
Interior Mountain Heather wet cold (IMAwc) 

02 Lepraria neglecta - Cassiope tetragona- Empetrum nigrum 

This site unit occurs on ridges and summits which experience the earliest snowmelt in the Interior 
Mountain Heather zone. The early exposure, as well as the effects of high winds and rapid drainage 
result in plant communities with relatively low percent vegetation cover which are dominated by 
lichens such as Lepraria neglecta. At a glance, these units would appear to be barren habitats, however 
there is often high species diversity resulting from an abundance of specialist species adapted to such 
extreme conditions (Cassiope tetragona, Festuca brachyphylla). The vascular plants in this site unit are 
the first ones to bloom in the spring, with Loiseleuria procumbens and Silene acaulis often blooming 
up to 1 month before other site units. Soils are poorly developed, with a very high percent of rock 
cover. Soil instability often result from the effects of wind, frost, and lack of structural stability on 
steeper slopes. Often the leeward sides (snowdrift areas) of this site unit, remain in perpetual early 
succession as cornices and snow-creep greatly disturb the soil on a annual basis. 

03 Luzula-Phyllodoce-Cassiope mertensiana 

The 03 site unit primarily occupies the cool aspects which experience limitations from a reduced 
growing season (late snowmelt) and from rapid drainage due to slope steepness. On gentle to moderate 
slopes Cassiope mertensiana, Phyllodoce empetriformis and other vascular plants form extensive 
communities with a high percent vegetation covers. As the slope becomes steeper, frequent soil and 
snow sluffing, snowcreep, and solifluction, create a sparse community characterized by high soil 
instability in which Luzula spp. and other ruderal species dominate the plant community. The early 
accumulation of snow and late release of the snowpack result in soils that are insulated and well 
irrigated. 

01 Antennaria lanata - Artemisia norvegica 

The zonal site unit for the IMAwc is typically found above 2150m.a.s.l. on gentle to moderately steep 
slopes on neutral to warm aspects. Soils under this unit are moderately well developed. Vascular plant 
cover is abundant, with an extensive cover of Antennaria lanata and/or Artemisia norvegica. These 
communities an experience late summer moisture deficits, and are generally well drained sites. 
Throughout the IMAwc, the site conditions leading to the establishment of the 01 site unit are 
uncommon and limited by topographic conditions (gentle-moderately steep slopes, on warm-neutral 
aspects). This site unit has low to moderate species richness, since most of the suitable sites tend to be 
well occupied by a few species. 

04 Sibbaldia procumbens - Salix nivalis - Potentilla villosa 

This site unit occupies mid to high slope positions, frequently extending into ridges which are less 
exposed and of more gentle character than those in the 02 site unit. These sites range from scarce 
vegetation cover to high cover depending on soil stability and degree of exposure. They often have 
medium to high diversity levels with several species from the 02, 01 and 03 site unit co-occurring. 
Soils are generally poorly developed with a high percent coarse fragment, resulting in rapid drainage. 



05 Carex spectabilis 

This site unit is fairly typical of the IMAwc since it can occur under a wide variety of conditions. It 
often dominates warm aspects and extends into exposed sites with abundant moisture. They are 
characterized by a continuous presence of Carex spectabilis, and includes late-snowmelt areas typically 
dominated by Carex nigricans. The vegetation is characterized by a high percent cover of vascular 
plants with a relatively vigorous growth. Several species of the ESSFwcp maybe present in this site 
unit, including trees on warm, well drained aspects. 

Engelmann Spruce Subalpine Fir wet cold parkland (ESSFwcp) 

02 Erythronium glanduliflora - Empetrum nigrum - Juniperus communis

This site unit occupies ridges and summits below 2100m.a.s.l. They are characterized by early 
snowmelt, high exposure to winds, poor soil development and a high percent of coarse fragments and 
rocks. They are well drained sites in which tree growth is limited by moisture deficits. Erythronium 
glanduliflora, Pedicularis bracteosa and occasionally Juniperus communis are dominant where soils 
are very poorly developed and experience rapid drainage and frequent late summer moisture deficits. 
Where soils exhibit poor to medium soil development, Empetrum nigrum is dominant along with 
heathers and graminoids. 

03 Abies lasiocarpa - Vaccinium membranaceum - Rhododendron albiflorum 

The 03 site unit is commonly found on steep slopes, ranging from moderately warm to cool aspect. 
This combination results in well drained sites with a sufficient moisture supply and a growing season 
lengthy enough to support and extensive tree layer which can resemble the ESSFwcw. The sites are 
dominated by Abies lasiocarpa with occasional openings in which heathers are abundant. 

01 Erigeron peregrinus - Lupinus arcticus - Valeriana sitchensis

This site unit represents the typical subalpine 'meadow' communities. They occur on gentle to mod. 
steep slopes with good soil development. They represent the non-forested component of the subalpine 
matrix. They are perpetually kept as non-forested sites since the length of the growing season is too 
short to sustain tree species. This site unit has a high degree of species richness with a well developed 
herb layer with vigorous growth. While Erigeron peregrinus - Lupinus arcticus - Valeriana sitchensis 
are typically dominant or co-dominant, Veratrum viride can be locally dominant on sub-irrigated sites 
with rapid drainage. On sites in which soils can become saturated, heathers can be dominant. 

04 Abies lasiocarpa - Carex spectabilis -Valeriana sitchensis

The 04 site unit represents the forested component of the subalpine matrix. This sites are typically 
raised microsites in which earlier snowmelt allows for the establishment and development of tree 
islands. Once trees become established, their interception of snow and diversion of snow into the 
adjacent openings combined with earlier snowmelt, result in perpetually treed sites. The trees are less 
than 16m in height and rarely exceed 200yrs of age due to stressful growing conditions. The herb layer 



under the canopy is usually sparse, but locally abundant in the exposed (warm) side of the tree-clumps. 
Mitella spp., Viola spp. and Barbilophozia are typically found under the canopy. 

05 Abies lasiocarpa - Mitella - Cassiope mertensiana

This site unit is the forested component of the subalpine found in cool aspect with a later snowmelt 
timing than the 04 site unit. While the tree species are similar in character and composition to the 04, 
the herb layer is typically dominated by heathers and occasionally by Vaccinium membranaceum when 
good soil drainage is present. 

06 Cassiope mertensiana - Luetkea pectinata 

The 06 site unit occupies the non-forested sites on cool aspects with late snowmelt. Extensive mats of 
Cassiope mertensiana result in sites with a very high percent of vegetation cover with low diversity 
levels. Soils are typically saturated with no moisture deficit. Raised microsites within the 06 are 
typically dominated by trees with low vigour and high stress from snowcreep and frequent avalanches. 
Frequent snow-sluffs (and avalanches) can extend this site unit well into the ESSFwcw. 

07 Carex nigricans - Ranunculus eschscholtzii 

This site unit is characterized by excessive moisture which limits the establishment of tree species. The 
communities within this site unit can be dominated by Eriophorum angustifolium, Carex nigricans,  
Caltha leptosepala, and Sphagnum spp. Seepage is commonly present within the top 30 cm of soil, and 
deep organic soils are common. Platanthera spp. can be locally co-dominant. This site unit can occur in 
a wide range of topographic conditions insofar as there is an abundant water supply. 


