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Natural Community Fact Sheet: 
ROCKY SUMMIT/ROCK OUTCROP COMMUNITIES 

Community Descriptions: 
Rocky summit/rock outcrop 

communities are natural open areas 
dominated by grasses, sedges, and 
herbaceous plants or by shrubs. Lichens 
and/or mosses are often an important 
component on the undisturbed exposed rock 
surfaces. Vegetation is confined to cracks in 
the rocks or to areas of shallow soil between 
the rock outcrops. Trees, when present, are 
widely scattered and often stunted. In 
addition to supporting species primarily 
associated with open areas, these 
communities share some of the herbaceous 
species of the surrounding forested 
vegetation. The rocky summit/rock outcrop 
communities appear to be relatively stable, perhaps because the shallow, dry, soil or steepness 
of the site makes it difficult for tree species to establish. Fire or other types of disturbance such 
as grazing may also help keep these areas open. These rocky summit/rock outcrop 
communities are of interest because there are few non-forested terrestrial communities in 
Massachusetts, so that many species found on these sites are uncommon in the state. 

Three rocky summit/rock outcrop communities can be recognized depending on whether 
the exposed bedrock is acidic (pH < 6.0), circumneutral (pH 6.0 - 7.5), or calcareous (pH > 7.5). 
The acidic rocky summit/rock outcrop community is dominated by low shrubs with grasses, 
sedges, and a few herbaceous species forming a secondary component. In the circumneutral 
rocky summit/rock outcrop community, grasses, sedges and a variety of herbaceous species 
make up the majority of the vegetation. The calcareous rocky summit/rock outcrop community is 
dominated by both shrubs and herbaceous plants with the steeper, moister ledges and cliffs 
supporting a rich community of ferns. Some of the species of the rocky summit/rock outcrop 
communities, particularly those on circumneutral substrates, also occur in the tall grass prairie 
of the upper Mid-West or on various types of bedrock openings within the Eastern Deciduous 
Forest. However, unlike the bedrock communities of the un-glaciated regions of the Eastern 
Deciduous forest, the rocky summits/rock outcrop communities in Massachusetts do not have 
species which are unique to them.  

Environment: 
These communities are found on the rocky summits of hills and mountains where 

bedrock is exposed, or on rock outcrops of the upper and mid-slopes of these areas. Outcrops 
of bedrock supporting these communities are usually found as a series of steep ledges or cliffs, 
however, some areas, particularly those on summits, can be flat. The typical aspect ranges from 
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eastern Middlesex County. The calcareous rocky summit/rock outcrop community is the most 
restricted and is only found in Berkshire County within the Western New England Marble 
Valleys/Housatonic and Hoosic Valleys sub-ecoregion. Bartholomew’s Cobble has a good 
examples of this community. 

Similar communities occur on the appropriate substrates in Connecticut, New 
Hampshire, New York, and Vermont. 

Threats and Management Recommendations: 
The major impact to these types of communities appear to be trampling by people. Trails 

tend to run on ridge tops and when the open areas supporting these communities are 
encountered, they invite viewing, picnics, and sometimes camping, all of which can easily 
degrade the vegetation and destroy the lichen and moss cover on the rocks. The steeper slopes 
and cliffs are more secure except where the rock is of sufficient quality to attract rock climbers. 
Educating the public and re-routing the trails, when possible, are probably the best way to 
protect these natural open areas.  

Other threats include grazing and invasive species. Browsing has been observed on rare 
species, but browsing by deer may also help to keep tree seedlings out and is probably not a 
problem at the present. Invasive species have only been noted on the more mesic calcareous 
ledge outcrops. Because the calcareous rocky summit/outcrop community supports a great 
many state rare species these sites should be monitored closely to make sure the invasive 
plants are not shading out the rare species. 
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