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DORSET LOCAL NATURE RECOVERY STRATEGY HABITAT ASSEMBLAGES 

 

Habitat 
assemblage: 

Species of maritime cliffs, undercliffs and coastal slopes 

Broad Habitat 
type: 

Coastlands 

S41 and 
Priority 
Habitat type: 

Maritime cliffs and slopes 

Composite 
species 
assemblages: 
 
 

Breeding birds of sea cliffs 
Invertebrates of cliff slopes and maritime grasslands 
Invertebrates of scree and rock faces  
Plants of cliffs ledges and maritime grassland 
Bryophytes of sheltered maritime undercliffs  
Bryophytes and lichens of coastal slopes 
Lichens of coastal rocks and boulders 
Bats species that use maritime features  

  

Habitat 
assemblage 
description: 

There is approximately 78-kilometres of cliff habitat in Dorset of which around 
52-km is composed of harder rocks such as limestone. There remaining area are 
composed of soft clays and sands and characterized by frequent landslips, these 
are covered by separate guidance. Hard rock cliffs tend to have vertical or near-
vertical profiles with a cliff top of varying width. The lower cliffs are generally free 
of vegetation the ledges providing nesting sites for seabirds. Further up 
vegetation begins to appear and includes nationally important populations of sea 
cabbage, sea-lavenders and golden samphire. The Portland and Purbeck 
limestone are very important building stones and have been quarried for 
centuries including along the coast. These are now abandoned and have become 
very important for biodiversity, and by their very nature can provide a more 
sheltered micro-climate which is especially important for invertebrates. The 
position of Dorset on the South Coast and the cliffs southerly aspect makes them 
very important for invertebrates, bryophytes, lichens and plants that have a 
Mediterranean-Atlantic distribution.  

 

  

Other related 
assemblages: 
 

Species of soft rock and slumping cliffs 
Species of short, open chalk and limestone grassland 
 
 

  

Pressures 
and Threats 

 

PA08 Extensive grazing or under-grazing by livestock 

 Some undercliffs were formerly grazed as part of the farm but subsequently the 
cliff top has been fenced allowing scrub to develop forming a barrier between 
the cliff / undercliff and the cliff top. Flower-rich grassland on the cliff top and 
adjacent to it can be very important for foraging invertebrates. 
 

PA13 Application of natural or synthetic fertilisers on agricultural land 
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 Regular application of artificial fertilizers and slurry on land adjacent to the cliff 
top may lead to run-off and enrichment of vegetation on the cliff or undercliff. 
 

PF05 Sports, tourism and leisure activities 

 The Dorset coast attracts many tourists and therefore very important to the 
rural economy. Leisure activities can impact on this habitat in several ways. 
Around the ‘honey-pots’ (typically large car parks and visitor centres) the footfall 
can cause localised erosion especially during wet weather and on steep slopes. 
Climbing is a popular activity on parts of the Portland and Purbeck coasts and 
for the most part is restricted to designated areas to limit the impact on nesting 
birds during the breeding season, but it still needs to be monitored. Bouldering 
on the eastern undercliff on Portland is having a negative impact on some 
boulders that support important lichen assemblages. 
 

PI02 Other invasive alien species 

 The micro-climate of the Dorset coast makes it favourable to non-native plants 
that have become naturalized with buddleja, cotoneaster, seaside fleabane, 
Cape fig, holm oak and sycamore among the species causing the greatest 
impact. 
 
 

PI03 Problematic native species 

 In the absence of grazing coarse grasses such as cock’s-foot and tor-grass can 
increase to the detriment of smaller herbs, and also reduces bare ground which 
is an important feature on cliff tops and coast slopes for invertebrates, 
bryophytes and lichens. Eventually scrub may colonise with invasive fast-
growing species such as Bramble, blackthorn and ivy a particular problem at 
some sites.  
 

PK04 Atmospheric N-deposition 

 Prolonged low-level deposition of nitrogen and ammonia compounds has a 
fertilizing effect on the vegetation which is compounded by reduced grazing 
levels and an increased growing season. 
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