Level III and IV Ecoregions of Mississippi

65.  Southeastern Plains

These irregular plains have a mosaic of cropland, pasture, woodland, and forest.  Natural vegetation is mostly oak-hickory-pine and Southern mixed forest.  The Cretaceous or Tertiary aged sands, silts, and clays of the region contrast geologically to the older igneous and metamorphic rocks or the Piedmont, and the older limestone, chert and shale found in the interior plateau.  Streams in this area are relatively low-gradient and sandy-bottomed. 

65a.  Blackland Prairie 

Flat to irregular undulating plains with Cretaceous-age chalk, marl and calcareous clays are characteristic of the Blackland Prairie ecoregion.  These clayey soils tend to shrink and crack when dry and swell when wet.  Streams are low gradient with clay, sand, and silt substrates and have a high variability in flow, which affect some fish species distributions.  The potential natural vegetation is Blackbelt forest of sweetgum, oak, cedar; and patches of bluestem prairie. Today landcover is mostly pasture and cropland with hay, soybeans, and pond-raised catfish production, and small patches of mixed hardwoods, cedar, and pine.
65b.  Flatwoods / Blackland Prairie Margins  

In Mississippi and Alabama the Flatwoods / Blackland Prairie Margins ecoregion is a transitional region between the Blackland Prairie and the more forested plains and hills.  This region combines two slightly different areas.  The Flatwoods are mostly forested lowlands with little relief, with heavy clay, sticky soils.  The Blackland Prairie Margins are undulating, irregular plains, with slightly more relief than the Flatwoods, but tend to also have heavy deep, clay, sticky soils.  Potential natural vegetation is predominately oak-hickory pine forest.  Landcover is mixed forest, pasture, hay, and some cropland

65d.  Southern Hilly Gulf Coastal Plain  

The dissected irregular plains and gently rolling low hills of the Southern Hilly Gulf Coastal Plain developed over diverse east-west trending bands of sand, clay, and marl formations.  The region extends from Mississippi through Alabama and into the eastern edge of Georgia and has more rolling topography, higher elevations, and more relief than 65a, 65b, and 65f.  Natural vegetation is oak-hickory-pine with a gradual transition to southern mixed forest in the south.  Land cover is mostly forest and woodland, with some cropland and pasture.

65e.  The Northern Hilly Gulf Coastal Plain ecoregion contains several north-south trending bands of sand and clay formations.  Tertiary-age sand, clay and lignite are to the west, and Cretaceous age fine sand, fossiliferous micaceous sand and silty clays are to the east.  Included in this region in Mississippi is an area known locally as "Pontotoc Ridge". The ridge is formed from outcroppings of marls and sands on the Ripley formation cuesta.  The marl and sand surficial materials have weathered into a reddish surface color; sharp contrast to the dark tone of neighboring 65a and 65b.  The transition from this ecoregion to the Southern Hilly Gulf Coastal Plain (65d) is very broad and the boundary is more generalized.  Generally climate is cooler to the north and there is a greater density of upland hardwood forests than found in 65d.

65f.  Southeastern Pine Plains and Hills  
The oak -hickory-pine forest of the north in 65d grades into the southern mixed forest and longleaf pine forest in the rolling hills of Southeastern Pine Plains and Hills ecoregion.  Historically, much of this region was covered with longleaf pine forests with the greatest concentration in the southern reaches of the region.  Today much of the longleaf is gone; replaced by slash pine and loblolly forest plantations.  Subsurface materials are composed of Catahoula sandstone, the Hattiesburg, and the Pascagoula sands and clays; and in the southern areas, hill summits are topped with Citronelle deposits.  

65i.  Fall Line Hills  

The Fall Line Hills ecoregion is an area of rugged hills drained by the Tombigbee and Tennessee rivers.  The hills are composed of Cretaceous-age coastal plain sandy sediments with sandy and gravely surficial materials overlain by sandy loams.  The landcover is predominately oak-hickory-pine forests.  Average elevation ranges from 650 feet to the 806 feet at the highest point in Tishomingo County.  Local relief can be as great as 200 to 250 feet.

65j  Transition Hills

The Transition Hills contain characteristics of both the Southeastern Plains and the Interior Plateau (71) ecoregions. Many streams in this transition area have cut down into the Mississippian, Devonian, and Silurian-age rocks and can look similar to those of the Interior Plateau.  Cretaceous-age coastal plain deposits of silt, sand, clay, and gravel, however, overlie the older limestone, shale, and chert.  The region is mostly forested with oak-hickory-pine forests.  There are small areas of cropland and pasture in the narrow valley bottoms and on gently sloping ridges.

65p.  Southeastern Floodplains and Low Terraces  

The Southern Floodplains and Low Terraces is a riverine ecoregion comprised of major river floodplains and associated low terraces.  Streams are generally sluggish and low gradient with sandy and silty substrates, oxbow lakes, ponds, and swamps.  In Mississippi landcover is mainly bottomland hardwood forests and bald cypress and water tupelo.  Some cropland is found on the level terraces that are broad enough, but the majority of the area is still covered with bottomland forests.  

65q. Burhstone/Lime Hills
Topography is more irregular in the Burhstone/Lime Hills ecoregion than in surrounding ecoregion 65d. In Alabama this region includes two areas; only the Burhstone Hills extend into Mississippi, so little to no limestone is present within the western reach of the region.  The rolling to strongly dissected hills are composed of hardened beds of claystone, sandstone, and marl.  Streams tend to be higher gradient with sand, gravel, and cobble substrates. 

65r Jackson Prairie

The Jackson Prairie ecoregion is a narrow belt of lowlands with low, broad hills and irregular plains, underlain by limestone, marl, and clays of the Vicksburg and Jackson formations. The region extends from Clark to Madison counties.  Soils are blue-gray clays that expand greatly when wet and shrink when dry. The original vegetation mixed hardwood forests with a scattering of prairies.  Landuse includes rowcrop agriculture, livestock production, and woodland areas.  Although this ecoregion is mapped within Mississippi only, counties on the western edge of Alabama also contain the same soil composition found within this the ecoregion.  However, as one moves eastward into Alabama the occurrence becomes more scattered and disjunct and it is not recognized as a separate region in Alabama.

73  Mississippi Alluvial Valley 

This riverine ecoregion extends from southern Illinois, at the confluence of the Ohio River with the Mississippi River, south to the Gulf of Mexico.  It is mostly a flat, broad alluvial plain with river terraces and levees providing the main elements of relief.  Soils tend to be poorly drained, except for selected areas of sandy soils.  Winters are mild and summers are hot, with temperatures and annual average precipitation increasing from the north to south.  Bottomland deciduous forest vegetation covered the region before much of it was cleared and drained for cultivation.  Presently, most of the northern and central parts of the region are in cropland and receive heavy treatments of insecticides and herbicides.  Soybeans, cotton, and rice are the major crops.

73a.  Holocene Meander belts

The Holocene floodplain of the Mississippi alluvial plain contains the meander belt of the present course of the Mississippi River and its historic course.  Point bars, oxbows, natural levees, and abandoned channels are all characteristic of the Holocene Meander Belts ecoregion.  Soils are silty and clayey loams derived from alluvium, not as sandy as neighboring (73c), and generally poorly drained.  Widespread draining of wetlands and removal of bottomland forest has occurred in this region and cropland agriculture is extensive with cotton as the primary crop.
73b.  Pleistocene Valley Trains

The Pleistocene Valley Trains ecoregion is made up of Pleistocene glacial outwash deposits from the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers, with surface features that reflect braided-stream depositional regimes.  Although they make up about 54% of the Mississippi Alluvial valley, they are limited in the Yazoo Basin, where they have been largely eroded away by lateral channel migration or buried by deep sediments during Holocene times.  The remnant valley train landscapes that occur in the northeastern and west central part of the basin are evidently late Wisconsin in age.  Relief is extremely low, surfaces are at or slightly above the adjacent Holocene floodplains, and there is no incision of local drainage.  Most of the original bottomland hardwood forest has been removed and replaced with cropland agriculture of cotton and soybeans.

73d.  Back Swamps  

The Back Swamps ecoregion is very flat and water can move into stream channels collecting in low-lying areas.  Soils are heavy, black, silty clays.  Organic matter is abundant, especially along the Mississippi River meander and in the Yazzo Basin.  These areas, which can hold water for months at a time after big rain events, make up lakes, swamps and bottomland hardwood forests.  Landcover in some of the larger areas remains bottomland hardwood forests and some areas are used for catfish ponds.  The backswamp areas are very important in terms of using the excess nutrients found in the water and holding water during heavy rain events. 

73g.  Coastal Marshes

The Coastal Marshes ecoregion occupies a small area in Mississippi, the southeastern edge of the state on the gulf coast.  It is a continuation of a larger region within the Mississippi Alluvial Plain in Louisiana.  Unlike the bottomland forest of neighboring 73f.  This region contains brackish and saline marshes with potential natural vegetation of Bluestem-sacahuista prairie and southern cordgrass prairie and poorly drained areas along the coast support saltwater marsh vegetation of sedges, rushes, saltgrass, and cordgrass.  Organic deposits lie mainly below sea level in permanently flooded settings.  Sediments contain large amounts of methane and hydrogen sulfide gas.  The inorganic sediments are soft and have high water contents; they will shrink dramatically upon draining.  These deposits can shrink to as little as 10% of their original thickness.  Oil deposits are found throughout the region.

74.  Mississippi Valley Loess Plains.

This ecoregion stretches from near the Ohio River in western Kentucky to Louisiana.  It consists primarily of irregular plains, with oak –hickory and oak-hickory-pine natural vegetation.  With flatter topography than the Southeastern Plains ecoregion to the east, streams tend to have less gradient and more silty substrates.  Thick loess tends to be the distinguishing characteristic.

74a.  Bluff Hills  

The Bluff Hills consist of sand, clay, silt, and lignite, and are capped by loess greater than 60 feet deep.  This region tends to have deeper loess, steeper, more dissected, and generally more forested than neighboring 74b.  White oak hickory is the general forest type; some of the undisturbed bluff vegetation is rich in mesophytes, such as beech and sugar maple.  Agriculture is limited and majority of land cover is in forests.   
74b.  Loess Plains

Historically the Loess Plains ecoregion was a highly productive agricultural area, although in Mississippi many areas have reverted back to a more forested landscape. The gently rolling to irregular plains is a contrast to the more dissected bluffs of 74a.  The loess layer tends to be thinner than neighboring 74a and is usually less than 50 feet in depth.  Rivers tend to be low gradient and murky with silt and sand bottoms, many have been channelized.  This area in Mississippi has had severe erosional problems, contributing to heavy sediment loading is downstream areas.

74c.  Rolling Plains.

The Rolling Plains ecoregion tends to be more irregular and dissected than the Loess Plains (74b) to the north.  There is a general climatic shift from north to south, soils and average annual temperature tend to be warmer, and annual rainfall is greater in 74c.  Soils are generally more loamy and clayey and the loess layer is thinner than in 74a and 74b.  Potential natural vegetation is loblolly and shortleaf pine forest, with a much greater pine concentration than in 74a and 74b.  The eastern boundary of this region is very broad and there is a gradual transition from this ecoregion to 65

75.  Southern Coastal Plain 

 The Southern Coastal Plain consists of mostly flat plains with numerous swamps, marshes and lakes.  This ecoregion is warmer, has a longer growing season, and coarser textured soils than the Middle Atlantic Coastal Plain.  Once covered by a forest of beech, sweetgum, southern magnolia, slash pine, loblolly pine, white oak, and laurel oak, land cover in the region is now mostly longleaf – slash pine forest, oak-gum-cypress forest in some low lying areas, citrus groves, pasture for beef cattle, and urban. 

75a.  Gulf Coast Flatwoods

The Gulf Coast Flatwoods is a narrow region of nearly level terraces and delta deposits composed of Quaternary sands and clays.  Wet, sandy flats and broad depressions that are locally swampy are usually forested, while some of the better-drained land has been cleared for pasture or crops.  Landcover includes woodland, wildlife habitat and urban areas.

75i Floodplains and Low Terraces

The Floodplains and Low Terraces ecoregion is a continuation of the riverine 65p ecoregion across the Southern Coastal Plain. The Broad floodplains and Terraces of the Pascagoula and the Pearl Rivers are part of the large sluggish rivers and backwaters with ponds, swamps, and oxbow that encompass this region. Stream alluvium deposits and terrace deposits of sand silt, clay, and gravel along with some organic muck and swamp deposits is also common.  Potential natural vegetation includes river Swamp forests of bald cypress and water tupelo and oak-dominated bottomland hardwood forests.

75k. Gulf Barrier Islands and Coastal Marshes

The Gulf Barrier Islands and Coastal Marshes ecoregion contains salt and brackish marshes, dunes, beaches, and barrier islands that enclose the Mississippi Sound.  Cordgrass and saltgrass are common in the intertidal zone, while xeric coastal strand and pine scrub vegetation occurs on parts of the dunes, spits, and barrier islands.  In Mississippi many of the dunes and beaches have been heavily altered due to urbanization.
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