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Few North American Joint Ventures rival the ecological and geo-political diversity of the Intermountain West 
Joint Venture (IWJV). The IWJV encompasses 486 million acres of the Intermountain West, spanning nearly 
half the northern temperate zone, from 31.8° N to 48.8° N latitude. Within this region, elevational gradients 
climb from the lowest point on the continent (–282ft) to over 50 of the tallest peaks (>14,000ft) in the 
continental United States. Conservation stakeholders within the Intermountain West include eleven western 
states and a conservation estate defined by a continuous amalgamation of federal/state managed lands and 
private land ownerships.

Outlining the general landscape characteristics of the IWJV is appropriately done from the perspective 
of a broad ecoregional scale. Ecoregional boundaries are defined by the North American Commission for 
Environmental Cooperation (CEC) Level I Ecoregions (Fig. 1).

Figure 1 Level I 
CEC ecological regions 
highlight the major biomes 
at the continental scale 
and provide the broad 
backdrop to the ecological 
mosaic of North America, 
putting the IWJV into 
context from a continental 
perspective. 
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At broad ecological scale, the IWJV intersects three 
Level I Ecoregions: Northwestern Forested Mountains, 
North American Deserts and Temperate Sierras (Fig. 1). 
Combined, these regions describe the broad ecological 
processes that persist across the Intermountain West 
and inform the potential bounds of ecological threats 
and limiting factors. Described below are the ecological 
characteristics identifying those biotic and abiotic factors 
associated with the CEC Level I Ecoregions. Descriptions 
of these factors are limited to areas of ecological within 
the IWJV.

Northwestern Forested Mountains 
Ecological Region (162.2 million acres)

Figure 2  Northwestern forested mountains ecological 
region within IWJV boundary.

Within the Intermountain West, this ecological region 
extends from the Canadian border south to Northern New 
Mexico. It contains many of the highest mountains of 
North America and some of the continent’s most diverse 
mosaics of ecosystem types, ranging from alpine tundra 
to dense conifer forests to dry sagebrush and grasslands. 
Major river systems of this region include the headwaters 
to the Missouri, Columbia, Colorado, and Rio Grande 
rivers. Surface ownership patterns are predominantly 
U.S. Forest Service and private land ownership. High 
topographic relief is the key landscape factor that 
permits aggregation of these systems into a single level I 
ecoregion.

Abiotic Setting
This ecological region consists of extensive mountains and 
plateaus separated by wide valleys and lowlands. Most of 
these plains and valleys are covered by morainic, fluvial, 
and lacustrine deposits, whereas the mountains consist 
largely of colluvium and rock outcrops. Numerous glacial 
lakes occur at higher elevations. Small wetlands and wet 
meadow complexes exist within valley bottoms. Soils are 
variable, encompassing shallow soils of alpine sites and 
nutrient-poor forest soils of the mountain slopes, as well 
as soils suitable for agriculture and those rich in calcium 
that support natural dry grasslands.

The climate is subarid to arid and mild in southern lower 
valleys, humid and cold at higher elevations within the 
central reaches, and cold and subarid in the north. Moist 
Pacific air and the effect of orographic rainfall control the 
precipitation pattern such that both rain shadows and wet 
belts are generated, often in close geographic proximity 
to each other. The rain shadow cast by the massive coastal 
mountains results in a relatively dry climate, and the 
Rocky Mountains also impede the westward flow of cold, 
continental Arctic air masses. Mean annual temperatures 
range between 21°F in the north to 44°F to 50°F in the 
south. Mean summer temperatures range from about 
50°F to 70 F. Annual precipitation varies with elevation, 
from 102” in the Cascade Mountains to the north, to 15” 
in other mountainous areas, to between 10”-20” in the 
valleys.

ECOLOGICAL SETTING
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Biotic Setting
Vegetative cover is extremely diverse: alpine 
environments contain various herb, lichen, and shrub 
associations; whereas the subalpine environment has 
tree species such as lodgepole pine, subalpine fir, silver 
fir, grand fir, and Engelmann spruce. With decreasing 
elevation, vegetation of the mountainous slopes and 
rolling plains turns into forests characterized by ponderosa 
pine; interior Douglas fir; lodgepole pine, and aspen in 
much of the southeast and central portions; and western 
hemlock, western red cedar, Douglas fir and western white 
pine in the west and southwest. Shrub vegetation found 
in the dry southern interior includes big sagebrush, rabbit 
brush, and antelope brush. Most of the natural grasslands 
that existed in the dry south have vanished, replaced by 
urban settlement and agriculture.

Threats and Human Activities
Commercial forest operations have been established in 
many areas of this region, particularly in the northern 
interior sections. Mining, oil and gas production, 
and tourism are the other significant activities. Many 
lower mountain valleys not currently within the federal 
conservation estate have been altered at some level as 
a result of conversion to range and agricultural uses. 
Expanding urbanization threatens these areas further. 
Climate change poses the broadest threat to water and 
wetland resources of the region. Alterations to the 
distribution and volume of snow pack in conjunction 
with increased evaporation rates have the potential to 
impact wetlands, even within areas that are otherwise well 
protected.

North American Deserts Ecological Region 
(278.9 million acres)

Figure 3  North American deserts ecological region within 
IWJV boundary.

The North American Deserts ecological region 
encompasses the majority of the ecological setting within 
the Intermountain West. The region is distinguished from 
the adjacent forested mountain ecoregions by its aridity 
and associated landscapes dominated by shrubs and 
grasses. Desert river corridors include the Rio Grande 
and Colorado rivers. Surface ownership patterns are 
predominantly Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Tribal 
lands, and private land ownerships. Aridity is the primary 
ecological factor characterizing this region.

IWJV Boundary

North American Deserts Ecoregion
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Abiotic Setting
The North American Deserts are comprised of a mix of 
physiographic features but, primarily consists of plains 
with hills, mountains, and tablelands of high relief. In 
the north, the flat to rolling topography of the Columbia 
and Snake River Plateaus consist of loess and volcanic 
ash deposits on basaltic plains. The Great Basin and its 
adjacent mountains contain hundreds of north–south 
trending fault-block mountain ranges separated by broad 
valleys; the valley floor elevations often exceed 3,000 
ft in elevation and many of the ranges surpass 10,000 
ft. To the south, the mountain ranges are smaller and 
less regularly oriented and rise from lower base levels. 
The lowest basin point, Death Valley, is 282 ft below 
sea level. Playas systems are abundant in this region. 
Coalescing alluvial fans characterize transition zones 
from valley bottoms to mountain slopes. Substantial 
areas of depositional sand dunes occur in some regions. 
Landscapes of the Colorado Plateau include uplifted and 
deeply dissected sedimentary rocks. Soils of the region are 
dry, generally lacking organic material and distinct soil 
profiles, and are high in calcium carbonate.

This ecological region has a desert and steppe climate, 
arid to semi-arid, with marked seasonal temperature 
extremes. The aridity of the region is a consequence of 
the rain shadow effects resulting from interception of 

westerly winter air masses by the Sierra Nevada and 
Cascade Mountains . The Rocky Mountains to the east 
also act as barrier to moist air masses that move across 
the Great Plains from their origin in the Gulf of Mexico. 
Average annual precipitation ranges from 5” to 14”. The 
southern deserts have higher average temperatures and 
evaporation rates, with record-high temperatures in Death 
Valley reaching 134°F. Some southern areas, such as the 
Chihuahuan desert, are dominated by a more episodic 
summer rainfall pattern, while the northern deserts tend 
toward a winter moisture regime with some precipitation 
falling as snow.

Biotic Setting
Vegetation communities within the desert region 
are predominantly low-growing shrubs and grasses. 
Variability in their distribution coincides with 
corresponding elevational, latitudinal, and geomorphic 
diversity. In northern desert regions, most native 
grassland and sagebrush steppe habitats have been 
converted to agriculture. Areas of the desert Great 
Basin can be characterized by sagebrush, with shadscale 
and greasewood on more alkaline soils. Plants of the 
Chihuahuan desert scrub include tarbush and creosote 
bush as dominant shrubs with warm season grasses 
intermixed throughout.

Photo by Pat r ick Donne l ly
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Threats and Human Activities
Human activities are generally sparse outside of large 
population centers, but often have substantial impacts on 
the limited resources of the region. Large federally funded 
reclamation projects have encouraged development of 
large-scale irrigated agriculture in parts of the Columbia 
Plateau, Snake River plain, Wasatch piedmont, upper 
Rio Grande, and San Luis Valley. Although only a small 
fraction of the region’s land base is cultivated, irrigated 
agriculture is the largest user of water resources, which 
originate largely outside the ecological region as winter 
snow pack. Hydrologic modifications, salinization, 
sedimentation, pesticide contamination, and declining 
water quantity and quality are growing concerns in 
these areas. Invasive species such as salt cedar are 
also pervasive in many wetland and riparian areas and 
threaten habitats associated with these systems. Crops in 
the north include wheat, dry peas, lentils, potatoes, hay, 
alfalfa, sugar beets, apples, and hops, while southern 
irrigated areas mainly produce cotton and alfalfa. The 
economy of the region has historically been based on 
primary production, especially from irrigated agriculture 
and ranching (sheep and beef). The introduction of 
domestic livestock grazing in the mid- to late-nineteenth 

century has had significant ecological and hydrological 
effects. Cattle grazing is common throughout the North 
American Deserts ecological region, as well as in many 
of the surrounding mountainous regions. Mining is also 
an important economic factor in the Region. Mining in 
the area has led to the appearance and abandonment of 
many small towns devoted to tapping mineral resources 
such as copper, gold, silver, iron, coal, uranium and salts. 
Today, tourism and recreation are becoming increasingly 
important contributors to local and regional economies. 
Human population density in the region remains relatively 
low outside large population centers, but persistent 
urban expansion continues to apply stress to limited 
water resources of the region. Water rights devoted to 
agriculture are being converted to domestic water use, 
limiting conservation opportunities and potentially 
altering wildlife resource availability by reducing the 
extent of cropped acreage. Development of alternative 
energy resources is also expanding throughout the 
region. As with traditional energy extraction practices, 
the development of infrastructure associated with these 
practices increases threats of habitat fragmentation as well 
as the potential to bird fatalities resulting from impacts 
caused by wind turbines.

ECOLOGICAL SETTING
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Temperate Sierras Ecological Region 
(19.9 million acres)

Figure 4  Temperate sierras ecological region within IWJV 
boundary.

The Temperate Sierras ecoregion falling within the 
IWJV boundary encompasses the forested mountainous 
landscapes of Arizona and New Mexico. This area of 
the region is representative of the ecotones between the 
North Western Forested Mountains and Temperate Sierra 
Ecological regions of Mexico. A majority of the ecological 
characteristics of the North Western Forested Mountains 
also exists within this region. Ecosystem types range 
from dense conifer forests, aspen stands, pinion juniper 
forest, to grassland savannas. Major river systems of 
this region include the headwaters to the Gila River and 
major tributaries to the Rio Grande. Surface ownership 
patterns are predominantly U.S. Forest Service and private 
land ownership. High topographic relief, persistence of 
forest and woodland plant community types, and episodic 
precipitation patterns are the key landscape factors that 
permit aggregation of these systems into a single level I 
ecoregion.

Abiotic Setting
This ecological region consists of extensive volcanic 
and fault-block mountain chains and plateaus separated 
by wide valleys and plains. Most plains and valleys are 
covered by fluvial and lacustrine deposits, whereas the 
mountains consist largely of colluvium and rock outcrops. 
Surface water is limited and many stream and arroyos 
are intermittent at middle and lower elevations. Soils are 
variable, encompassing shallow soils of alpine sites and 
nutrient-poor forest soils of the mountain slopes, as well 
as soils suitable for agriculture and those rich in calcium 
that support natural dry grasslands.

The climate is subarid to arid in lower valleys, reaching 
near temperate conditions at higher elevations. 
Precipitation patterns of the region are episodic in nature 
driven by Pacific frontal passages and orthographic 
rain and snow fall during winter months and convective 
monsoonal events occurring from influxes of moist air 
off the Gulf of California and Gulf of Mexico. Annual 
precipitation totals vary by elevation from 10” to 28”. 
Mean annual temperatures range between 44°F to 50°F.

Biotic Setting
Vegetative cover is extremely diverse: subalpine 
environments include tree species such as Engelmann 
spruce, blue spruce, cork bark fir and interior Douglas 
fir. Open ponderosa pine savannas with grassland under-
stories characterize forest types. Pinion pine, juniper, 
and oak woodlands on lower slopes transition into semi-
arid grasslands that dominate valley bottoms and plains. 
Grassland species in this ecotone are dominated by grama 
and galleta species. Existing riparian corridors contain 
galleries of narrow leaf cottonwood, Goodings, and 
coyote willow. This region represents the northern extent 
inhabited by many tropical and subtropical migratory bird 
species (red-faced warbler, painted redstart) that do not 
occur elsewhere in the United States.

Threats and Human Activities
Commercial forestry operations have been established in 
some areas of this region, but have been less intensive 
than those conducted in more northerly forests. Past fire 
suppression policies of the U.S. Forests Service have 
altered forest density and structure over much of the 
region. Shifts in forest densities have reduced productivity 
of understory grasses and increased the risk of 
catastrophic fires. Long-term and poorly managed grazing 
on public and private lands have degraded rangeland 
productivity and severely impacted riparian resources in 
the region. Climate change poses the broadest threat to 
water and wetland resources of the region. Alterations to 

IWJV Boundary

Temperate Sierras Ecoregion
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the distribution and volume of snow pack in conjunction 
with increased evaporation rates have the potential to 
impact wetlands, even within well protected areas.

Although characterizing the ecological diversity of the 
IWJV in narrative terms provides insight to its complexity, 
it does not explicitly define the distribution and 
interspersion of landscape factors and threats necessary 
for supporting a strategic habitat conservation design. In 
moving toward a more strategic and scientific approach 
to landscape conservation we have defined a spatially 
explicit and ecologically based framework that identifies 
the conceptual, administrative, and ecological scales 
appropriate for supporting strategic habitat conservation. 
Such a framework provides the basis for biological 
planning and promotes coordination and collaboration 
among partners in the development and implementation of 
landscape conservation strategies. The adoption of such 
a framework promotes the stratification of the landscape 
into ecologically meaningful units required to initiate 
strategic wildlife and habitat models and systematic 
approach to evaluating and ranking conservation 
priorities. An ecoregional framework also provides 
a logical (ecologically based) means to summarize, 
measure, monitor, and aggregate habitat and population 
metrics across variable landscape scales. Finally, an 
ecological framework fosters and communicates an 
ecological understanding of bird conservation, rather 
than an understanding based on a single-resource, single-
discipline, or single-agency perspective.

Establishing linkages between regional and continental 
conservation goals for migratory birds is a primary task 
of Joint Venture conservation science. Consequently, 
planning scales that are broader and external to the IWJV 
play an important role shaping our conservation science. 
However, we focus here on the ecoregional extents that 
aggregate to the IWJV administrative boundary (Fig. 5).

Figure 5  IWJV boundary nested hierarchically within the 
continental scale extent. North American Joint 
Venture boundaries are displayed as reference.

IWJV Boundary

Continental Extent

North American Joint Venture Boundaries

Photo by Pat r ick Donne l ly
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An ecological framework should define individual 
landscapes in an ecologically meaningful way by 
stratifying landscape variability across the Intermountain 
West in a spatially explicit manner. Ecological regions 
(ecoregions) represent the extent that biotic, abiotic, 
anthropogenic, terrestrial, and aquatic capacities and 
potentials are similar (Omernik 1987). Ecoregional 
distributions provide insight to biological planning 
and landscape/population models; they also inform 
development of decision support tools within the 
Intermountain West. Ecoregional extents traverse political 
boundaries and facilitate bird conservation across state 
and administrative borders. The framework is flexible 
and allows aggregation and stratification up and down the 
hierarchy to encompass both avian population and habitat 
distribution parameters. The ecoregional classification 
system adopted for this framework was defined and 
delineated by the Commission for Environmental 
Cooperation (1997). The CEC classification was adopted 
by the North American Bird Conservation Initiative 
in 1999 and used as the basis for delineating Bird 
Conservation Regions (BCRs; North American Bird 
Conservation Initiative 2000).

The CEC ecoregions represent four different ecoregional 
scales within a hierarchical framework of nested 
ecological units. From ecoregional level I to ecoregional 
level IV, the spatial resolution of the ecoregions increases 

and encompasses areas that are progressively more 
similar in their biotic (e.g., plant and wildlife) and abiotic 
(e.g., soils, drainage patterns, temperature, and annual 
precipitation) characteristics. Below each level is defined 
and summarized within relevance to the JV.

Global/Intercontinental Scale 
(Level I Ecoregions)
Level I ecological regions (Fig. 1) highlight the major 
ecological biomes at a continental scale and provide 
the broad backdrop to the ecological mosaic of North 
America, putting the IWJV in context at a global or 
intercontinental perspective. The large area of the North 
American desert biome internal to the IWJV boundary 
is informative in regard to the extent of water-limited 
ecosystems the IWJV encompasses. This perspective 
supports the emphasis the IWJV has put on water-
dependent bird species and associated wetland habitats. 
Limited wetland habitat continues to be impacted by 
anthropogenic modifications in this biome with the 
extent of wetland habitats and wetland productivity 
trending down (Dahl, 2008). Future projections indicate 
climate change could modify the hydro-periodicity 
and distribution of many wetland systems by altering 
the distribution and volume of snow pack across the 
Intermountain West (Harpold et al. 2010, McMenamin et 
al. 2008, Lawler and Mathias 2007).

DEFINING AN ECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK
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National/Sub-continental Scale (Level II Ecoregions)
Level II ecological regions (Fig. 6) provide a more detailed 
description of the large ecological areas nested within 
the level I regions. For example, the North American 
Deserts Level I ecoregion which intersects the IWJV is 
composed of two ecological regions at Level II, Cold and 
Warm Deserts. Level II ecological regions are useful at 

national and sub-continental scales when summarizing 
broad landscape physiographic characteristics, wildlife 
distributions, and land use practices. The spatial extents of 
Level II ecoregions are coincident in many cases with BCR 
boundaries. The IWJV encompasses significant portions of 
five Level II ecoregions (Fig. 6) and seven BCRs (Fig. 7).

Figure 6  North American CEC 
Level II Ecoregions. 
Only Level II ecoregions 
intersecting the IWJV 
boundary are described 
in the figure legend.

DEFINING AN ECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

Table 1 Level II ecoregional areas within the IWJV.

LEVEL II 
ECOREGION

ECOREGION 
ACRES

IWJV 
ECOREGION 

ACRES
IWJV %

Mediterranean 
California 19,474,493 675,291 3.5%

West-Central 
Semiarid Prairies 188,065,747 2,790,955 1.5%

South Central 
Semiarid Prairies 119,885,169 13,223,530 11.0%

Upper Gila 
Mountains 26,901,624 19,859,713 73.8%

Warm Deserts 158,085,499 32,404,645 20.5%

Western Cordillera 244,731,062 162,224,991 66.3%

Cold Deserts 248,654,382 246,453,973 99.1%

6.2 Western Cordillera

9.3 West-Central Semiarid Prairies

9.4 South Central Semiarid Prairies

10.1 Cold Deserts

10.2 Warm Deserts

11.1 Mediterranean California

13.1 Upper Gila Mountains

0.0 Water

IWJV Boundary

Photo by Pat r ick Donne l ly
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Figure 7  North American BCRs. 
Only BCRs intersecting 
the IWJV boundary are 
described in the figure 
legend.

Table 2 Bird Conservation Regions (BCR) within the IWJV.

BCR NAME
BCR 

ACRES
IWJV BCR 

ACRES
IWJV %

Coastal 
California 
(BCR 32)

47,294,986 712,132 1.5%

Badlands 
and Prairies 
(BCR 17)

90,877,294 2,608,428 2.9%

Shortgrass 
Prairie (BCR 
18)

95,097,525 3,091,304 3.3%

Northern 
Pacific 
Rainforest 
(BCR 5)

136,413,183 4,082,088 3.0%

Sierra 
Nevada 
(BCR 15)

13,616,123 5,202,338 38.2%

Sierra Madre 
Occidental 
(BCR 34)

107,015,553 14,554,203 13.6%

BCR NAME
BCR 

ACRES
IWJV BCR 

ACRES
IWJV %

Sonoran 
and Mojave 
Deserts 
(BCR 33)

96,704,687 16,234,281 16.8%

Chihuahuan 
Desert (BCR 
35)

141,849,002 21,628,017 15.2%

Northern 
Rockies 
(BCR 10)

240,066,651 118,918,270 49.5%

Southern 
Rockies/
Colorado 
Plateau 
(BCR 16)

128,062,728 126,002,050 98.4%

Great Basin 
(BCR 9)

191,795,903 173,020,527 90.2%

Badlands and Prairies (BCR 17)

Chihuahuan Desert (BCR 35)

Coastal California (BCR 17)

Great Basin (BCR 9)

Northern Pacific Rainforest (BCR 5)

Northern Rockies (BCR 10)

Shortgrass Prairie (BCR 18)

Sierra Madre Occidental (BCR 34)

Sierra Nevada (BCR 15)

Sonoran and Mojave Deserts (BCR 33)

Southern Rockies/Colorado Plateau (BCR 16)

DEFINING AN ECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK



Intermountain West Joint  Venture  |  C o n s e r v i n g  H a b i t a t  T h ro u g h  P a r t n e r s h i p s  |  www.iwjv.org2.12

Regional Scale (Level III Ecoregions)
Level III ecological regions describe smaller ecological 
areas nested within level II regions (Fig. 8). At this scale 
Level III ecoregions enhance regional environmental 
monitoring, assessment and reporting. They allow 
locally defining characteristics to be identified, and 
more regionally specific management strategies 

to be formulated. Level III ecoregions provide the 
biological foundation for stratifying landscapes across 
the Intermountain West into meaningful units that are 
appropriate to develop habitat/population model. The 
IWJV encompasses all or significant portions of 21 Level 
III ecoregions.

Figure 8  CEC Level III Ecoregions, 
intersecting IWJV boundary. 
Only Level II ecoregions 
intersecting the IWJV 
boundary are described in the 
figure legend.

6.2.3 Columbia Mountain/Northern Rockies

6.2.4 Canadian Rockies

6.2.5 North Cascades

6.2.8 Eastern Cascades Slopes and Foothills

6.2.9 Blue Mountains

6.2.10 Middle Rockies

6.2.11 Klamath Mountains

6.2.12 Sierra Nevada

6.2.13 Wasatch and Uinta Mountains

6.2.14 Southern Rockies

6.2.15 Idaho Batholith

9.4.3 Southwestern Tablelands

10.1.2 Columbia Plateau

10.1.3 Northern Basin and Range

10.1.4 Wyoming Basin

10.1.5 Central Basin and Range

10.1.6 Colorado Plateaus

10.1.7 Arizona/New Mexico Plateau

10.1.8 Snake River Plain

10.2.1 Mojave Basin and Range

10.2.2 Sonoran Desert

10.2.4 Chihuahuan Desert

13.1.1 Arizona New Mexico Mountains
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Table 3  Level III ecoregional areas within IWJV extent

LEVEL III ECOREGION NAME
ECOREGION 

ACRES
IWJV ECOREGION 

ACRES
IWJV %

Northwestern Glaciated Plains 99,914,031 99,013 0.1%

Northwestern Great Plains 88,151,715 2,691,942 3.1%

California Coastal Sage, Chaparral, and Oak 
Woodlands

19,474,493 675,291 3.5%

High Plains 70,758,582 3,994,752 5.6%

Madrean Archipelago 18,504,491 1,247,587 6.7%

Canadian Rockies 25,841,279 3,202,103 12.4%

Chihuahuan Desert 126,062,629 16,835,170 13.4%

Klamath Mountains 11,978,288 1,889,825 15.8%

Cascades 11,449,173 2,067,574 18.1%

Southwestern Tablelands 49,126,587 9,228,778 18.8%

Sierra Nevada 13,024,095 4,948,842 38.0%

North Cascades 8,689,192 3,824,863 44.0%

Columbia Mountains/Northern Rockies 44,160,295 20,199,546 45.7%

Mojave Basin and Range 32,022,870 15,569,475 48.6%

Arizona/New Mexico Mountains 26,901,624 19,859,713 73.8%

Middle Rockies 36,128,290 33,488,083 92.7%

Arizona/New Mexico Plateau 37,083,001 35,630,932 96.1%

Southern Rockies 35,975,520 35,246,157 98.0%

Wyoming Basin 32,733,155 32,180,200 98.3%

Columbia Plateau 20,683,605 20,488,914 99.1%

Eastern Cascades Slopes and Foothills 13,857,376 13,730,443 99.1%

Central Basin and Range 76,523,537 76,522,842 100.0%

Blue Mountains 17,484,325 17,484,325 100.0%

Colorado Plateaus 33,318,402 33,318,402 100.0%

Idaho Batholith 14,863,494 14,863,494 100.0%

Northern Basin and Range 35,085,836 35,085,836 100.0%

Snake River Plain 13,226,846 13,226,846 100.0%

Wasatch and Uinta Mountains 11,279,736 11,279,736 100.0%

DEFINING AN ECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK



Local Scale (Level IV Ecoregions)
Level IV ecological regions describe smaller ecological 
areas nested within level III regions. Like Level III 
ecoregions, Level IV provide a detailed stratification 
of ecological processes that support regional and local 
conservation objectives. At this scale Level IV ecoregions 
also provide a meaningful summarization agent,

linking ecoregional objectives and local habitat 
delivery actions. Currently Level IV ecoregions have 
been developed for 10 of 11 western states within the 
Intermountain West. The remaining state, Arizona, is 
expected to be finalized in the near future.

The IWJV is unique among the habitat joint ventures when 
measured by the diversity and extent of state and federally 
managed lands encompassed. Of the more than 486 million 
acres that make up the IWJV, over 70% (>335 million 
acres) are public lands (Figs. 9, 10). Understanding 
the ecological factors linked to public and private land 
distribution and the underlying land management practices 
they represent can provide critical insight to associated 
levels of land protection and potential habitat quality.

Figure 9  Conservation estate and landownership patterns 
in the Intermountain West.
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Defining the extent and capacity of the conservation estate 
based on the single factor of public or private ownership 
often obscures the perspective of conservation actions. 
Although public lands in many circumstances are afforded 
more protection from direct human impacts, they may be 
more susceptible to indirect and unintended impacts that 
result from public land management policies. When applied 
over broad areas consistently over time, such policies 
can impact millions of acres and act as change agents at a 
broad ecological scale. The USFS fire suppression policy 

provides an example. Implemented from 1935 to 1978, 
this policy was meant to protect forest resources across 
the western United States but resulted in shifts in forest 
density and increased fuel loads that altered the health 
and structure of many forested habitats across this region. 
This landscape alteration has undoubtedly impacted bird 
habitats in portions of the Intermountain West and should 
be considered a landscape factor in modeling exercises. 
The USFS currently administers >107 million acres 
(22.3%) of the IWJV.

Table 4  Summary of surface ownership within IWJV boundary

OWNER ACRES HECTARES %

Corps of Engineers 51,299 20,760 <0.1%

US Department of Agriculture 256,045 103,618 0.1%

State Park 374,492 151,552 0.1%

Other Gov’t. 668,862 270,680 0.1%

State Wildlife Management Area 939,096 380,040 0.2%

Bureau of Reclamation 1,398,258 565,857 0.3%

Department of Energy 1,541,764 623,932 0.3%

US Fish & Wildlife Service 3,097,142 1,253,374 0.6%

Department of Defense 9,043,505 3,659,791 1.9%

National Park Service 12,682,798 5,132,567 2.6%

State 22,933,022 9,280,702 4.8%

Bureau of Indian Affairs 33,342,227 13,493,175 7.0%

US Forest Service 107,027,928 43,312,839 22.3%

Private 141,645,141 57,321,984 29.5%

BLM 141,823,200 57,394,042 29.6%

CONSERVATION ESTATE & LANDOWNERSHIP PATTERNS
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Examining the conservation estate from an ecoregional 
perspective is important when attempting to identify 
those ecological factors that characterize the extent 
and interspersion of public and private lands within 
the Intermountain West. Ecological regions are often 
associated with persistent ownership patterns that 
are linked to the social and physical geography of a 
landscape. The assessment of these relationships often 
reveals consistent associations of land ownership and 
land-use practices within ecoregional boundaries. As 
a result, ownership within ecological regions is often 
characterized by 1 to a few dominant land-use practices. 
This characteristic can be illustrated by the distribution 
of USFS and Bureau of Land Management (BLM) lands 
among ecological regions within the Intermountain West. 

Because the natural resource missions of these land 
management agencies are correlated to specific ecological 
factors (i.e., plant community distributions) their extent is 
largely coincident with ecoregional boundaries (Fig. 10). 
In the same manner, the distribution of private lands can 
also be associated with the extent and inherent value of 
natural resources. The ecological factors associated with 
private ownership differ from public ownership factors 
and were often determined by historic economic values 
common to Western agricultural development and range 
land productivity. The outcome of these factors has been 
a relatively small land base of private ownership within 
the Intermountain West, but one that potentially represents 
a disproportionately high bird habitat value. Future 
biological planning should evaluate this assumption.

Figure 10  Land ownership patterns 
and ecoregional 
boundaries in the IWJV. 
1 = Idaho Batholith,  
2 = Northern Basin  
and Range.
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