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Vegetation Classification:
Concepts and Standards

Elizabeth Byers, Natural Heritage Vegetation Ecologist
NCTC Vegetation Mapping, 17-21 June 2013
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Terrestrial Ecological Communities 

= Vegetation 

= Habitats

Vegetation = Community = Habitat

2013
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Natural vs. Cultural

2013
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Semi-Natural

2013

Existing vs. Potential
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Physiognomy

Deciduous Forest

Shrubland

Evergreen Woodland

Grassland
2013
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Floristics

2013

2013
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U. S. National Vegetation Classification

• Maintained by NatureServe (and 
Natural Heritage Programs)

• Federal standard (FGDC) – 1997, 2008

• Describes existing vegetation

• Hierarchical system: physiognomy and 
floristics

• Built from plot data, peer reviewed
2013

U. S. National Vegetation Classification 
Hierarchy 

Level #

1.  Class 8

2.  Subclass 18

3.  Formation 38

4.  Division 77

5.  Macrogroup 214

6.  Group 430

7.  Alliance (under review) 1558

8.  Association 61052013
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U.S. National Vegetation Classification

Class Forest and WoodlandForest and Woodland

Formation Temperate Flooded and Swamp ForestTemperate Flooded and Swamp Forest

Division Eastern North American Flooded and Swamp ForestEastern North American Flooded and Swamp Forest

Association
Red spruce – Eastern hemlock / Great 

Rhododendron / Peatmoss swamp
Red spruce – Eastern hemlock / Great 

Rhododendron / Peatmoss swamp

FGDC 2013

Group Northern & Central Conifer & Hardwood Acidic Swamp GroupNorthern & Central Conifer & Hardwood Acidic Swamp Group

2013

2013
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Class: Forest & Woodland (Formation examples)

FL   (Temperate Flooded & Swamp Forest) MT    (Cool Temperate Forest)

WV   (Temperate Flooded & Swamp Forest)WV (Cool Temperate Forest)
2013

Forest & Woodland Groups

Bald-cypress – Tupelo Floodplain Forest Group 
Northern Rocky Mountain Whitebark Pine –
Subalpine Larch Woodland Group

Red Spruce – Fir Forest Group Silver Maple – Green Ash – Sycamore 
Floodplain Group

2013
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Forest & Woodland Associations

Swamp Tupelo / Virginia Sweetspire –
Common Buttonbush Depression Forest G3G4

Subalpine Larch / Square-twig Blueberry / 
Hitchcock's Smooth Woodrush Woodland G2G3

Red Spruce / Yellow Birch / Three-lobed 
Bazzania Forest  G2

American Sycamore - River Birch / Silky Dogwood 
/ (Big Bluestem, River-oats) Woodland G3

2013

Class: Shrubland & Grassland

MI Eastern North American Boreal Acidic Bog
& Poor Fen Group

TN  Southern Appalachian Grass & Shrub Bald Group

FL North American Atlantic Tidal Flat & Panne Group KS       Central Great Plains Tallgrass Prairie Group 
2013
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Class: Semi-Desert

CO Intermountain Shadscale – Saltbrush Scrub Group AZ Mojave-Sonoran Semi-Desert Scrub Group

NM Apacherian-Chihuahuan Mesquite Upland 

Scrub Group

CO Intermountain Mountain Big Sagebrush 
Shrubland & Steppe Group

2013

Class: Polar & High Montane Vegetation

NY Eastern Alpine Dwarf-Shrub & 
Herbaceous Meadow Group

AK North American Arctic Low Shrub Tundra Group

HI Hawaiian Alpine Dwarf Shrubland Group MT Rocky Mountain Alpine Dwarf-Shrubland Group

2013
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Class: Aquatic Vegetation

WV Eastern North American Freshwater 
Aquatic Vegetation Group

CA North American Pacific Intertidal Algal Flat Group 

FL Southeastern North American Freshwater
Aquatic Vegetation Group

FL Caribbean Seagrass Group
2013

Class: Nonvascular & Sparse Vascular Rock 
Vegetation

WV Eastern North American Temperate Cliff Group MT Rocky Mountain Alpine Bedrock & Scree Group

WV Eastern North American Talus & Bluff group ND Great Plains Badlands Vegetation Group

2013
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2013

Rarity Threats

Status Trends

Conservation Ranking
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Conservation Ranking

G = Global   S = State

1 = critically imperiled 

2 = imperiled 

3 = vulnerable

4 = apparently secure 

5 = widespread, abundant, and secure

X = Extirpated, H = Historic

NR = Not Ranked, NA = Not Applicable

Cottongrass Fen G3 / S3

2013

USNVC Hierarchy for Cultural Vegetation 
(2008)

Levels Example

1. Class Developed Vegetation

2. Subclass Herbaceous & Woody Developed Vegetation

3. Formation Developed (Close-cropped) Vegetation

4. Subformation Lawn (with or without trees, urban & recerational) 

5. Group [optional] Temerate and Tropical Lawns

6. Subgroup Cool-season Lawn

7. Type Fescue Lawn

8. Subtype [optional]

2013



TEC7134 2013

14

Class: Agricultural Vegetation

GA GA

WACA2013

Class: Developed Vegetation

DC DE

VAHI
2013
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Polar and High Montane
(CryomorphicVegetation)

Semi-Desert    
(Xeromorphic Vegetation)

Forest & Woodland             (Mesomorphic) Shrubland & Grassland

Aquatic
(Hydromorphic Vegetation)

Nonvascular 
Vegetation 
(Lithomorphic
Vegetation)

CULTURAL VEGETATION

Agricultural Vegetation;  Developed Vegetation

Loiseleuria procumbens

2013

Ecological Systems

2013
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2013

2013
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Bluestone National Scenic River, WV 
Associations vs. Ecological Systems

BLUE_Systems_Map_2009

Ecological System

Southern and Central Appalachian Cove Forest

Central Appalachian Dry Oak-Pine Forest

Southern Appalachian Oak Forest

Central Appalachian Pine-Oak Rocky Woodland

Ruderal Forest - Northern and Central Hardwood and Conifer

South-Central Interior Large Floodplain

South-Central Interior Small Stream and Riparian

River

Creek

Powerline Right-of-Way

Ruderal Upland - Old Field

Cultivated Crops

Introduced Shrubland

Pasture/Hay
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Trail
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Calcareous Oak Forest

Eastern Hemlock - American Basswood Forest
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Oak - Eastern White Pine / Ericad Forest

Oak - Hickory - Sugar Maple Forest

Sugar Maple - Yellow Buckeye - American Basswood Forest

Virginia Pine - Oak Shale Woodland

Successional Black Locust Woodland

Successional Eastern White Pine - Tuliptree Forest

Successional Tuliptree / Northern Spicebush Forest

Successional Virginia Pine Forest

Floodplain Forest and Woodland

Eastern Hemlock Floodplain Forest

Sycamore - River Birch Riverscour Woodland

Modified Successional Floodplain Forest and Woodland

Successional Eastern Red-cedar Woodland
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Road, Trail
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2013

Vegetation Classification for your Project

2013
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Compile existing data

2013

Envision map purpose

2013
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Stratify assessment units

2013

Sample Plots

2013
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2013

2013
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Natural Heritage Database

2013

Analyze Plot Data

2013
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Ordination: plots in “species space”
spruce09-98plots-del1-sqrt

Axis 1
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1
2
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19

2013

2013
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Crosswalk to NVC

2013

Build map units

2013
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Write local descriptions

2013

Create field key

2013
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Classification Review

1. Floodplain
2. Not Floodplain

2013

Ready to Map!

2013



TEC7134 2013

26

Reports and additional information:
Elizabeth.A.Byers@wv.gov

Questions?

2013


