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Foreword

This report was undertaken in accordance with the Policy Guidelines of the National Park
Service promulgated by the Secretary of the Interior on June 18, 1969. Point 8 of those
Guidelines reads as follows:
The National Park System should protect and exhibit the best examples of our great
national landscapes, riverscapes and shores and undersea environments; the processes
which formed them; the life communities that grow and dwell therein; and the important
landmarks of our history. There are serious gaps and inadequacies which must be
remedied while opportunities still exist if the System is to fulfill the people’s need always
to see and understand their heritage of history and the natural world.
You should continue your studies to identify gaps in the System and recommend to
me areas that would fill them. It is my hope that we can make a significant contribution
to rounding out more of the National Park System in these next few years.

The Secretary’s Advisory Board on National Parks, Historic Sites, Buildings, and
Monuments considered this and a companion study of history themes at its 62d semiannual
meeting, April 20-23, 1970, and recommended their approval by the Secretary of the
Interior as establishing “valuable guidelines for further evolution of the National Park
System Plan and a useful framework within which to present plans and priorities to the
Bureau of the Budget and the Committees of the Congress for expansion of the National
Park System.” These guidelines are not a formal program for the acquisition of specific
natural properties.

The recommendations of the Advisory Board were approved by the Secretary on June
10, 1970. “Part I, History” is published as a companion volume.

George B. Hartzog, Jr.
Director, National Park Service
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Significance of regional themes

Natural History Themes
and Natural Regions

The significant natural, scenic, and scientific heritage of the
United States of America should be represented ultimately in a
completed National Park System. The questions have long
been asked as to what a completed system means, what criteria
can be used to define the contents of such a system, and what
constitutes significance. Answers to such questions are fun-
damental in producing a realistic plan of what the National
Park System should contain, and it is toward this end that the
following analysis is made. The use of themes, or categories of
natural phenomena, and regions, among which the theme
characteristics differ significantly, are the essential aspects
around which the study is made.

The analysis and categorization of the natural phenomena of
the United States are efforts to organize these phenomena into
a system of natural history themes having their bases in ob-
servable physiographic and biological features. Such a system
should form a matrix into which present and future ideas,
concerning natural history themes, may be incorporated.

The physiographic and biologic features of the country tend
to be regionally oriented, thereby providing an opportunity to
divide the country into relatively homogeneous areas or natural
regions (figures la, b, c). These regions, based largely on
Fenneman’s (1928) classic physiographic divisions, give pri-
mary consideration to the geologic histories, structures, and
landforms, which in turn influence considerably the climates,
soils, vegetation, and animal life associated with the regions.

The natural history themes, in their broadest definitions,
are a series of categories encompassing essentially all the
natural phenomena of the country. Any major theme varies
throughout its natural range and these variations generally
become significant from one region to another. For example,
the boreal forest theme is characterized differently in each
region where it occurs—such as in the Middle Rocky Moun-
tains where it is characterized by Engelmann spruce, subalpine
fir, lodgepole pine, and white bark pine; in the Southern Ap-
palachian Ranges by red spruce and Frazer fir; and in Interior
and Western Alaska by white and black spruce. Each signif-
icant natural history theme within a natural region is called a
regional theme. A single natural region may have as few as six
or as many as 18 regional themes.

Each regional theme is described in the text of this report.
The great complexity of each theme within each region can
only be hinted at in this document and the summarizing state-
ments identify only some of the more prominent aspects.

In the descriptions of ecosystems, conspicuous plants and
important aquatic animals are used as “indicator species,”
which imply the presence of associated organisms of the
ecosystem.

Information relating to significance of regional themes and
adequacy of representation within the National Park System is
summarized on a master chart (figure2).

Each regional theme is analyzed to determine the significance
of the theme within the region (irrespective of representation
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