
 

Common Rock-rose 
Helianthemum nummularium 
 
Common rockrose is part of the rock-rose 
family (Cistaceae). It is a low-growing 
evergreen shrub, 5-30 cm tall with many 
branches and a thick woody stem. The green 
oval-oblong leaves are 0.5-2 cm long with few 
hairs on the upper surface but white and 
woolly below. They are arranged in pairs 
along a stem. Each leaf has two long stipules 
at the base. Each flower has five bright-
yellow, crinkly petals. They are 2-2.5 cm 
across and are borne on downy stalks. 
 

 

 
Lifecycle 
 
It flowers from May – September and grows in 
dense clusters on thin free-draining soils, 
particularly surrounding rock outcrops, and 
can colour calcareous grassland yellow in the 
summer months. It is drought resistant by 
having deep roots and can shed leaves in very 
dry conditions. Seed has a thick coat which 
can increase the longevity in the soil seed 
bank and mean that seed may take several 
years to germinate after it has been shed 
from the parent plant. 
 
Common rock-rose is a caterpillar food plant 
for the butterflies green hairstreak Callophrys 
rubi, brown argus Aricia agestis and northern 
brown argus Aricia artaxerxes which feed 
almost exclusively on it in calcareous 
grassland, and the much rarer silver-studded 
blue Plebejus argus. It is a good nectar source 
for bees and there are several beetles that 
feed on the leaves. 

 
 
 

Common rock-rose 
distribution across Britain 
and Ireland 
The data used to create 
these maps has been 
provided under licence 
from the Botanical Society 
of Britain and Ireland 
(BSBI) and accessed from 
the Society’s online 
distribution database. 



 

Habitat 
 
Common rock-rose is an indicator species in 
calcareous grassland, both on chalk and 
limestone derived soils, in the south of 
England. However, further to the north it 
grows in more acidic habitats, and in east 
Scotland it can be found growing in 
heathland. It is present on limestone heath 
and whin grassland. 
 
Distribution 
 
Common rock-rose grows across England, 
Wales and Scotland. Due to its preference for 
free-draining soils, it is locally abundant 
across this region with populations present on 
limestone and chalk derived soils and acid 
soils to the north, and is usually absent on 
less permeable soils. It is absent in Northern 
Ireland and there is only one population in the 
Irish Republic, growing on one limestone 
grassland near Donegal. 
 
GB status and rarity 
 
The Vascular Plant Red Data List for Great 
Britain 2005 classifies common rock-rose as 
‘Least Concern’ meaning that it is not 
considered to be threatened. However, the 
status within each country differs. It is 
classified as ‘Near Threatened’ in The 
Vascular Plant Red List for England (2014), 
but has no priority status so is considered 
common in Scotland, and is not included in 
the Vascular Plant Red List for Wales (2008). 
In Northern Ireland, common rock-rose is not 
listed as it does not occur in this region, but it 
is classified as ‘Vulnerable’ in the Irish Red 
Data Book (1988). 
 
Protection under the law 
 
Common rock-rose is not protected under law 
in England, Scotland, Wales or Northern 
Ireland. It is protected under the Ireland 1987 
Flora Protection Order (amended 1980) which 
prohibits the picking, uprooting or otherwise 
taking, purchasing or selling of seed or plants 
except under license within the Irish 
Republic. 
 
 
 

Reasons for decline 
 
Common rock-rose is a characteristic species 
of short grassland communities, particularly 
calcareous grassland and acid grassland 
heathland mosaic towards the north of Great 
Britain. Calcareous grassland is one of our 
most species-rich communities, but has 
suffered huge decline over recent decades, 
with an estimated loss of 80% of chalk 
grassland. Managing calcareous grassland 
relies on maintaining a balance between over- 
and under-management. Intensive 
management, such as over-grazing can lead to 
the decline of wildflowers as they are eaten 
and do not have an opportunity to re-grow. 
However, under-management including lack 
of livestock grazing and abandonment can 
allow wild grasses to take over and shorter 
wildflowers may be over-shaded by taller 
vegetation. This is particularly the case with 
common rock-rose that prefers open locations 
where it receives high levels of sunlight.  
 
Survey method 
 
It is a shrub and forms clumps. The extent of 
clumps could be monitored to establish 
whether plant cover is increasing or declining. 
This may be particularly relevant on 
grasslands where suitable restoration 
management has been initiated, seed has 
been sown or plugs have been transplanted. 
 
Habitat management for common rockrose 
 
Common rock-rose can survive for a period of 
time in neglected grasslands regenerating by 
natural layering. However, the plants will 
eventually become old and woody and will 
die. Seedling germination requires short turf 
and bare ground where new plants can 
establish in direct sunlight. 
 
Management for this species relies on 
establishing a suitable grazing regime, and 
common rock-rose is usually present in 
pasture.  The aim of management is a short 
vegetation sward with small areas of bare 
ground that will enable seeds to germinate. 
 
As common rock-rose has a long dormancy 
period it is worth instigating pasture 
management and creating the short turf 



 

conditions prior to considering reintroduction 
as there may be viable seed in the soil seed 
bank waiting for suitable conditions to 
germinate. However, if common rock-rose 
seedlings are not present after several years 
of creating suitable conditions, it might be 
worth considering introducing seed or plug 
plants. 
 
Growing common rockrose for 
reintroduction 
 
If common rock-rose has been lost from a site 
for a number of years the seed in the soil 
seed bank may have degraded and no longer 
be viable. Seed stored in suitable conditions 
can last for a number of years, and seed 
suppliers have found that there is around a 
60% germination success rate from 
commercial seed tests.  
 
Collected seed should be taken when it is 
mature as immature seed will not germinate. 
It also needs to be stored in suitable 
conditions, such as in a paper or cloth bag 
placed in a dry cool place. Seed stored in 
unsuitable conditions where it may get damp, 
such as in a plastic bag, may rot or become 
infected with fungi and is unlikely to 
germinate. 
 
Common rock-rose seed has a hard-coat 
serving the purpose of protecting the seed. 

Water does not penetrate this coat easily and 
to initiate germination the seed can be lightly 
scarified. This can be done by rubbing the 
seed lightly with fine-grain sandpaper or 
chipping the coat with a scalpel at the 
furthest part away from the eye. The water 
will penetrate the seed through the scarified 
area triggering germination.  
 
Scarified seed can be sown in the spring or 
autumn. Seed that is not scarified should be 
sown in the autumn as microbial activity may 
help to break down the hard coat and enable 
water to penetrate triggering germination.  
 
Seed should be sown just under the soil 
surface, and then the plugs should be 
watered. Plugs are prone to drying out and it 
might be useful to place trays into a 
polythene bag which is then sealed to keep 
the compost moist. Whether a bag is used or 
not, plants should be placed outside 
overwinter and can be brought into a cold 
greenhouse in March for germination. 
Although common rock-rose is a drought 
tolerant plant, seedlings are prone to drought 
and will die if the soil it too dry.  
 
See the advice guide on meadow 
enhancement using plug plants for more 
information regarding how to sow and 
transplant plug plants. 


