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Goals of the NVC 

Define and adopt standards for 

vegetation data collection and analysis 

Facilitate inter-agency collaboration 

and inter-agency product consistency 

Foster accuracy, consistency, and 

clarity in the structure, labeling, 

definition and application of a 

systematic vegetation classification for 

the U.S. 

Establish a national set of standards 

for classifying existing vegetation 

Develop minimum metadata 

requirements 

Collaborate between state, federal and 

international efforts 

 



NVC Hierarchy  
Vegetated Areas Natural Vegetation Cultural Vegetation 

Upper 

1 - Formation Class 1 - Cultural Class 

2 - Formation Subclass 2 - Cultural Subclass 

3 - Formation 3 - Cultural Formation 

4 - Cultural Subformation 

Middle 

4 - Division 5 - Cultural Group 

5 - Macrogroup 6 - Cultural Subgroup 

6 - Group 

Lower 

7 - Alliance  7- Cultural type 

8 - Association 8 - Cultural subtype 



How does the NVC  Classify Natural 

Vegetation 
 The NVC vegetation classification 

is based on a combination of:  

growth forms, as these respond to 
climate, elevation, substrates, etc, 
and  

species, both dominant and 
diagnostic, as these reflect 
biogeographic and ecologic 
relations.  

 

 The classification is hierarchical 
and incorporates the physiognomic  
(top 3 levels), general floristic-
biogeographic (mid 3 levels), and 
detailed floristic (lowest 2 levels) 
criteria, guiding all criteria by 
ecological considerations.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hierarchy


Level Concept Example 

Upper - Physiognomic 

L1 – Formation Class Broad combinations of general dominant growth forms that are 
adapted to basic temperature (energy budget), moisture, and 
substrate/aquatic conditions.  

Shrubland& Grassland 

[mesomorphic] 

L2 – Formation Subclass Combinations of general dominant and diagnostic growth forms 
that reflect global macroclimatic factors driven primarily by 
latitude and continental position, or that reflect overriding 
substrate/aquatic conditions.  

Temperate & Boreal 

Shrubland 

& Grassland 

L3 – Formation Combinations of dominant and diagnostic growth forms that 
reflect global macroclimatic factors as modified by altitude, 
seasonality of precipitation, substrates, and hydrologic 
conditions.  

Temperate Grassland  

&Shrubland 

Middle – Physiognomic, Biogeographic and Floristic 

L4 – Division Combinations of dominant and diagnostic growth forms and a 
broad set of diagnostic plant species that reflect biogeographic 
differences in composition and continental differences in 
mesoclimate, geology, substrates, hydrology, and disturbance 
regimes.  

Great Plains Grassland  

&Shrubland 

L5 – Macrogroup Combinations of moderate sets of diagnostic plant species and 
diagnostic growth forms, that reflect biogeographic differences in 
composition and subcontinental to regional differences in 
mesoclimate, geology, substrates, hydrology, and disturbance 
regimes.  

Great Plains Shortgrass 

Prairie & Shrubland 

L6 – Group Combinations of relatively narrow sets of diagnostic plant species 
(including dominants and co-dominants), broadly similar 
composition, and diagnostic growth forms that reflect regional 
mesoclimate, geology, substrates, hydrology, and disturbance 
regimes.  

Great Plains Short Grass 

Prairie Group 

Lower – Floristic 

L7 – Alliance Diagnostic species, including some from the dominant growth 
form or layer, and moderately similar composition that reflect 
regional to subregional climate, substrates, hydrology, 
moisture/nutrient factors, and disturbance regimes. 

Blue Grama Herbaceous 

Alliance  

L8 – Association Diagnostic species, usually from multiple growth forms or layers, 
and more narrowly similar composition that reflect topo-edaphic 
climate, substrates, hydrology, and disturbance regimes.  

Blue Grama - Buffalograss 

Shortgrass Prairie 

 

Table 1. Summary of natural USNVC hierarchy levels. 



Cultural Vegetation Ruderal, Plantation and Native Vegetation 

Plantation 

Forests 
Natural Forests 

Orchards and 

Treed Lawns 

Northern cherry orchard 

Apple orchard (Empire) 

Lawn with trees (Thomas 

Jefferson home) 

Poplar plantation 

Douglas fir plantation (40 yr) 

Red pine plantation 

Beech - maple northern hardwood forest,  

 - mature & partially logged 

Red pine forest 



Cultural Vegetation Ruderal & Native Vegetation 

Grassland & Shrubland 

(Mesomorphic) Vegetation 
Developed 

(Hortomorphic) 

Vegetation 

Lawn 

Golf course 

Right-of-way 

Crested wheatgrass (exotic), SD 

Cogon grass (exotic) 

southeastern U.S. 

Heavy/light grazed (planted) 

pasture, Texas 

Tallgrass prairie, WI 

Mixed grass prairie, SD 

Shortgrass prairie, CO 

Corn field 

Intensive Hay field 

Intensive Hay field: Red top, 

with timothy, tall fescue, 

creeping foxtail (e. OR) 

Agricultural 

(Agromorphic) 

Vegetation  Ruderal Natural 



        

Polar and High Mountain Vegetation 

(Cryomorphic Vegetation) 

Semi-Desert Vegetation 

(Xeromorphic Vegetation) 

Forest & Woodland             (Mesomorphic)        Shrubland & Grassland  

Aquatic Vegetation 

(Hydromorphic Vegetation) 

Nonvascular 

Vegetation 

(Lithomorphic 

Vegetation) 
Loiseleuria 

procumbens 

  

Agricultural Vegetation;  Developed Vegetation 



Cool and Warm Semi-Desert 

Formations (L3) 

 



Another Example of NVC Hierarchy 

Formation Class: Forest and Woodland  

Formation Subclass: Temperate Forest 

Formation: Cool Temperate Forest 

Division: Western North American Cool Temperate Forest 

Macrogroup: Southern Rocky Mountain  Lower Montane Forest 

Group: Southern Rocky Mountain Ponderosa Pine  Forest and Woodland  

Alliance: Ponderosa Pine Woodland 

Association: Ponderosa Pine / Gambel Oak Woodland 
 



NVC Database 

Classification Mgt. 

US-NVC Panel 

Proposal submission 

Analysis & Synthesis 

VegBank & other plot archives 

US-NVC 
Proposed data flow 

Extraction 

NVC Web Viewer 

Peer Review 

NVC Proceedings 

Legend 

External Action 

Internal Action 

Software Entity 

Legacy NVC classification 

Screening 



Tools for accessing the NVC & supporting material 
1. Content Maintenance  & Dissemination 



1. Content Maintenance  & Dissemination 

A prototype browser for the hierarchy –  

Currently missing design elements, those will be added as the web design evolves. 

 

http://usnvc.org/explore-classification/ / 



Allows text searches and highlights the relevant pathways. 

 

Currently searching the type names, once the supporting 

database is in place this will allow searches of the full 

descriptions . 
 



Navigating down through the hierarchy.   

At the association level – a link takes you to the NatureServe 

Description 





If a description for a Macrogroup or Group is available  - a link to a pdf is 

provided. 

***Important  Note - Alliances are not included in  the hierarchy. 
 



 2. Maintenance  & 
Dissemination of 
Supporting Data 

•A public archive for vegetation records 

•Key data can be viewed by a simple web link.  

(e.g. 

http://vegbank.org/get/std/observation/5153) 



http://herbarium.unc.edu:8080/nvcrs/ 

3. Preparation  & Submission  of Proposals 
for Revising Content 



USNVC1  Braun-Blanquet2 

Brown et al. 
19983 Rübel 4  

Upper 

   L1 – Formation Class 

   L2 – Formation Subclass  

   L3 – Formation Formation5 Formation-type Formation 

Mid 

   L4 – Division Division5 

   L5 – Macrogroup Class Biotic 
Community 

   L6 – Group Order 

 Lower 

   L7 – Alliance Alliance Series/Alliance  Alliance 

   L8 – Association Association Association Association 

NVC and Other Hierarchies 



Questions? 


