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Conservation practice specifications are reviewed periodically and updated if needed.  To obtain the 
current version of this specification, contact the New Mexico Natural Resources Conservation Service 
State Office or visit the NM Field Office Technical Guide (FOTG). 

NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE 
CONSERVATION PRACTICE SPECIFICATION 

RESTORATION AND MANAGEMENT 
OF RARE OR DECLINING HABITATS 

(Ac.) 

CODE 643

DEFINITION 

Rare or Declining Habitats are ecosystems that 
once flourished but now are severely diminished in 
size or distribution (quantity), and/or they are in a 
severely degraded or altered condition (quality).  

Note: the 643 practice standard also refers to these 
habitats as unique, dwindling or imperiled. 

New Mexico Rare or Declining Habitats 
There are numerous habitats which can be 
classified as rare or declining. In order to focus 
conservation actions on those most essential to 
conserving New Mexico's biodiversity, we adopted 
the 'key habitats' from the Comprehensive Wildlife 
Conservation Strategy for New Mexico. This 
strategy was prepared by the New Mexico 
Department of Game and Fish in 2006, in 
cooperation with over 170 public agencies, 
conservation organizations, community interests, 
municipalities, and private/tribal representatives. 

Key Rare or Declining Habitats:   
▪ Chihuahuan Semi-Desert Grassland  
▪ Intermountain Basins Big Sagebrush Shrubland 
▪ Madrean Encinal & Madrean Pine-Oak/Conifer-
Oak Forest and Woodland 
▪ Western Great Plains Sandhill Sagebrush 
Shrubland 
▪ Western Great Plains Shortgrass Prairie 
▪ Rocky Mountain Alpine-Montane Wet Meadow  
▪ Rocky Mountain Montane Mixed Conifer Forest 
and Woodland 
▪ Riparian Habitat and Streams 
▪ Wetland: Marsh/Cienega/Spring/Seep/Depression 
▪ Playas and Xeric Riparian 

Refer to Appendix 1 for regionalized habitat 
descriptions. 

PURPOSE 

Restore rare or declining habitats to their original 
or usable, functioning condition. 
Manage rare or declining habitats to enhance their 
functioning condition; specifically to improve 
biodiversity (which will improve habitat for 
associated fish and wildlife species). 

Wildlife Species Associated with these Habitats 
Often these habitats support plant and wildlife 
species which are considered at-risk or federally 
listed as threatened or endangered. In most cases, 
the loss or degradation of these habitats is a major 
contributing factor to the decline of associated at-
risk species. Refer to the Comprehensive Wildlife 
Conservation Strategy for New Mexico for a 
listing of animal species by habitat type. For 
habitat information on rare plants refer to the New 
Mexico Rare Plant list. 

CONDITION WHERE PRACTICE APPLIES 

This practice may only be used on areas that once 
supported, or currently support, a rare or declining 
habitat. 
▪ Distribution maps and GIS data for each habitat 

can be found at SWReGAP: 
http://earth.gis.usu.edu/swgap/landcover.html 

▪ Refer to Ecological Site Descriptions (ESD's) 
located in FOTG Section II. 

PLANNING 

Refer to Appendix 1 for regionalized habitat 
concerns and restoration/management approaches. 

Planning Requirements 
▪ During the establishment period, periodic 

mowing can be used outside of the primary 
nesting and fawning seasons to help achieve the 

desired ecological outcome.  

http://www.nm.nrcs.usda.gov/contact/
http://www.nm.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/fotg/section-4/std-specs.html
http://www.wildlife.state.nm.us/conservation/comp_wildlife_cons_strategy/cwcs.htm
http://www.wildlife.state.nm.us/conservation/comp_wildlife_cons_strategy/cwcs.htm
http://earth.gis.usu.edu/swgap/landcover.html
http://www.nm.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/fotg/section-2/esd.html
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Planning Requirements (cont.) 
▪ Grazing may be permitted after establishment if 

designed to ensure long-term ecological 
sustainability and integrity. 

▪ Other agricultural activities such as haying or 
cropping shall not be done within the project area 
for the duration of the practice life-span. 

OPERATION and MAINTENANCE 

Operation and Maintenance (O&M) includes 
normal repetitive activities in the application and 
use of the practice (operation) and repair and 
upkeep of the practice (maintenance); to ensure that 
the practice functions as intended throughout its 
expected life.  An example would be to check bird 
nesting boxes in the early spring for wasps. If wasps 
are present, the boxes will not be used by birds (the 
practice will not function as intended). Operation: 
check boxes in March. Maintenance: remove any 
wasp nests. 

In addition, each supporting or facilitating practice 
will also have O&M requirements in their 
respective job sheets that will need to be met in 
order for this practice to function as intended. 

MONITORING and MANAGEMENT 

Monitoring evaluates the effect the practice is 
having on the targeted natural community. This 
differs from an O&M review which evaluates the 
function of the practice. For example, the O&M 
review may find that a practice is functioning as 
intended, but it may not be having the effect that 
was intended.  
The NRCS planner must determine when 
monitoring and management is necessary and 
appropriate. Generally, it is necessary when the 
effects of the practice are uncertain, or where it is 
anticipated that the practice will need to be 
managed to achieve or maintain effectiveness.   
 O&M evaluates Function and results in Maintenance. 
 Monitoring evaluates Effects and results in Management.      

Levels of Monitoring  
The level (complexity and intensity) of monitoring 
depends largely upon what is needed to determine 
the effects of a practice. In some cases, this will be 
relatively simple (ex. check nest boxes). In more 
complex cases, it may require the use of a 
qualitative monitoring protocol (ex. measure 
canopy density). Consideration must be made for 

the skill and ability of whomever will be 
responsible for carrying-out the monitoring. 

The NRCS planner must determine the appropriate 
method and level of monitoring. General guidance 
is provided below: 

Low-Level Monitoring: Does not require training 
beyond simple guidance and does not require 
qualitative data assessment. Examples: taking 
photo points, documenting livestock rotations/rest 
periods, keeping annual management records, 
recording wildlife sightings, documenting location 
and species of invasive plants, and evaluating basic 
vegetative condition (one person, one field kit).  
Anticipated to take 2-4 hours per monitoring site.  

Medium-Level Monitoring: May require some 
training (i.e. attending a workshop) or assistance 
from someone with a specialized skill set (such as 
a biologist, agronomist, forester), but it does not 
require qualitative data assessment. Anticipated to 
take 4-6 hours per monitoring site. 

High-Level Monitoring: May require in-depth 
training (i.e. class, conference, or series of 
workshops) or completed by someone with a 
specialized skill set, and it does require a 
qualitative data assessment. This may require more 
than one person monitoring. Examples: evaluating 
complex or intensive vegetative conditions. 
Anticipated to take 6-8 hours per monitoring site. 

REFERENCES  
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http://www.wildlife.state.nm.us/conservation/comp_wildlife_cons_strategy/cwcs.htm
http://www.wildlife.state.nm.us/conservation/comp_wildlife_cons_strategy/cwcs.htm
http://nhnm.unm.edu/vlibrary/pubs_archive/nhnm/nonsensitive/U00MUL01NMUS.pdf
http://nhnm.unm.edu/vlibrary/pubs_archive/nhnm/nonsensitive/U00MUL01NMUS.pdf
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http://earth.gis.usu.edu/swgap/landcover.html
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Appendix 1 - Descriptions of the Rare or Declining Habitats. 

Chihuahuan Semi-Desert Grassland 
Regionalized Description 
Found on gently sloping bajadas, on mesas, and steeper piedmont and 
foothill slopes in the Chihuahuan Desert. This intermingled and 
naturally fragmented habitat type contains a highly varied flora. 
Vegetation is typically characterized by diverse perennial grasses. 
Common grass species include black grama (Bouteloua eriopoda), 
hairy grama (B. hirsuta), Rothrock’s grama (B. rothrockii), sideoats 
grama (B. curtipendula), blue grama, plains lovegrass (Eragrostis 
intermedia), bush muhly (Muhlenbergia porteri), curlyleaf muhly 
(Muhlenbergia setifolia), James’ galleta (Pleuraphis jamesii), tobosagrass (Pleuraphis mutica), and alkali 
sacaton (Sporobolus airoides). Succulents include agave, dasylirion, and yucca. Vegetation in the depressions 
is typically dominated by tobosa swales or other mesic graminoids such as western wheatgrass (Pascopyrum 
smithii), vine mesquite (Panicum obtusum), alkali sacaton, or big sacaton (Sporobolus wrightii). With tobosa 
swales, sand-adapted species such as soaptree yucca (Yucca elata) may grow at the swale's edge in the deep 
sandy alluvium that is deposited there from upland slopes. Alkali sacaton and big sacaton are more common in 
alkaline soils. SWReGAP Codes: S077, S109.   

Habitat Concerns 
This habitat experienced a marked shift from perennial grassland to shrub-dominated desert scrubland around 
the mid-1800s. The exact cause of this shift is debated, but excessive livestock grazing, climatic change, and 
fire suppression have been implicated. In turn, grassland conversion and human-caused fragmentation have 
caused increased runoff and erosion, decreased biological diversity and reduced carrying capacity, shifts in 
avian species assemblages, increased invasion by non-native species, and decreased livestock and wildlife 
forage. 
 
Restoration & Management Approaches 

Prescribed Grazing   
▪ Promote grazing systems that ensure long-term 

ecological sustainability and integrity and are 
cost effective for livestock interests.  

▪ Strategize ranching infrastructure (roads, water 
sources, fences) to reduce habitat fragmentation. 

▪ Modify fences to make them wildlife-friendly. 

Grassland Restoration  
▪ Suppress native shrub encroachment (if 

ecologically needed): e.g. redberry juniper, 
creosote, tarbrush, mesquite, whitebrush. 

▪ seed with native, ecologically adapted grasses 
and forbs (if ecologically needed). 

Restore Disturbed Sites 
▪ Restore disturbed sites such as abandoned 

stockwater tanks, roads, livestock holding areas 
or well pads; to reduce habitat fragmentation.  

 
 
 
 
 

Off-Road Vehicle Use (if applicable) 
▪ Designate areas for off-road vehicle use that 

minimize disturbance and develop ways to 
mitigate such disturbance. 

Address Non-Native Species 
▪ Monitor, annually, for any new invasions. 
▪ Develop a plan for control or eradication.    

Protect Sensitive Areas 
▪ Protect sensitive areas from negative impacts. 

These include: tobosa or sacaton swales-
depressions, oasis, springs, ephemeral streams.  

Reduce Erosion 
▪ Treat sheet and gully erosion areas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Data provided by NMDGF, 2006 

http://earth.gis.usu.edu/swgap/legenddataquery.php
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Appendix 1 - Descriptions of the Rare or Declining Habitats (cont.) 
 
Intermountain Basins Big Sagebrush Shrubland 

Regionalized Description 
Occurs in northern New Mexico in both the Colorado Plateau and the 
Southern Rocky Mountains ecoregions. These shrublands are dominated 
by basin big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentate tridentate) and/or 
Wyoming big sagebrush (A. t. wyomingensis), while scattered Juniper, 
greasewood (Sarcobatus vermiculatus) and saltbrush (Atriplex spp.) 
may also be present. Rubber rabbitbrush (Ericameria nauseosa), yellow 
rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus viscidiflorus), antelope bitterbrush 
(Purshia tridentate), or mountain snowberry (Symphoricarpos 
oreophilus) may codominate disturbed stands. Perennial herbaceous components typically contribute less than 
25% vegetative cover. Common graminoid species include Indian ricegrass (Achnatherum hymenoides), blue 
grama, streambank wheatgrass (Elymus lanceolatus), Idaho fescue (Festuca idahoensis), needle and thread 
(Hesperostipa comata), basin wildrye (Leymus cinereus), James’ galleta, western wheatgrass, Sandberg 
bluegrass (Poa secunda), or bluebunch wheatgrass (Pseudoroegneria spicata). SWReGAP Codes: S054. 

Habitat Concerns 
Of particular concern are energy development, the invasion of non-native species, and improper livestock 
grazing practices.  

Restoration & Management Approaches 

Prescribed Grazing   
▪ Promote grazing systems that ensure long-term 

ecological sustainability and integrity and are 
cost effective for livestock interests.  

▪ Focus on developing a system that promotes 
native grass and forb recovery. 

▪ Strategize ranching infrastructure (roads, water 
sources, fences) to reduce habitat fragmentation. 

▪ Modify fences to make them wildlife-friendly. 

Restore Disturbed Sites 
▪ Restore disturbed sites such as abandoned 

stockwater tanks, roads, livestock holding areas 
or well pads; to reduce habitat fragmentation.  

Address Non-Native Species 
▪ Monitor, annually, for any new invasions. 
▪ Develop a plan for control or eradication.  

Species of concern include: cheatgrass, leafy 
spurge, non-native thistles and knapweeds. 

Off-Road Vehicle Use (if applicable) 
▪ Designate areas for off-road vehicle use that 

minimize disturbance and develop ways to 
mitigate such disturbance. 

Protect Sensitive Areas 
▪ Protect sensitive areas from negative impacts.  

Reduce Erosion 
▪ Treat sheet and gully erosion areas. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Data provided by NMDGF, 2006 

http://earth.gis.usu.edu/swgap/legenddataquery.php
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Appendix 1 - Descriptions of the Rare or Declining Habitats (cont.) 

Madrean Encinal & Madrean Pine-Oak Conifer-Oak Forest and Woodland 
Regionalized Description 
Madrean Encinal woodlands occurs on foothills, canyons, bajadas and 
plateaus between 4,000 ft and 4,986 ft, and are dominated by Madrean 
evergreen oak species. Emory oak (Quercus emoryi) is the most common tree 
species, and is found in associations with varying intermixtures of Mexican 
blue oak (Q. oblongifolia), gray oak (Q. grisea) silverleaf oak (Q. 
hypoleucoides), and Arizona white oak (Q. arizonica). Arizona cypress 
(Cupressus arizonica), piñon, and juniper trees may be present, but do not 
codominate. In southern NM, the three-needled Mexican piñon (Pinus 
cembroides), alligator juniper (Juniperus deppeana), and red berry juniper (J. 
erythrocarpa) are often found. Common grass species include sideoats grama, blue grama, hairy grama, and purple grama 
(Bouteloua radicosa), plains lovegrass and Mexican lovegrass (Eragrostis mexicana), muhly’s bullgrass (Muhlenbergia 
emersleyi), and longtongue (M. longiligula). SWReGAP Codes: S051. Data provided by NMDGF, 2006. 

Madrean Pine-Oak/Conifer-Oak Forest and Woodland occurs on mountains and plateaus in southern New Mexico and 
is composed of Madrean pines (Arizona (Pinus arizonica), Apache (Pinus engelmannii), Chihuahuan (Pinus leiophylla), 
or southwestern white (Pinus strobiformis) pines) and evergreen oaks (Arizona white, Emory, and gray oaks) 
intermingled with patchy shrublands on most mid-elevation slopes (4,920-7,545 ft). Other tree species include Arizona 
cypress, alligator juniper, Mexican piñon, border piñon (Pinus discolor), and ponderosa pine (with Madrean pines or 
oaks). Subcanopy may include typical encinal and chaparral species such as Agave spp., Arizona madrone (Arbutus 
arizonica), Pringle manzanita (Arctostaphylos pringlei), pointleaf manzanita, Wright’s silktassel, beargrass (Nolina spp.), 
and Sonoran scrub oak. May also be characterized by patches dominated by Douglas fir, Coahuila fir (Abies 
coahuilensis), or white fir (Abies concolor), and Madrean oaks such as silverleaf oak and netleaf oak (Quercus rugosa).  
Some stands have moderate cover of perennial graminoids such as bullgrass, longtongue muhly, screwleaf muhly 
(Muhlenbergia virescens), and Texas bluestem. SWReGAP Codes: S035, S111.  

Habitat Concerns 
Associated effects of climate change and drought, fire management, over-harvested trees, urban and 
residential development and habitat loss and fragmentation associated with roads/highways/utility corridors 
are the greatest factors adversely affecting this habitat. 

Restoration & Management Approaches 

Prescribed Grazing  
▪ Promote grazing systems that ensure long-term 

ecological sustainability and integrity and are 
cost effective for livestock interests. 

▪ Promote a healthy, native community which can 
better tolerate drought conditions. 

▪ Focus on promoting natural seedling 
establishment; herbivory is a common source of 
mortality for young oaks. 

▪ Strategize ranching infrastructure (roads, water 
sources, fences) to reduce habitat fragmentation. 

▪ Modify fences to make them wildlife-friendly. 

Wood Harvesting (if applicable) 
▪ Promote ecologically sustainable harvest 

methods: leave tall trees, and harvest in manner 
that replicates the natural disturbance patterns. 

Off-Road Vehicle Use (if applicable) 
▪ Designate areas for off-road vehicle use that 

minimize disturbance and develop ways to 
mitigate such disturbance. 

Address Non-Native Species 
▪ Monitor, annually, for any new invasions. 
▪ Develop a plan for control or eradication. 
Protect Sensitive Areas 
▪ Protect sensitive areas from negative impacts. 

These may include: cienegas, limestone 
outcrops, talus slopes, caves, riparian-streams. 

Forest Improvement 
▪ Encourage thinning and fuel-reducing initiatives 

to open dense stands that have become 
susceptible to insects, diseases, or stand-
replacing wildfires. 

Reduce Erosion 
▪ Treat sheet and gully erosion areas. 

  

Data provided by NMDGF, 2006 

http://earth.gis.usu.edu/swgap/legenddataquery.php
http://earth.gis.usu.edu/swgap/legenddataquery.php
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Appendix 1 - Descriptions of the Rare or Declining Habitats (cont.) 

Western Great Plains Sandhill Sagebrush Shrubland 
Regionalized Description 
A mosaic of hummock and coppice dunes dominated by sand sage 
(Artemisia filifolia) and/or shinnery oak (Quercus havardii) with a 
mixed grass and tallgrass composition. Found in the Chihuahuan 
Desert and the Southern Shortgrass Prairie Ecoregions. In the 
Chihuahuan Desert, sites dominated by sand sage and purple pea 
(Dalea scoparia) are largely found in central New Mexico adjacent to 
the middle Rio Grande corridor. Grasses in these sites consist of Indian 
ricegrass (Oryzopsis hymenoides), little bluestem (Andropogon 
scoparium), and sand dropseed (Sporobolus cryptandrus). Shallow soil sites are typically dominated by 
buffalograss (Buchloe dactyloides), blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis) and threeleaf sumac (Rhus trilobata) or 
littleleaf sumac (Rhus microphylla).  In the Southern Shortgrass Prairie, grasses consist largely of little 
bluestem (Schizachyrium nees), sand bluestem (Andropogon hallii), sand dropseed, and needle and 
threadgrass (Stipa comata). Shallow soil sites are dominated by buffalograss (Buchloe dactyloides), blue 
grama (Bouteloua gracilis) and threeleaf sumac (Rhus trilobata) or littleleaf sumac (Rhus microphylla). This 
habitat is often associated with dune systems and ancient floodplains. SWReGAP Codes: S048.  

Habitat Concerns 

Associated effects of continuous or season-long summer use by livestock has reduced both the amount and 
diversity of forbs and grasses and their concomitant production of organic litter on the soil surface. This 
reduction has increased the sand dunes’ vulnerability to wind erosion and blowouts.  

Restoration & Management Approaches  

Prescribed Grazing   
▪ Promote grazing systems that ensure long-term 

ecological sustainability and integrity and are 
cost effective for livestock interests. Such 
practices may include collaborative development 
of grazing management plans, altering stocking 
rates, time and use, and distribution where 
forage availability is inadequate, and promoting 
“grass banking” opportunities that allow 
recovery. 

▪ Strategize ranching infrastructure (roads, water 
sources, fences) to reduce habitat fragmentation. 

▪ Modify fences to make them wildlife-friendly. 
Restore Disturbed Sites 
▪ Restore disturbed sites such as abandoned 

stockwater tanks, roads, livestock holding areas 
or well pads; to reduce habitat fragmentation. 

Prairie Restoration  
▪ Promote shrubland and grassland restoration that 

encourages increased native cover. 
▪ Maintain areas that are not grazed or burned for 

at least three years to provide habitat for species 
and to promote natural recovery (re-seeding etc). 

▪ Maintain a mosaic of vegetative structures. 
▪ Maintain a diverse mosaic of interspersed 

patches of shinnery oak or sand sagebrush and 
residual bunchgrasses. 

Off-Road Vehicle Use (if applicable) 
▪ Designate areas for off-road vehicle use that 

minimize disturbance and develop ways to 
mitigate such disturbance. 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Data provided by NMDGF, 2006 

http://earth.gis.usu.edu/swgap/legenddataquery.php


Specification 643 - 7 

NRCS, NM 
January 2013 

Appendix 1 - Descriptions of the Rare or Declining Habitats (cont.) 

Western Great Plains Shortgrass Prairie 
Regionalized Description 
Found primarily in the eastern third of New Mexico and occurs 
primarily on flat to rolling uplands. This habitat forms a matrix system 
with blue grama dominating. Associated graminoids may include 
purple threeawn (Aristida purpurea), sideoats grama, hairy grama, 
buffalograss, needle and thread, prairie Junegrass (Koeleria 
macrantha), western wheatgrass, James’ galleta, alkali sacaton and 
sand dropseed. Although mid-height grass species may be present 
especially on more mesic land positions and soils, they are secondary 
in importance to the sod-forming short grasses. Sandy soils have higher 
cover of needle and thread, spike dropseed (Sporobolus cryptandrus), and soaptree yucca. Scattered shrub and 
dwarf-dwarf species such as sand sagebrush, prairie sagewort (Artemisia frigida), big sagebrush (Artemisia 
tridentate), fourwing saltbrush (Atriplex canescens), spreading buckwheat (Eriogonum effusum), broom 
snakeweed (Gutierrezia sarothrae), wolfberry (Lycium palida), may also be present. SWReGAP Codes: S088.  

Habitat Concerns 
Associated effects of modification of the natural disturbance regime, loss of keystone species, and conversion 
of the prairie to agriculture. 

Restoration & Management Approaches 

Prescribed Grazing   
▪ Promote grazing systems that ensure long-term 

ecological sustainability and integrity and are 
cost effective for livestock interests.  

▪ Strategize ranching infrastructure (roads, water 
sources, fences) to reduce habitat fragmentation. 

▪ Modify fences to make them wildlife-friendly. 

Off-Road Vehicle Use (if applicable) 
▪ Designate areas for off-road vehicle use that 

minimize disturbance and develop ways to 
mitigate such disturbance. 

Address Non-Native Species 
▪ Monitor, annually, for any new invasions. 
▪ Develop a plan for control or eradication. 

Protect Sensitive Areas 
▪ Protect sensitive areas from negative impacts. 

These may include: playas, riparian, streams. 
Restore Disturbed Sites 
▪ Restore disturbed sites such as abandoned 

stockwater tanks, roads, livestock holding areas 
or well pads; to reduce habitat fragmentation. 

Pollution 
▪ Address potential ground water contamination 

resulting from use of agricultural chemicals, or 
from livestock or dairy operations, or from other 
sources under the control of the client.   

Prairie Dog Management (if applicable) 
▪ Discourage the use of toxicants, and promote 

environmentally sensitive suppression methods 
only where it's critically needed. 

Prairie Restoration  
▪ Promote grassland restoration that encourages 

increased native herbaceous cover.  
▪ Maintain areas that are not grazed or burned for 

at least three years to provide habitat for species 
and to promote natural recovery (re-seeding etc). 

▪ Maintain a mosaic of vegetative structures. 

Address Non-Native Species 
▪ Monitor, annually, for any new invasions. 
▪ Develop a plan for control or eradication.

 
 

 

 

 
Data provided by NMDGF, 2006 

http://earth.gis.usu.edu/swgap/legenddataquery.php
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Appendix 1 - Descriptions of the Rare or Declining Habitats (cont.) 

Rocky Mountain Alpine-Montane Wet Meadow 
Regionalized Description 
High-elevation communities found throughout the Rocky Mountains 
and Intermountain regions, dominated by herbaceous species on sites 
with very low-velocity surface and subsurface flows.  They range in 
elevation from 3,280-1,800 ft. Soils of this system may be mineral or 
organic and display hydric soil characteristics. These habitat types can 
occur as large meadows in montane or subalpine valleys, as narrow 
strips bordering ponds, lakes, and streams, and along toe slope seeps 
and are typically found on flat areas or gentle slopes, but may also occur 
on sub-irrigated sites with slopes up to 10%. Wet meadows are tightly associated with snowmelt and typically 
not subjected to high disturbance events such as flooding. In alpine regions, sites typically are small 
depressions located below late melting snow patches or on snow beds. This habitat often occurs as a mixture of 
several plant associations, often dominated by graminoids, including slimstem reedgrass (Calamagrostis 
stricta), white marsh marigold (Caltha leptosepala), heartleaf bittercress (Cardamine cordifolia), sheep sedge 
(Carex illota), smallwing sedge (Carex microptera), black alpine sedge (Carex nigricans), mountain sedge 
(Carex scopulorum), Northwest Territory sedge (Carex utriculata), native sedge (Carex vernacular), tufted 
hairgrass (Deschampsia caespitosa), fewflower spikerush (Eleocharis quinqueflora), Drummond’s rush 
(Juncus drummondii), icegrass (Phippsia algida), alpine yellowcress (Rorippa alpine), arrowleaf ragwort 
(Senecio triangularis), Parry’s clover (Trifolium parryi), and American globeflower (Trollius laxus). Often 
alpine dwarf-shrublands, especially those dominated by willow (Salix), are immediately adjacent to the wet 
meadows. SWReGAP Codes: S102.  

Habitat Concerns 
Associated effects of development and climate change.  It is estimated that roughly one-third to one-half of this 
habitat type has been lost to human development; such as plowing and seeding to pasture grasses and alteration 
of hydrology.  

Restoration & Management Approaches 

Restore Hydrology 
▪ Redesign or remove roads, culverts or crossings 

which impact the site hydrology. 
▪ Remove surface drains or discharges. 
▪ Remove impediments that restrict the inflow or 

natural outflow of the wet meadow. 

Restore the Wetland Plant Community 
▪ Restore the native plant community; especially 

where it has been human-altered.  

Protect Sensitive Areas 
▪ Protect sensitive areas from negative impacts. 

These may include: cirque lakes, marshes, 
springs/seeps, stream, riparian. 

▪ Avoid livestock access during wet soil 
conditions; to prevent hummocks formation and 
damage to the plant community. 

▪ Prevent off-road vehicle access to the wet 
meadow; consider using signs.   

Prescribed Grazing (if applicable)   
▪ Promote grazing systems that ensure long-term 

ecological sustainability and integrity and are 
cost effective for livestock interests. 

▪ Avoid fences which bisect the wet meadow. 
▪ Design wildlife-friendly fences which allow 

livestock exclusion during critical times. 
▪ Design off-site watering sources. 

Forest Improvement 
▪ Encourage reduction of fuels in the adjacent sub-

alpine and montane forests; to reduce potential 
of stand-replacing fires.  

▪ Reduce conifer encroachment in the wet 
meadow; where natural fires are not likely to 
occur. 
Address Non-Native Species 

▪ Monitor, annually, for any new invasions. 
▪ Develop a plan for control or eradication. 
 

  

Data provided by NMDGF, 2006 

http://earth.gis.usu.edu/swgap/legenddataquery.php


Specification 643 - 9 

NRCS, NM 
January 2013 

Appendix 1 - Descriptions of the Rare or Declining Habitats (cont.) 

Rocky Mountain Montane Mixed Conifer and Woodlands 
Regionalized Description 
A highly variable habitat of mixed-conifers within the montane zone of the 
Rocky Mountains, occurring on all aspects at elevations ranging from 3,900-
10,800 ft. Douglas fir and white fir are most common canopy dominants, but 
Engelmann spruce (Picea engelmannii), or blue spruce may be present, with 
ponderosa pine being present to codominant. Douglas fir forests occupy drier 
sites, and white fir-dominated forests occupy cooler sites, such as upper slopes 
at higher elevations, canyon sideslopes, ridgetops, and north- and east-facing 
slopes which burn somewhat infrequently. Blue spruce is most often found in 
small pockets of cool, moist areas (frost pocket). This system also includes 
mixed conifer/aspen stands. As many as seven conifers can be found growing in the same occurrence, and there are a 
number of cold-deciduous shrub and graminoid species common, including a few maple (Acer spp.) and blueberry 
(Vaccinium) species, gray alder (Alnus incana), kinnikinnick (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi), water birch (Betula occidentalis), 
redosier dogwood (Cornus sericea), Arizona fescue (Festuca arizonica), fivepetal cliffbush (Jamesia Americana), 
creeping barberry (Mahonia repens), Oregon boxleaf, (Paxistima myrsinites), Kuntze mallow ninebark (Physocarpus 
malvaceus), New Mexico locust (Robinia neomexicana), mountain snowberry, and Gambel oak (Quercus gambelii). 
Herbaceous species include fringed brome (Bromus ciliatus), Geyer’s sedge (Carex geyeri), Ross’ (Carex rossii), dryspike 
sedge (Carex siccata), screwleaf muhly, bluebunch wheatgrass, sprucefir fleabane (Erigeron eximius), Virginia strawberry 
(Fragaria virginiana), smallflowered woodrush (Luzula parviflora), sweetcicely (Osmorhiza berteroi), bittercress ragwort 
(Packera cardamine), western meadow-rue (Thalictrum occidentale), and Fendler’s meadow-rue (Thalictrum fendleri). 
SWReGAP Codes: S032, S034.  

Habitat Concerns 
Associated effects of climate change and drought, changes to natural fire regimes, and insect attack are the 
factors most adversely affecting this habitat. Excessive domestic livestock and native ungulate browsing may 
damage aspen suckers and weaken aspen clones, in turn making trees more susceptible to invasion from 
disease and insects.  
 
Restoration & Management Approaches 

Prescribed Grazing  
▪ Promote grazing systems that ensure long-term 

ecological sustainability and integrity and are 
cost effective for livestock interests. Such 
practices may include collaborative development 
of grazing management plans, altering stocking 
rates, time and use, and distribution where 
forage availability is inadequate. 

▪ Promote a healthy, native community which can 
better tolerate drought conditions. 

▪ Focus on promoting natural seedling 
establishment; herbivory is a common source of 
mortality for young aspens. 

▪ Strategize ranching infrastructure (roads, water 
sources, fences) to reduce habitat fragmentation. 

▪ Modify fences to make them wildlife-friendly. 

Logging Practices 
▪ Strategize logging infrastructure (roads) to 

reduce habitat fragmentation. 
▪ Restore disturbed sites after use.

Forest Improvement 
▪ Encourage treatments that create patchy 

mosaics; to mimic the early successional stages 
that naturally would have occurred prior to fire 
suppression. These often produce desirable 
patches of aspen stands. 

▪ At lower elevations, encourage thinning of dense 
Douglas fir and white fir sapling understories; to 
promote ponderosa pine as a co-dominate. 

▪ Avoid unnecessary removal of large, old-growth 
trees and snags, and leave some downed logs. 

Address Non-Native Species 
▪ Monitor, annually, for any new invasions. 
▪ Develop a plan for control or eradication. 
Protect Sensitive Areas 
▪ Protect sensitive areas from negative impacts. 

These may include: cienegas, limestone 
outcrops, talus slopes, caves, riparian-streams. 

 

 
  

Data provided by NMDGF, 2006 
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Appendix 1 - Descriptions of the Rare or Declining Habitats (cont.) 

Riparian Habitat and Streams 
Regionalized Description 
Rocky Mountain Subalpine-Montane Riparian Shrubland: Occurs on the upper 
Rio Grande and its tributaries, in shallow broad valleys from approximately 8,000-
11,000 ft. The dominant shrubs include gray alder, dwaft birch (Betula 
glandulosa), water birch, redosier dogwood, and willow species (Salix spp.). 
SWReGAP Codes: S091. 
Rocky Mountain Subalpine-Montane Riparian Woodland: The primary 
riparian matrix of the upper Rio Grande watershed; at higher elevations (8,000-
11,000 ft) and contains a mosaic of one or two communities dominated by white 
and subalpine fir, Englemann and blue spruce, or aspen. SWReGAP Codes: S092. 
Rocky Mountain Lower Montane Riparian Woodland and Shrubland: Scattered throughout upper watersheds from 
approximately 3,000-9,000 ft. Occurs as a mosaic of multiple communities that are tree-dominated with a diverse shrub 
component. Includes boxelder, cottonwood, balsam poplar (P. balsamifera), Douglas fir, blue spruce, or Rocky Mountain juniper 
(Juniperus scopulorum). Dominant shrubs include Rocky Mountain maple (Acer glabrum), gray alder, birch, dogwood, and 
willow species. SWReGAP Codes: S093. 
North American Warm Desert Lower Montane Riparian Woodland and Shrubland: Consists of mid-low elevation (3,600-
5,900 ft) along perennial and seasonally intermittent streams throughout canyons and valleys of southern New Mexico. Includes 
gray alder, river hawthorn (Crataegus rivularis), stetchberry (Forestiera pubescens), cottonwood (Populus spp.), wild plum 
(Prunus virginina), skunkbush sumac, and willow species.  SWReGAP Codes: S094. 
Western Great Plains Riparian Woodland and Shrubland: Found throughout eastern New Mexico, and as far west as the Rio 
Grande. Dominant species can include cottonwood, willow, silver sagebrush (Artemisia cana), western wheatgrass, spike 
dropseed, and little bluestem. SWReGAP Codes: S095. 
North American Warm Desert Riparian Woodland and Shrubland: Low elevation (< 3,900 ft) along medium to large 
perennial streams throughout New Mexico. It occurs along the main stems and tributaries of lower Gila River, lower San 
Francisco River, the lower Zuni River, and probably the lower reaches of streams draining the east slopes of the Sierra Blanca, 
Sacramento Mountains, and Guadalupe Mountains. SWReGAP Codes: S097. 
North American Warm Desert Riparian Mesquite Bosque: Low-elevation (< 3,600 ft) riparian corridors along intermittent 
streams in southern New Mexico. Includes honey mesquite with seep willow (Baccharis salicifolia), arrow-weed (Pluchea 
sericea), and coyote willow (Salix exigua). SWReGAP Codes: S098.  

Habitat Concerns 
Many riparian-stream systems have been extensively altered and/or fragmented because they are desirable for 
human occupation and use. The integrity and quality of riparian habitats often also been degraded by 
development along river floodplains, channel modification, flood protection devises, dewatering, invasion by 
non-native species, improper grazing practices among many other stressors. 

Restoration & Management Approaches 

Restore Hydrology 
▪ Redesign or remove roads, culverts or crossings 

which impact the floodplain hydrology. 
▪ Remove impediments that restrict the inflow or 

natural outflow of the floodplain. 
▪ Protect or restore natural stream flow regimes. 
▪ Restore or enhance the floodplain topography. 

Restore the Riparian Plant Community 
▪ Restore the native plant community. 

Prescribed Grazing  
▪ Promote grazing systems that ensure long-term 

ecological sustainability and integrity and are 
cost effective for livestock interests. 

▪ Design wildlife-friendly fences which allow 
livestock exclusion during critical times. 

▪ Design off-stream watering sources /crossings. 

Protect Sensitive Areas 
▪ Protect sensitive areas from negative impacts. 

These may include: stream banks, seeps, 
sandbars and floodplain wetlands. 

Address Non-Native Species 
▪ Monitor, annually, for any new invasions. 
▪ Develop a plan for control or eradication. 
  

Data provided by NMDGF, 2006 
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Appendix 1 - Descriptions of the Rare or Declining Habitats (cont.) 

Wetlands: Marsh/Cienega/Spring/Seep/Depressions 
Regionalized Description 
North American Arid West Emergent Marsh/Cienega/Springs: 
Occurs throughout the arid and semi-arid regions in depressions, as fringe 
around a lake, and along streams and rivers (i.e. sloughs, backwater 
wetlands). Includes species of sedges (Scirpus spp.) and/or cattail (Typha 
spp.), rush (Juncus spp.), pondweed (Potamogeton spp.), and reed 
(Phalaris spp.) SWReGAP Codes: S100. 

Western Great Plains Saline Depression: Shallow lakes and 
depressions with strongly saline soils often resulting in brackish waters. 
Salt encrustations can occur on the surface and vegetation is salt tolerant; such as inland saltgrass (Distichlis 
spicata), alkali sacaton (Sporobolus airoides). During wet years, less tolerant species can occur  as 
precipitation dilutes the salt concentration. SWReGAP Codes: S108.  

Chihuahuan Semi-Desert Depressions and Swales: Occurs in relatively small depressions or swales and 
along drainages throughout the Chihuahuan Desert, as well as limited areas of the southern Great Plains on 
broad mesas, plains and valley bottoms that receive runoff from adjacent areas. Soils are neutral to slightly or 
moderately saline/alkaline. During rainfall events, ponding is common. Vegetation is typically dominated by 
Sporobolus spp. Pleuraphis mutica (tobosa swales), or other mesic graminoids such as Pascopyrum smithii or 
Panicum obtusum. SWReGAP Codes: S109. 

Habitat Concerns 
Wetlands and their associated herbaceous riparian habitats may be at a higher risk of alteration by multiple 
factors than other habitat types in New Mexico. It is estimated that fully one third of the wetlands that once 
existed in New Mexico have been lost. Factors that adversely influence wetlands include: 1) habitat conversion 
(altered hydroperiod, sediment load), 2) abiotic resource use (oil/gas exploration and development, mining, 
dewatering), 3) pollution (toxic and solid waste), 4) consumptive biological use (improper grazing practices), 
and 5) modification of natural processes (drought and fire management) among many other. 
 
Restoration & Management Approaches 

Restore Hydrology 
▪ Redesign or remove roads, culverts or crossings 

which impact the site hydrology. 
▪ Remove surface drains or discharges. 
▪ Remove impediments that restrict the inflow or 

natural outflow of the wet meadow. 

Restore Conversions 
▪ Restore "pitting", excavating, or dredging. 
▪ Restore the mico-topography where fill has been 

placed or where land leveled/smoothed.  

Restore the Wetland Plant Community 
▪ Restore the native plant community; especially 

where it has been human-altered.  

Protect Sensitive Areas 
▪ Avoid livestock access during wet soil 

conditions; to prevent hummocks formation and 
damage to the plant community. 

▪ Prevent off-road vehicle access to the wetland; 
consider using signs.   

Prescribed Grazing 
▪ Promote grazing systems that ensure long-term 

ecological sustainability and integrity and are 
cost effective for livestock interests. 

▪ Avoid fences which bisect or edge the wetland; 
create a buffer. 

▪ Design wildlife-friendly fences which allow 
livestock exclusion during critical times. 

▪ Design off-site watering sources. 

Address Non-Native Species 
▪ Monitor, annually, for any new invasions. 
▪ Develop a plan for control or eradication. 
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Appendix 1 - Descriptions of the Rare or Declining Habitats (cont.) 

Playas and Xeric Riparian 

Regionalized Description 
Inter-Mountain Basins Playa: Ephemeral natural catchment (playa) which 
is barren and sparsely vegetated with intermittent flooding followed by 
evaporation, leaving behind a saline residue. Additional names may include: 
salt basins, salterns, alkali flats, tinajas, vernal pools, and karst. 
Characterized by species such as iodinebush (Allenrolfea occidentalis), 
greasewood, spiny hopsage (Grayia spinosa), lemmon’s alkali grass 
(Puccinellia lemmonii), basin wildrye, inland saltgrass, and saltbrush. Often 
having sparse shrubs around the margins. SWReGAP Codes: S015. 

North American Warm Desert Playa: Ephemeral natural catchment (playa) which is barren and sparsely vegetated 
with intermittent flooding followed by evaporation, leaving behind a saline residue. Larger playas have vegetation 
rings which are formed in response to salinity. Plants include iodinebush, inland saltgrass, common spike rush 
(Eleocharis palustris), ricegrass (Oryzopsis spp.), dropseed, and saltgrass. SWReGAP Codes: S022. 

Inter-Mountain Basins Greasewood Wash: Restricted to intermittently flooded streambeds and banks which is 
barren and sparsely vegetated. Soils are generally less alkaline than those found in the playa system. Shrubs include 
greasewood, rubber rabbitbrush, Apache plume (Fallugia paradoxa), and/or silver sagebrush. Saltgrass (Distichlis 
spicata) meadows can occur where water remains for the longest periods. SWReGAP Codes: S014. 

North American Warm Desert Wash: Restricted to intermittently flooded washes or arroyos that dissect bajadas, 
mesas, and plains of the warm deserts.  Plants includes catclaw acacia (Acacia greggii), cut-leaf brickellia (Brickellia 
laciniata), desert broom (Baccharis sarothroides), desert willow (Chilopsis linearis), Apache plume, burro brush 
(Hymenoclea monogyra and H. salsola), mesquite, littleleaf sumac (Rhus microphylla), and greasewood. SWReGAP 
Codes: S020. Data provided by NMDGF, 2006. 

Inter-Mountain Basins Greasewood Flat: Occurs near drainages on 
stream terraces and flats or may form rings around more sparsely vegetated 
playas and can be open to moderately dense shrublands. Sites typically have 
saline soils, a shallow water table and flood intermittently, but remain dry 
for most growing seasons. The water table remains high enough to maintain 
vegetation, despite salt accumulations. Dominated or codominated by 
greasewood, fourwing saltbush (Atriplex canescens), shadescale saltbush 
(Atriplex confertifolia), or winterfat (Krascheninnikovia lanata).  
SWReGAP Codes: S096. 

Habitat Concerns 
Factors that adversely influence plays include: 1) habitat conversion (altered hydroperiod, sediment load), 
2) abiotic resource use (oil/gas exploration and development, mining, dewatering), 3) pollution (toxic and 
solid waste), 4) consumptive biological use (improper grazing practices), and 5) modification of natural 
processes (drought and fire management) among many other. 

Restoration & Management Approaches 

Restore Conversions 
▪ Restore "pitting", excavating, or dredging. 
▪ Remove impediments that restrict the inflow or 

natural outflow of the playa. 

Protect Sensitive Areas 
▪ Avoid livestock access during wet soil 

conditions. 
▪ Prevent off-road vehicle access to the playa; 

consider using signs.   

Prescribed Grazing 
▪ Promote grazing systems that ensure long-term 

ecological sustainability and integrity and are 
cost effective for livestock interests. 

▪ Avoid fences which bisect or edge the playa; 
create a buffer. 

▪ Design wildlife-friendly fences which allow 
livestock exclusion during critical times. 

▪ Design off-site watering sources. 
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