
Overview: Distribution, Abundance,  
Environmental Setting, Ecological Processes
Bedrock Shore is a rare, small patch geologic feature of 
extremely limited distribution in northwestern Wisconsin. 
All documented occurrences are on the Lake Superior coast 
within the Apostle Islands archipelago in Ashland and Bay-
field counties. The bedrock is precambrian sandstone, which 
occurs in flat or near-horizontal exposures on the Lake Supe-
rior coast. Soil development is minimal, discontinuous, and 
restricted to localized accumulations in cracks, fissures, and 
irregular depressions in the rock surface. While the sites are 
generally dry with little or no water holding capacity, small 
splash pools may be present for varying periods of time fol-
lowing storms accompanied by high waves, and the sites may 
be bathed in coastal fogs and subject to wave spray. In winter 
these features are often covered by snow and ice. 

Community Description: Composition and 
Structure
The vegetation is sparse, with vascular plant species rooted 
in the small pockets of mineral soil accumulated in frac-
tures and other irregularities on the bedrock surface. Woody 
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Locations of Bedrock Shore in Wisconsin. The deeper hues shading 
the ecological landscape polygons indicate geographic areas of 
greatest abundance. An absence of color indicates that the commu-
nity has not (yet) been documented in that ecological landscape. The 
dots indicate locations where a significant occurrence of this com-
munity is present, has been documented, and the data incorporated 
into the Natural Heritage Inventory database.
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Outcroppings of sandstone line the Lake Superior shore at Austad 
Bay, Outer Island. Though the flora is sparse, rare habitat specialists 
are among the plants occurring here. Apostle Islands National Lake-
shore, Ashland County, Superior Coastal Plain Ecological Landscape. 
Photo by Eric Epstein, Wisconsin DNR.

species, often stunted when they are present at all, include 
northern white-cedar (Thuja occidentalis), balsam fir (Abies 
balsamea), white birch (Betula papyrifera), showy mountain-
ash (Sorbus decora), and green alder (Alnus viridis). Charac-
teristic herbs are a mixture of pioneering, weedy generalists 
and bare rock specialists. Among the widespread and com-
mon plants characteristic of these habitats are tickle grass 
(Agrostis hyemalis), fireweed (Epilobium angustifolium), and 
Canadian goldenrod (Solidago canadensis). Less common 
associates include brook lobelia (Lobelia kalmii), bird’s-eye 
primrose (Primula mistassinica), and three-toothed cinque-
foil (Sibbaldiopsis tridentata). Several rare plant species, such 
as plains ragwort (Packera indecora), spike trisetum (Trise-
tum spicatum), and shore sedge (Carex lenticularis) occur in 
Bedrock Shore habitats. All three of these species are listed 
as Threatened by the State of Wisconsin. 

Nonvascular plants, especially the mosses and crustose 
lichens, may achieve higher cover values than the vascu-
lar species. The conservation status and significance of the 
mosses and lichens are unclear at this time, and these groups 
merit further study.

Little information on the use of Bedrock Shore by animals 
is available, but gulls, terns, shorebirds, raptors, and a few 
passerines rest on and forage in these habitats. 

Conservation and Management Considerations
Though the total area occupied by Bedrock Shore In Wiscon-
sin is limited, the vegetation sparse, and overall diversity of 
the vascular plants is low, the probability of rare specialists 
inhabiting these habitats is high. 

Very few additional occurrences of this feature are likely 
to be found in Wisconsin because botanists have devoted a 



great deal of time to the examination and documentation of 
the unusual vascular plant life associated with Great Lakes 
shorelines, including the sandstone bedrock exposures in 
the Lake Superior region. That being said, even very small 
occurrences of Bedrock Shore may harbor populations of 
rare habitat specialists, so additional survey work and more 
detailed documentation, especially for poorly known taxa, 
is justified. 

Additional Information
For additional information on bedrock exposures elsewhere 
along the Great Lakes shores, see the natural community 

descriptions for Great Lakes Alkaline Rockshore and Alvar. 
For somewhat similar inland communities, see the descrip-
tions for Bedrock Glade, Dry Cliff, and Wet Cliff. The U.S. 
National Vegetation Classification type most similar to Bed-
rock Shore is CEGL002503 Great Lakes Shore Sandstone 
Cliff (Faber-Langendoen 2001). However, the rock expo-
sures for Bedrock Shore are horizontal; they are not “cliffs,” 
which feature vertical exposures. 

Also see:
Albert et al. (1997)
Judziewicz and Koch (1993)
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