
4 BIOGEOCLIMATIC UNITS OF THE
PRINCE RUPERT FOREST REGION

This chapter introduces the biogeoclimatic units (zones, subzones, variants,
and phases) found within the PRFR. For convenience, the PRFR has been
divided into south and north halves (Figure 4.1), which are described
separately. The south half includes the North Coast, Kalum, Kispiox,
Bulkley, Morice, and Lakes forest districts and a portion of Tweedsmuir
Provincial Park. The north half consists of the Cassiar Forest District,
including Spatsizi Provincial Park.

For each biogeoclimatic zone, a brief description of the location, distribution,
climate, vegetation, and soils is provided. Comparative tables of
environmental, climatic, and vegetation characteristics of each zone are also
included. Following the summary of each zone is a description of the
biogeoclimatic subzones and variants found within that zone, and a
comparative table of the environmental and vegetation characteristics for
these units.

The purpose of this chapter is to enable users to identify and distinguish
among the biogeoclimatic units. The tables and descriptions should be used
in conjunction with the 1:500 000 scale map Biogeoclimatic and Ecoregion
Units of the Prince Rupert Forest Region (Pojar et al. 1988).

After the appropriate biogeoclimatic unit is identified, a description of its
site units can be found in Chapter 5.

4.1 Physiography

We use the system of Holland (1976) to subdivide the PRFR into large areas
of similar terrain and geologic history and to assign names to major
physiographic features such as mountain ranges, plateaus, and basins. The
physiographic subdivisions are listed in Table 4.1. Most physiographic
regions contain several biogeoclimatic zones, and most biogeoclimatic zones
extend across several physiographic regions (see Tables 4.2 and 4.8).

All of the PRFR lies within the Canadian Cordillera, the predominantly
mountainous region lying west of the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. The
Cordillera is divided into three systems: the Western System, comprising
everything west of the height of the Coast Mountain Range; the Interior
System, comprising everything from the Coast Mountains to the edge of the
Rocky Mountains; and the Eastern System, which includes the Rocky
Mountains and Rocky Mountain Foothills.

Western System: Within the PRFR, the Western System includes three
physiographic regions: the St. Elias Mountains, the Hecate Depression, and the
Coast Mountains. The St. Elias Mountains — the British Columbia portion,
also known as the Haines Triangle area — include some of North America’s
most rugged, heavily glaciated country and British Columbia’s highest
mountain peak, Mount Fairweather (elev. 5489 m). The Hecate Depression is a
low-lying region of rocky coastal islands with frequent muskeg. The portion of
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FIGURE 4.1. Map showing the division of the PRFR into north and south
halves.

the Hecate Depression found in the PRFR is referred to as the Hecate
Lowland. The Coast Mountains form the backbone of the PRFR, effectively
dividing it into the coast and interior portions. This physiographic region is
made up of two distinct mountain ranges, the Kitimat Ranges (south of the
Nass River) and the Boundary Ranges (north of the Nass River). Both are
granitic mountain ranges, but the Kitimat Ranges are characteristically
round-topped and dome-like because they were overridden by glacial ice,
while the Boundary Ranges are higher and more serrated, with numerous
“Matterhorn” peaks that protruded above the ice. Extensive icefields still
remain in the Boundary Ranges; the Kitimat Ranges contain smaller
remnant glaciers.

Interior System: The Interior System includes a diverse assemblage of
mountain ranges, plateaus, and plains. It differs from the Western System

BGC Units
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TABLE 4.1. Physiographic subdivisions of the PRFR (Holland 1976)

Major
region System Area Region Minor subdivisions

Canadian Western Outer St. Elias Fairweather Ranges
Cordillera Mountain Mountains Icefield Ranges

Alsek Ranges

Coastal Hecate Hecate Lowland Milbanke Strandflat
Trough Depression

Coast Coast Kitimat Ranges
Mountain Mountains Boundary Ranges

Interior Northern Yukon Tagish Highland
Plateau and Plateau Teslin Plateau
Mountain Nisutlin Plateau

Liard Plain

Central Stikine Tahltan Highland
Plateau and Plateau Taku Plateau
Mountain Kawdy Plateau Atsutla Range

Nahlin Plateau
Tanzilla Plateau
Klastline Plateau
Spatsizi Plateau

Cassiar Dease Plateau
Mountains Stikine Ranges

Kechika Ranges
Skeena Klappan Range
Mountains Eaglenest Range

Oweegee Range
Strata Range
Sicintine Range
Atna Range
Babine Range

Nass Basin

Hazelton Nass Ranges
Mountains Kispiox Range

Bulkley Ranges
Tahtsa Ranges

Rocky
Mountain
Trench

Southern Interior Nechako Plateau Quanchus Range
Plateau and Plateau
Mountain

Eastern Rocky Rocky Muskwa Ranges Rabbit Plateau
Mountain Mountains

BGC Units
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in that it is underlain chiefly by volcanic and sedimentary rocks, rather
than by granite, and overall is less rocky and rugged.

In the far north is the Yukon Plateau physiographic region, which has
relatively gentle terrain at high elevations. This region drains northward
into the Yukon and interior Alaska. To the east is the Liard Plain, a much
lower physiographic region with slight relief and many shallow lakes,
drained by the Liard River and its tributaries. The Stikine Plateau is large
and dissected, lying mostly below the level of the surrounding mountains.
The Cassiar Mountains region is made up of high, wide valleys, flat-topped
ridges, rounded mountains, and a few high serrated peaks. Some portions
drain west into the Stikine, some east towards the Peace, and some north
into the Yukon.

The interior portion of the Nass and Skeena watersheds includes three
physiographic regions: the Skeena Mountains, the Nass Basin, and the
Hazelton Mountains. The Skeena Mountains are formed largely of complex,
folded sedimentary rocks. They are divided into numerous smaller ranges
by prominent northwesterly trending valleys. The Nass Basin is a volcanic
area of low relief, which is drained by the Nass River and its tributaries
and by the Kitwanga and Kispiox rivers. The floor of the basin is dotted
with hundreds of small lakes. The Hazelton Mountains are a complex group
of small ranges (the Nass, Kispiox, Bulkley, and Tahtsa ranges) lying just
leeward of the Coast Mountains.

South and east of the Bulkley Valley is the Interior Plateau. The portion of
the Interior Plateau lying within the PRFR is called the Nechako Plateau.
This is gently rolling country, with deep blankets of glacial till, numerous
very long, narrow lakes gouged out by the glaciers, a few isolated
mountains, and a single mountain range, the Quanchus Range (max. elev.
2254 m) at the northern end of Tweedsmuir Provincial Park.

The Rocky Mountain Trench is a remarkable topographic feature, a 3- to
16-km wide strip valley running the full length of British Columbia, from
the Montana border in the south almost to the Yukon border in the north.
Only the northernmost portion of the Trench, occupied by the Kechika
River valley, is within the PRFR.

Eastern System: In the far north, the PRFR slips over into the Rocky
Mountains physiographic region in the Rabbit River drainage. The Muskwa
Ranges of the Rocky Mountains extend northwest from the Peace River,
merging into the Rabbit Plateau and terminating at the Liard River. This
area is composed of folded sedimentary rocks with peaks of quartzite and
limestone.

BGC Units
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4.2 Biogeoclimatic Units of the South Half of the Prince 
Rupert Forest Region

The south half of the PRFR is 11 102 593 ha in size and represents 44% of
the entire region. It ranges from coastal forests in the west through to
interior sub-boreal forests in the east (Tables 4.2 and 4.3; Figure 4.2). The
Coastal Western Hemlock zone (CWH) occurs on the coast from sea level to
montane elevations. It is characterized by mostly maritime or oceanic
climate with relatively mild temperatures and heavy rainfall. The climate
results in some of the largest conifers found within the region,
predominantly western hemlock, western redcedar, and amabilis fir. The
zone is further divided based on the amount of moisture and degree of
oceanic influence.

Inland of the CWH, the climate becomes transitional between coast and
true sub-boreal interior, resulting in the Interior Cedar – Hemlock zone
(ICH). The transitional climate is reflected in the vegetation of the zone,
which includes both coastal and interior plant species. Climax forests are
dominated by western hemlock, with subalpine fir, Roche spruce, and
western redcedar.

The Sub-Boreal Spruce zone (SBS) occupies most of the lowland forest in
the southern, interior part of the PRFR. It has a primarily continental,
sub-boreal climate, with seasonal extremes of temperature and severe,
snowy winters. Forests are a mixture of hybrid white spruce, lodgepole
pine, and subalpine fir. Wildfires have played a major role in this zone,
resulting in many mid to late seral forests of lodgepole pine and aspen. A
small area of the Sub-Boreal Pine Spruce zone (SBPS) occurs in the
southeastern corner of the region. It has a cooler, drier climate than the
SBS and is characterized by the dominance of poor stands of lodgepole pine.

Two subalpine zones occur in the south half of the region. On the coast, the
Mountain Hemlock zone (MH) occurs above the CWH and is characterized
by short, cool summers, and long, cool, wet winters. The characteristic tree
species are mountain hemlock and amabilis fir. In the interior, the
Engelmann Spruce – Subalpine Fir zone (ESSF) occurs above the ICH,
SBS, SBPS, and easternmost CWH. The Alpine Tundra zone (AT) occurs
above both the MH and ESSF and is characterized by a severe climate—
cold, windy, and snowy.

All Zones — South
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TABLE 4.2. Environmental characteristics of all zones in the PRFR, south half

Biogeoclimatic zone CWH ICH SBS

Extent
Area 2 454 911 ha 1 020 684 ha 2 399 697 ha

% of PRFR, south half 22.1 % 9.2% 21.6%
Elevation range 0 - 1000 m 100 - 1100 m 550 - 1300 m

Physiography
Physiographic units Coast Mtns.; Hecate Nass Basin; Skeena Nechako Plateau; 

Lowland Hazelton mtns. eastern valleys of 
Hazelton and Skeena
mtns

Terrain Mostly steep moun- Mountainous with Mostly gently rolling
tainous with narrow wide valleys; some with many lakes;
valleys; undulating hummocky, rocky more mountainous in
lowlands on outer terrain in Nass Basin west
coast

Climate
Maritime to Transitional; moder- Continental; moder-
submaritime; rainy ately wet to dry, warm ately dry with warm
and mild winters with summers and cool, wet to cool summers and
heavy wet snow inland winters cold winters

Soils
Dominant soils Humo-Ferric and Humo-Ferric Podzols; Gray Luvisols;

Ferro-Humic Podzols; Gray Luvisols Brunisols; Humo
Folisols Ferric Podzols

Humus forms Hemimors and Hemimors, 5 - 15 cm Thin Hemimors,
Humimors; 5 - 30+ cm thick Mormoders, and
thick Moders, 5 - 10 cm

thick

Tree speciesa

Major coniferous trees Hw, Ba, Cw, Ss Hw, Cw, Bl, Sx, Pl Sx, Pl, Bl
Major deciduous trees Dr, Act Ep, At, Act At, Act

a Tree species codes are found in Appendix 3.

BGC Units
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SBPS ESSF MH AT

54 928 ha 1 040 925 ha 1442 068 ha 1 788 468 ha
0.5% 17.5% 13.0% 16.1%
850 - 1400 m 900 - 1800 m 400 - 1650 m 1100 - 1800 m

Nechako Plateau: East slopes of Coast West slopes of Coast All, mainly Coast,
mainly Entiako River Mtns. to Nechako Mtns. to Hecate Hazelton, and Skeena
drainage Plateau Lowland mtns.

Rolling plateau dotted Mid to upper mountain Steep, rocky mountain Rugged, rocky mountain
with wetlands and slopes and high slopes tops
lakes plateaus; usually not

very steep

Continental; cool, dry Interior subalpine; Coastal subalpine; wet Severe alpine; cold,
summers and cold, dry short, fairly dry and very snowy with a windy, and snowy with
winters summers and long short, cool summer very short growing

snowy winters season

Gray Luvisols; Humo-Ferric and Ferro-Humic and Orthic and Humic
Dystric Brunisols Ferro-Humic Podzols; Humo-Ferric Podzols; Regosols; Brunisols

Podzolic Gray Folisols
Luvisols

Hemimors; < 10 cm Hemimors and Snow-compacted Rhizomulls, Hernimors,
thick Hemihumimors; Hemimors and and Mormoders

2 - 15 cm thick Humimors; 5 - 40 cm
thick

Pl, Sw, Sb Bl, Hm, Sxw, Pl Hm, Hw, Ba, Yc, (Bl) Bl, Hm krummholz
-- -- -- --

All Zones — South
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TABLE 4.3. Climatic characteristics of all forested zones in the PRFR,
south half

Biogeoclimatic zone CWH ICH SBS

Sources of climate data L/S/Ma 18/3/5 1/4/12 1 1/8/109
Name of reference station (RS) Kitimat townsite New Hazelton Wistaria

Elevation of reference station  128 m 314 m 441 m

Precipitation
Annual precip. (mm)

range 1072 – 3706 535 – 1136 416 – 724
RS 2299 535 441

Growing season precip. (mm)
range 246 – 918 199 – 344 165 – 349

RS 486 238 189
Annual snowfall (cm)

range 63 – 669 142 – 379 122 – 265
RS 548 142 200

No. of months with snowfall
range 6 – 9 7 – 9 8 – 10

RS 7 7 9

Temperature
Mean annual temp. (°C)

range 4.0 – 8.0 - 1.9 – 5.1 - 0.7 – 3.6
RS 6.4 4.4 2.2

Mean temp. coldest month (°C)
range - 8.5 – 2.8 - 14.7 to - 6.7 - 16.2 to - 9.8

RS - 4.5 - 10.1 - 11.6
Extreme minimum temp. (°C)

range - 32.2 to - 15.0 - 45.0 to - 35.5 - 46.7 to - 36.1
RS - 25.0 - 45.0 - 43.9

Mean temp. warmest month (°C)
range 13.1– 16.7 7.5 – 15.9 9.8 – 14.7

RS 15.9 15.6 13.3
Extreme maximum temp. (°C)

range 23.4 – 41.1 35.0 – 37.2 31.1 – 37.8
RS 36.1 36.1 36.1

Growing degree days > 5°C
range 1059 – 1573 1214 – 1357 844 – 1145

RS 1449 1267 903
Frost-free days

range 188 – 335 169 – 182 45 – 125
RS 229 176 69

a Normalized climatic data L = long-term (Atmospheric Environment Services) 
S = short-term (Atmospheric Environment Services)
M = short-term (B.C. Ministry of Environment).

Note: not all climatic variables are available from short-term stations.
b Not located within the PRFR. 
c Unnormalized data from 1982 to 1990.
d Not included as part of the normalized data (range) presented above.

BGC Units
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SBPS ESSF IM

0/0/2 0/0/8 1/0/0
Alexis Cr.bd Equity Silver Minecd Tahtsa Lake West
1219 m 1270 m 863 m

-- -- --
464 579 1995

156 – 236 197 – 431 --
243 269 399

-- -- --
195 249 1041

-- -- --
10 10 9

0.7 – 0.8 - 0.7 to - 0.6 --
0.4 1.6 1.8

- 12.9 to - 12.2 - 13.5 to - 11.5 --
- 13.8 - 8.3 - 9.1

-- -- --
- 51.1 - 44.0 - 35.6

10.6 – 11.1 8.0 – 11.6 --
11.6 11.7 11.3

-- -- --
32.2 30.0 31.7

-- -- --
697 147 629

-- -- --
12 -- 56

All Zones — South
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4.2.1 AT Alpine Tundra Zone

Location and Distribution: (Figure 4.3; Table 4.2) The AT occurs on high
mountains throughout the region, in the south half primarily, in the Coast
Mountains as well as in the Hazelton and Skeena mountains further
inland. It makes up 16.1% of the land area in the south half of the PRFR,
and is found in all forest districts. It lies above the MH in the coastal
ranges, at elevations ranging from 1200 - 1600 m up to 2400 m. In the
interior ranges, the AT occurs above the ESSF and at elevations ranging
from 1400 - 1800 m up to 2700 m.

Climate: The severe climate of the AT is cold, windy, and snowy, and
characterized by low growing season temperatures and a very short frost-
free period. No long-term climate data exist, but the zone probably has a
mean annual temperature below 0°C. Frost can occur at any time, and most
of the annual precipitation falls as snow.

Vegetation: The AT is treeless, but tree species are common at lower
alpine elevations in stunted or krummholz form. The most common
krummholz species are mountain hemlock, yellow-cedar, and subalpine fir
in coastal alpine areas, and subalpine fir, hybrid spruce, and whitebark
pine in interior alpine areas. However, krummholz is usually not extensive.
Most alpine vegetation is dominated by shrubs, herbs, mosses, liverworts,
and lichens.

A dwarf scrub layer of prostrate woody plants is the most abundant form of
alpine vegetation in the south half of the region. In the wetter, snowier
coastal AT, this scrub is especially widespread and is dominated by
evergreen dwarf shrubs including mountain-heathers, partridgefoot, and
crowberry. In the drier, interior AT, the evergreen dwarf scrub tends to
occur in areas of snow accumulation, while a deciduous dwarf willow -
dominated scrub is more extensive.

Alpine grass vegetation is widespread in the drier, interior AT, especially on
broad windswept ridges. Altai fescue, alpine sweetgrass, and spikenard
sedge are the most characteristic species of grassy tundra, although several
species of lichens are also common and abundant.

Herb meadows dominated by broad-leaved forbs are common as well,
especially at middle and lower alpine elevations. These meadows develop on
well-drained sites with deep soils in seepage areas, or along alpine creeks.
Important species include arrow-leaved groundsel, Sitka valerian, Indian
hellebore, subalpine daisy, arnicas, louseworts, paintbrushes, subalpine
buttercup, and arctic and Nootka lupines.

Few species of vascular plants (most of which are cushion- or mat-formers)
have adapted to the extreme conditions in the highest part of the alpine
zone. However, a few mosses and liverworts and numerous lichens can live
at the upper limits of vegetation. Plant communities dominated by lichens
and bryophytes can occur over bedrock, in fellfield or boulderfield habitats,
or as vegetation stripes on patterned or sorted ground.

AT
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FIGURE 4.3. Distribution of the AT zone in the PRFR.

Soils (Table 4.2): Alpine vegetation and soil typically occur in a complex
mosaic. The major environmental factors are topographic exposure, wind,
solar radiation, soil temperature, and the distribution of snow and its
meltwater. The processes of frost shattering, colluviation, soil creep, and
frost churning are all active. Soil development is often absent or weak and
is strongly affected by these disruptive processes that, in combination with
the cold climate, greatly retard soil formation.

Regosols (Orthic and Humic) are the most common soils. Brunisols are also
common and can dominate in drier alpine areas. In grassy or herb-rich
tundra, organic matter incorporation in upper mineral horizons results in
Melanic and Sombric Brunisols with turfy Ah horizons. Wet habitats
commonly have Humic Gleysols or Organic soils. Ferro-Humic Podzols
typically develop under krummholz and dwarf evergreen scrub vegetation.

BGC Units
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Differentiating Features: Treelessness is the simplest criterion by which
the AT is distinguished from the MH and ESSF subalpine zones that occur
below it. The mosaic of tree clumps, meadows, and scrub near treeline is
considered to be within the parkland subzones of the MH or ESSF. Sites
with twisted, stunted vegetation dominated by tree species (known as
krummholz), if less than 10% cover, are placed in the alpine zone.

Subzones: The AT has not been classified into
subzones, but in the southern part of the region
there are two major divisions: coastal and interior.
Coastal or maritime alpine tundra is dominated by
dwarf evergreen scrub characterized by species of
mountain-heather and other plants of the
heather family. Zonal interior tundra is
characterized by dwarf willows, grasses, 
sedges, and lichens.

AT
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4.2.2 CWH Coastal Western Hemlock Zone

Location and Distribution: (Figure 4.4; Table 4.2) The CWH is the zone
of low- to middle-elevation forest occupying the coastal islands and
mainland of the Hecate Lowland and the river valleys of the Coast
Mountain Range. In some areas, particularly along major river systems like
the Skeena and Nass, the CWH extends inland as far as the western slopes
of the Hazelton and Skeena mountains. The CWH makes up 22.1% of the
land area in the south half of the PRFR, mainly within the North Coast and
Kalum forest districts, with small portions in the western Kispiox, Bulkley,
and Morice forest districts, and in Tweedsmuir Provincial Park.

The CWH ranges in elevation from sea level to 1000 m. The exact
elevational range varies considerably with local climate and topography. On
the outer coast, the CWH is usually found between 0 and 600 m elevation,
below the MH zone. In the inland valleys of the Hazelton Mountains it is
found in the 600 - 1000 m elevation band, sandwiched between the ICH and
ESSF zones. In heavily glaciated areas (e.g., near Stewart), it may only
extend to 400 m elevation.

Climate: (Table 4.3) The CWH has a mostly maritime or oceanic climate
with relatively mild temperatures and heavy rainfall. The growing season is
the longest in the PRFR, but summers tend to be cool and cloudy, rather
than warm and sunny. Winters are extremely wet and quite mild, except
when frigid Arctic weather systems cover the entire region. Low-elevation
coastal areas receive very little snow. With increasing distance from the
coast, the temperature extremes become greater, the summers become
drier, and more of the precipitation falls as snow. Over most of the CWH,
the soil does not freeze significantly during a normal winter.

Vegetation: (Figure 4.5) The natural vegetation of the CWH is dominated
by old-growth conifer stands (rainforests) of western hemlock, western
redcedar, and amabilis fir. Sitka spruce (Roche spruce inland) is common
but never dominant, and occurs mainly on alluvial soils. Shore pine and
yellow-cedar are abundant on the outer coast where a scrubby forest grows
on organic soils over bedrock. Douglas-fir is present around Kemano, along
Gardner Canal, and in the Hower Kitlope valley. Deciduous trees are
uncommon naturally, occurring mainly on floodplains and on landslide
scars where disturbance exposes mineral soil. Red alder is the dominant
hardwood on the outer coast; black cottonwood is more common inland.

Understory vegetation on zonal sites is dominated by Alaskan blueberry,
oval-leaved blueberry, red huckleberry, and false azalea, scattered
throughout with small herbs (five-leaved bramble, cordilleran bunchberry,
deer fern, spiny wood fern, queen’s cup, false lily-of-the-valley, and rosy
twistedstalk). A carpet of feathermosses and leafy liverworts (typically
lanky moss, step moss, flat moss, Scapania bolanderi, and cedar-shake
liverwort) covers the forest floor. Another characteristic feature is the

CWH
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abundance of mosses and liverworts growing on the trees. Common
understory species on wetter sites include devil’s club, salmonberry, lady
fern, oak fern, skunk cabbage, and leafy and sphagnum mosses.

Because fires occur rarely in our CWH, seral stands were uncommon before
clearcut logging began on a large scale. Across most of the zone,
shade-tolerant conifers such as western hemlock, amabilis fir, and western
redcedar dominate young stands and regenerate quickly after clearcutting
or windthrow. Inland, however, some south-facing slopes and drier valleys
such as the Kitsumkalum have a history of fire. Lodgepole pine, paper
birch, and trembling aspen are well established in such areas. Also, on
productive riparian ecosystems, tall shrubs (willows, salmonberry,
thimbleberry, red elderberry, highbush-cranberry, black twinberry, red-
osier dogwood, and Ribes spp.) and deciduous trees (red alder and black
cottonwood) often dominate early successional stages.

Soils: (Table 4.2) Cool, wet weather and granitic parent materials are the
two dominant features shaping the soils of the CWH in the PRFR. These
two factors combine to produce strongly leached, nutrient-deficient mineral
soils with a thick accumulation of acidic organic forest floor. Plant roots are
mainly located within the forest floor layers; this is where most of the
nutrient cycling takes place. Zonal soils are mainly classified as Ferro-
Humic and Humo-Ferric Podzols with Humimor and Hemihumimor humus
forms. Folisols are dominant where organic layers are exceptionally thick
(>30 cm) or mineral soils are very shallow over bedrock. Other common
soils include Regosols or Brunisols on floodplains and Gleysols on wet sites.

Differentiating Features: The CWH can be distinguished from the MH
zone, which lies above it, by the pre-eminence of western hemlock over
mountain hemlock, especially in regeneration layers, and by the presence of
western redcedar. It can be distinguished from the ICH zone by the
presence of red alder and red huckleberry, the abundance of amabilis fir
(except in the CWHwm) and lanky moss, and the scarcity of subalpine fir,
black huckleberry, and knight’s plume on zonal ecosystems.

Subzones and Variants: (Figures 4.4 and 4.5; Table 4.4) Four subzones of
the CWH have been identified in the south half of the PRFR. Most of these
have been further subdivided into variants, for a total of six biogeoclimatic
units:

CWHvh - Very Wet Hypermaritime subzone 
CWHvh2 - Central variant

CWHvm - Very Wet Maritime subzone 
CWHvm1 - Submontane variant 
CWHvm2 - Montane variant

CWHwm - Wet Maritime subzone

CWHws - Wet Submaritime subzone 
CWHws1 - Submontane variant 
CWHws2 - Montane variant

CWH
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TABLE 4.4. Environmental characteristics of MR subzones and variants 
in the PRFR, south half

Subzone or Variant CWHvh2 CWHvm1 CWHvm2

Extent

Area 853 192 ha 129 588 ha 92 612 ha
% of PRFR, south half 7.7 % 1.2 % 0.8 %

Elevation range (m) 0 - 600 m 0 - 400 (500) m 400 - 800 m

Distribution
Physiographic regions Hecate Lowland Western slopes of Western slopes of

Coast Mtns., Kitimat Coast Mtns., Kitimat
Ranges Ranges

Major drainages, All of the major Skeena R. and tribs. Above CWHvm1
inlets, and islands coastal islands and a from Exstew to Ecstall

fringe of mainland r.; most of Douglas
from the mouth of the Channel; Gardner
Portland Canal to the Canal and lower
Vancouver Forest Kitlope R.; east side
Region Princess Royal Island

Climate
Hypermaritime; cool, Wet, humid, mild Cooler, with a shorter
very mild with very maritime climate with growing season and
little snow; foggy and relatively little snow much heavier    
rainy year-round and a long growing snowpack than the

season CWHvm1

Soils
Zonal soils Terric and Histic Ferro-Humic and Terric Folisols; Folic

Folisols; Folic phases Humo-Ferric Podzols and lithic phases of
of Ferro-Humic and (Folic phases Orthic Humo-Ferric
Humic Podzols common); Typic and and Ferro-Humic

Terric Folisols Podzols

Humus forms Humimors; commonly Humimors; Hemihumimors;
20 - 50 cm thick Hemihumimors; Humimors;

often > 15 cm thick 16 - 75 cm thick

Vegetationa

Major tree species Cw, Yc, Hw, Pl, Hm Hw, Ba, Cw, Ss (Yc, Hw, Ba, Yc, Hm
Hm)

Seral tree species Dr, Ss, Ba Dr, Act Uncommon

Zonal site association CwHw - Blueberry HwBa - Blueberry HwBa - Blueberry

a Tree species codes found in Appendix 3.

BGC Units
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CWHwm CWHws1 CWHws2

78 013 88 237 171 81 474 814 18
0.7% 2.1 % 4.3 %
0 - 600 m 10 - 600 m 600 - 1000 m

Coast Mtns.; northern Eastern slopes of Coast Eastern slopes of Coast
Kitimat Ranges and Mtns., Kitimat Ranges Mtns., Kitimat Ranges
southern Boundary and western slopes of and western slopes of
Ranges Hazelton Mtns. Hazelton Mtns.

Khutzeymateen R.,  Kitimat and Above CWHws1; also
Kateen R., Kitsumkalum valleys; inland to Kitwanga and
Observatory Inlet, Skeena R. from Cranberry R. and south
Portland Canal Exstew R. to Legate to shores of Morice,

Ck.; Nass R. below Tahtsa, Whitesail and
Tseax R. Eutsuk lakes and upper

Kitlope and Gamsby r.

Wet, humid, mild Submaritime or Wetter, with a cooler,
maritime, with heavier coastal-transitional; shorter growing season
snow and a shorter warm, moist summers and heavier snowpacks
growing season than with significant dry than the CWHws 1
more southerly spells; winters are the
subzones coldest and driest in

the CWH

Humo-Ferric and Orthic Humo-Ferric Orthic Humo-Ferric and
Ferro-Humic Podzols; Podzols Ferro-Humic Podzols
Typic Folisols

Humimors; Orthihemimors; Orthihemimors;
Hemihumimors; often 5 - 20 cm thick Orthihemihumimors;
compacted by snow 3 - 13 cm thick

Hw, Ss Hw, Ba, Cw, Ss, Sxs Hw, Ba, Hm

Dr, Act Dr, Act, Pl, Ep, At Bl

HwSs - Blueberry HwBa - Bramble HwBa - Bramble

CWH
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The CWHvh is represented in the PRFR by just one variant, the
CWHvh2.4 The CWHvh2 occupies the outer coastal portion of the region,
mainly the islands but also a fringe of mainland. It is never found more
than 25 km from saltwater, and ranges in elevation from 0 to 600 m. The
terrain is mostly subdued and rocky, the climate is extremely wet, and the
vegetation is a mosaic of poor forest and bog, with productive forests
restricted to moderate and steep slopes or floodplains. The major tree
species are western redcedar, yellow-cedar, western hemlock, shore pine,
Sitka spruce, and red alder. Amabilis fir is a relatively minor species.
Characteristic understory species are salal, deer fern, cordilleran
bunchberry, false lily-of-the-valley, fern-leaved goldthread, and skunk
cabbage.

The CWHvm occupies the eastern portions of some coastal islands, and
most of the fjordland within the the Coast Mountains, extending as far
north as Portland Canal and south to the Vancouver Forest Region
boundary. The elevation range is from sea level to 800 m. The CWHvm has
a wet, humid, mild, oceanic climate. Plant species such as yellow-cedar,
shore pine, western yew, salal, deer fern, and sword fern are present, and
interior species such as subalpine fir, Roche spruce, trembling aspen, and
black huckleberry are absent or rare. The CWHvm also has submontane
(low-elevation) CWHvm1 and montane (high-elevation) CWHvm2 variants.
The CWHvm1 occupies an extensive area at elevations below 400 m. The
CWHvm2 occurs above and inland of the CWHvm1 (approx. 400 - 800 m)
and below the MH zone. The main ecological differences between the two
variants are the shorter, cooler growing season, higher snow levels, and
lower ecosystem productivity and biological diversity in the CWHvm2.
Yellow-cedar and mountain hemlock occur more frequently in the
CWHvm2, and pipecleaner moss and leafy mosses replace step moss as the
dominant moss cover. A Gardner Canal phase (CWHvm1a) is recognized
around Kemano, and extending south along Gardner Canal to the lower
Kitlope valley. It is characterized by the presence of Douglas-fir on xeric to
submesic sites.

The CWHwm is the most northerly subzone of the CWH. It occurs
primarily on the inside of the Alaska Panhandle from Portland Inlet north
to the Yukon border. In the south half of the PRFR, the CWHwm is found
in the North Coast Forest District only, from Stewart to the mouth of the
Nass River, and in the middle and upper Khutzeymateen and Kateen
drainages. Elevations range from sea level to approximately 600 m. The
CWHwm is notable for its very heavy snowfall, steep, rocky terrain, and 
low plant species diversity. Western redcedar and yellow-cedar are
infrequent, and amabilis fir is absent in this northern subzone. Western
hemlock and Sitka spruce are the dominant tree species. The CWHwm

4 The CWHvh1, southern variant, is found only in the Vancouver Forest Region.
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probably has submontane and montane variants, but these have not been
formally described due to lack of sampling and the limited extent of the
montane variant.

The CWHws is the inland subzone occupying valleys to 1000 m elevation
on the east slopes of the Coast Mountains and adjacent slopes of the
Hazelton Mountains, from the upper Kitlope to Alice Arm. Most of the
subzone lies in the Kalum Forest District, but there are also small areas in
the North Coast, Kispiox, Bulkley, and Morice forest districts and in
Tweedsmuir Provincial Park. The CWHws climate is described as
submaritime, because it is drier, with colder winters, hotter summers, and
more frequent forest fires than a true maritime climate. Some interior
plants such as lodgepole pine, trembling aspen, subalpine fir, Roche spruce,
and black huckleberry are present, and maritime plants such as
yellow-cedar, shore pine, western yew, salal, and deer fern are absent or
very rare.

The CWHws has two variants. The submontane (low-elevation) CWHws1
variant is found in valley bottoms and on sidehills to approximately 600 m
elevation, mainly in western sections of the subzone within the Kitimat
Ranges. The montane (high-elevation) CWHws2 variant occurs on mid-
mountain slopes and in higher valleys between approximately 600 and 1000
m elevation. In western sections it occupies a narrow mid-elevation belt
between the CWHws1 and the MH zone. Major development of the
CWHws2 occurs further inland in the Hazelton Mountains, where it
generally lies between the ICH and MH or ESSF zones. The main ecological
differences between the ws1 and ws2 variants are that the latter has a
shorter, cooler, wetter growing season, more snow, lower ecosystem
productivity, and less biological diversity. In the CWHws2, western
redcedar and red alder are absent or scarce and there is more amabilis fir,
subalpine fir, mountain hemlock, and Sitka alder than in the CWHws1.
Abundance of small twistedstalk
and scarcity of red huckleberry
are two other distinguishing
features of the CWHws2.
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