
Southern Appalachian High 
Elevation Rock Outcrop Ecological 

Communities



Large granite outcrop, 

rare in the southern Appalachians

Spatially isolated

High concentration of rare species, 

many are endemic or disjunct



How did this happen?

Ice age - 12,000 yrs ago; alpine flora was widespread in s. apps.

Paleoecological evidences treeline at 4800ô probably lower on north 

facing slopes

Ancient flora moved ahead of the ice sheets and moved back north 

as ice retreated

Current warming period, flora all but eliminated except for small 

isolated pockets on outcrops where trees cannot compete



Close-up of high fractured rock

High degree of exposure

Difficult for woody species to 

establish



Large granite outcrop with a high degree of exposure, 

surrounded by spruce-fir forest



A more protected outcrop

North facing, cool wet location

Rock is very unstable and highly fractured

Shading by woody plants and shrub 

establishment



Location on upper slope

Old landslides visible

Surrounded by northern hardwood 

forests



Harsh climate and high winds 

note flagging on trees in foreground



Microclimate afforded by rock 

structure

Note small rhododendron shrubs 

beginning to establish



Some sites are more heavily vegetated.

This site has a high concentration of rare speciesecies


