
How to recognise
Hard Cliff  and Slope is found in exhilarating 
and sometimes intimidating locations where 
more or less sheer faces of granite, sandstone, 
limestone or basalt are eroded by the sea. 
Headlands and sites facing the prevailing 
south-westerly winds tend to be the most 
maritime in character, pounded by waves and 
scorched by salt-laden winds. 

Cliff s can drop directly into the sea or to a 
rocky intertidal zone of fallen boulders, and 
are usually topped with a slope that can be 
densely or sparsely vegetated.

The sheer rock can be coloured with splashes 
of lichens and dotted with crevice plants, 
while cliff  slopes often support an eye-
catching fl ora of Sea Campion, Thrift, Kidney 
Vetch or other plants. Some cliff s support 
seabird colonies, particularly in more remote 
locations, and these are unforgettable places 
with thousands of birds fl ying around the 
cliff s and bobbing on the water below. 

When to visit
Spring–summer for seabirds and cliff  fl ora. 

Hard Cliff and Cliff Slope
Th e vegetation of Hard Cliff  and Slope varies according to the degree of 
exposure to wind and salt-spray, the soil type and stability, climate and 
factors such as grazing. On very exposed or sheer cliff s only lichens grow, 
although salt-tolerant higher plants such as Rock Samphire or, farther 
north, Scots Lovage, can be found on ledges and in crevices. Th e infl uence 
of salt-spray can extend inland for 500 m, but drops off  rapidly, and grazing 
and the nature of the soil then become more important. A distinctive 
maritime form of Red Fescue occupies much of the lower cliff  slope, with 
Th rift  and Sea Campion or, on more calcareous soils, Yorkshire-fog and 
Sea Carrot. Grazing increases the relative abundance of rosette-forming 
plants such as plantains that are resistant to grazing. Around seabird 
colonies the soil is nutrient-enriched and supports oraches and Sea Beet 
in a community that is also found along strandlines. In more sheltered 
sites, Bluebell can be prominent in the vegetation, oft en under a canopy 
of Bracken. Cliff  top vegetation can grade into Maritime Heath (see 
Lowland Dry Heath, page 90) or Lowland Calcareous Grassland 
depending on the substrate. In very exposed positions, ‘perched’ sand 
dunes can occur on cliff  tops. 

Hard Cliff  provides disturbance-free nesting locations for raptors such 
as Peregrine and, in Scotland, White-tailed Eagle, but the most abundant 
cliff -breeding birds are seabirds. Cliff s are relatively predator-free and 
easily accessible from the sea, and millions of seabirds breed on them. 
Seabirds are good indicators of the health of the marine environment, 
and worrying declines have been linked to a reduction in the quality and 
quantity of prey species (e.g. sandeels) associated with changes in fi shing 
practices and climate change; weather conditions and the impacts of 
predators have also played a role. 

Similar habitats 
Hard Cliff  and Slope is closely linked to Rocky Shore, Maritime Heath 
and grassland habitats. Hard Cliff  can sometimes be found interspersed 
with Soft  Cliff , which is crumbly and usually has a slumped profi le. 

Origins and development
Hard Cliff  is a natural habitat created by past or present erosion by 
wind and water of hard rocks. Some cliff  slope swards are maintained 
as grassland through exposure and the thin soils, or by intense physical 
disturbance from seabirds. Others are maintained through livestock 
and Rabbit grazing. In other cases, livestock and Rabbit grazing prevents 
the development of coarser vegetation and scrub. Natural gradations 
are truncated where cultivated land approaches the cliff  top, but in 
other places cliff  slope vegetation grades into inland heathland, grassland 
or scrub. 

Conservation 
Disturbance to nesting seabirds from recreational use of the coast can be 
an issue at more accessible sites – breeding success can be reduced if 
birds are stressed, and when birds leave their nests, eggs and chicks are 
susceptible to predation. Rat eradication programmes on some islands 
(e.g. Lundy) have been successful in re-establishing seabird colonies. 
Invasive, non-native plants such as Hottentot Fig can become dominant 
in some areas (e.g. on Th e Lizard and at some Irish sites) and the 
management of these species is diffi  cult in challenging terrain. 
 

Distribution and extent
Dots indicate sites with >10,000 colonially 
nesting seabirds. Habitat widely distributed, 
particularly on western and northern coasts 
and on parts of the east coast of Scotland. 
Eng: 1,100 km; Sco: 2,400 km; Wal: 500 km; 
NI: 500 km; Ire: 500 km. England holds a 
signifi cant proportion of Europe’s chalk cliff s.
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Did you know?
In the past, both eggs 

and birds were harvested 
from seabird colonies and, 
although this practice has 

almost entirely ceased, 
Gannet chicks are still 

harvested from Sula Sgeir 
each year by the men of 

Ness on the Isle of Lewis.

Nesting auks

Nesting Fulmars

Orange Sea Lichen

Black Tar Lichen

Cliff  top grassland

Thrift

Handa Island, 
Sutherland 
has the largest 
seabird colonies 
in Britain and 
Ireland. 
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What to look for
The cliffs of Britain and Ireland hold internationally important colonies 
of seabirds – 68% of the world’s Gannets and 90% of the world’s Manx 
Shearwaters breed here, and in total some eight million seabirds nest 
around our coastline. From a distance look out for splashes of white guano, 
that indicate ledges supporting colonies of Guillemot, Razorbill and/or 
Kittiwake. Search the cliffs for the more scattered nests of Shag, Fulmar, 
Great Black-backed Gull and Herring Gull. Cormorants also breed at some 
sites, and build conspicuously large and untidy nests. Where there are no 
rats (which eat eggs and chicks), Puffin, Manx Shearwater and Leach’s 
Petrel nest on the cliff slopes (the last two species are nocturnal). Manx 
Shearwaters abandon their chicks at about 10 weeks, and the youngsters 
are left to find their own way from their burrow out to sea, where they 
immediately head south to their wintering quarters off South America. 
Guillemots do not desert their chicks and can be seen below the cliffs on 
calm evenings in early July, calling to entice their offspring to plunge off the 
ledges to join them. Gannets mostly breed on remote outcrops and islands 
– there are 21 gannetries around Britain and Ireland. Black Guillemot (a 
northern species) nests in rock crevices and under boulders away from 
seabird colonies, while Chough nests in sea caves on some west coasts sites. 
Swift and House Martin also breed on coastal cliffs. 

The hard cliffs of the west and south support some specialist invertebrates, 
including moths such as Thrift Clearwing and Fiery Clearwing (the latter 
restricted to the chalk cliffs of Kent and Sussex). There is even a water 
beetle that is restricted to seepages on sandstone cliffs. Relatively few plant 
species are found on Hard Cliff, but look out for Sea Aster, Rock Samphire, 
Rock Sea-spurrey, Golden Samphire and, in the north, Scots Lovage and 
Roseroot. On drought-prone cliff-edge swards look for spring-flowering 
annuals, together with Spring Squill and, in Scotland, Purple Milk-vetch.  
A group of rarities particularly associated with The Lizard includes rare clovers, 
Chives, Hairy Greenweed, Fringed Rupturewort and Autumn Squill).

top right: The Lizard, Cornwall. Cliff slope grassland with Dyer’s Greenweed in 
the foreground. right: Wild Cabbage flowers between May and August and is 
found in a localised community on calcareous cliff tops., including at Ballard 
Down, Dorset. Hard chalk cliffs such as these are relatively uncommon and occur 
predominantly in southern England. bottom right: Skomer, Pembrokeshire – this 
short, Thrift-dominated sward is maintained by exposure and Rabbit grazing. 
below left: Portland, Dorset – stepped undercliffs such as this can support scrub 
and stunted woodland, which, in inaccessible areas, may be some of the most 
natural habitat in lowland Britain and Ireland. 
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Rock Samphire and Thrift growing in 
crevices near the base of cliffs.

top left: Puffins typically nest in burrows on the 
cliff slope, and birds can be seen flying in with 

beaks full of silvery sandeels once the eggs are 
hatched. top right: Razorbills nest in crevices and 

among boulders, often near Guillemots (top 
centre), which line up along narrow ledges (their 
large eggs are bottom-heavy so that they roll in 

circles rather than off the ledge). far left: Orange 
Sea Lichen and Sea Ivory are distinctive 

lichens often found on Hard Cliff. left: Skomer, 
Pembrokeshire – Cliff top grassland in spring 

with Sea Campion, Bluebell and Red Campion. 
bottom left: Roseroot growing in a cliff crevice 
on Handa Island, Sutherland. The wet climate 

ameliorates the influence of salt-spray, and 
allows some species associated with Mountain 

Ledge to flourish on sheltered maritime cliffs. 
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