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To focus it’s conservation efforts, The Nature Conservancy has undertaken the identification of areas of biodiversity significance within ecoregions within North America, Latin America, and Asia.  As part of this effort, we have identified priority river systems in the Central Mixed-Grass Prairie Ecoregion (CMP), a planning area comprising three ecoregional sections defined by the USDA Forest Service: the Sand Hills, the South Central Great Plains, and the Red Bed Plains (McNab and Avers 1994).   The area intersects central Nebraska, Kansas, and northern Oklahoma.  The goal of this planning effort was to represent the elements of aquatic diversity across the major environmental gradients in the CMP, and to select a suite of places that together represent the best opportunities to protect the aquatic diversity of the region.   The first step in creating the plan was to define hydrologic units that capture environmental gradients and zoogeographic distinctions. Based on physiographic differences, we divided the major drainages that intersect the CMP (Missouri River and Arkansas River) into ten Ecological Drainage Units (EDUs).  Using the Conservancy’s aquatic classification framework, we also developed a taxonomy of 83 Freshwater Ecological Systems that describes the physical diversity of riverine ecosystems.   The second step was to select the elements of biological diversity (species and ecological systems) that would be addressed in the plan (i.e., targets).  For species, we followed expert recommendations to include six imperiled fish and one imperiled aquatic invertebrate. We then applied an integrity assessment to select the best occurrences of each ecosystem target (See Gagnon et al., poster presentation).  This presentation will discuss the results of this assessment and the methods used to classify aquatic ecosystems and select the set of rivers that meet the conservation goals for each target in the ecoregion.  
