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[image: image2.emf]Most management decisions on rangelands are made by first knowing the various range plants inhabiting them and knowing their growth habits. The identification of range plants is based on various plant characteristics and plant types. One of the most important identifying characteristics of plants is the shape of a plant’s leaf. Other important characteristics include the margins and venation of leaves which are important when distinguishing plants. 

Types of Rangeland Plants

Range plants can be classified and grouped in many different ways, including growth form, life span, season of growth, origin, and forage value. 

Plant Type or Life Form
Grasses are plants with long narrow leaves and hollow, jointed stems. Leaves on grasses are in two rows on the stem with veins that are parallel. Grasses do not have colored flowers and produce grain-like seeds. Ecosystems dominated by grasses i.e. grasslands cover more than one fifth of the earth’s land surface.

Grass-like plants look like grasses but have solid stems (not hollow) without joints. Stems are often triangular. Veins in the leaves are parallel. Sedges and rushes are in this group of plants.

Forbs are herbaceous (non-woody) plants that usually have broad leaves and showy flowers. Forbs have above-ground growth that dies back each year. Most forbs have net veins in the leaves, but a few have parallel veins. Most of the plants commonly called wildflowers and range weeds are forbs. 
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Shrubs are woody plants that usually have broad leaves. They are different from trees because they do not have a main trunk; instead, they have several main stems. Some plants can take both a tree and a shrub form, but most shrubs never grow up to be trees. The term browse is used to describe the part of a shrub plant that is used for forage by wildlife and livestock. The term mast is used to describe the seed and berries that shrubs produce and is especially important for wildlife.
Lifespan

The life span of a plant refers to the length of time from the beginning of the development of the plant to the death of the plant. In other words, how long it takes the plant to grow, flower, and produce seeds. Range plants can be classified as annuals, biennials, or perennials.

Annual plants live only one growing season. There are two types of annuals in the Pacific Northwest. Winter annuals germinate in the fall and form a small rosette of leaves through the winter. The following growing season, the plant continues to grow, flowers, produces seeds in the summer, and then dies. Summer annuals germinate in the spring and complete all growth by the end of the growing season and then die.

Biennial plants live for two growing seasons. During the first growing season, these plants normally form a basal cluster of leaves. During the second year, they send up a seed stalk that flowers before the plant dies back to the ground at the end of the growing season.
Perennial plants live from one year to the next. The plants produce leaves and stems from the same crown for more than two years. Most range plants are perennials.
Growth Season

The season of growth refers to when plants make their principle growth. Rangeland plants are categorized as cool season species or warm season species.

Cool season plants make their principle growth during cool weather. (These plants are sometimes called “C3 plants” because they have a specific photosynthetic pathway that first yields a 3-carbon sugar.) At lower elevations, these plants grow in the spring, set seed in late spring or early summer and new growth can appear in the fall if moisture is adequate. Plants that grow at high elevations are usually cool season plants because of the cool temperatures throughout the growing season. Most of the plants in Idaho are cool season plants. Evergreen plants are woody plants that retain leaves throughout the year. They are cool season plants (photosynthesizing in winter) and are important forage in drought and winter.

Warm season plants make most of their growth during late spring and summer. (These plants are also called “C4 plants” because a 4-carbon sugar is the first compound that is the first compound produced from the specific type of photosynthesis of these plants). Seed develops in mid-summer and early fall. In Idaho, warm season plants only occur at low elevations and topographic exposures where warm growing conditions are reached in the summer. Southern states such as Texas and New Mexico have nearly all warm season plants.  There is also another pathway for photosynthesis called CAM (Crassulacean Acid Metabolism ) that is common in plants such as cacti, found in the desert regions.  
Origin

The “origin” of a range plant is the area where it developed and evolved. Knowing the origin of a plant is important because it can affect the way the plant responds to the environment or help predict spread of species. Range plants can be characterized as either native or exotic. 

Native plants are those that originated and evolved in North America.

Exotic or introduced plants are plants that have been brought to North America from another continent, either by intentional or accidental methods. Several plants have been introduced to rangelands because they have good forage value. Others were accidentally introduced, usually as contaminants in crop seeds. Weedy introduced plants were accidentally introduced or brought in for their ornamental value, but then “escaped” into rangelands.

Weed Designation
A weed is a plant that creates a problem for humans.  Weeds might reduce yield of crops, pastures, gardens, or yards. Weeds can also be spiny and cause pain, be poisonous, or have odors or pollens that make it difficult to breath. These problematic plants can affect how ecosystems function by accelerating soil erosion, changing natural fire regimes, affecting populations of grazing animals or pollinators, or decreasing water infiltration into soil.  Weeds are often detrimental because they outcompete and reduce populations of native plants on land or in streams, lakes, or other aquatic ecosystems. (More information at:  The Weed Center www.weedcenter.org/inv_plant_info/impacts.html).
Woody or Herbaceous

Rangeland plants can also be described in terms of how much woody tissue they contain. This is important because it affects forage value, watershed characteristics of the landscape, habitat characteristics, and fire fuel loads. 
Herbaceous plants include grasses, grass-like plants, and forbs.  These plants contain little or no wood and they die back to the ground each year.

Woody plants are shrubs, trees, and woody vines that have woody stems.  Wood is created by binding of plant fiber (i.e., cellulose) with lignin which is a strong and indigestible compound.   
Trees are different from shrubs because they generally have a single main stem or trunk.  Shrubs generally have several main stems.  Woody plants can be deciduous, which means they lose their leaves every fall, or evergreen because they maintain some live leaves throughout the year, even winter.
Forage Value
The forage value of a plant refers to how well it provides nutrients to grazing animals. The forage value of a plant varies depending on which animal is eating it because nutritional needs and dietary preferences differ by species for grazing animals. For example, a plant could have excellent forage value for cattle and poor forage value for deer. Range plants can be classified as having high, medium, or low forage value or poisonous.

High forage value designates plants that are nutritious, palatable, and produce abundant forage. High forage value plants are high in crude protein, low in crude fiber, and are non-toxic.

Medium forage value plants are plants that will provide adequate nutrients if eaten, but it is not preferred by animals because they are not high in nutrient, are note highly digestible, or are relatively small plants and do not produce and abundant amount of forage. 
Low forage value describes plants that simply do not provide adequate nutrients to the grazing animal. Low forage value plants are high in crude fiber, low in nutrients (including crude protein, minerals, etc.), have limited digestibility, and can be somewhat toxic.

Poisonous plants are rangeland plants that contain natural plant compounds that are toxic or poisonous to herbivores.  These compounds include alkaloids, essential oils, tannins, and glycosides.  When grazing animals eat excessive amounts of poisonous plants they suffer ill effects which include bloat, nausea, low intake, muscle tremors, skin sensitivity, birth defects, or death.  Each year 3 to 5% of livestock grazing on rangelands suffer illness, reproductive problems, or death from toxic plants.
Major Rangeland Plants of Idaho 

Idaho is a state of great plant diversity.  Living in these wild habitats is an amazing variety of plants that area adapted for and survive harsh natural climates.  These rangeland plants convert sunlight into leaves and fruit for animals to eat, roots to hold soil and flowers to provide aesthetic beauty.  For more information and pictures of common Idaho rangeland plants, visit http://www.cnr.uidaho.edu/what-is-range/.  A Backpack Guide to Idaho Range Plants featuring these common range plants is available from the Rangeland Ecology and Management Department at the University of Idaho (http://www.cnr.uidaho.edu/what-is-range/) and the Idaho Rangeland Resource Commission (www.idrange.org).
	Major Rangeland Plants of Idaho - 50 Common Plants
     Common Name (Scientific name)

	Grasses and Grass-Like Plants 
	Forbs

	Bluebunch Wheatgrass (Pseudoroegneria spicata)
	Arrowleaf Balsamroot (Balsamorhiza sagittata)

	Bottlebrush Squirreltail (Elymus elymoides)
	Curlycup Gumweed (Grindelia squarrosa)

	Cheatgrass or Downy Brome (Bromus tectorum)
	Indian Paintbrush (Castilleja spp.)

	Columbia Needlegrass (Achnatherum nelsonii)
	Low Larkspur (Delphinium bicolor or D. nutalliana)

	Crested Wheatgrass (Agropyron cristatum)
	Mules Ear (Wyethia amplexicaulis)

	Great Basin Wildrye (Leymus cinereus)
	Penstemon or Beardtonge (Penstemon spp.)

	Idaho Fescue (Festuca idahoensis)
	Russian Thistle or Tumbleweed (Salsola kali)

	Indian Ricegrass (Achnatherum hymenoides)
	Tailcup Lupine (Lupinus caudatus)

	Medusahead Rye (Taeniatherum caput-medusae)
	Tall Larkspur (Delphinium occidentale)

	Mountain Bromegrass (Bromus marginatus)
	Taper-tip Hawksbeard (Crepis acuminata)

	Orchardgrass (Dactylis glomerata)
	Western Yarrow (Achillea millefolium)

	Red Threeawn (Aristida purpurea)
	Wild Geranium (Geranium viscosissimum or G. richarsonii)

	Sandberg Bluegrass (Poa secunda)
	

	Smooth Bromegrass (Bromus inermis)
	 Woody Plants

	Western Wheatgrass (Pascopyrum smithii)
	Antelope Bitterbrush (Purshia tridentata)

	
	Big Sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata)

	 Grass-Like Plants
	Chokecherry (Prunus virginiana)

	Baltic Rush (Juncus arcticus)
	Coyote Willow (Salix exigua)

	Elk Sedge (Carex geyeri)
	Curl-leaf Mountain Mahogany (Cercocarpus ledifolius)

	Nebraska Sedge (Carex nebrascensis)
	Juniper (Juniperus utahensis or J. occidentalis)

	
	Quaking Aspen (Populus tremuloides)

	Noxious Weeds
	Rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus viscidiflorus or Ericameri nauseosa)

	Dyer’s Woad (Isatis tinctoria)
	Redosier Dogwood (Cornus sericea)

	Hoary Cress or Whitetop (Cardaria draba)
	Serviceberry (Amelanchier alnifolia)

	Leafy Spurge (Euphorbia esula)
	Shadscale Saltbrush (Atriplex confertifolia)

	Poison Hemlock (Conium maculatum)
	Snowberry (Symphoricarpos albus)

	Rush Skeletonweed (Chondrilla juncea)
	Winterfat (Krascheninnikovia lanata)

	Spotted Knapweed (Centaurea stoebe)
	

	Yellow Starthistle (Centaurea solstitialis)
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