












Ecosystem Reserve
Juniper Woodland

On the Reserve, Juniper Woodland 
communities are dominated by Utah 
Juniper. Big sagebrush and black 
sagebrush are often present, as are 
bunchgrasses, like bluebunch 
wheatgrass, Indian ricegrass and 
needle-and-thread grass. Common 
wildflowers include balsamroot 
and hawksbeard. Juniper 
Woodland communities are 
located near the foothills of the 
adjacent mountains.
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Across the West, only about one percent of the historic sagebrush steppe ecosystem remains 
nearly unchanged from its condition prior to European settlement. Perhaps the largest nearly 
undisturbed remnant of the sagebrush steppe ecosystem is at the 890-square-mile Idaho 
National Laboratory site, which has had minimal human influence since the 1950s. In 
recognition, the U.S. Secretary of Energy designated 114 square miles of the INL site near 
Howe, Idaho, as a Sagebrush Steppe Ecosystem Reserve.

An ecosystem, like the Sagebrush Steppe Ecosystem, may 
encompass dozens of plant communities, each with a unique set of 
attributes. On the Reserve, eleven plant communities have been 
described; five of the more common communities are described 
here. Conservation management helps maintain plant communities 
and provides opportunities to study this unique ecosystem.  

Native Americans boiled 
roots, stems and leaves of 

arrowleaf balsamroot and drank the resulting 
tea for stomach pains and headaches. The ripe 
seeds were pounded into flour and its fleshy 
roots were often eaten raw or boiled.

Paintbrushes are hemiparasitic plants 
that photosynthesize on their own but 
exploit the roots of other plants for 
moisture, minerals and photosynthetic nutrients.

Sagebrush Steppe

Sagebrush Steppe is the dominant plant 
community and the namesake for the entire 
ecosystem. Wyoming big sagebrush and 
bunch grasses, like bluebunch wheatgrass, 
provide the majority of vegetative cover. 
This community also hosts cactus species, 
like prickly pear, and wildflowers.

Salt Desert Shrub 

Shrubs in the saltbush family—such as 
Nutall saltbush, shadscale and four-wing 
saltbush—thrive in areas with high soil 
salinity. In the winter, these shrubs have 
a high nutritive value making Salt Desert 
Shrub communities excellent winter range 
for pronghorn antelope. Substantial 
patches of bare ground are a distinctive 
characteristic of this plant community. 

Lupines and other members of 
the pea family comprise nearly 
10 percent of the plant species in 
Sagebrush Steppe communities.

Many saltbrush species, like 
Nutall saltbush, are dieceous with 
separate male and female plants, 
unusual for flowering plants.

Low Sagebrush

This community is dominated by shorter-
standing sagebrush varieties, including 
low and black sagebrush. Low Sagebrush 
communities often contain green 
rabbitbrush, perennial bunchgrasses and 
wildflowers, such as Hood’s phlox, 
paintbrush and fleabane.

Bunchgrasses, 
like bluebunch 
wheatgrass, are 
common to nearly 
every plant 
community in the 

sagebrush steppe. Like many perennial 
plants, bunchgrass leaves annually die and 
regrow from the root system, the plant’s 
crown growing larger each year.
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