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Description
Maritime cliffs and slopes comprise sloping faces on the
coastline, from 15 degrees to vertical. They are formed
at the interface between land and sea, where a break in
slope is formed either by slippage or erosion.
Cliffs vary in profile depending on the nature of the
rock forming them and the geomorphology of the
surrounding land. Most cliffs are formed by erosion.
Cliffs are divided into ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ rock, dependent
on geology. Hard rock cliffs tend to be formed of
rock resistant to weathering and wave action such
as limestone, whinstone or sandstone. Vegetation
develops on their ledges or in crevices. Soft cliffs are
typically made of clay, generally of glacial origin. These
cliffs are more unstable and landslides are common.
Their slopes are less steep, and these cliffs gradually
become vegetated. The vegetation is a complex mosaic
with whin grassland and coastal heath over much of the
coast with natural grasslands and National Vegetation
Classification (NVC) maritime cliff communities. Where
the vegetation occurs on the cliffs it is confined to steep
slopes, crevices, flushes and on the break of slope it is
confined to no more than a few meters from the top.

Current Extent in Northumberland
Northumberland has 100km of coastline, of which 19km
are cliffs. Of this, 16.9km is classified as hard cliff (rocks)
and 2.1km as soft cliff (boulder clay). This represents
0.5% of the national resource (based on the UK BAP
figure of 4,000km)
North of Berwick, along the Northumberland Shore SSSI,
there are extensive areas of coastal grassland associated
with sandstone. The vegetation associated with this
habitat grades into the type of vegetation associated
with the geology. From Spittal to Cocklawburn Beach,
part of Lindisfarne SSSI, the grassland is a mosaic with
coastal heath. Castle Point to Cullernose Point SSSI is
the main site for maritime cliff and slope.
In the urban areas remnant vegetation can be found
and the extent is confined by engineering, both sea
defence and urban use, to small rocks and crevices on
the rock face e.g. Spital Carrs to Seaton Sluice.
Maritime Cliffs &
Slopes distribution in
Northumberland

The cliff top zone extends landwards, at least to the
limit of salt spray impact. On the seaward side, the plan
extends to the limit of the splash zone (supralittoral)
zone.

Conservation Status
Habitats Directive, Annex I
UK Biodiversity Action Plan Habitat
North East Biodiversity Action Plan Habitat
1 centimeter equals 5 kilometers
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Current Factors Causing Loss or Decline
• Coarse weed species from agricultural runoff due to
close proximity of agriculture to the cliff top
• Acceleration of erosion from agricultural drains
discharging from cliff faces
• Impact of over/undergrazing or cutting regimes
• Erosion caused by heavy trampling from recreational
pressure in urban areas
• Erosion through increased storm frequency from
climate change and sea level rise

Associated Action Plans
Coastal Heathland
Rocky Shore, Reefs and Islands

Further Information
This maritime cliffs and slopes action plan links to the
maritime cliff and slopes UK BAP action plan, whose
lead partner is the Countryside Council for Wales.
Lunn A, 2004, ‘Northumberland’ New Naturalist series,
Collins
Swan, G.A, 1993, Flora of Northumberland, ISBN
0952078201.

Targets
Maintain the current extent of maritime cliff and slope
vegetation habitat in Northumberland by 2010.

Code

Priority Actions

Date

MCS
A01

Identify the key sites of maritime cliff and
slope vegetation in Northumberland

2008

MCS
A02

Survey the extent, plant communities and
habitat condition of the existing resource
to inform improved management schemes

2008

MCS
A03

Use the survey results to create targets for
achieving condition for maritime cliff and
slope vegetation

2008

MCS
A04

Create low input grass buffer zones
at the top of maritime cliffs to reduce
agricultural impacts and allow the
community to move backwards over time

2010

MCS
A05

Achieve favourable condition for maritime
cliff and slope SSSI’s, including those with
cliff-top vegetation

2010

MCS
A06

Improve the quality of vegetation
outside designated sites by introducing
cattle grazing and other appropriate
management

2010

MCS
A07

Manage the recreational pressures on
maritime cliffs to improve the quality of
vegetation

2010

MCS
A08

Monitor the change impacts on maritime
cliffs due to coastal erosion

2010

MCS
A09

Raise awareness about the importance
and management of Northumberland’s
maritime cliffs and slopes and their
associated species through publicity
material, events and training

ongoing

