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1  INTRODUCTION 
 
This survey was commissioned by Calton Hill Conservation Trust to map and describe the 
vegetation of Calton Hill, Edinburgh. Some information about the vegetation of this site can 
be found in the Calton Hill Management Plan (Land Use Consultants Ltd, 2017) and the 
Calton Hill Conservation Plan (various authors, 1999), but this is not very detailed, so this 
survey was commissioned to provide more detail that can help to guide future decisions 
about the management of the site. 
 
This site lies just to the east of the east end of Princes Street in central Edinburgh, measures 
10.5 hectares in area and has an altitudinal range from 40 to 103 metres above sea level. 
The approximate centre of this site is at Ordnance Survey grid reference NT 2626 7423. The 
bedrock of the survey area is igneous ǊƻŎƪ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ !ǊǘƘǳǊΩǎ {Ŝŀǘ ±ƻƭŎŀƴƛŎ 
Formation, of Carboniferous age 
(http://www.bgs.ac.uk/discoveringGeology/geologyOfBritain/viewer.html). 
 
The site is of very significant historical interest and is a well-known landmark with prominent 
buildings/structures including the National Monument of Scotland, the Nelson Monument, 
the Dugald Stewart Monument, the Playfair Monument, the Old Observatory House, the City 
Observatory, the City Dome and the Parliament Cairn. It is designated as Common Good 
Land and is visited by an estimated 500,000 to 1,000,000 people each year 
(https://www.edinburghinquirer.co.uk/p/calton-hill-helped-shape-edinburghs). There is no 
grazing by livestock or deer on the hill. Most of the grassland on the higher part, upslope of 
Dugald Stewart Monument Path, Hume Walk (E) and Regent Walk, is kept short by mowing. 
 
 
2  SURVEY METHODS 
 
The fieldwork for this survey was carried out by Ben Averis on 13th October 2024. The 
habitats were mapped using the National Vegetation Classification (NVC; Rodwell 1991 et 
seq). The mapping here includes various deviations from standard NVC codes: 

¶ Variants of NVC types labelled with a suffix; e.g. W23Broom, W23G+B and W11aSyc. 

¶ Vegetation floristically intermediate between two NVC types: W8e-W10 and U1b-
MG6a. 

¶ Vegetation showing signs of development from one NVC type into another and 
labelled with an intermediate code containing an arrow instead of a hyphen, to 
indicate the direction of vegetation development (e.g. MG1>W10). 

¶ Vegetation/habitatwith no clear fit with any NVC type; labelled with a non-NVC code 
such as WX, Hlan, Rock, Building, etc. 

 
Some mapped vegetation units (polygons) contain complex mosaics of two or more 
vegetation types; each of these polygons is labelled with the vegetation types present and 
an estimated percentage cover value for each type. The vegetation polygons were 
numbered in a series from 1 to 125, and the data written into a spreadsheet containing one 
sheet for NVC and additional sheets for equivalent Phase One (JNCC 2010) and UKHab (UK 
Habitat Classification; https://ukhab.org/) types. 
 

http://www.bgs.ac.uk/discoveringGeology/geologyOfBritain/viewer.html
https://www.edinburghinquirer.co.uk/p/calton-hill-helped-shape-edinburghs
https://ukhab.org/
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Notes were taken on the species composition of each vegetation type, so that a description 
could subsequently be made of each type as it was found to occur at this site. 
 
A list was made of all plant species that I have found here in this survey and on previous 
visits in 2023 and 2024. Locations of plant species of special interest were noted. 
 
Nomenclature in this report follows these online sources: 

For vascular plants: https://plantatlas2020.org/atlas 
For bryophytes: https://www.britishbryologicalsociety.org.uk/learning/species-finder/ 
 
 
3  DESCRIPTIONS OF VEGETATION AND HABITAT TYPES 
 
The total number of vegetation/habitat types recorded in this survey is as follows: 

¶ 13 NVC communities (with 12 sub-communities identified, as well as a number of 
other variants of NVC types). 

¶ 12 additional non-NVC vegetation/habitat types. 
 
All vegetation and habitat types recorded in this survey are listed in Table 1 below and 
described in this section of the report. The plant species list is in Appendix 1, photographs of 
vegetation types are in Appendix 2, the vegetation map is in Appendix 3 and the polygon 
data are in Appendix 4. These appendices are also provided as spreadsheet and JPEG files. 
 
 
Table 1: list of vegetation and habitat types found by Ben Averis on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, 
on 13th October 2024 
 
W8 Fraxinus excelsior-Acer campestre-Mercurialis perennis 
woodland 
    d Hedera helix sub-community 
    e Geranium robertianum sub-community 
W10 Quercus robur-Pteridium aquilinum-Rubus fruticosus 
woodland 
    e Acer pseudoplatanus-Oxalis acetosella sub-community 
W11 Quercus petraea-Betula pubescens-Oxalis acetosella 
woodland 
    a Dryopteris dilatata sub-community 
    W11aSyc = form of W11a with sycamore canopy 
W23 Ulex europaeus-Rubus fruticosus agg scrub 
    W23Broom: broom-dominated form of W23 
    W23G+B: scrub co-dominated by gorse and broom 
    W23G+Br(burnt): gorse/broom-dominated W23 that was 

burned in 2022 
W24 Rubus fruticosus agg-Holcus lanatus underscrub 
MG1 Arrhenatherum elatius coarse grassland 
    a Festuca rubra sub-community 
    MG1Anthr = with abundant Anthriscus sylvestris 
    MG1a+T = MG1a grassland with scattered trees 
MG5 Cynosurus cristatus-Centaurea nigra meadow and 
pasture 
MG6 Lolium perenne-Cynosurus cristatus pasture 
    a Typical sub-community 
    MG6a+T = MG6a grassland with scattered trees 

MG7 Lolium perenne leys and related grasslands 
    a Lolium perenne-Trifolium repens sub-community 
CG10 Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Thymus polytrichus 
grassland 
    a Trifolium repens-Luzula campestris sub-community 
U1 Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Rumex acetosella 
grassland 
    b Typical sub-community 
U4 Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Galium saxatile 
grassland 
    a Typical sub-community 
    b Holcus lanatus-Trifolium repens sub-community 
OV27 Chamaenerion angustifolium community 
    b Urtica dioica-Cirsium arvense sub-community 
Hlan = Holcus lanatus grassland 
LF = Lolium perenne-Festuca rubra grassland 
Rid = Rubus idaeus scrub 
WX = woodland with MG6-type ground layer 
WZ = mixed scrub including non-native species 
Holly 
Rock = natural rock outcrops 
Garden = garden 
Bldg+Gdn = building with associated garden 
Building = buildings 
Steps =  a set of steps at the NW edge of the site 
BG = artificially bare ground 

 
 

https://plantatlas2020.org/atlas
https://www.britishbryologicalsociety.org.uk/learning/species-finder/
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Table 2 below shows the equivalent Phase One and UKHab types for each of the NVC 
communities (and additional non-NVC habitats) found at this site. 
 
 
Table 2: NVC types (and other non-NVC types) and equivalent Phase One and UKHab types 
found by Ben Averis at Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
 

NVC *  Phase One UK Hab 

W8 Fraxinus excelsior-Acer campestre-Mercurialis 
perennis woodland 

A1.1 Broadleaved woodland (including A1.1.1 
Semi-nat. broadleaved woodland) 

w1g 

W10 Quercus robur-Pteridium aquilinum-Rubus 
fruticosus woodland 

A1.1 Broadleaved woodland (including A1.1.1 
Semi-nat. broadleaved woodland) 

w1g 

W11 Quercus petraea-Betula pubescens-Oxalis 
acetosella woodland 

A1.1.1 Semi-natural broadleaved woodland w1g 

W23 Ulex europaeus-Rubus fruticosus agg scrub A2.1 Dense/continuous scrub h3e 

W24 Rubus fruticosus agg-Holcus lanatus underscrub C3.1 Ruderal tall herb vegetation h3d 

MG1 Arrhenatherum elatius coarse grassland 
B2.1 Unimproved neutral grassland (B2.1 + A3.1 
= MG1a + scattered trees) 

g3c 

MG5 Cynosurus cristatus-Centaurea nigra meadow 
and pasture 

B2.1 Unimproved neutral grassland g3c 

MG6 Lolium perenne-Cynosurus cristatus pasture 
B4 Improved grassland (B4 + A3.1 = MG6 + 
scattered trees) 

g4 

MG7 Lolium perenne leys and related grasslands B4 Improved grassland g4 

CG10 Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Thymus drucei 
grassland 

B3.2 Unimproved calcareous grassland g2a 

U1 Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Rumex 
acetosella grassland 

B1.1 Unimproved acid grassland (U1-MG6 = B1.2 
semi-improved acid grassland) 

g1a6 

U4a Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Galium saxatile 
grassland, Typical sub-community 

B1.1 Unimproved acid grassland g1a6 

U4b Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Galium saxatile 
grassland, Holcus lanatus-Trifolium repens sub-
community 

B1.2 Semi-improved acid grassland g1a6 

OV27 Chamaenerion angustifolium community C3.1 Ruderal tall herb vegetation g4? **  

Hlan = Holcus lanatus grassland B2.2 Semi-improved neutral grassland g3c 

LF = Lolium perenne-Festuca rubra grassland B4 Improved grassland g4 

Rid = Rubus idaeus scrub C3.1 Ruderal tall herb vegetation h3 

WX = broadleaved woodland with MG6-type ground 
layer 

A3.1 Parkland w1g 

WZ = mixed scrub including non-native species J1.4 Introduced scrub h3 

Holly A1.1 Broadleaved woodland w1g 

Rock = natural rock outcrops I1.4.1 Acid-neutral rock outcrop s1d 

Garden J1 Cultivated/disturbed land u1 

Bldg+Gdn = building with associated garden J3.6 Buildings u1 

Building J3.6 Buildings u1 

Steps J3 Built-up areas u1 

BG = artificially bare ground J4 Bare ground u1 

* = Including some other vegetation types and habitats that are not covered by the NVC. 

** No clear category fit for OV27 in the UKHab classification. 
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W8 Fraxinus excelsior-Acer campestre-Mercurialis perennis woodland 
 
This is woodland with a broadleaved canopy a ground layer in which species of neutral to 
basic soils are common. The canopy consists of ash, wych elm, sycamore, field maple, rowan, 
hazel, cherry, hawthorn, elder, privet, holly, silver birch and downy birch. The canopy is 
especially species-rich on the steep north-west-facing slope in the north-west of the site. The 
ground layer is varied. W8 is a community characteristic of neutral to basic soils in lowland 
areas of Britain. 
 
Much of the W8 here belongs to the Hedera helix sub-community W8d, which has a 
species-poor ground layer consisting mainly of a dense growth of ivy that also extends up 
many of the trees. Other species growing with the ivy are much as in the W8e-W10 
woodland described below, but are only sparse in their cover. 
 
The rest of the W8 woodland here resembles the Geranium robertianum sub-community 
W8e but is floristically intermediate between this and W10 Quercus robur-Pteridium 
aquilinum-Rubus fruticosus woodland and was therefore mapped as W8e-W10. This is 
common in the northern part of the block of woodland in the north-west of the site. The 
ground layer here has abundant Rubus fruticosus and varied amounts of Geum urbanum, 
Hedera helix, Digitalis purpurea, Dryopteris dilatata, D. filix-mas (all frequent), Mycelis 
muralis, Dactylis glomerata, Tanacetum parthenium (all occasional), Epilobium montanum, 
Agrostis capillaris, Polypodium vulgare, Polystichum setiferum and Dryopteris affinis (all 
rare). Mosses are common, especially Kindbergia praelonga and Brachythecium rutabulum, 
both of which are frequent; Plagiomnium undulatum and Polytrichum formosum are 
occasional. Small patches of the liverwort Lunularia cruciata occur on some areas of 
otherwise rather bare soil. 
 
W10 Quercus robur-Pteridium aquilinum-Rubus fruticosus woodland 
 
Part of the woodland on the upper slope in the north-west of the site was mapped as W10 
instead of W8-10 because it has a canopy of mainly birch (silver birch and some downy 
birch) with a little holly, and with bramble very abundant in the ground layer along with 
scattered ferns. This gives a better fit for W10, which is a community found mainly on 
neutral to slightly acid soils in the lowlands. The ferns here (Dryopteris species) place the 
vegetation in the Acer pseudoplatanus-Oxalis acetosella sub-community W10e. 
 
W11 Quercus petraea-Betula pubescens-Oxalis acetosella woodland 
 
This type of woodland was found here on NW-N-facing slopes in the north and west of the 
site, upslope of Hulme Walk (W), Greenside Path and Regent Gardens Path. The canopy is 
mainly of silver birch but also includes some downy birch, hazel, holly, cherry, field maple, 
sycamore and wych elm. The ground layer is generally grassy, with very abundant Agrostis 
capillaris; the abundance of this species is the main reason for classifying the woodland as 
W11. In some of this W11 the ground layer is quite species-poor, with A. capillaris 
accompanied by smaller amounts of Festuca rubra, Holcus lanatus, Digitalis purpurea and 
Hieracium sp. This was mapped as W11 at NVC community level. In other areas of W11 the 
ground flora includes occasional to abundant Rubus fruticosus, giving a better fit for the 
Dryopteris dilatata sub-community W11a; other species here include Holcus mollis, Festuca 
rubra (both abundant in places), D, purpurea, Dactylis glomerata, Arrhenatherum elatius, 
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Urtica dioica, Galium aparine, Hieracium sp., Mycelis muralis, Jacobaea vulgaris and the 
mosses Kindbergia praelonga and Pseudoscleropodium purum. Ash seedlings occur here too. 
An area of W11a in the west has a sycamore-dominated canopy and was mapped using the 
code W11aSyc. 
 
W23 Ulex europaeus-Rubus fruticosus agg scrub 
 
This is scrub whose shrub layer consists mainly of gorse and/or broom. It is common on 
Calton Hill, mainly in the south and west of the site. Gorse-dominated stands are labelled 
W23 (gorse being the default dominant in this NVC community). Broom-dominated stands 
are labelled W23Broom and those with a mix of gorse and broom are labelled W23G+Br. 
Some gorse/broom scrub in the south of the site was burned in 2022 and still shows signs of 
this (some burned bushes and some area of rather bare ground); this was labelled 
W23G+Br(burnt). Other species found in W23 scrub at this site include elder, hawthorn, 
butterfly bush and cotoneaster in the shrub layer, and Agrostis capillaris, Festuca rubra, 
Dactylis glomerata, Digitalis purpurea, Rubus fruticosus, Tanacetum parthenium, Senecio 
squalidus, Rumex acetosella and, in the burned W23 in the south, many non-native vascular 
plants such as Erigeron canadensis (locally very abundant), Vulpia myuros and S. 
inaequidens, and the mosses Bryum argenteum, Ceratodon purpureus and Funaria 
hygrometrica. 
 
W24 Rubus fruticosus agg-Holcus lanatus underscrub 
 
This is vegetation consisting largely of bramble Rubus fruticosus. Among the dense tangle of 
its prickly, arching stems that reach up to about 1.5 m in height, are other species including 
Chamaenerion angustifolium, Arrhenatherum elatius, Urtica dioica, Galium aparine, Digitalis 
purpurea, Rosa canina, Festuca rubra, Dryopteris dilatata and young growth of ash, 
sycamore, wych elm and holly. Small areas of W24 were found in the north of the site, 
mainly in association with woodland, neutral grassland and OV27 rosebay willowherb 
vegetation. 
 
MG1 Arrhenatherum elatius coarse grassland 
 
This tall neutral grassland, in which the grasses Arrhenatherum elatius and Dactylis 
glomerata are abundant, is widespread and common at this site. It is particularly extensive 
on the north-eastern slopes. Other species in this grassland include Holcus lanatus, Festuca 
rubra, Agrostis capillaris, Rubus fruticosus, Jacobaea vulgaris and Urtica dioica. The 
vegetation is not species-rich, and belongs in the Festuca rubra sub-community MG1a. 
Some areas in the north-east contain scattered trees and are labelled accordingly, as 
MG1a+T. One small area just below Hulme Walk contains a great abundance of Anthriscus 
sylvestris and is labelled MG1Anthr. 
 
MG5 Cynosurus cristatus-Centaurea nigra meadow and pasture 
 
Four patches of this type of herb-rich neutral grassland were found within the City 
Observatory area in the central-western part of the site. The MG5 here appears to have 
been sown from a seed mixture and includes Festuca rubra, F. ovina, Cynosurus cristatus, 
Centaurea nigra, Prunella vulgaris, Lotus corniculatus, Daucus carota, Galium verum, G. 
album and Poterium sanguisorba. 
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MG6 Lolium perenne-Cynosurus cristatus pasture 
 
This type of neutral grassland is widespread and common on level to gently-sloping ground 
on the upper part of Calton Hill. The short sward contains abundant Lolium perenne, Agrostis 
capillaris and Festuca rubra mixed with varying amounts of Trifolium repens, Plantago 
lanceolata, Hypochaeris radicata, Achillea millefolium, Dactylis glomerata, Rumex acetosa, 
Jacobaea vulgaris and the mosses Kindbergia praelonga and Brachythecium albicans. It fits 
into the Typical sub-community MG6a. It is of low to medium species-richness and is 
consistently more species-rich than the MG7 grassland that occurs on this same part of the 
hill. In two places there are scattered trees among the grassland: these areas were labelled 
MG6a+T. 
 
MG7 Lolium perenne leys and related grasslands 
 
This is short, species-poor grassland consisting mainly of Lolium perenne with smaller 
amounts of other species such as Trifolium repens and Poa annua. It is common on level to 
gently-sloping ground on the upper parts of Calton Hill. There is also a small area of MG7 on 
lower ground at the NW edge of the site. The species composition of the MG7 found in this 
survey places it in the Lolium perenne-Trifolium repens sub-community MG7a. 
 
CG10 Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Thymus polytrichus grassland 
 
On a small area of rocky ground on a SW-facing slope west of the Nelson Monument Thymus 
drucei is abundant in short vegetation whose cover is patchy and broken up by bare rock and 
soil. Agrostis capillaris, Festuca ovina, Plantago lanceolata are also abundant, along with 
smaller amounts of Dactylis glomerata, Lolium perenne, Hypochaeris radicata, Jacobaea 
vulgaris, Ulex europaeus, Cytisus scoparius, Sagina procumbens and the mosses Hypnum 
cupressiforme, Polytrichum piliferum and Schistidium crassipilum. The abundance of thyme 
makes this a calcareous grassland and because A. capillaris is abundant it fits best into the 
CG10 community. At sub-community level it belongs in the Trifolium repens-Luzula 
campestris sub-community CG10a. 
 
U1 Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Rumex acetosella grassland 
 
This is short acid grassland on thin, well-drained soils on level to quite steeply-sloping 
ground. It was found in a number of widely-scattered places on the upper part of the hill. 
Agrostis capillaris and Festuca ovina are abundant here, along with varied amounts of other 
species including Rumex acetosella, Plantago lanceolata, Aira praecox, Trifolium repens, 
Achillea millefolium, Hypochaeris radicata, Galium verum, Lolium perenne and the mosses 
Brachythecium albicans, Polytrichum juniperinum and Hypnum cupressiforme. The species 
composition places the vegetation into the Typical sub-community U1b, though it also 
shows some floristic affinity with the Anthoxanthum odoratum-Lotus corniculatus sub-
community U1d and the Hypochaeris radicata sub-community U1f. Campanula rotundifolia 
has been seen in some of the U1 grassland in the south-east of the site in the past (Erica 
Bright, pers. comm.), but was not seen in this survey. One area of grassland has a species-
poor U1-type flora with much Lolium perenne and was classed as intermediate between U1b 
and MG6a (i.e. U1b-MG6a). 
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U4 Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Galium saxatile grassland 
 
This is short acid grassland with a sward that is taller than that of MG1 neutral grassland but 
shorter than that of U1 acid grassland. It is widespread but not extensive at Calton Hill. The 
commonest species in the U4 grassland here is Agrostis capillaris. In some of this vegetation 
the accompanying species are Festuca rubra, F. ovina, Avenella flexuosa, Holcus mollis, 
Galium saxatile, Hypochaeris radicata, Arrhenatherum elatius, Hieracium sp. and the mosses 
Rhytidiadelphus squarrosus, Hylocomium splendens, Pseudoscleropodium purum and 
Dicranum scoparium. This belongs in the Typical sub-community U4a and locally it also 
includes a little Vaccinium myrtillus and young growth of tree and shrub species: gorse, 
hawthorn, sycamore, whitebeam and ash. U4a was found on a few steep, NW-NE-facing 
slopes at this site. Other areas of U4b here have abundant A. capillaris accompanied by 
much Festuca rubra, Holcus lanatus and the moss Rhytidiadelphus squarrosus and smaller 
amounts of Trifolium repens, Arrhenatherum elatius, Dactylis glomerata, Rumex acetosa and 
Achillea millefolium. This belongs in the Holcus lanatus-Trifolium repens sub-community 
U4b and is more extensive than U4a at this site and was mostly on NE-facing slopes and in 
close association with taller MG1s grassland. 
 
OV27 Chamaenerion angustifolium community 
 
This vegetation is distinctive in consisting mainly of a tall sward of rosebay willowherb 
Chamaenerion angustifolium. Other species include Urtica dioica, Rubus fruticosus, 
Dryopteris dilatata, D. filix-mas, Festuca rubra, Agrostis capillaris, Geranium robertianum 
and the moss Brachythecium rutabulum. The vegetation belons in the Urtica dioica-Cirsium 
arvense sub-community OV27b. This vegetation was found as small to medium-sized 
patches in a few places in the northern half of the site. 
 
Non-NVC vegetation/habitat types 
 
Hlan = Holcus lanatus grassland 
 
This is species-poor grassland with a fairly short but dense sward consisting mainly of Holcus 
lanatus. There is also a sparse scatter of other species: Agrostis capillaris, Arrhenatherum 
elatius, Dactylis glomerata, Rumex acetosa and Jacobaea vulgaris. This type of grassland was 
found locally in the north-eastern part of the site. 
 
LF = Lolium perenne-Festuca rubra grassland 
 
This is short grassland consisting of little more than Lolium perenne and Festuca rubra. It was 
found in one area of level to very gently-sloping ground a short distance NW of the National 
Monument in the centre of the site. 
 
Rid = Rubus idaeus scrub 
 
This is a small area of scrubby vegetation in the north-east of the site, in which raspberry 
Rubus idaeus grows abundantly (up to about 1.5 metres tall) with Chamaenerion 
angustifolium, Arrhenatherum elatius, Anthriscus sylvestris and Holcus lanatus. 
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WX = broadleaved woodland with MG6-type ground layer 
 
This is woodland to the west and east of the Nelson Monument, with a broadleaved 
deciduous canopy over a grassy ground layer whose species composition does not fit any 
NVC type because it resembles that of MG6 neutral grassland. 
 
WZ = mixed scrub including non-native species 
 
This is mixed scrub in which elder, hawthorn, gorse and broom are mixed with the non-
native cotoneaster and butterfly bush. It occupies small areas on moderate to steep slopes 
NW of the City Observatory and NW of the Nelson Monument. 
 
Holly 
 
This refers to two small areas of dense holly Ilex aquifolium: one NNW of the City 
Observatory and the other NW of the Nelson Monument. 
 
Rock = natural rock outcrops 
 
These are natural rock outcrops, found among grassland, scrub and woodland on steep 
slopes in various places. This does not include rock outcrops within woodland in the NW part 
of the site; such outcrops are considered part of the mapped woodland habitat. 
 
Garden = garden 
 
This is the small circular planted garden at the extreme northern end of the site, on the 
south side of Royal Terrace. 
 
Bldg+Gdn = building with associated garden 
 
This refers to the mix of buildings and garden at the City Observatory and Nelson 
Monument. 
 
Building = buildings 
 
This refers to the built structures of the National Monument and Dugald Stewart Monument. 
 
Steps =  a set of steps at the NW edge of the site 
 
This is a set of steps at the extreme northern edge of the site, on the south side of the office 
building south-east of Greenside Row. 
 
BG = artificially bare ground 
 
This consists of artificially-surfaced roads and paths, and, on the upper part of the hill, areas 
of bare soil exposed by trampling by people and vehicles. 
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4  EVALUATION OF BOTANICAL INTEREST 
 
This site has a good range of vegetation types, especially for a site in the centre of a city, and 
the species list in Appendix 1 amounts to a total of 151 vascular plant species (98 native and 
53 non-native), 26 mosses and 3 liverworts (all native). In such an urban location as this it is 
to be expected that much of the vegetation will be of an anthropogenically modified nature 
and that the flora will include a relatively high proportion of alien vascular plant species 
(35% at this site). However, the vegetation and flora of Calton Hill is of considerable 
biodiversity value. It varies from semi-natural (especially the W8/10/11 woodland and U1, 
U4 and CG10 grasslands) to markedly anthropogenic (especially the MG7 and LF grasslands 
and the gardens). 
 
The W8/10/11 woodland and U1/U4/CG10 grasslands are the areas of highest naturalness 
and botanical/ecological interest here. The woodland areas are most botanically interesting 
on the NW-facing slope in the north-west of the site. The woodland here has a better-
developed ground flora than in the south of the site where it is species-poor and strongly 
dominated by ivy. The woodland in the north-west has a notably diverse tree canopy with a 
good number of tree and shrub species, albeit some of them non-native. This area of 
woodland also has a good structure, with a mix of age classes ranging from young to mature. 
The woodland on Calton Hill is not shown in the Ancient Woodland Inventory 
(https://map.environment.gov.scot/sewebmap/). This suggests that it is not ancient semi-
natural woodland. The woodland on the lower slopes might have been planted, but upslope 
of Hume Walk (W), Greenside Path and Regent Gardens Path it appears to have colonised 
naturally. The occurrences of unimproved grassland (unimproved in an agricultural sense) is 
also of clear biodiversity value, especially for a site in a lowland/urban setting. 
 
Most of the native plant species here are common nationally and locally, but a few are 
notable in being uncommon in this part of Britain or typical of semi-natural habitats that 
have not been very degraded by such things as excessive nutrient enrichment. The most 
notable native species that I have found here are listed in Table 3 below. 
 
 
Table 3. Native plant species of special interest found in this vegetation survey of Calton 
Hill, Edinburgh, in October 2024 
 

Latin name Common name Reason for interest Quantity 

Campanula rotundifolia Harebell Good semi-natural habitat indicator Rare 

Galium saxatile Heath Bedstraw Good semi-natural habitat indicator Occasional 

Galium verum Lady's Bedstraw Good semi-natural habitat indicator Rare 

Hyacinthoides non-scripta Bluebell Good semi-natural habitat indicator Rare 

Polystichum setiferum Soft Shield-fern At N edge of main British range here Rare 

Umbilicus rupestris Wall Pennywort Very rare in north-eastern Britain Occasional 

Thymus drucei Thyme Good semi-natural habitat indicator Rare 

Vaccinium myrtillus Blaeberry Good semi-natural habitat indicator Rare 

Hylocomium splendens Glittering Wood-moss Good semi-natural habitat indicator Occasional 

*  = Galium album is native to this part of Scotland but at least some populations of it here appear likely to be 
introduced. 

 

https://map.environment.gov.scot/sewebmap/
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The locations where these species were found are given in Table 4 below (with the exception 
of Hyacinthoides, which was seen in woodland in the NW but the exact locations not 
recorded) and shown in Map 4 in Appendix 3. 
 
 
Table 4. Target notes for locations of plant species special interest found in this vegetation 
survey of Calton Hill, Edinburgh, in October 2024 
 

Code no. 100 km square Easting Northing Details 

T1 NT 26180 74340 
Polystichum setiferum (soft shield-fern) in W8-10 
woodland 

T2 NT 26145 74310 
Polystichum setiferum (soft shield-fern) in W8d 
woodland 

T3 NT 26093 74150 
Polystichum setiferum (soft shield-fern) in W8d 
woodland 

T4 NT 26098 74135 
Polystichum setiferum (soft shield-fern) in W8d 
woodland 

T5 NT 26103 74120 Umbilicus rupestris on steep rock faces above path 

T6 NT 26148 74210 
Vaccinium myrtillus (blaeberry) and moss Hylocomium 
splendens in U4a acid grassland 

T7 NT 26138 74170 Galium verum όƭŀŘȅΩǎ ōŜŘǎǘǊŀǿύ ƛƴ ƎǊŀǎǎƭŀƴŘ 

T8 NT 26146 74152 Galium verum όƭŀŘȅΩǎ ōŜŘǎǘǊŀǿύ ƛƴ ƎǊŀǎǎƭŀƴŘ 

T9 NT 26179 74124 Campanula rotundifolia (harebell) at woodland edge 

T10 NT 26240 74115 Thymus drucei in rocky grassland 

T11 NT 26415 74130 
Approximate location where Campanula rotundifolia 
(harebell) has been seen in U1 grassland in the past (but 
not seen in this survey) 

T12 NT 26161 74130 
Potentially invasive alien Impatiens glandulifera (Indian 
balsam) at lower (NW) edge of woodland 

This table also includes an additional location where the potentially invasive alien Impatiens glandulifera 
(Indian balsam) was seen at the lower (NW) edge of the woodland in the NW of the site. 

 
 
Canadian fleabane Erigeron canadensis is locally very abundant in and adjacent to the scrub 
that was burned in 2022, on the upper southern slopes of this site. This has led some local 
people to express concern that the species could be invasive and a threat to the biodiversity 
here. However, this species is an annual and has probably just been able to take advantage 
of the areas of bare ground (with reduced competition from other plants) in the burned 
area. As the ground vegetation gradually develops here in future and forms a more 
continuous cover, populations of this and other alien annuals currently present (e.g. Vulpia 
myuros) can be expected to decline as competition from native species increases. It seems 
unlikely that these annuals will spread into more continuous vegetation such as grassland 
and woodland in this general area. 
 
Most of the vegetation types found in this survey are commonest in lowland parts of Britain. 
This is to be expected, as Edinburgh is in an area that is lowland, not just in terms of altitude 
but also climate (lowland climate warmer/drier; upland climate cooler/wetter). However, 
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three NVC communities here are found in Britain mainly in cooler/wetter upland areas: W11 
woodland, U4 acid grassland and CG10 calcareous grassland. The occurrences of W11 and 
U4 on northerly aspects are not very surprising here. It is quite common for some upland 
vegetation types such as these to occur locally on cool north-facing slopes within lowland 
areas, and especially within northern lowland areas whose climate is relatively cool and/or 
wet compared with that of the British lowlands in general. The occurrence of the very small 
area of CG10 grassland here is again not very surprising, though this is on a south-westerly 
aspect. A lowland calcareous grassland type such as CG7 might equally well have been 
expected here, though lowland calcareous grassland NVC communities are scarce in 
Scotland. 
 
Increasing erosion of grassland and an associated increase in the extent of bare, trampled, 
compacted soil in the vicinity of the monuments on the upper parts of the hill has been a 
matter of concern for some time. Some areas have had new grassland turf laid down in the 
last year, by the Calton Hill Conservation Trust, and further work might take place to reduce 
the effects of trampling in the future. 
 
It is good that the lower grassland zone, downslope of Dugald Stewart Monument Path and 
Hulme Walk (E) and some of the adjacent grassland just upslope of these paths, has been 
kept unmown for some years. The lack of mowing has allowed the grassland to grow taller 
and develop a more varied structure than in the mown swards on the hilltop. This, in 
combination with the associated growth of scattered scrub and young trees, is likely to be 
beneficial to insects, birds and mammals. 
 
In summary, the mix of vegetation and habitat types on Calton Hill makes a very significant 
contribution to biodiversity in this city centre location, includes some plant species of special 
interest and is, of course, very much part of what makes this hill such a special place for the 
thousands of people who come here. It is very fitting that the Calton Hill Conservation Trust 
has been formed and is taking a great interest in all aspects of the hill with a view to helping 
to maintain and improve the environment here for biodiversity and people. 
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APPENDIX 1 ς List of all plant species found on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on various visits by 
Ben Averis in 2023 and 2024 

Quantity codes (very broad categories): R = rare; O = occasional; F = frequent; A = abundant. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ΨbŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǊ !ƭƛŜƴΩ ŎƻƭǳƳƴΣ bϝ Ґ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƛǘŜΦ 
 

Latin name Common name Quantity Native or Alien 

Acer campestre Field Maple F A 

Acer platanoides Norway Maple O A 

Acer pseudoplatanus Sycamore F A 

Achillea millefolium Yarrow O N 

Aesculus hippocastanum Horse Chestnut R A 

Agrostis capillaris Common Bent F N 

Agrostis gigantea Black Bent R A 

Agrostis stolonifera Creeping Bent O N 

Aira praecox Early Hair-grass O N 

Anisantha sterilis Barren Brome O A 

Anthriscus sylvestris Cow Parsley O N 

Antirrhinum majus Snapdragon R A 

Arabis hirsuta Hairy Rock-cress R N 

Arrhenatherum elatius False Oat-grass F N 

Artemisia vulgaris Mugwort R N 

Asplenium scolopendrium Hartstongue R N 

Asplenium trichomanes Maidenhair Spleenwort R N 

Aster sp. Michaelmas Daisy R A 

Avenella flexuosa Wavy Hair-grass O N 

Bellis perennis Daisy O N 

Betula pendula Silver Birch F N 

Betula pubescens Downy Birch O N 

Borago officinalis Borage R A 

Buddleja davidii Butterfly-bush R A 

Campanula rotundifolia Harebell R N 

Capsella bursa-pastoris Shepherd's Purse O N 

Cardamine flexuosa Wavy Bitter-cress O N 

Cardamine hirsuta Hairy Bitter-cress R N 

Centaurea nigra Knapweed R N* 

Cerastium fontanum Common Mouse-ear O N 

Cerastium glomeratum Sticky Mouse-ear R N 

Chamaecyparis lawsoniana Lawson's Cypress R A 

Chamerion angustifolium Rosebay Willowherb O N 

Cirsium arvense Creeping Thistle O N 

Cirsium vulgare Spear Thistle R N 

Claytonia perfoliata Springbeauty R A 

Claytonia sibirica Pink Purslane R A 

Conium maculatum Hemlock R A 

Corylus avellana Hazel O N 

Cotoneaster sp. Cotoneaster O A 

Crataegus monogyna Hawthorn O N 

Cytisus scoparius Broom O N 

Dactylis glomerata Cocksfoot F N 
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Latin name Common name Quantity Native or Alien 

Daucus carota Wild Carrot R N* 

Digitalis purpurea Foxglove O N 

Dryopteris affinis Scaly Male-fern R N 

Dryopteris dilatata Broad Buckler-fern O N 

Dryopteris filix-mas Male-fern O N 

Elytrigia repens Couch R N 

Epilobium montanum Broad-leaved Willowherb O N 

Erigeron canadensis Canadian Fleabane O A 

Erophila verna Common Whitlow-grass O N 

Ervilia hirsuta Hairy Tare R N 

Erysimum cheiri Wallflower R A 

Festuca ovina Sheep's Fescue F N 

Festuca rubra Red Fescue F N 

Fraxinus excelsior Ash F N 

Galium album Hedge Bedstraw R N/N* 

Galium aparine Cleavers F N 

Galium saxatile Heath Bedstraw O N 

Galium verum Lady's Bedstraw R N 

Geranium robertianum Herb Robert O N 

Geum urbanum Wood Avens F N 

Hedera helix Ivy A N 

Heracleum sphondylium Hogweed O N 

Hieracium agg. Hawkweed O N 

Holcus lanatus Yorkshire Fog F N 

Holcus mollis Creeping Soft-grass O N 

Hyacinthoides non-scripta Bluebell R N 

Hypochaeris radicata Common Cat's-ear O N 

Ilex aquifolium Holly O N 

Ilex x altaclerensis Highclere Holly R N/A 

Impatiens glandulifera Indian Balsam R A 

Jacobaea vulgaris Ragwort O N 

Laburnam anagyroides Laburnum R A 

Lactuca serriola Prickly Lettuce R A 

Lamium album White Dead-nettle R A 

Lapsana communis Nipplewort R N 

Leucanthemum vulgare Oxe-eye Daisy R N 

Ligustrum ovalifolium Garden Privet R A 

Ligustrum vulgare Privet R A 

Linaria purpurea Purple Toadflax O A 

Linum usitatissimum Flax R A 

Lobularia maritima Sweet Alison R A 

Lolium perenne Perennial Rye-grass A N 

Lotus corniculatus Common Bird's-foot Trefoil R N* 

Lunaria annua Honesty R A 

Mahonia aquifolium Oregon-grape R A 

Malus sp. Apple R A? 

Matricaria chamomila Scented Mayweed R A 

Matricaria discoidea Pineappleweed R A 
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Latin name Common name Quantity Native or Alien 

Medicago lupulina Black Medick R N 

Mycelis muralis Wall-lettuce O N 

Myosotis arvensis Field Forget-me-not R A 

Nepeta sp. Catmint R A 

Papaver sp. Poppy sp. R A 

Pentaglottis sempervirens Green Alkanet R A 

Pilosella aurantiaca Fox-and-cubs R A 

Pilosella officinarum Mouse-ear Hawkweed R N 

Pinus sylvestris Scots Pine O A 

Plantago lanceolata Ribwort Plantain F N 

Plantago major Greater Plantain O N 

Poa annua Annual Meadow-grass O N 

Polygonum aviculare Knotgrass R N 

Polypodium vulgare Polypody O N 

Polystichum setiferum Soft Shield-fern R N 

Poterium sanguisorba Salad Burnet R A 

Prunella vulgaris Self-heal R N 

Prunus avium Wild Cherry O N 

Quercus robur Pedunculate Oak O N 

Quercus petraea x robur Hybrid Oak R N 

Ranunculus acris Meadow Buttercup O N 

Ranunculus repens Creeping Buttercup F N 

Ribes uva-crispa Gooseberry R A 

Rosa canina Dog Rose R N 

Rubus fruticosus agg. Bramble A N 

Rubus idaeus Raspberry R N 

Rudbeckia sp. Coneflower R A 

Rumex acetosa Common Sorrel O N 

Rumex acetosella Sheep's Sorrel O N 

Rumex crispus Curled Dock R N 

Rumex obtusifolius Broad-leaved Dock O N 

Sagina procumbens Mossy Pearlwort R N 

Sambucus nigra Elder O N 

Scorzoneroides autumnalis Autumn Hawkbit R N 

Senecio inaequidens Narrow-leaved Ragwort R A 

Senecio squalidus Oxford Ragwort O A 

Senecio vulgaris Groundsel R N 

Silene dioica Red Campion O N 

Sisymbrium officinale Tower Mustard O N 

Sonchus oleraceus Smooth Sow-thistle O N 

Sorbus aria Common Whitebeam R A 

Sorbus aucuparia Rowan O N 

Sorbus intermedia Swedish Whitebeam O A 

Stellaria media Chickweed R N 

Symphoricarpos albus Snowberry O A 

Syringa vulgaris Lilac R A 

Tanacetum parthenium Feverfew F A 

Taraxacum agg. Dandelion F N 
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Latin name Common name Quantity Native or Alien 

Tilia x europaea Common Lime R A 

Trifolium repens White Clover F N 

Tripleurospermum inodorum Scentless Mayweed R A 

Triticum aestivum Wheat R A 

Tropaeolum sp. Nasturtium R A 

Ulex europaeus Gorse F N 

Ulmus glabra Wych Elm F N 

Ulmus minor agg. Field Elm R A 

Umbilicus rupestris Wall Pennywort O N 

Urtica dioica Stinging Nettle F N 

Vaccinium myrtillus Blaeberry R N 

Veronica arvensis Wall Speedwell O N 

Vulpia myuros Rat's-tail Fescue O A 

       

Mosses      

Amblystegium serpens Creeping Feather-moss O N 

Brachythecium albicans Whitish Feather-moss O N 

Brachythecium rutabulum Rough-stalked Feather-moss O N 

Brum argenteum Silver-moss R N 

Bryum capillare Capillary Thread-moss O N 

Ceratodon purpureus Redshank R N 

Dicranoweisia cirrata Common Pincushion R N 

Dicranum scoparium Broom Fork-moss R N 

Fissidens taxifolius Common Pocket-moss R N 

Funaria hygrometrica Bonfire-moss O N 

Hylocomium splendens Glittering Wood-moss O N 

Hypnum cupressiforme Cypress-leaved Plait-moss F N 

Hypnum jutlandicum Heath Plait-moss R N 

Grimmia pulvinata Grey-cushioned Grimmia O N 

Kindbergia praelonga Common Feather-moss O N 

Lewinskia affinis Wood Bristle-moss O N 

Orthotrichum pulchellum Elegant Bristle-moss R N 

Plagiomnium undulatum IŀǊǘΩǎ-tongue Thyme-moss O N 

Polytrichum formosum Bank Haircap R N 

Pseudoscleropodium purum Neat Feather-moss O N 

Racomitrium aciculare Yellow Fringe-moss R N 

Racomitrium heterostichum Bristly Fringe-moss R N 

Rhytidiadelphus squarrosus Springy Turf-moss O N 

Schistidium crassipilum Thickpoint Grimmia R N 

Syntrichia ruralis Great Hairy Screw-moss R N 

Tortula muralis Wall Screw-moss O N 

       

Liverworts      

Lunularia cruciata Crescent-cup Liverwort O N 

Metzgeria furcata Forked Veilwort R N 

Metzgeria violacea Bluish Veilwort R N 

 



 16 

APPENDIX 2 ς Photographs of vegetation types found in this survey of vegetation on 
Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
 

Photograph 1: W8d woodland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 

 
 

Photograph 2: W8d woodland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
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Photograph 3: W8e-W10 woodland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
 

 
 
 

Photograph 4: W8e-W10 woodland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
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Photograph 5: W10e woodland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
 

 
 
 

Photograph 6: W10e woodland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
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Photograph 7: W23 gorse scrub on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
 

 
 
 

Photograph 8: burned W23 gorse scrub on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
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Photograph 9: W24 bramble scrub on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
 

 
 
 

Photograph 10: OV27 rosebay willowherb on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
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Photograph 11: MG1a neutral grassland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
 

 
 
 

Photograph 12: MG5 neutral grassland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
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Photograph 13: MG6a neutral grassland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
 

 
 
 

Photograph 14: MG7a neutral grassland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
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Photograph 15: U1b acid grassland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
 

 
 
 

Photograph 16: U1b acid grassland on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, on 13th October 2024 
 

 


