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Most management decisions on rangelands are made by first knowing the various plants inhabiting 

rangelands and knowing their growth habits. Correctly identifying rangeland plants requires knowledge 

of plant characteristics and plant types. One of the most important identifying characteristics of plants is 

the shape of a plant’s leaf. Other important distinguishing characteristics include the margins and 

venation of leaves.  

Types of Rangeland Plants 

Range plants can be classified and 

grouped in many different ways, including 

growth form, life span, season of growth, 

origin, and forage value.  

Plant Type or Growth Form 
Grasses are plants with long narrow 

leaves and hollow, jointed stems. Leaves 

on grasses are in two rows on the stem 

with veins that are parallel. Grasses do 

not have colored flowers and they 

produce grain-like seeds. Ecosystems 

dominated by grasses are called 

“grasslands” covering more than one fifth 

of the earth’s land surface. 

Grass-like plants look like grasses but 

have solid stems (not hollow) without 
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joints. Stems are often triangular. Veins in the leaves are parallel. Sedges and rushes are in this group of 

plants. 

Forbs are herbaceous (non-woody) plants that usually have broad leaves and showy flowers. Forbs 

have leaves and stems that die back to the ground each year. Most forbs have pinnate, palmate, or 

netted veins in the leaves, but a few have parallel veins. Most of the plants commonly called wildflowers 

and range weeds are forbs.  

 

Shrubs are woody plants that usually have broad leaves. Shrubs are different from trees because 

they do not have a main trunk; instead, they have several main stems. Some plants can take both a tree 

and a shrub form, but most shrubs never grow up to be trees. The term browse is used to describe the 

small stems and leaves of shrubs used for forage by wildlife and livestock. The term mast is used to 

describe the seed and berries that shrubs produce and is especially important as wildlife forage. 

Lifespan 
The life span of a plant refers to the length of time from the germination and sprouting of the plant 

to the death of the plant. In other words, how long it takes the plant to grow, flower, produce seeds, 

and die. Rangeland plants can be classified as annuals, biennials, or perennials. 

Annual plants live only one growing season. There are two types of annuals depending on when 

they begin growth. Winter annuals germinate in the fall and form a small rosette of leaves through the 

winter. The following growing season, the plant continues to grow, flowers, produces seeds in the 

summer, and then dies. Summer annuals germinate in the spring and complete all growth by the end of 

the summer and then die. 

Biennial plants live for two growing seasons. During the first growing season, these plants normally 

form a basal cluster or rosette of leaves. During the second year, they send up a seed stalk that flowers 

before the plant dies back to the ground at the end of the growing season. 

Perennial plants live for several years to hundreds of years. The plants produce leaves and stems 

from the same crown for more than two years. Most range plants are perennials. 

Growth Season 
The season of growth refers to when plants make their principle growth. Rangeland plants are 

categorized as cool season species or warm season species. 

Cool season plants make their principle growth during cool weather. These plants are sometimes 

called “C3 plants” because they have a specific photosynthetic pathway that first yields a 3-carbon 
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sugar. At lower elevations, these plants grow in the spring, set seed in late spring or early summer and 

new growth can appear in the fall if moisture is adequate. Plants that grow at high elevations are usually 

cool season plants because of the cool temperatures throughout the growing season. Evergreen plants 

are woody plants that retain leaves throughout the year. They are cool season plants (photosynthesizing 

in winter) and are important forage in drought and winter. 

Warm season plants make most of their growth during late spring and summer. These plants are 

also called “C4 plants” because a 4-carbon sugar is the first compound produced from the specific type 

of photosynthesis of these plants. Seeds in warm-season develop in mid-summer and early fall. 

Southern states such as Texas and New Mexico have nearly all warm season plants.  There is another 

pathway for photosynthesis called CAM (Crassulacean Acid Metabolism) that is common in plants such 

as cacti, that grow in warm desert regions.   

Origin 
The “origin” of a rangeland plant is the area where it developed and evolved. Knowing the origin of 

a plant is important because it can affect the way the plant responds to the environment or help predict 

spread of species. Rangeland plants can be characterized as either native or exotic.  

Native plants are those that originated and evolved in North America. 

Exotic or introduced plants are plants that were brought to North America from another continent, 

either on purpose or by accident. Several plants were intentionally introduced to rangelands because 

they have good forage value. Others were accidentally introduced, usually as contaminants in crop 

seeds, packing materials or other imported items. Some weedy introduced plants were brought to this 

continent for their ornamental value, but then “escaped” into rangelands. 

Weed Designation 
A weed is a plant that creates a problem for humans.  Weeds might reduce yield of crops, pastures, 

gardens, or yards. Weeds can also be spiny and cause pain, be poisonous, or have odors or pollens that 

make it difficult to breath. These problematic plants can affect how ecosystems function by accelerating 

soil erosion, changing natural fire regimes, affecting populations of grazing animals or pollinators, or 

decreasing water infiltration into soil.  Weeds are often detrimental because they outcompete and 

reduce populations of native plants on land or in streams, lakes, or other aquatic ecosystems. (More 

information at:  The Weed Center www.weedcenter.org/inv_plant_info/impacts.html). 

Woody or Herbaceous 
Rangeland plants can also be described in terms of how much woody tissue they contain. This is 

important because it affects forage value, watershed characteristics of the landscape, habitat 

characteristics, and fire fuel loads.  

Herbaceous plants include grasses, grass-like plants, and forbs.  These plants contain little or no 

wood and they die back to the ground each year. 

Woody plants are shrubs, trees, and woody vines that have woody stems.  Wood is created by the 

binding of plant fiber (i.e., cellulose) with lignin which is a strong and indigestible compound.    

http://www.weedcenter.org/inv_plant_info/impacts.html
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Trees are different from shrubs because they generally have a single main stem or trunk.  Shrubs 

generally have several main stems.  Woody plants can be deciduous, which means they lose their leaves 

every fall, or evergreen because they maintain some live leaves throughout the year, even winter. 

Forage Value 
The forage value of a plant refers to how well it provides nutrients to grazing animals. The forage 

value of a plant varies depending on which animal is eating it because nutritional needs and dietary 

preferences differ by species for grazing animals. For example, a plant could have excellent forage value 

for cattle and poor forage value for deer. Range plants can be classified as having high, medium, or low 

forage value or be poisonous. 

High forage value designates plants that are nutritious, palatable, and produce abundant forage. 

High forage value plants are high in crude protein, low in crude fiber, and are non-toxic. 

Medium forage value plants will provide adequate nutrients if eaten, but it is not preferred by 

animals because they are not high in nutrients are not highly digestible, or are relatively small plants and 

do not produce an abundant amount of forage.  

Low forage value describes plants that simply do not provide adequate nutrients to the grazing 

animal. Low forage value plants are high in crude fiber, low in nutrients (including crude protein, 

minerals, etc.), have limited digestibility, and may be somewhat toxic. 

Poisonous plants are rangeland plants that contain natural plant compounds that are toxic or 

poisonous to herbivores.  These compounds include alkaloids, essential oils, tannins, and glycosides.  

When grazing animals eat excessive amounts of poisonous plants they suffer ill effects which include 

bloat, nausea, low intake, muscle tremors, skin sensitivity, birth defects, or death.  Each year 3 to 5% of 

livestock grazing on rangelands suffer illness, reproductive problems, or death from toxic plants. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure from Pacific Northwest Extension Bulletin 73 
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