                   Level II Ecoregions of the Conterminous United States
5.2 Mixed Wood Shield

Part of the Laurentian Shield, this region is characterized by smooth to irregular plains and some low hills dotted with numerous wetlands and relatively high quality glacial lakes.  In contrast to Region 8.1 to the south where the land cover consists of a mix of agriculture, forest and wetlands, the Mixed Wood Shield is largely devoid of agriculture because of its thin, nutrient-poor soils and short growing season.  Forest types here range from coniferous with red pine, white pine, and spruce, to hardwoods of poplar, oak, sugar maple, birch, and beech.  Land use in this relatively sparsely populated region is mostly forestry, tourism, and mining.

5.3 Atlantic Highlands

Similar to Region 8.1, this cool, humid, mostly glaciated region is largely devoid of agriculture and contains many high quality lakes and streams.  However, the topography in 5.3 is considerably more irregular with much of the region consisting of open low hills and mountains.  Except for scattered areas, such as the Aroostook region of northeastern Maine, soils in 5.3 are relatively thin and nutrient poor.  Due in large part to the many high quality lakes and streams, scenic forest covered mountains, and close proximity of large cities in nearby regions, tourism is the major industry in the Atlantic Highlands.

6.2 Western Cordillera

The Western Cordillera is a region of high, rugged, mostly forested mountains with some wide, open valleys. Plants, animals, and water quality and quantity vary greatly with elevation in the region.  Lower elevations are commonly grass or shrub covered, mid-elevations are mostly forest covered, and many alpine areas above timberline are covered with snow and ice for much of the year.  Glacial lakes are numerous in the higher elevations.  Due to the orographic effect of the mountains, precipitation amounts in this region are greater than in adjacent ecoregions in the Great Plains, basins and ranges, and deserts (Regions 9.3, 9.4, 10.1, and 11.1).  Hence, much of the water in streams in these adjacent regions originates in the Western Cordillera.  Grazing, the leading land use in the valleys and lower elevations of the Western Cordillera, has had a major impact on streams.  Lumbering is also an important land use in the more heavily forested lower and mid-elevations.

7.1  Marine West Coast 

A cool, moist climate with dry summers and wet, generally snowless winters give this region its character.  The low mountains of the Coast Range are covered by highly productive, rain-drenched coniferous forests.  Sitka spruce and coastal redwood forests originally dominated the fog-shrouded coast, while a mosaic of western red cedar, western hemlock, and seral Douglas-fir blanketed inland areas.  Today, Douglas-fir plantations are prevalent on the intensively logged and managed landscape.  Also in this ecoregion are the Willamette Valley and Puget Lowlands, both of which are in the rain shadow of the Coast Range and Olympic Mountains.  Whereas precipitation amounts in the Coast Range are between 150 to 500 cm. annually, the Willamette Valley and Puget Lowlands receive about 65 to 95cm.  Productive soils and a temperate climate make the Willamette Valley an important, albeit small, agricultural area.  The high quality rivers of the Marine West Coast Region support an important steelhead and chinook and coho salmon fishery.      

8.1 Mixed Wood Plains

The Mixed Wood Plains are characterized by a land cover mosaic of agriculture, forest, wetlands, and glacial lakes. This is in sharp contrast to the ecoregions to the north and east (Regions 5.2 and 5.3), where there are nutrient poor soils and a lack of agriculture, and the nutrient rich ecoregions to the south and west (Regions 8.2 and 9.2), where the landscape is dominated by agricultural land use. Surface water characteristics, particularly regarding nutrient concentrations and lake trophic state, are also transitional between the ecoregions to the north and east and those to the south and west.  The region was mostly glaciated and includes flat lake plains, rolling till plains, hummocky stagnation moraines, hills and, in the east, a few low mountains.  Dairy operations, livestock farming, cropland agriculture, and urban areas have contributed to nutrients and fecal coliform bacteria in streams.

8.2 Central USA Plains

Once a region of oak, hickory, elm, ash, beech, and maple forest with scattered areas of prairie, the smooth to rolling plains and flat lake beds of the Central USA Plains are now dominated by highly productive cropland.  Numerous glacial lakes are located in the northwestern part of the region where dairy operations are extensive and have had a major impact on stream and lake quality.  Most of the remainder of the region is used for raising corn and soybeans or for livestock production, which have elevated nutrient and pesticide concentrations and turbidity in streams. Many urban, suburban, and industrial areas are also found in this region.

8.3 Southeastern USA Plains

This broad, disjunct region of mostly irregular plains and low hills extending from east Texas to southeastern Pennsylvania was once mostly forested.  Today the region is a mosaic of forest, cropland, pasture, and urban areas.  The Southeastern USA Plains are not as arable as the adjacent ecoregions to the north and west (Regions 8.2, 9.2, and 9.4), but have parts that are more suited for agriculture than the bordering Ozark, Ouachita, Appalachian Forests (8.4).  In contrast to the Ozark, Ouachita, Appalachian Forests region where most streams are relatively clear, many streams in Region 8.3 are colored, and turbidity, higher nutrient concentrations, and low dissolved oxygen are common problems.  Major poultry operations are located in many parts of the region and aquaculture and hog operations occur locally.

8.4 Ozark, Ouachita, Appalachian Forests

This ecoregion is discontinuous and comprises most of the unglaciated, forested low mountains, and upland plateaus in the central and eastern United States.  It is underlain primarily by sedimentary and metasedimentary rocks and is characterized by forests, high relief terrain, steep slopes, and high gradient streams.  Region 8.4 is higher and more rugged than the most of the neighboring ecological regions (Regions 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.5, 9.2, and 9.4, 9,5).  Streams are generally faster moving and clearer than the lower gradient streams of surrounding regions.  Dominant land uses in this region are logging, recreation, coal mining, and grazing.

8.5. Mississippi Alluvial and Southeast USA Coastal Plains

This region consists of the coastal and Mississippi alluvial plains parts of the Eastern Temperate Forests level I ecological region.  Although nearly all of this region was once forested, about 20 to 30 percent of the portion along Atlantic and Gulf coasts is in cropland or pasture, and over half of the Mississippi Valley is farmed intensively for soybeans, cotton, and rice.  Bottomland hardwood forests, pine plantations, swamps and marshes are found in many parts of the region.  In Florida, there are thousands of lakes of varying lake trophic states.  Streams in the region are lower gradient and generally darker than those of the neighboring ecoregion (8.2).    

9.2  Temperate Plains

Before European settlement of North America, the Temperate Plains were mostly covered with tallgrass prairie.  Now, most of the region is in intensive cropland agriculture, with corn and soybeans being the dominant crops, except in the northwest where wheat and barley are grown.  Much of the remainder of the region is in forage for livestock.  Many confined feeding operations for cattle and hog production are found in the region.  High concentrations of wetlands important for waterfowl nesting and migration are located in the northern half of the region.  Major environmental concerns include surface and groundwater contamination from fertilizer and pesticide applications as well as impacts from concentrated livestock production.

9.3. West-Central Semi-Arid Prairies

This region comprises the northwestern part of the Great Plains.  Once mostly covered by mixed grass prairie, this region is drier and contains less cropland agriculture than the Temperate Plains (9.2) to the east and is cooler than the South-Central Semi-Arid Prairies (9.4) to the south.  The region is composed of grassy, flat to irregular high plains, tablelands, stabilized sand dunes, and badlands.  The northern and northeastern parts were once glaciated and contain hummocky moraines that are studded with wetlands, locally referred to as Prairie Potholes.  Most of the region is in rangeland except along the north and northeastern parts of the region where spring wheat is a major cash crop.  Both intermittent and ephemeral streams are common in the region; perennial streams also occur but usually originate outside the region in the Western Cordillera (Region 6.2).  

9.4 South-Central Semi-Arid Prairies

Comprising the south-central part of the Great Plains of North America, this ecoregion is warmer and was once covered by a different mosaic of potential natural vegetation than the prairie ecoregions to the north (Regions 9.2 and 9.3).  Now mostly cropland and rangeland, most of the region was grassland except for the southern and southeastern parts where mesquite, juniper, and oak were, and still are, intermixed with grasses.  In contrast to Regions 9.2 and 9.3 to the north where corn, soybeans, spring wheat and barley are major crops, sorghum and, locally, cotton are dominant in the South-Central Semi-Arid Prairies.  Confined animal feeding operations are common. Perennial streams that originate in the region are relatively uncommon and fluctuate widely in flow from year to year due to the region’s erratic rainfall.  Intermittent and ephemeral streams are common in drier, western portions and/or where irrigation has lowered the water table.

9.5 Western Gulf Coastal Plain

The primary distinguishing characteristics of the Western Gulf Coastal Plain are its relatively flat topography and mainly grassland potential natural vegetation.  Inland from this region, the plains are older, more irregular, and have more forest or savanna-type vegetation potentials.  Largely because of these characteristics, a higher percentage of the land is in cropland than in bordering ecological regions.  Rice, grain sorghum, cotton, and soybeans are the principal crops.  Urban and industrial land uses have expanded greatly in recent decades, and oil and gas production is common.

9.6 Tamaulipas-Texas Semi-Arid Plain

This rolling to moderately dissected plain was once covered in many areas with grassland and savanna vegetation that varied in extent during wet and dry cycles.  Following long continued grazing and fire suppression, thorny brush, such as mesquite, has become the predominant vegetation type.  Ceniza and blackbrush occur on caliche soils.  Also known as the Tamaulipan Thornscrub, or “brush country” as it is locally called, the region has its greatest extent in Mexico.  The subhumid to dry region contains a diverse mosaic of soils, mostly clay, clay loam, and sandy clay loam surface textures, ranging from alkaline to slightly acid.  The ecoregion also contains a high and distinct diversity of plant life.  It is generally lower in elevation and has warmer winters than the Chihuahuan Desert (Region 10.4) to the northwest.  Oil and natural gas production activities are widespread.

10.1 Western Interior Basins and Ranges

Also referred to as the intermontane basins and ranges, this arid region of unforested basins, alluvial fans, plateaus, buttes, and scattered mountains is almost completely surrounded by, higher, wetter, more rugged, forested mountain ranges (Regions 6.2 and 13.1).  Perennial streams are rare and those that occur typically originate outside the region in the bordering mountainous ecoregions.  The few small perennial streams that originate in the higher mountain ranges within the region commonly disappear when they reach lower elevations. Vegetation in the region is sparse and varies from sagebrush, shadscale, greasewood, invasive cheatgrass, bunchgrass, juniper and pinyon pine. Some areas are desertic and devoid of vegetation.  

10.4 Chihuahuan Desert

This desert ecoregion extends from the Madrean Archipelago in southeastern Arizona to the Edwards Plateau in south-central Texas. The region comprises broad basins and valleys bordered by sloping alluvial fans and terraces.  Isolated mesas and mountains are located in the central and western parts of the region.  Outside the major river drainages, such as the Rio Grande and Pecos River, the landscape is largely internally drained.  Vegetative cover is predominantly semi-desert grassland and arid shrubland except for high elevation islands of oak, juniper, and pinyon pine woodland.  The extent of desert shrubland is increasing across lowlands and mountain foothills due to gradual desertification caused in part by historical grazing pressure.

11.1  Mediterranean California

This ecological region is distinguished by its warm, mild Mediterranean climate, its shrubland vegetation of chaparral mixed with areas of grassland and open oak woodlands, its agriculturally productive valleys, and its high population (over 30 million) in extensive urban agglomerations.  Most of the larger perennial streams in the region originate in the bordering higher, wetter, rugged mountainous ecoregions (Regions 6.2 and 7.1).  Although dominated by the broad San Joaquin and Sacramento valleys, the region also contains several low coastal ranges and, in the south, some higher mountain ranges, all of which are of sufficient elevation to contain perennial streams.

12.1  Western Sierra Madre Piedmont

The bulk of this region occurs on the eastern flanks of the Western Sierra Madre in Mexico.  The part in the United States, known as the Sky Islands or Madrean Archipelago, is a region of basins and ranges with medium to high local relief, typically 1,000 to 1,500 meters.  Native vegetation in the region is mostly grama-tobosa shrubsteppe in the basins and oak-juniper woodlands on the ranges, except at higher elevations where ponderosa pine is predominant.  The region has ecological significance as both a barrier and bridge between the two major cordilleras of North America, the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Madre Occidental.

13.1  Arizona/New Mexico Mountains

The Arizona/New Mexico Mountains are distinguished from the neighboring mountainous ecoregion to the north (6.2) by their lower elevations and an associated vegetation indicative of drier, warmer environments, which is also due in part to the region’s more southerly location.  Forests of spruce, fir, and Douglas-fir, that are common in the Southern Rockies and the Uinta and Wasatch Mountains, are only found in a few high elevation parts of this region.  Chaparral is common at lower elevations, pinyon-juniper and oak woodlands are found at lower and middle elevations, and the higher elevations are mostly covered with open to dense ponderosa pine forests.  Like the Western Cordillera to the north, perennial streams originating in this mountainous region provide water to surrounding lower elevation, drier ecoregions.

15.4  Southern Florida Coastal Plain

The frost free climate of the Southern Florida Coastal Plain makes it distinct from other ecoregions in the conterminous United States.  This region is characterized by flat plains with wet soils, marshland and swamp land cover with everglades and palmetto prairie vegetation types.  Relatively slight differences in elevation and landform have important consequences for vegetation and the diversity of habitat types.  Although portions of this region are in parks, game refuges, and Indian reservations, a large part of the region has undergone extensive hydrological and biological alteration.

