off with up to
three filaments extruding from it.

3. Hairs on leaves unforked (it can be hairy or not,
depending on what mood it’s in)
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Pilosella officinarum

Mouse-ear Hawkweed

It is relatively easy to spot this in flower, if it is growing
with other yellow composites, as it has a distinctive
sulphur-yellow colour to the flowers.

In leaf there’s nothing to confuse it with, with the leaves
literally looking like mouse’s-ears, covered in a long
straggly white hairs, and an unusually white underside to
the leaves.
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Forbs - All the rest
Cuscuta epithymum

Dodder

Unmistakably weird plant, looking like something out of
War of the Worlds. Dodder is parasitic on heathers and
gorses, and while it doesn’t outright kill them, they’re
probably not too happy about being swamped by it!
Look out for the strange white globular flowers, which
straddle the threadlike stems

Dry acid grassland and Heathland 21

Galium saxatile Heath Bedstraw
The only bedstraw you are likely to encounter on high
quality heath and acid grasslands, it is much smaller than
the closely related Hedge Bedstraw.
In grazed habitats it can have a limited amount of
flowering material, and may simply exist as whorls of
leaves within the sward.
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Polygala serpyllifolia

Heath Milkwort

Showy and unusual blue flowers, with a raggedy
lower petals almost looking like tentacles. Other
colours are available, but generally Heath Milkwort
is more true to the blue than the other species
which commonly show pink and white forms.
To check you don’t have Common Milkwort find
the leaves at the bottom of the stem and check to
see if they are opposite (in Common they are
alternate).
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Potentilla erecta

Tormentil

In acid grassland and heath where one almost gives up on
finding anything apart from grasses and heather, Tormentil is
the one flower you are likely to come across!

It is a member of the Rose family, and thus has a rather
blossom-like flower with delicate petals. Despite the latin
name it can often be quite sprawling, but always with toothy
leaves.
True forms always have four petals, but on more disturbed
heaths it can hybridise with Creeping Cinquefoil to form a
five-petalled form.
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Prunella vulgaris

Selfheal

A typical member of the mint family (Lamiaceae) this
plants has square stems, opposite leaves and flowers with
strong lips.
It grows on a wide range of habitats, but can thrive on
acid soils where the grazing is not too heavy.
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Rumex acetosella Sheep's Sorrel
A tiny member of the Dock family, in extreme environments
plants can be less than 1cm tall, and in periods of drought can
turn huge swathes of ground a deep red colour.
The leaves have two very pointed bases, sometimes curling right
around, which helps separate it from Common Sorrel, which has
lobes at the bases rather than spears.
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Vaccinium myrtillus Bilberry
Despite being a semi-woody shrub this species retains
chlorophyll in its four-angled stems, giving them an
unusual green appearance in the winter months. The
leaves are toothed, and can have a strong red hue in
younger specimens.
The berries become harder to find on sites in the south of
England, but are a welcome snack in more northern and
mountainous populations.
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Veronica officinalis Heath Speedwell
The flowers on this species are much paler than
the ones you may be used to on Germander
Speedwell, but nonetheless have the distinctive
double stamen and single stigma of the genus.
The toothed leaves can be very sprawling, and
are frequently encountered with no flowers on.
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Viola riviniana Common Dog-violet
A common site in a wide range of habitats, this is the
most common violet found in heathland. The leaves are
relatively rounded, and if they appear more pointed
there is a chance you have found the rare Heath Dogviolet.
In other habitats it is useful to be able to separate this
species from Early Dog-violet, which has purple spurs
sticking out the back of the flowers (think Early=Purple,
like the orchid)
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Quiz time
15 Questions to see how much you’ve taken in!
The following slides have a series of species pictured for you to try to identify.
The answers to each slide can be found on each following page.
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Deschampsia flexuosa Wavy Hair-grass

Nardus stricta Mat-grass

One species, tussock and closeup of ligule

Molinia caerulea

Purple Moor-grass

One species, tussock and closeup of inflorescence

Carex binervis Green-ribbed Sedge

Calluna vulgaris

Heather

Cuscuta epithymum

Dodder

Cytisus scoparius

Broom

Hypochaeris radicata Common Cat's-ear

Polygala serpyllifolia

Heath Milkwort

Rumex acetosella Sheep's Sorrel

Viola riviniana

Veronica officinalis Heath Speedwell

Common Dog-violet

Erica tetralix

Cross-leaved Heath

Erica cinerea

Bell Heather

Picture Credits
1

2

3

Calluna vulgaris

Dominic Price

By Tiia Monto - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=50452641

Erica cinerea

Dominic Price

By Umberto Ferrando - Erica cinerea, CC BY 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=84368802

Erica tetralix

Dominic Price

By Frank Vassen, CC BY 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=43770609

Cytisus scoparius

CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=224234

CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=224233

By Wilhelm Zimmerling PAR - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=77876797

Lotus corniculatus

By Robert Flogaus-Faust - Own work, CC BY 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=82027831

By Fornax - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4108836

By Stefan.lefnaer - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=85700244

Ornithopus perpusillus

Dominic Price

Ulex europaeus

By Mtcv - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=830398

By Robert Flogaus-Faust - Own work, CC BY 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=85401936

By Dinesh Valke from Thane, India - Ulex europaeus, CC BY-SA
2.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=51554008

By Lamiot - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=11165027

By Marioarg - Own work, CC BY 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=11943372

By H Brisse (upload by Abalg) - from the aforementioned site, CC
BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3747771

Dominic Price

By Jacques Petiot (via OTRS 2007100110021514) - Own work, CC
BY-SA 3.0,
By Richard New Forest - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2841983
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=7399423

Hypochaeris radicata

By Strobilomyces - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4378261

By AnemoneProjectors (talk) - Flickr: Cat's-ear (Hypochaeris
radicata), CC BY-SA 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=19811587

By Eclipse2009 - Own work, Public Domain,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=15744939

Pilosella officinarum

By gailhampshire from Cradley, Malvern, U.K - Pilosella officinarum Mouse-ear
hawkweed, CC BY 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=75668985

Dominic Price

CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=180874

Cuscuta epithymum

Dominic Price

By Pintafontes from Pontevedra, Galiza - Liño do Cuco, CC BY-SA By Bernd Haynold - Self-photographed, CC BY-SA 3.0,
2.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=71455745 https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4558204

Galium saxatile

By Krzysztof Ziarnek, Kenraiz - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=47444867

By Anne Burgess, CC BY-SA 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=13548350

Polygala serpyllifolia

Dominic Price

By Ragnhild&Neil Crawford from Sweden - Hedjungfrulin (Polygala
serpyllifolia)-1, CC BY-SA 2.0,
By Dr Richard Murray, CC BY-SA 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=75695948
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=14190045

Potentilla erecta

By Stefan.lefnaer - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=64049128

By Krzysztof Ziarnek, Kenraiz - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=76531780

By Kristian Peters -- Fabelfroh 07:20, 26 September 2006 (UTC) Self-photographed, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1215236

Prunella vulgaris

By N-Baudet - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=20638057

By AnemoneProjectors (talk) - Flickr: Selfheal (Prunella vulgaris),
CC BY-SA 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=15649076

By N-Baudet - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=20638058

Ulex gallii

Ulex minor

4

By Stefan.lefnaer - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=85700241

By AnemoneProjectors (talk) - Dwarf Gorse (Ulex minor), CC BYSA 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=75305397

By Krzysztof Ziarnek, Kenraiz - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=71031958

By Stefan.lefnaer - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=46527874

By Kristian Peters -- Fabelfroh 08:01, 29 June 2007 (UTC) photographed by Kristian Peters, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2320778

By Algirdas at the Lithuanian language Wikipedia, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=6213874

Rumex acetosella

By Rasbak - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=282737

By Orikrin1998 - Own work, CC BY 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=32353393

By Matt Lavin from Bozeman, Montana, USA - Rumex
acetosellaUploaded by Tim1357, CC BY-SA 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=22753902

Vaccinium myrtillus

By Mars 2002 - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=30611270

By Pleple2000 - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4522107

By Alina Zienowicz (Ala z), e-mail - Own work, Public Domain,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=16151462
By Rob Routledge, Sault College, Bugwood.org http://www.forestryimages.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=5499177,
CC BY 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=31202370
CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1468476

Veronica officinalis

By Meneerke bloem - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=33356638

By Doronenko 11:29, 9 April 2007 (UTC) - Own work, CC BY 2.5,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1913554

By H. Brisse (upload by Abalg) - from the aforementioned site, CC
BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3893279

Viola riviniana

Dominic Price

By I, Jörg Hempel, CC BY-SA 2.0 de,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2058501

CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=763195

Agrostis capillaris

Dominic Price

Anthoxanthum
odoratum

Dominic Price

Carex binervis

Dominic Price

Carex flacca

Dominic Price

Carex pilulifera

Dominic Price

Danthonia decumbens

Dominic Price

5

By Walter Siegmund (talk) - Own work,
CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index
.php?curid=9486616

