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Abstract 
 
Ecosystems are groups of plants, animals and other organisms together with their 
non-living environment.  British Columbia has a greater diversity of ecosystems 
than any other province in Canada.  Ecosystem classification and mapping are used 
in all aspects of resource management in our province.  BC has two primary systems 
of ecosystem classification: ecoregion classification, and biogeoclimatic ecosystem 
classification.  These systems were designed for different purposes, and are 
complementary.  Overall, our ecoregion maps, BEC climatic unit maps and site 
series descriptions for the province are largely complete, though not for all areas.  
Some areas of the province are better mapped and described than others.  Efforts 
are underway to improve ecosystem classification and mapping province-wide. 

 
 
State, including data management, of ecosystems inventories 
 
Ecosystems are groups of plants, animals and other organisms together with their non-living 
environment.  Ecosystems can be described at any scale – you can think of the earth as an 
ecosystem, and you can think of your front yard as an ecosystem.  Ecosystems are used to 
evaluate existing and proposed protected areas for their representativeness.  When we talk about 
ecosystems in British Columbia (BC), we often talk about areas of hectares or tens of hectares – 
that spruce–sword fern ecosystem, say, as opposed to the Douglas-fir-salal ecosystem next to it.  
BC has a greater diversity of ecosystems than any other province in Canada.  Ecosystems are 
used to evaluate existing and proposed protected areas for their representativeness.  Ecosystem 
classifications are also important in all aspects of resource management, including forestry.  
Ecosystem descriptions and inventories are particularly important in areas where ‘ecosystem-
based management’ is practiced, such as Haida Gwaii, BC’s Central and North Coasts, and 
Clayoquot Sound.  BC’s Conservation Data Centre maintains lists of BC’s threatened and 
endangered ecosystems. 
 
To have inventories of ecosystems, you first have to describe and classify them.  BC has two 
primary classification systems: ecoregion classification, and biogeoclimatic ecosystem 
classification.  These systems were designed for different purposes, and are complementary. 
 
The ecoregion classification stratifies BC's terrestrial and marine ecosystems into: ecodomains 
and ecodivisions (very broad divisions that place BC globally); and ecoprovinces, ecoregions 
and ecosections (progressively more detailed units that describe areas of similar climate, 
physiography, oceanography, hydrology, vegetation and wildlife potential).  Within each 
terrestrial ecoregion, climatic zones occur where specific soils, plant and animal communities 
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and aquatic systems develop because of the interaction of climate with the topography and soils.  
These zones are best defined within the BEC system.  For more information about the ecoregion 
classification, see http://www.env.gov.bc.ca/ecology/ecoregions/. 
 
The biogeoclimatic ecosystem classification (BEC) stratifies BC's terrestrial ecosystems into 
three levels of climatic classification: biogeoclimatic zones, subzones and variants are 
progressively more detailed units that describe areas of similar climate as interpreted by 
vegetation potential on zonal (average) sites.  Within each subzone or variant, ecosystem types 
(site series) are described in terms of their vegetation, soils and site features. For more 
information about the BEC system, see http://www.for.gov.bc.ca/hre/becweb/. 
 
Ecoregion units (now in their fourth edition) are mapped at 1:250,000 using Landsat, 
topographic, biogeoclimatic and marine ecosystem information.  These maps are complete for 
the Province, and are maintained by the provincial Ministry of Environment. 
 
BEC unit state and management are a bit more complex.  The database on which the BEC system 
is built – more than 40,000 plots provincially – is maintained by the Ministry of Forests, Lands 
and Natural Resource Operations.  The climatic units - biogeoclimatic zones, subzones and 
variants – are mapped at various scales (from 1:100,000 to 1:500,000).  Some are detailed and 
recent; others are older and smaller in scale.  The site units (site series) have been described for 
most of the Province.  Some were described years ago based on limited data.  Others are more 
recently described and based on larger datasets.  Site series are also mapped in several different 
ways.  Approximately 21% of the province has been mapped in TEM, and approximately 64% of 
the Province has been mapped in PEM. 
 
Overall, ecoregion maps, BEC climatic unit maps and site series descriptions for the Province are 
largely complete, though not for all areas.  Some areas of the Province are better mapped and 
described than others.  Efforts are currently underway to improve ecosystem classification and 
mapping province-wide. 
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