
HEATH BALD (LOW ELEVATION SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept:  Heath Balds are persistent natural high elevation shrublands, dominated by various 
evergreen Ericaceous shrubs.  The Low Elevation Subtype covers warmer, lower elevation 
examples, dominated by Kalmia latifolia and generally with a greater diversity of shrub species.   
 
Distinguishing Features: The Low Elevation Subtype is distinguished from the Catawba 
Rhododendron Subtype by having a larger amount of Kalmia latifolia, making up more than 50 
percent of cover, along with the presence of associated lower elevation species such as 
Rhododendron maximum, Quercus rubra, and Quercus prinus, rather than high elevation species 
such as Picea rubens, Abies fraseri, and Sorbus americana. It lacks significant amounts of Pieris 
floribunda or Kalmia buxifolia (= Leiophyllum buxifolium) though they may be present in small 
numbers.  While some trees may be present, this community should be classified only where shrub-
dominated vegetation appears to be persisting in association with severe site conditions.  Shrub-
dominated areas that were forested in the recent past and are succeeding back to forest should not 
be included.  Pine–Oak/Heath occurrences that have lost their canopy due to southern pine beetles 
and exclusion of fire should not be treated here.   
 
Synonyms: Kalmia latifolia - Rhododendron catawbiense - (Gaylussacia baccata, Pieris 
floribunda, Vaccinium corymbosum) Shrubland (CEGL003814). 
Ecological Systems: Southern Appalachian Grass and Shrub Bald (CES202.294). 
 
Sites: The Low Elevation Subtype occurs on shrub spur ridges, steep slopes, and large areas of 
shallow soil near rock outcrops, on a variety of kinds of substrates but at lower elevations or in 
warmer settings than other Heath Bald subtypes.   
 
Soils:  Soils are shallow and may or may not have thick organic layers.   
 
Hydrology:  The Low Elevation Subtype is well drained and may become dry.  It presumably is 
less mesic than the other subtypes, which occur at higher elevations.   
 
Vegetation:  The Low Elevation Subtype is a dense tall shrubland, generally dominated by Kalmia 
latifolia and Rhododendron catawbiense. Other shrubs with high constancy in CVS and 
NatureServe plot data are Gaylussacia baccata, Vaccinium corymbosum, Ilex montana, Clethra 
acuminata, Aronia arbutifolia, Kalmia buxifolia, Viburnum cassinoides, and Eubotrys recurves.  
Acer rubrum, Picea rubens, and Quercus rubra also are highly constant. The NatureServe 
description also notes Rhododendron carolinianum, Vaccinium stamineum, and Pieris floribunda, 
as well as several additional tree species.  Herbs are generally sparse beneath the dense shrubs, 
with Galax urceolata the only species with high constancy.  Fairly frequent herbs include 
Gaultheria procumbens, Pteridium latiusculum, Melampyrum lineare, Xerophyllum 
asphodeloides, Solidago spp., Iris verna var. smalliana, and Coreopsis major.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G2G3.  Examples are scattered throughout the mountains of 
North Carolina and occur in adjacent Tennessee, Georgia, and Virginiana.  The equivalent NVC 
association is also reported in Kentucky.  This subtype may be overlooked in some site 
descriptions, making its abundance less clear than for other subtypes.  Its lower elevation range 



and possible habitat is much more extensive than for other subtypes, but microsites capable of 
supporting long term Heath Bald at lower elevation may be scarcer.   
.   
Associations and Patterns:  Associations are not well known.  Examples may be associated with 
rock outcrop communities.  They may be surrounded by a wide variety of forest communities, 
perhaps usually High Elevation Red Oak Forest and Northern Hardwood Forest but potentially 
including other oak forests.  
 
Variation:  Variation is not known.   
 
Dynamics:  The Low Elevation Subtype presumably is more dependent on fire than the other 
subtypes, because the lower elevation climate is more favorable to tree growth and to soil 
formation.  Examples may be less persistent than other subtypes, though this subtype is intended 
for communities that persist at least for decades.  Persistence must depend on severe site conditions 
as well as fire.  The prevailing natural fire regime clearly was consistent with occurrence of forest 
over most of the landscape. Forest community patches with catastrophic natural or artificial 
disturbance show fairly rapid secondary succession back to forest and do not persist as Heath 
Balds. As with other subtypes, the occurrence of the Low Elevation Subtype on highly exposed 
topography may make it particularly prone to lightning strikes and to local fires at a rate greater 
than the landscape as a whole.   
 
Comments:  The description of the equivalent association in the NVC is problematic in suggesting 
lumping of short-term successional vegetation created by logging with more persistent natural 
shrublands.   
 
 Photinia melanocarpa - Gaylussacia baccata / Carex pensylvanica Shrubland (CEGL008508) is 
a G1? association defined in Virginia and stated to potentially occur in North Carolina. It is 
described as a mosaic of shrub, herbs, and bare rock, so it would not be considered a Heath Bald. 
Menziesia pilosa - Vaccinium (erythrocarpum, simulatum, corymbosum) - Sorbus americana 
Shrubland [Provisional] (CEGL004819) has been defined for Mount Rogers. Communities like it 
may occur in North Carolina and may represent a distinctive subtype most closely related to this 
subtype. 
 
Rare species:  None known.   
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