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The Grasslands Conservation Council of British Columbia’s
mission is to:
•
•
•

Foster understanding and appreciation for the ecological,
social, economic, and cultural importance of BC grasslands.
Promote stewardship and sustainable management
practices to ensure the long-term health of BC grasslands.
Promote the conservation of representative grassland
ecosystems, species at risk, and their habitats.

&/OR
Acknowledgements for original author and illustrator
&/OR
Another message that it makes sense to include. Maybe the
mission in simple language.

Grasslands Conservation Council of British Columbia. (Year). Grasslands
of British Columbia. Kamloops, BC: Author.
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Grasslands 101
What image comes to mind when you think of British Columbia? Forest-covered hills and
mountains would be one; big rivers, Killer Whales, Grizzly Bears, and towering trees in dark green
forests might be some others. Sweeping grasslands with few trees would probably not be among
those typical images. And yet our grasslands are more endangered than old growth forests, and
are home to more endangered species than any other habitats.
Grasslands cover less than one percent of the province and are generally found east of the
forested Coast and Cascade Mountains. The grassland climate is dry with hot summers. Many
people are familiar with the grasslands of the Okanagan valley from Vernon to Penticton and
along the Trans Canada Highway around Kamloops as places they see on their summer vacation.
The view from the boat on the lake or from the car on the highway in the height of summer is one
of hot, dry, brown landscapes.
Grasslands may look inhospitable during the summer months, but they are home to many plant
and animal species that are adapted to living where drought is common, summers are long and
hot, and winters are cold and relatively dry.
Perennial grasses often have large roots systems to access limited water in the soil. Some
grassland plants grow from bulbs deep underground where there is more moisture, and others
grow early in the spring while there is sufficient moisture in the soil. Grasses finish most of their
growth for the year by July and then start to lose the green colour in their leaves. Through the rest
of summer and into early fall, grasslands turn a deep gold colour.
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Scorpions, Robber Flies and Pallid Bats are only some of the many special species found only
in our hottest southern grasslands, while arrow-leaved balsamroot, Veerys, garter snakes, and
California Bighorn Sheep are more widespread.
British Columbia’s southern grasslands are a continuation of the Great Basin Steppe Grasslands
of the western United States. Many species are more abundant in the United States and are at the
northern limits of their range in our grasslands. Some grasslands species are found nowhere else
in Canada.

Where in the World Are Grasslands?
Grasslands are an important part of the earth’s many ecological communities, originally covering
as much as 25% of the earth’s surface. They have provided expansive grazing land for both
wild and domesticated animals, and offered flat areas that have been ploughed to grow crops.
Grasslands occur in areas with hot summer temperatures and low precipitation. Areas with less
rainfall are deserts and areas with more rainfall tend to be forested.
There are two broad types of grasslands in the world: Tropical Savannah and Temperate
Grassland.
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TROPICAL SAVANNAH
Tropical Savannah occurs in Africa, Australia, South America and Indonesia. Rainfall of 50 to 130
centimetres a year is concentrated in six to eight months with drought the rest of the year. Soils
are usually very thin, supporting only grasses and forbs (flowering plants), with only scattered
trees and shrubs. Differences in climate and soils create many variations in the plant communities
and animal species throughout the Savannah. In many areas, the grasslands have been burned
to maintain a healthy grass crop for grazing animals. In some areas the Savannah has been
expanded by cutting the forest and burning the area each year to prevent the return of trees.
TEMPERATE GRASSLANDS
Temperate grasslands have less rainfall (25 to 90 centimetres) than tropical grasslands and a
much greater range of temperatures from winter to summer than Savannah. There are two broad
types of grasslands in temperate latitudes: Prairie and Steppe.
Prairie grasslands
Prairie grasslands are found across the globe. They have a variety of names in other parts of the
world: pampas in South America, veldt in South Africa and puszta in Hungary. These areas have
deep, rich soils and are dominated by tall grasses; trees and shrubs are restricted to river valleys,
wetlands and other areas with more moisture. Over the years the native grass species on the
extensive areas of level ground have been ploughed and fields seeded. Many of these grasslands
have been lost to cereal crops.
Steppe grasslands
Steppe grasslands receive only 25 to 50 centimetres of rainfall each year and the grasses are
much shorter than those on prairie grasslands. They are also not as widespread, occurring only in
Central and Eastern Europe, Northern Eurasia and Western North America.
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Where Are BC Grasslands?
In British Columbia grasslands occur mainly on the dry eastern side of the many north-south
mountain ranges that dominate the landscape of the province. The majority of these grasslands
are northern extensions of the Great Basin shrub-steppe grasslands found in Washington State
and further south to Mexico. The complex landscape of mountainous British Columbia has
resulted in much more variety in our grasslands than those in the large plateau landscapes of the
western United States.
Although British Columbia’s grasslands seem to go on forever in some parts of the province, they
are not extensive on a world scale and cannot be found on the map at the top of the page.
British Columbia’s grasslands, like many others around the world, are important for the ranching
industry that has raised livestock in BC since the 1850s. Grassland valleys also provide important
transportation corridors and agricultural areas. Grasslands are also becoming the places where
people choose to live in ever-spreading settled areas. There are no large, undisturbed areas of
grassland let in British Columbia.
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The Geology of BC’s Grasslands
Underneath the grassland landscape is an ancient backbone of rocks that tell a story involving
two hundred million years of deposition under the sea, moving continents, and volcanic activity.
The rocky surface has been eroded, smoothed and sculpted by wind, water, and particularly by
ice. The result is a complex system of mountain ranges, plateaus and large valleys that lie in a
generally northwest to southeast direction.
Over the last million years British Columbia has been covered many times with ice sheets. The
last major ice sheets and covered the ancient land surface about 14,000 years ago and were up to
1,000 metres thick. They have defined the grassland landscapes we see today.
As temperatures started to warm up (about 12,000 years ago) the ice gradually melted, yet
the process did not occur the same way across the province. In some areas the ice became
stagnant, developing ice plugs and forming large, post-glacial lakes. In other areas, such as the
Rocky Mountain Trench, large valley glaciers continued to move. It is hard to imagine the huge
quantities of water that washed over, under and through the ice, moving boulders, cobbles and
gravel and depositing them under and beyond the edge of the ice. The ancient land surface was
transformed forever.
By about 10,000 years ago most of the ice was gone from the middle and lower elevations of
the interior of the province, leaving a rolling plateau landscape with hills, rocky outcrops, deeply
incised valleys, and lakes. Differences in the thickness, form and texture of the glacial deposits
left on the landscape influence the complexity and variety of plant communities found in our
grasslands.
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Glacial till, left behind by the ice blankets much of the interior of BC and is the base in which
many of BC’s grassland soils have developed . Till contains all particle sizes from clays to
boulders, and any size in between.
Kettle lakes developed as blocks of ice left in depressions on the glacial till surface melted on
site, leaving many lakes, ponds, and wetlands. Eskers are another relic of times pages. These are
long, winding ridges of cobbles and gravels were deposited by rivers that ran under the ice.
Material that was carried by water and deposited, such as that found in eskers, is called glacialfluvial material. The cobbles and gravels are generally rounded as a result of rolling together
along the riverbed.
Colluvium is material made up of loose deposits of coarse angular fragments of bedrock.
Colluvial material is moved down slope by gravity. If colluvial material ends up on a glacier, it is
then called glacial till.
Aeolian deposits form a layer of silt over many parts of the grasslands. The silt was picked up
by the wind from exposed glacial lake beds after the ice left and before vegetation became
established.
As the ice melted, water was trapped in the valleys by dams of ice that blocked its flow
downstream. Water flowing into the lakes carried fine silts and clays, and deposited them in
distinct annual layers on the lake bottom. The clays stettled in the winter when the lakes were
frozen and the water was calm. The silts settled in the summer. The slit and clay layers are called
varvew and represent one year’s deposition. In time the ice dam broke, allowing the water to flow
down the valley and draining the lake, often in a very short period of time.
The silt and clay deposits were cut and carved by the flowing water leaving the very distinctive
silt terraces and cliffs we see today along many parts of the Fraser River valley, in the Thompson
valley east of Kamloops, in the Okanagan valley around Summerland and Penticton, and in south
end of the Kootenay valley. Look for them also in many of the smaller valleys that flow into the
larger ones.
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