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Description and Reasons for Notification:
The Isle of Portland is internationally important for its geological interest. The Island has a
rich assemblage of plants and animals associated with limestone grassland, scrub and
coastal habitats, a combination of features and species unrepeated elsewhere. Portland is
also a famous site for the study of bird migration centred on the observatory at the Bill.

The cliffs and quarries of Portland are of international importance for their geology, 
particularly for their extensive, well-exposed and accessible outcrop of the Portland and 
Purbeck Beds. A full sequence from the Kimmeridge Clay, through the whole of the 
Portland Beds and well into the Purbeck Beds can be seen and has been studied by 
geologists for over 150 years. Portland is the type area for the Portland Sand and Portland 
Stone and also contains the standard reference sections for the base of the kerberus and the 
anguiformis zones of the Portlandian; it is thus of international importance for the 
definition of the Portlandian stage of geological time. The sections at Tar Rocks are of 
particular significance in defining the base of the Portlandian. One of the best sites in the 
world for Portlandian fossil reptiles occurs in West Cliff. The Portland Beds also contain 
numerous features of sedimentological and stratigraphic interest and are very fossiliferous; 
this is an important area for studying the environmental conditions which existed in 
southern England during the final phases of Jurassic marine sedimentation.

Good sections through the lower half of the Purbeck Beds occur here, with silicified fossil
trees being common at certain horizons and forming the well-known 'fossil forest'; some
tree stumps are found in situ in fossil soil beds. Other features of interest include the most
important raised beach on the south coast of England, at Portland Bill and the best British
example of rock collapse by slab failure, at Black Nor.

The Island has a rich limestone flora. Some unquarried areas hold long-standing, 
unimproved grassland supporting a diverse range of plants but there is also considerable 
botanical interest in many of the old quarry workings which have become colonised by 
limestone plants. Shorter swards which are maintained by grazing and exposure to the 
wind are dominated by sheep’s fescue Festuca ovina or red rescue Festuca rubra. Longer 
swards are dominated by tall fescue Festuca arundinacea and wood false brome 
Brachypodium sylvaticum with Cock's-foot Dactylis glomerata and locally Tor Grass 
Brachypodium pinnatum. The shorter swards are frequently rich in herbs including 
horseshoe vetch Hippocrepis comosa, bird's-foot trefoil Lotus corniculatus, carline thistle



Carlina acaulis, small scabious Scabiosa columbaria, squinancy wort Asperula cynanchica,
pyramidal orchid Anacamptis pyramidalis and bee orchid Ophrys apifera.

The sea cliffs of Portland hold a varied maritime flora which includes frequent rock 
samphire Crithmum maritimum, golden samphire Inula crithmoides and thrift Armeria 
maritima. The *Portland sea lavender Limonium recurvum, a species confined to the 
Island, and the hoary stock Mathiola incana, another rare species, occur on the cliffs. Near 
Portland Bill there is maritime grassland dominated by red fescue with abundant thrif t and 
wild carrot Daucus carota.

The Weares or undercliffs on the east and west coasts hold grassland and scrub 
communities amongst boulders. The scrub is composed of blackthorn Prunus spinosa, 
wayfaring tree Viburnum lantana, bramble Rubus fruticosus (agg.) an alien Cotoneaster 
species and sapling Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus. Elements of woodland communities 
are found here with wood spurge Euphorbia amygdaloides, herb Robert Geranium 
robertianum and hart’s tongue fern Phyllitis scolopendrium. Broomrapes are frequent and 
include tall broomrape Orobanche elatior, ivy broomrape O. hederae and the rare Picris – 
and carrot broomrapes O. picridis and O. maritima. Alexanders Smyrnium olustratum and 
the local Portland spurge Euphorbia portlandica are also abundant.

Reflecting the extreme southerly and maritime position of Portland, the bryophyte flora of
the Island is particularly interesting in that it is essentially Mediterranean in character. It
includes some rare species including Eurhynchium meridionale (the nearest colony of
which is in SW France) and Southbya nigrella which in Britain is known only from
Portland and the Isle of Wight.

Portland is one of the richest coastal limestone sites for lichens in the British Isles. Over
210 species have been recorded, the majority on rock. Among these is the rare
Mediterranean species Roccella phycopsis which occurs very locally on sheltered rock with
other scarce lichens including Arthonia endlicheri, Dirina repanda, Lecanactis grumulosa,
Sclerophyton circumscriptum and Caloplaca granulosa. Rocks near high water mark
constitute another important lichen habitat where the genera Caloplaca and Verrucaria are
particularly well represented. The quarries also hold a number of uncommon species both
on rocks and on soil where the genus Collema is important.

The molluscs of Portland include the national rarity Truncatellina britannica and Helicella
itala which is scarce and confined to Southern England. Butterflies of limestone grassland
are well represented on Portland and include very strong populations of Chalkhill blue
Lysandra coridon as well as the rare adonis blue Lysandra bellargus and the cretaceous race
of Silver-studded blue Plebejus argus which is unique to Portland. Two uncommon moths;
the Portland Ribbon Wave Sterrha degeneraria and four spotted Tyta lactuosa occur on the
Island. Portland also holds the local cockroach Ectotius panzeri and there are strong
populations of grey bush cricket Platycleis denticulata.

The position of the Island on the south coast and its diversity of habitats, particularly
abundant scrub, make Portland especially attractive to migrating birds and rarities are
regularly recorded. Resident birds of the Island include the commoner grassland and scrub
species and there are small numbers of cliff nesting guillemot Uria aalge, razorbill Alca
tarda and puffin Fratercula artica.

* This plant is listed in Schedule 8 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act.




