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A plant community is defined as a recurring assemblage of plant species that occur together because 
they respond similarly to environmental attributes (Grossman et al. 1994). Rare plant communities are 
described by Allen (2012) as follows: 

“Community types that have been described as ‘unusual’, ‘uncommon’, ‘of limited extent’ or 
‘encountered infrequently’ by vegetation experts were considered for inclusion on the Ecological 
Community Track ing List. Community types that have been described as ‘in decline’ or ‘threatened’ 
by vegetation experts were also considered for inclusion. Only natural communities were considered.” 

Plant communities that are not considered rare, but are considered unusual, are defined as special plant 
communities. Special plant communities can sometimes be candidate rare plant communities. 

The two major criteria in determining a community’s rank are the total number of occurrences and the 
total area of the community across its range (Allen 2012). Ranks are assigned based on the best 
available information and are refined over time. A list of provincial ecological community conservation 
ranks is provided in Table 11E-1. 

Table 11E-1 ACIMS Ecological Community Conservation Ranks 

Rank Definition 
S1 Five or fewer occurrences or very few remaining hectares. 
S2 Six to 20 occurrences or few remaining hectares. 

S3 21 to 80 occurrences. May be rare and local throughout its range or found locally, even 
abundantly, in a restricted range (e.g., a single county or Natural Subregion). 

S4 Apparently secure globally Province wide, though it may be quite rare in parts of its range, 
especially at the periphery. 

S5 Demonstrably secure globally Province wide, though it may be quite rare in parts of its range, 
especially at the periphery.  

SNR Element is not yet ranked. 

SU Unrankable – Currently unrankable because of lack of information or because of substantially 
conflicting information about status or trends. 

SNA Not Applicable – A conservation status rank is not applicable because the community is not a 
suitable target for conservation activities. 

S#S# Range Rank – A numeric range rank (e.g., S2S3) is used to indicate any range of uncertainty 
about the status of the species or community. Ranges cannot skip more than one rank (e.g., SU 
is used rather than S1S4). Ranks can be combined to indicate a range (e.g., S2S3 = May be 6 to 
80 occurrences throughout Alberta, but the exact status is uncertain). Combined ranks indicate a 
larger margin of error than ranks assigned a “?” qualifier. 

S#? Modifier (?) can be added to any rank to denote an inexact numeric rank (e.g., S1? = Believed to 
be 5 or less occurrences, but some doubt exists concerning status). 

SOURCE: Allen (2012) 
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ACIMS develops tracking lists of plant community elements that are considered high priority because they 
are rare or special in some way. The tracking lists serve as a focus for data gathering to increase our 
collective knowledge and understanding of these elements of Alberta’s biodiversity (Allen 2012). This 
assessment identifies rare plant communities found in the LSA that are present on the tracking list 
defined by Allen (2012). If the vegetation community assemblage was similar to an identified rare plant 
community, it was assigned rare status. Historical rare ecological communities within the biodiversity RSA 
were reported from the ACIMS database (ACIMS 2012d). 

Rare ecological community surveys were done as part of all historic and 2012 rare plant surveys (not a 
stand-alone survey). If a community was identified as unique or unusual, sampling was done to document 
its composition and condition. The sampling standard includes: 

• sampling tree species and cover within a 20 by 20 m plot 

• sampling shrubs and understory species within a 10 by 10 m plot 

• recording aspect, slope, moisture regime and drainage regime 

• photographing the community 

• recording the location in Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) format using a global positioning 
system (GPS) 
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