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BOREAL PLAINS ECOPROVINCE

	
	BOP - BOREAL PLAINS ECOPROVINCE

CAU - Central Alberta Upland Ecoregion

             CLH - Clear Hills Ecosection

              HAP - Halfway Plateau Ecosection

PRB - Peace River Basin Ecoregion

             PEL - Peace Lowland Ecosection

SAU - Southern Alberta Upland Ecoregion

               KIP - Kiskatinaw Plateau Ecosection




Location – The Boreal Plains Ecoprovince lies east of the Rocky Mountains, south of the Fort Nelson Lowlands.  It occurs on the Alberta Plateau, and consists of plateaus, plains, prairies, and lowlands, and away from the deeply incised large rivers is generally of low relief.  It extends eastward, across northern Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba and southern Northwest Territories.

Agriculture is limited to grazing with some cereal and forage crop production in the Peace Lowland Ecosection. Natural gas production and mining occurs throughout the hinterland and many seismic lines crises-cross the area. Logging of white spruce, lodgepole pine and trembling aspen has been occurs where good timber stands permit, but most forest removal is through clearing for agricultural fields.


Climate - The climate in this ecoprovince is typically continental since most of the moist Pacific air has dried crossing successive ranges of mountains before it reaches the area. Air descends from the Rocky Mountains leading to generally dry conditions and sunny skies. In warmer months rain is largely due to surface heating, which leads to convective showers that regularly occur across the area. Winters are cold because there are no barriers to irruptions of Arctic air and because of the low amount of daylight from late November to early February.


Physiography - In British Columbia, the Boreal Plains Ecoprovince occurs on the Alberta Plateau. That area consists of plateaus, plains, prairies, and lowlands and is generally an area of low relief away from the deeply dissected riverbeds. The plateau is dissected by the Peace River and its tributaries. The upland surface lies between 900 m and 1,200 m above sea level rising to 1,500 m on the northern boundary. Drainage over part of the upland surface is poorly organized. There are large areas of muskeg, and streams meander across the surface. Several rivers, such as the Moberly, Pine, Kiskatinaw, Halfway, and Beatton have cut through the upland surface into the soft shale bedrock leaving steep-sided canyons. 


The plateau was glaciated during the past ice age. Ice from the centre of the Keewatin Ice Sheet moved southwestward across the Alberta Plateau to the foothills meeting the eastward flowing Cordilleran Ice Sheet, leaving a veneer of glacial till. The two ice sheets met just east of the Rocky Mountain Foothills. As the ice waned, the Peace River Valley was occupied by a temporary lake that left fine silt sediment to a depth of 30m.


Biogeoclimatic Zonation - Vegetation is dominated by the Boreal White and Black Spruce Zone, aspen parkland occurs in the Peace River Lowland and muskeg occurs throughout most of the upland surface.  East of the Rocky Mountain Foothills, on low ridges, more mountainous vegetation develops, the Engelmann Spruce - Subalpine Fir Zone occurs on the summits of these ridges south of the Peace River, while the Spruce - Willow - Birch Zone occurs on those ridges north of the Halfway River.


Vegetation - Most of the Boreal Plains Ecoprovince is covered in lowland forests. Fires have been common and seral forests predominate. Two vegetation zones occur. The ecoprovince is similar to larger areas in Alberta, where domination by deciduous trees and open shrub-grasslands are commonly referred to as the “aspen parklands”.

The climax vegetation in the lower vegetation zone is white or black spruce, though the latter is more common on coarse textured materials of sand and gravel. Trembling aspen and balsam poplar are dominant seral species on the widespread fine-textured soils of clay and silt (generally lower elevations) whereas lodgepole pine predominates in seral forests on coarser textured soils (generally higher elevations). Other common species are paper birches, high bush cranberry, prickly rose, soopolallie, willows, fireweed, bunchberry, asters, creamy peavine and mosses. Floodplains are composed of balsam poplar and white spruce, with red-osier dogwood and horsetails. The scattered wetlands may be covered with a scrubby forest of black spruce and tamarack, with Labrador tea, horsetails, and sphagnum. Extensive marshes and shallow lakes create habitats important to aquatic birds.  A distinctive habitat occurs on steep, south-facing slopes or on dry river breaks, where saskatoon, trembling aspen, roses, wheatgrass, and needlegrass form open shrub-grasslands. A higher area in the northwest portion of this ecoprovince contains several valleys dominated by scrub birch that is similar to valleys in the Boreal Mountains and Plateaus Ecoregion.

A subalpine subzone, very small in area, occurs along the western fringe, from the Peace River south to the BC/Alberta boundary. In this forest type, Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir dominate, with lodgepole pine as a seral species. Understories are composed of white-flowered rhododendron, black huckleberry, bunchberry, and mosses. At upper elevations of the zone, forests are replaced by shrub-dominated vegetation, primarily willows and scrub-birch. 



Fauna - The most abundant large mammal is the moose.  Both mule deer and white-tailed deer are common in the Peace Lowland Ecosection and woodland caribou occur in the higher areas in the north and in the south. Historically plains bison and Rocky Mountain elk were common, especially in the parkland habitats adjacent to the Peace River. Elk maintained a stronghold in the Moberly River canyon and in recent years have expanded to favourable habitats throughout the ecoprovince. Large carnivores include wolves, coyotes, lynx and black bears.  The only small mammal restricted to this region is the Arctic shrew.
This ecoprovince supports 61% of all bird species known to occur in British Columbia, and 46% of all species known to breed in the province - the fourth lowest total in British Columbia.  The many wetlands, ponds, and slow-moving streams on the upland surface provide excellent habitat for breeding and migrating waterbirds.  Some of the largest breeding concentrations of Eared Grebe occur in this ecoprovince.  Some of the rarest shorebirds in British Columbia regularly migrate through the Peace Lowland Ecosection.  They include the Hudsonian Godwit, White‑rumped Sandpiper, and Stilt Sandpiper.  The area is the centre of abundance in the province for Broad-winged Hawk, Sharp-tailed Grouse, Upland Sandpiper, Franklin’s Gull, common Grackle, and Eastern Phoebe.  It is the only breeding area in the province for Philadelphia Vireo, Chestnut‑sided Warbler, Black-throated Green Warbler, and Connecticut Warbler.  The Boreal Plains Ecoprovince is also the major migratory corridor in British Columbia for Lapland Longspur.

The only reptile to occur in this ecoprovince, the common garter snake, is rare.  Only one salamander, the long-toed salamander, and four species of toads and frogs occur here.  In British Columbia, one species, the northern chorus frog, has its centre of distribution in this ecoprovince.

This ecoprovince supports only freshwater fish, such as, Arctic grayling, northern pike, walleye, bull trout, slimy sculpin, flathead chub, lake trout, lake whitefish, and pearl dace.

ECOPROVINCE SUBDIVISIONS

In British Columbia, the Boreal Plains Ecoprovince has 3 ecoregions containing 4 ecosections.

CAU Central Alberta Uplands Ecoregion

This ecoregion is a rolling plateau that rises slowly to the north of the Peace River. It extends eastward into Alberta. In British Columbia it consists of two ecosections. Oil and gas exploration has been both intensive and extensive here.

CLH Clear Hills Ecosection 

This is a smooth rolling upland that gradually rises in elevation towards the north and east into Alberta where it reaches over 1070 m in elevation in the Clear Hills  (945 m in the Milligan Hills of BC).  Numerous wetlands and muskeg bogs occur throughout, although the forest upland is a mix of White Spruce or Black Spruce with Lodgepole Pine on the drier, well drained sites (Jack Pine occurs in the eastern portion of this ecosection in Alberta), after fire Trembling Aspen or willow is quick to regenerate and may persist for decades. Agricultural development has been extended in the southwest. In British Columbia, Milligan Hills Park, the only protected area in this ecosection, has been established on the height of land between Milligan and Ring Reid creeks.  
HAP - Halfway Plateau Ecosection 

This is a rolling upland with some higher ridges; it has wide valleys with some dissection by the small, southward flowing streams.  Elevation reaches to 1200 m along the northwestern boundary the upper Beatton River area, but generally the elevations are only 800 m over much of the higher areas. The lower Halfway River flows southward along the western boundary with the adjacent Peace Foothills Ecosection, Aitken, Blueberry and Stoddart creeks drain to the east into the Beatton River, Cache Creek flows south into the Peace River and Cameron River and it tributaries flow south into the Halfway River. Forests are comprised of White Spruce and Trembling Aspen, Black Spruce grows on the wetter, poorly drained sites and Lodgepole Pine occurs on the drier, well-drained sites. Numerous wetlands and slow-moving streams occur on the upland surface. The Alaska Highway runs through the middle of this ecosection (along a high ridge), small settlements, such as Wonowon and Pink Mountain, have been built up along it. Agriculture, in the form of cereal, hay and beef cattle has been practiced in the Halfway River bottoms and in the Farrell/Cache creek benchland. Seismic exploration for oil and natural gas has occurred throughout the ecosection. 

PRB Peace River Basin Ecoregion 

This is a wide, low elevation plain that lies between rolling uplands to the north and south; it is dissected by the Peace River and its tributaries.  The Hart, Hudson Hope and Alaska highways all converge in this ecoregion. In British Columbia this ecoregion consists of only one ecosection. 

PEL – Peace Lowland Ecosection

This is a large lowland, of deep sedimentary bedrock, that is deeply dissected by the Peace River and its main tributaries. This ecosection has been heavily glaciated during the past Ice Age, by both the westward flowing Laurentian Ice Sheet and the eastward flowing Cordilleran Ice Sheet, with the boundary being slightly to the east of the Rocky Mountain Foothills; as well, during the waning of the glaciers a glacial lake formed, covering most of the ecosection with silt. The elevation of the Peace River at the BC/Alberta border is 427 m. while on the immediate benchlands it is 610 m., at its highest it reaches to 975 m north of Moberly Lake and along its southwest boundary with the Kiskatinaw Plateau Ecosection.  Trembling Aspen/shrub-grasslands are common along the lowest southerly exposures, while White Spruce or Lodgepole Pine occur of the better drained sites and Black Spruce occurs only in areas of excessive soil moisture such as around wetland and muskeg bogs. This ecosection has the mildest climate with the lowest snowfall in this ecoprovince. Farming, especially for cereal and hay crops and beef production is the dominant enterprise, but extensive oil and natural gas exploration has occurred throughout the ecosection. Fort St. John and Dawson Creek, the largest communities in northeastern British Columbia occur here, as does Taylor, Hudson Hope, Pouce Coupe and Chetwynd. Two small riverine adjacent parks, Peace River Corridor and Kiskatinaw River at 20 and 2 km2 respectively, are located on opposite banks of the Peace River, just as it leaves the Province for Alberta, these are the only large protected areas in this ecosection.

SAU Southern Alberta Upland Ecoregion 

This is a rolling upland that rises from the Peace River Basin to the north and culminates in the Rocky Mountain Foothills to the south.  It extends eastward into Alberta, in British Columbia this ecoregion is consists of only one ecosection.

KIP - Kiskatinaw Plateau Ecosection 

This is a rolling upland with considerable dissection by the Murray, and Kiskatinaw rivers, that drain to the north, while the smaller, but still dissected Red Deer, Belcourt and Huguenot creeks flow northward into the eastward flowing Wapiti River that eventually flows north into the Peace River in Alberta.  Numerous wetlands and muskeg bogs, which are surrounded by Black Spruce forests, occur on the upland surface; while the higher dried sites are occupied by White Spruce and even Lodgepole Pine. The land surface becomes lower and flatter in a traverse from the western boundary with Hart Foothills moving northeast towards the Peace Lowland and the BC/Alberta border. Tumbler Ridge, located on the western boundary is the only town; it is crossed by Highway 2 from Pouce Coupe to Beaverlodge, Alberta, and industrial roads from Arras to Tumbler Ridge and from Tupper to Stony Lake; as well, the area his been crossed by numerous seismic oil and natural gas exploration lines.  Bearhole Lake Provincial Park and the adjacent Bearhole Lake protected area, have been established on upper Kiskatinaw River, between the Murray and Redwillow rivers and a small portion of the Gwillim Lake Park occurs against the Ecoprovince boundary above the Murray River. In recent years a dinosaur trackway was found along the river level of Flatbed Creek, this trackway is composed of two dozen tracks that were the product of a large quadrupedal ichnotaxon dinosaur (Tetrapodosaurus borealis), a species that has been linked to ankylosaurs). 
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