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Ranking Vegetation Types

➢ Primary ranking criteria

Determine classification units

Estimate range / distribution

Estimate abundance / condition

Evaluate threats / trends

➢ State (S) a/o Global (G) rankings

Ranks produced by CDFW and CNPS staff 

Re-evaluate ranking when more data are available

➢ Example of the ranking process

➢ Where we are in the ranking process



➢ Identify classification units 
through sampling and 
analysis 
▪ Alliance & Association levels

➢ Obtain descriptions and 
mapping during local or 
regional vegetation projects

Arctostaphylos (crustacea, tomentosa) 
Alliance, Arctostaphylos confertiflora

Association
on Santa Rosa Island

Classification / 
Mapping





Obtain Data – 2 Primary Factors 
for Assessing Rarity
➢ Estimate extent of the type’s 

range (across state or globally)
Refine through additional review 
throughout its range 

➢ Estimate # occurrences and
acreage of occupied areas 
(through maps or other available 
data)

RANGE/EXTENT of Arctostaphylos 
(crustacea, tomentosa) Alliance



➢ Inc. ground-based data, 
map data, and other 
sources

➢ Refine with local / expert 
input

Evaluate – Threats and Trends



NatureServe 
Methodology for 
Assigning Ranks

Factors for 
Assigning Ranks

➢ Range/Distribution
Range Extent
Area of Occupancy

➢Abundance/Condition
# of Occurrences
# of Occurrences with Good Viability

/ Ecological Integrity
Environmental Specificity

➢ Threats
Overall Threat Impact

Intrinsic Vulnerability (optional)

➢ Trends (if known)
Short-term Trend
Long-term Trend



Global and State Ranks

*Modified from previous Manual of CA Vegetation (MCV) and  
NatureServe / National Vegetation Classification (NVC) ranking definitions

G1 S1: Critically Imperiled at very high risk. Ex: 1–5 viable 
occurrences worldwide  statewide and < 100 ha (up to 1 km2)

G2 S2: Imperiled at high risk. Ex: 6–20 viable occurrences 
worldwide/ statewide and from 100–2,000 ha (1–20 km2)

G3 S3: Vulnerable at moderate risk. Ex: 21–80 viable occurrences 
worldwide/ statewide and from 2,000–10,000 ha (20–100 km2)  

G4 S4: Apparently secure and at fairly low risk of extinction; Ex: 81–
300 viable occurrences worldwide/ statewide and >10,000–50,000 
ha (100–500 km2) without significant threats and low concern

G5 S5: Secure and demonstrably widespread because of its 
worldwide / statewide abundance and little to no concern of decline

**Caveat: Various factors can play a role in modifying these values, 
including Condition, Viability or Ecological Integrity of Vegetation, 
Threats, and Trends

Global and State Ranks – Definitions/ Example *



See also: https://nrm.dfg.ca.gov/FileHandler.ashx?DocumentID=181808&inline

https://explorer.natureserve.org/AboutTheData/Statuses

https://explorer.natureserve.org/AboutTheData/Statuses


NatureServe Rank 
Calculator:

➢ Allows for G & S ranks for 
all elements (species, natural 
communities, ecosystems)

➢ Is a standardized, rigorous 
method, vetted across different 
taxa and ecosystems to provide 
accurate and consistent rankings

➢ Provides flexibility, such as spatial 
pattern -- vegetation patches from 
large, small, and matrix



70% of 
weight 
ranking 

30%



Threats provide 30% weight in the ranking with 
two factors (Scope and Severity)



Threat factors influence the G & S ranks 
production & mining

▪ Transportation & service corridors

▪ Biological resource use

▪ Human intrusions & disturbance

▪ Natural system modifications

▪ Invasive & other problematic 
species, genes & diseases

▪ Pollution

▪ Climate change & severe weather

▪ Other options/threats

▪ Residential & commercial 
development

▪ Agriculture & aquaculture

▪ Energy production & mining

▪ Transportation & service 
corridors

▪ Biological resource use

▪ Human intrusions & 
disturbance

▪ Natural system 
modifications

▪ Invasive & other 
problematic 
species, genes & diseases

▪ Pollution

▪ Climate change & severe 
weather

▪ Other options/threats



Summary - How do we rank how 
sensitive a vegetation type is?
➢ Determine all classification units of vegetation types 

through sampling during local or regional vegetation project
E.g., Alliance and Association levels

➢ Estimate extent of the type’s range (across state or globally)
Refine through additional review throughout its range 

➢ Estimate # occurrences and acreage of occupied areas 
(through maps or other available data), 

Subfactor on condition

➢ Evaluate threats and impacts
Inc. ground-based data, map data, and other sources

Refine with local / expert input

➢ Determine State (S) a/o Global (G) ranking  
Done by CDFW and CNPS staff 
Re-evaluate the ranking when more information becomes available



Current 
Extent of 
Fine-scale 
Vegetation 
Mapping



What questions do we ask when doing 
SNC ranking?
➢ Do we have enough data to do the ranking? 

➢ IF YES →Begin ranking, knowing flexibility is built into system

➢ IF NO →Obtain more ground-based data, map data, and other 
sources; Refine with local / expert input

➢ What data gaps do we still have, for the Range Extent, 
Occurrence, Threat info?

➢ Factor our data gaps into the ranking

➢ What limitations do we have with the data? 

➢ For example, if an area has Alliance level mapping, but we 

intend to rank an Association, extrapolate from ground-based 

data and other sources



Vegetation 
Description and 
Mapping: 

From detailed, 
County or 
Regionally- based 
Efforts in the 
Greater Bay Area 
and North Coast 
regions

Region includes 
traditional lands of 
the Pomo, Wappo, 
and Miwok tribes

Expanded in next slide



Fine-scale 
Vegetation 
Map from 
Sonoma Co.

Vegetation is defined 
and mapped in a 
standard way based 
on classification rules 
with wall-to-wall 
representation in the 
project area. You can 
query and analyze 
specific types



Step 1: Evaluate range
and acreage based on 
available vegetation 
survey and map data

Step 2: Extrapolate 
range from existing data
on diagnostic species 
(e.g., Botanical 
specimen collections 
from CCH, surveys from 
CNDDB) and other 
layers (e.g., geology)

Step 3: Collect
additional ground-
based data if necessary 
to further identify 
occurrences and 
evaluate type



Expression of Arctostaphylos (bakeri, montana) 
Alliance and A. bakeri Association along North Coast 
in Sonoma County and A. montana in Marin County



http://vegetation.cnps.org/

Number of stands and 
acreage known: 

Count Polys: 262
Occurrences:     7
Minimum size:  0.2 ha
Maximum size: 16.9 ha
Sum of area:     386 ha
Mean size:        1.47 ha

Total estimated range
un-verified in veg map: 15%

General ecological range of Arctostaphylos bakeri Association



Step 4: Assessing ecological integrity and 
threats

Mapping and description of 
Arctostaphlos bakeri Association
occurrences are of good to 
excellent condition.

Many stands are in preserves

Some fragmented by or near 
development and roads/trails

Also, non-native plants threaten 
at least 2 stands

-- Low to moderate threats for at 
least 85% of known stands

Data sources: CNDDB, ESRI base imagery



Arctostaphylos (bakeri, montana) Alliance →
S3 G3 Ranking 

➢# occurrences: 21-80 

Estimated 21 so far

➢Direct estimate: 5-20 km2

Estimated 7.3 km2

➢ Threats / Impacts: High

1 medium and >3 low impacts



Natural Communities List – Updated 08/21/2021
Sorted by Alliance Scientific Name with Rarity (G & S, Y/N)  in 

PDF and Excel
https://www.wildlife.ca.gov/Data/VegCAMP/Natural-Communities

https://www.wildlife.ca.gov/Data/VegCAMP/Natural-Communities


Sensitive Natural Communities List
https://nrm.dfg.ca.gov/FileHandler.ashx?DocumentID=153609&inline



Where are we toward ranking vegetation 
with the NatureServe Rank Calculator?

➢ Around 100 of the > 450 Alliances have been ranked 
since 2017 (or ~20 to 25 per year on average)

➢ Need to ramp this up to at least 100 per year to 
complete this in the next 3 years

➢ Similarly, need to ramp up Association level ranking, 
since most are noted as “Y” or “N” for rarity 

“Y” means a rank of S1, S2 or S3 is generally determined so far





THANK YOU! Photo by: M. Vasey





Step 4: Refinement of distribution and rarity from other detailed 
vegetation maps combined with threats (and trends if known). 

Refined Rarity rank that will be officially posted:
G2G3 S2S3  (Changed from G3 S3)
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