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 The Soil Conservation Service (SCS) povided guidance 
and direction for States to begin development of 
Range Site Descriptions 1956.   

 

 Driven by the work of Dr. Edsko, J. Dyksterhuis and 
others.   

 

 1949 JRM   
“Condition and Management of Range Lands Based on 

Quantitative Ecology”. 

 



• Adaptation of Climatic Climax Theory 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Climatic Zones (Precipitation Zones) 

 

• Grazing Interpretations 

 

• Plant Community Scale 

 

• Soil Map Unit Components 



Range from 20+ inches to 5 inches 



 The climax plant community was described, a unique 

plant community considered to be in dynamic equilibrium 

with surrounding environment. 

 

 By the late 80’s Range Site Descriptions had evolved to 

incorporate more detailed information to describe the site.  

 

 

 

 



Physiographic Features 
 Landscape position, slope, geology, etc. 

 
Climate Features 

 Precipitation 
 Optimum growing season of plants 

 
Native Climax Vegetation 

 Quantitative description of climax plant community 
 Species list with  percent composition 
 Plants categorized as  Decreaser -  Increaser - Invader 
 Total production 

 Favorable Year 

 Median Year 

 Unfavorable Year 

 Descriptive statement of climax vegetation and land form 
 Ground cover 
 Site Index if trees are present 



Soils 
 Texture, depth, permeability, salinity,  and erodibility  
 Soil taxonomic units which characterize the site  

 
 Major Uses and Interpretation 

 Grazing 
 Wood Products 
 Wildlife  (Cows, Sheep, Coyotes) 

 Watershed (Hydrologic Interpretations) 
 Recreation and Natural Beauty 
 Threatened or Endangered Plant and Animals 

 
Type Location of the site 
 
Guide to Suggested Initial Stocking Rates 

 



 1997 – Chapter  3 - National Range and Pasture 
Handbook (Revised in 2003) 

 

 1999 - States were directed to move forward with 
developing Ecological Sites. 

 

 The actual process of transitioning was left up to the 
states… 

 

 



Sites Correlated to MLRA’s 

• Consistency between States,  

• Common site names and ID’s for sites that crossed state 
boundaries 

 

STATE AND TRANSITION 
• Non-equilibrium dynamic theory  

 

Multiple Benefits Interpretations 

 

Plant Community Scale 

 

Soil Map Unit Components 



Major Land Resource Area 

 

Physiographic Features 

 

Climate Features 

 

 Influencing Water Feature 

 

Representing Soil Features 

 
 

 

 



Plant Communities 
•Description of the vegetation dynamics 

•State & Transition Model 

•Description of common states, plant communities, 

 and pathways 

•Plant community composition 

•Production 

•Ground cover and structure 

•Growth curves 

•Photos of each state or community. 

 



 Site Interpretations  
 Wildlife 
 Livestock 
 Hydrologic Function 
 Recreational uses 
 Wood products 
 Other products 

 

 Supporting Information 
 Associated Sites 
 Similar Sites 
 Inventory data references 
 State correlation 
 Type locality 
 Relationship to other established classification systems 
 Other references 

 Reference Sheet – Range Land Health 
 
 

 



Major Land Resource Area 



 Used to describe the vegetation dynamics and 

management interactions associated with each site.   

 

 The model provides a method to communicate complex 

information about vegetation response to disturbance 

   (fire, lack of fire, drought, insects, disease, etc.) and 

management. 

 



State & Transition Model 

Transitions 

Reversible transition 

Abiotic Foundation 

Biotic Framework 

Biotic Foundation 

or 

threshold 

State 1 State 2 

State 3 
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PG - Prescribed grazing; NG - no grazing; SOG - Seasonal overgrazing; CSLG - Continuous season-long grazing 
I - Invasion; OG - Overgrazing; M - Mechanical treatment; WF - Wildfire; CSG - Continuous seasonal grazing 
NU - Non-use, no fire; PF - Prescribed fire; ISTG - Intensive short-term grazing; HSTG - Heavy short-term grazing 

Loamy/Silty MLRA 64 

P
G

 



More  effort needed  to 
describe triggers and 
feedback mechanisms in the 
transition and community 
narratives.  



•  Moved away from HCPC to 

Reference State 

 

•  Show more detail in natural range 

of variability 

 

• More consistency in labeling 

pathways. 

 

•Avoid Value Statements in 

Naming. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

State & Transition  Model  
1.75 



Better descriptions of : 

• Community Pathways – 

Succession/Retrogression 

• Transitions 

• Restoration Pathways 

Loamy MLRA 120A 



 Followed Guidance 

 

 States collaborated 

 

 Adequate time and staff  were allocated to develop 
descriptions. 

 

                                                   We have some baggage… 
 

 





SD 

16-18” PZ 

NE 

14-17” PZ 

WY 

10-14” PZ 



HCPC 
Rhizomatous wheatgrasses 

Needleandthread 
Big bluestem 

Mixed Sagebrush/Grass 

Western wheatgrass 
Cheatgrass 

Heavy Sagebrush 

Blue grama,  
Plains pricklypear, 

Bare ground 

Greasewood 

Blue grama Sod 

Site Type:  Rangeland                                                         Loamy 15-17” P.Z. 

MLRA:  58B – Northern Rolling High Plains                                                        R058BY222WY 

Go-back Land 

From any State 

BM - Brush Management (fire, chemical, mechanical) 
Freq. & Severe Grazing - Frequent and Severe Utilization of the Cool-season Mid-grasses during the Growing Season 
GLMT - Grazing Land Mechanical Treatment 
LTPG - Long-tem Prescribed Grazing 
MCSLG - Moderate, Continuous Season-long Grazing 
NU, NF - No Use and No Fire 
PG - Prescribed Grazing (proper stocking rates with adequate recovery periods during the growing season) 
VLTPG - Very Long-term Prescribed Grazing (could possibly take generations) 
Na - found adjacent to a saline site 

MCSLG + Na 
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Technical Guide     USDA-NRCS Section IIE  
 4  Rev. 03-08-01 



 

 Throw out the baggage (or at least fold the clothes).   

 

 Update Soil Map Units and Soil Component. 

 

 Develop LRU’s.  MLRAs are too large for single set of 
ESD’s.   

 
 Precipitation, Temperature, Frost Free Days, Geology, 

Elevation, Etc.  

 

 

 
 

 





Local Work Groups 

 More inclusive 

 Not too many folks but not too few 

 Multi-disciplinary 

 Institutional knowledge 

 Historical knowledge 

 Research Information  

 Must have time and commitment to process 

 Check egos at the door – ESD development is 
not a competition. 

 



 

 At Risk Plant Communities 

 Describe triggers and feedback 

 Describe response to disturbances 

 Drought 

 Grazing 

 Fire or No Fire 

 Invasive species 

 Management 

 Climate change 

 Recreational activities 

 Affects on nutrient, water, and energy cycles 

 

 



Restoration 

 Pathways 

 Is it feasible 

 Length of time to achieve 
 

Other Values 

 Wildlife habitat  elements 

 Recreation 

 Water sheds 

 Etc. 



 Decision Support – Provide a means to make 
management decisions based on predicted outcomes. 

 

 Performance Measures – With the use of similarity 
index, rangeland trend, and Rangeland Health, provides a 
means to measure success of management actions. 

 

 Risk Assessment – Can evaluate the level of risk 
associated with various thresholds, transitions, and 
pathways and the actions associated with each. 

 

 Knowledge Transfer – Provides a framework for 
transferring experience and knowledge. 



The foundation is solid 
 Soils surveys 
 Soils/Site Correlations 
 Existing ESD’s 
 Learned from past experience  

The process is spelled out well 
 2010 Interagency Handbook for ESD’s 
 Common terminology to describe succession processes 
 Improve value for end user 

The players are in place 
 ARS, BLM, NRCS, USFS, NGO’s, Etc.  

More expertise working collectively to make a better 
product. 
 Multi-disciplinary approach 
 Repository of knowledge to describe ecological processes  

 




