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Range Sites and Condition Classes

Different kinds of soil vary in their capacity to produce grass and other plants for grazing.  Soils that produce about the same kinds, amounts, and proportions of forage make up a range site.

Climax vegetation on the range site is the stabilized plant community that the site is capable of producing.  It consists of the plants that were growing there when the region was first settled.  This plant community reproduces itself and changes very little as long as the environment remains unchanged.  If cultivated crops are not grown, the most productive combination of forage plants on a range site is generally the climax vegetation.

Decreasers are plants in the climax vegetation that tend to decrease in relative amount under close grazing.  They generally are the tallest and most productive perennial grasses and forbs and are the most palatable to livestock.

Increasers are plants that increase in relative amount as the more desirable decreaser plants are reduced by close grazing.  They are commonly shorter than decreasers and are generally less palatable to livestock.

Invaders are plants that cannot compete with plants in the climax plant community for moisture, nutrients, and light.  However, invaders grow along with increasers after the climax vegetation has been reduced by grazing value.  Some invaders have little value for grazing.

Range condition is judged according to the standards that apply to the particular range site.  It expresses the present kind and amount of vegetation in relation to the climax plant community for that site.

Four range condition classes are used to indicate the degree of departure from the potential, or climax, vegetation.  The classes show the present condition of the native vegetation on a range site as compared to the native vegetation that could grow there.  A range is in excellent condition if 76 to 100 percent of the vegetation is of the same kind as that in the climax stand; in good condition if percentage is 51 to 75; in fair condition if the percentage is 26 to 50; and in poor condition if the percentage is 25 or less.

Potential forage production depends on the range site.  Current forage production depends on the range condition and the moisture available to plants during the growing season.

Table for Rangeland Productivity and Characteristic Plant Communities shows, for each soil, the range site and the total annual production of vegetation in favorable, normal, and unfavorable years.  Only those soils that are used as or are suited to rangeland are listed.  Explanation of the column headings are as follows.

Range site is a distinctive kind of rangeland that produces a characteristic natural plant community that differs from natural plant communities on other range sites in kind, amount, and proportion of range plants.  The relationship between soils and vegetation was established during this survey; thus, range sites generally can be determined directly from the soil map.  Soil properties that affect moisture supply and plant nutrients have the greatest influence on the productivity of range plants.  Soil reaction, salt content, and a seasonal high water table are also important.

Total production is the amount of vegetation that can be expected to grow annually on well managed rangeland that is supporting the potential natural plant community.  It includes all vegetation, whether or not it is palatable to grazing animals.  It includes the current year's growth of leaves, twigs, and fruits of woody plants.  It does not include the increase in stem diameter of trees and shrubs.  It is expressed in pounds per acre of air-dry vegetation for favorable, normal, and unfavorable years.

     Favorable year, the amount and distribution of precipitation and 

     the temperatures make growing conditions substantially better 

     than average.

     Normal year, growing conditions are about average.

     Unfavorable year, growing conditions are well below average, 

     generally because of low available soil moisture.

Dry weight is the total annual yield per acre reduced to a common percent of air-dry moisture.

A primary objective of good range management is to keep range in excellent or good condition.  If the range is well managed, water is conserved, yields are improved, and the soils are protected.  The main management concern is recognizing important changes in the kind of cover on a range site.  These changes take place gradually and can be misinterpreted or overlooked.  Growth encouraged by heavy rainfall may lead to the conclusion that the range is in good condition, whereas actually the cover is weedy and the long-term trend is toward lower production.  On the other hand, some rangeland that has been closely grazed for short periods under the supervision of a careful manager may have a degraded appearance that temporarily conceals its quality and ability to recover.

Following years of prolonged overuse of rangeland, seed sources of the desirable vegetation will be eliminated.  When this happens, the vegetation needs to be reestablished for management to be effective.  Brush control, range seeding, fencing, development of water sites, or other mechanical treatment are methods used to revitalize the stands of native plants.  Thereafter, management practices of deferred grazing system are needed to maintain and improve the range.

Good management generally results in optimum production of vegetation, conservation of water, and control of erosion.  Sometimes, however, a range condition somewhat below the potential meets grazing needs, provides wildlife habitat, and protects soil and water resources.

