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Occasionally, you may hear forestersusetheterm
“habitat type” whiledescribing apiece of ground and
strategizing how to manageit. Thisterm doesnot refer
towildlife habitat, though the system can beused to
describewildlife habitat. Habitat typesarealand
classification system based on the patternsand trends
of how treesand other plantsgrow on thelandscape.

Siteclassification based on succession. Habitat
typesareintimately tied to the concept of succession -
the changesinthemix of plant, animal, and fungi
speciesover time, barring disturbance. Forest succes-
sion gartsafter amajor disturbance, after which shade
intolerant speciessuch aspinesor larch dominatethe
site. Over time, shadetolerant speciesbecomemore
prominent. Thisprocess culminates (barring more
disturbance) with aclimax forest, dominatedinthe
overstory and the understory by the most shade
tolerant species capable of growing onthesite.

The climax plants and trees reveal the site. Succes-
sonfollowsdifferent paths, depending onasite's
moisture, soil, and other factors. Habitat typesare
based on theideathat on agiven site, the same
successiona patternswill repest after disturbancesand
that the climax forest plantsand treesareameaningful
index of soils, topography, precipitation, and other
factorsaffecting the growth of treesand other organ-
ismsthere.

Insomeregions, smilar Steclassfication systemsare
also known as* plant associations’, though thereare
some differences between systems(e.g., somesys-
temsintegrate topography, soils, and other features
moredirectly). In northern Idaho, eastern Washington,
and western Montana, habitat typesaretherule.

Habitat typeor ganization. Habitat typeshavethree

basiclevds, the series, the habitat type, and the phase.
Theseriesisidentified by the climax tree species,
usually the most shadetol erant tree capabl e of grow-
ing ontheste. For example, thereisagrandfir series
of habitat types, ahemlock seriesof habitat types, etc.
Each seriesisfurther subdivided into habitat types,
identified by an understory plant that isdominant or
characteristicfor thetype. For example, thegrandfir
serieshaseght habitat types. Some habitat typesare
further subdivided into phases, which areidentified by
asecond common understory plant. For example, in
thegrand fir/beargrass habitat typetherearetwo
phases. western goldthread and blue huckleberry.

You may seeeight |etter codesthat i dentify habitat
types. Thecodesrefer tothefirst two lettersinthe
genusand speciesnamesfor thetype. For example,
thegrand fir/wild ginger habitat type= Abiesgrandis/
Asarum casudatumh.t. = ABGR/ASCA.

| dentifying habitat types. You tend to get climax
speciesthat are progressively more shadetolerant on
sitesthat are more moist - so most habitat types
changewith availablemoisture. Sincemoisturetends
toincrease with elevation, habitat typestend to reflect
that (hemlock habitat typeshigher upamountain,
ponderosapinetypesdown low - seechart). But
habitat typesa so reflect effective moisture (moisture
availablefor plants), so you get wetter typeson
northern aspectsvs. southern aspects, different types
of soils(e.g. asoil with adeep ash layer), etc. Frost
pocketsand similar phenomenacan aso affect climax
vegetation.

|dentifying the serieslevel of ahabitat type canbe
comparatively smple. Look for the most shade
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tolerant speciesin the understory. If you canfind 10 or
more hemlock intheunderstory per acre, youareina
hemlock habitat series. If Douglas-fir isthe most shade
tolerant treeyou canfind there, you arelikely ina
Douglasfir series. In some cases, extensiverepeated
burnshave diminated seed sourcesfor climax tree
species. However, because of historicd fireexclusion
and partid harvesting of early successiona species
(e.g. pinesandlarch), most privatelandownersin
Idaho usually have some of the most shadetol erant
species capable of growing ontheir property.

Getting to the habitat type or phaselevel ismore
difficult, in part becauseit requiresidentification of a
variety of understory plants. Essentialy, you evauate
the presence and abundance of key “indicator” plants.
That appraisal isused with adiagnostickey (seeINT
180 bel ow) to determinethe habitat type or phase.
Oneof thegeniusesof thissystemisthat climax forest
conditionsdo not haveto be present to apply this
system. Successionisoften morerapid for understory
plantsthan trees, sothemix of key understory indica-
tor plantsfound on the site can help you predict the
ultimateclimax fores.

How can habitat typesbeused. Habitat types can
help you understand successiona pathwayson your
property and makeforestry decisions. Knowing the
habitat type givesyou somecluesasto which species
tofavor. For example, white pine probably occurred
onahemlock habitat typehistorically, evenif you can’t
find any whitepineonthesite. By contrast, western
red cedar probably never occurred onasitewitha
Douglas-fir habitat typeinthelast few thousand years.

Habitat types can a'so provide management insghts,
depending on how much data has been collected for
thetype. For example, if you arelikely to get aheavy
stand of brush speciesafter disturbancefor agiven
habitat type, it may beworth buying larger seedlings
that will beat the brush to occupying thesite. You can
also get steproductivity information, whether you are
looking for board feet, animal unit months, or huckle-
berries. Onerecent forestry shortcourse participant
decided shewanted to buy forest property ina
hemlock habitat type because of their relatively high
productivity.

Perhapsthe chief benefit of |earning about habitat
typesishow it affectstheway you think about your
forest. If you endeavor to do asAldo L eopold sug-
gested and “think likeamountain”, agood under-
standing of habitat typesprovidesavauable part of
thevocabulary for that effort, and will provide many
ingghtsalongway.

Additional Points. What if | don’t have any trees
onthesite? Habitat typing should be done on closed
canopy standsthat are at least pole mature (trees> 4"
DBH). Onanagricultura field, abrushfield, or very
open stand, habitat typeisbest determined fromthe
nearest rel atively undisturbed stand with ssimilar dope,
aspect, elevation, and soils.

Do plant communities have neat boundaries? Plant
ecol ogists have debated whether plant communities
are“distinct” or “continuous’. Even advocates of the
“digtinct” school acknowledgetransitional areas
(ecotones) that cannot be delineated asonetypeor
another. Youmay adsofind small areasof different
habitat types (often closely related) withinagiven
management unit (inclusions). Generdly, inldaho’'s
rugged terrain, habitat typesare often distinct enough
to be used for management decisionsand the system
workspretty well.

Forest cover types are not equal to habitat types!
Forest cover types are based on the current tree cover
- they change over time, depending on thetype and
extent of disturbance or forest management. For
example, Idaho hasmuch less ponderosapineforest
cover typenow thanit did historically. By contrast, we
have nearly the sameamount of landin the ponderosa
pine habitat typesthat we had 150 years ago. Habitat
typesarebased on potentia climax vegetation. That
potential remainsthe same, barring major geological
eventsor climatictrends.

You could havetwo forestswith a90% cover of
ponderosapine. They would bethe sameforest cover
type, but could easily bedifferent habitat types. One
could beadry, low elevation ponderosapine habitat
type, the other could beaDouglas-fir or grand fir
habitat type at an earlier stage of succession.
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Shouldn't forests be allowed to reach their climax?
Sometimes peoplebelievethat climax forestsare
desirable (shouldn’t everything beallowed toreachits
full potentia ?). Historicaly, many Inland Northwest
forestsnever reached the climax stage. Groundfires
killed shadetol erant speciescoming up in the under-
story and stand replacement firescamein and started
theprocess of succession al over again. Inthat sense,
climax forestsarenot “natura”, at least not across
|daho’sentirelandscape.

Actualy, the climax speciesthe habitat typeisnamed
for typically givesyou aclue onwhat not to manage
for. Inthe Inland Northwest, climax tree speciesfor a
given sitetend to be more vulnerableto drought, fire,
insects, and disease. Most foresters prefer speciesthat
areseral (seral = plantsand plant communitiesthat
occur beforeclimax) for agiven habitat type. For
example, onaDouglas-fir habitat type, ponderosa
pineisoftenfavored. Ongrandfir habitat types,
ponderosapine, larch, and similar seral specieswould
typically bepreferred. On wetter types, such asthe
western hemlock series, grand firisamoreviable
option.

Getting Help. Accurately identifying habitat typescan
be challenging. A good plant identification booklet and
field courseswill help. The U.S. Forest Serviceplant
identification guidelisted below isintimately tied to

habitat typing and can bevery useful. For color
photographs, many native plant identification books
areavailable, (e.g., Plantsof SouthernInterior B.C. -
seecitation below). Flowersredly helpyou identify
understory plants, soidentifying habitat typesinthe
late spring or early summer may beeasier. You may
alsowant to ask aforester for help.
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