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REMAINING
FLINT HILLS 
TALLGRASS
PRAIRIE

Flint Hills Ecoregion boundary 
(natural communities) 

Flint Hills Physiographic 
boundary (physical landforms) 

 = (in landscapes greater than 9400 
acres) untilled, largely intact native 
vegetation PLUS concentrations of prairie 
remnants  

 inside Flint Hills 
 

 outside Flint Hills 
 

  crops, non-native grasses, 
smaller prairie fragments, woodlands, and 
development 
 

 inside Flint Hills 
 

 outside Flint Hills 
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BACKGROUND 
The following discussion of the Flint Hills 
ecoregion is summarized from Chapman et al.  
(2001) 
T he Flint Hills ec oregio n is the largest rem aining 
intact tallgrass prairie in the Great Plains. Lo c ated 
alo ng the western edge o f the Great Plains historic 
range, the ec o regio n is characterized b y ro lling 
hills c o m p o sed o f shale, c herty lim esto ne, and 
ro c ky so ils. T hese surfac es and steep slo p es are 
difficult to p lo w; c o nsequently, the regio n 
historic ally has sup p o rted very little cro p land 
agriculture. T he natural tallgrass prairie is intact in 
m ost o f the ec o regio n and is used for range and 
p asture land. Ho wever, so m e o f the land in river 
valleys and alo ng the p erip hery o f the Flint Hills 
has b een c o nverted to cro p land, esp ec ially in the 
northwest c o rner where the to p o grap hy is m ore 
level. T he ec o regio n’s c lim ate is m arked b y 
hum id, wet sum m ers and average annual 
prec ip itatio n o f 28 to 35 inc hes.  
Ec oregio ns— geo grap hic areas that enc o m p ass 
sim ilar ec osystem s and enviro nm ental resourc es—
c o nstitute a fram ewo rk for m ap p ing, studying, 
assessing, m anaging, and m o nitoring the 

ec o system s and ec o system  c o m p o nents within 
their b o rders (Chap m an et al., 2001). Ec oregio n 
b o undaries are estab lished b y identifying 
sim ilarities am o ng p atterns o f geo lo gy, 
p hysio grap hy, vegetatio n, c lim ate, so il, land use, 
wildlife, and hydro lo gy (Wiken, 1986; Om ernik, 
1987, 1995).  
The following discussion of the Flint Hills 
physiographic region is summarized from Kansas 
Geological Survey (1999) 
T he Flint Hills were form ed b y the erosio n o f 
Perm ian lim esto nes and shales. During the early 
Perm ian Perio d (252–299 m illio n years ago ), 
shallo w seas c o vered m uc h o f the state, as they did 
during the earlier Pennsylvanian S ub p erio d (299–
323 m illio n years ago ). U nlike the Pennsylvanian 
lim esto nes to the east, ho wever, so m e o f the Flint 
Hills lim esto nes c o ntain num erous b ands o f chert, 
or flint. Bec ause c hert is muc h less so lub le than 
the surrounding lim esto ne, weathering has 
pro duced a c layey so il full o f c herty gravel that 
c o vers the ro c ky up lands and slo ws erosio n. Most 
o f the hillto p s in this regio n are c a p p ed with this 
cherty gravel. T he tall grasses in this regio n are 
m ostly b ig and little b luestem  (Andropogon 
gerardii, Schizachyrium scoparium), switc hgrass 

(Panicum virgatum), and Indiangrass (Sorghastrun 
nutans). Exc ep t alo ng river and stream  b o tto m s, 
trees are rare. T he stream s in the Flint Hills have 
cut deep , prec ip itous channels. S tream s cut in 
c hert-b earing strata pro duc e narro w, b o xlike 
c hannels, whereas those cut in m ore easily ero ded 
shales create wider, m ore gently slo p ing valleys. 
 
T ho ugh there is so m e disagreem ent ab o ut the 
b o undaries o f the Flint Hills, p articularly alo ng the 
western and eastern edges, m ost geo lo gists agree 
that the Flint Hills run fro m  northern K ansas 
(Marshall County) into northern Oklaho m a, where 
they are kno wn as the Osage Hills. For this m ap , a 
southern Flint Hills b o undary in Oklaho m a was 
c o nstructed with inp ut fro m  geo lo gists at the 
K ansas and Oklaho m a geo lo gic al surveys. 
 
The following discussion of the identification of 
prairie regions is summarized from The Nature 
Conservancy, Osage Plains/Flint Hills Prairie 
Ecoregional Planning Team (2000) 
As a to o l for assessing the lo ng-term  viab ility o f 
c o nservatio n targets in ec o regio nal c o nservatio n, 
landsc a p e-sc ale areas o f natural or sem i-natural 
vegetatio n (generally greater than 38 square km ) 

were identified in the Osage Plains/Flint Hills 
ec o regio n fro m  interpretatio n o f Landsat T hem atic 
Map p er (T M) satellite im agery. T hese areas were 
c lassified as either (1) areas with largely intact 
natural or sem i-natural vegetatio n or (2) 
fragm ented areas with a c o nc entratio n o f natural 
c o m m unity rem nants. Hardc o p y printouts o f 
Landsat T M scenes were visually interpreted to 
delineate these two c o nservatio n c atego ries, then 
digitized and assem b led into a geo grap hic 
inform atio n system  (GIS ) data layer. 
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