Site Index
Used to measure soil fertility at a given site

Correlates tree growth (height) with age (arbitrarily set at, say, 50 or 100 years).

In MS, an SI of 90 is typical for Loblolly pine – that is to say that at 50-years of age, the height of the trees is 90’.  There is a range of SI that varies with site variation from 70-120.  For short-leaf pines, the SI is always lower, even if the sites are exactly the same.

For even-aged stands, the site index is the height of the average dominant tree at an arbitrary age.  It is often more difficult to define an SI for these stands.  It could be as simple as the average height of a certain proportion of the tallest trees (say tallest 10%).  Or, it could be the asymptote of the height-dbh curve.  DBH is taken at 4.5 ft above the ground.

SI varies with agency, company or individual using the SI, but the principles are the same.

Habitat Typing

An attempt to get a handle on the different vegetative types that occur based on climate and soils.  Two such typings are 

(1) “American Forest Types”, developed by the Forest Service and approved by the Soc. of Amer. Foresters and 

(2) Kuchler Potential Natural Vegetation Types (used by the Forest Service and BLM).

Forest types are concerned with trees and are rather specific.  Types are named for the dominant trees, such as Ponderosa pine or Loblolly-Shortleaf. There are also common associations found with each forest type.  For Loblolly-Shortleaf, these would be oaks, gums, hickories, and eastern red cedar.  For Ponderosa pine, these would be Jeffrey pine, Douglas fir, lodgepole pine and sugar pine.  Such a typing would give you an idea of what to expect in a given area and relates to site productivity.   As such, you would not expect to find longleaf pine in a cypress-tupelo swamp.

Kuchler takes a broader approach, dealing with trees, brush, grasses, etc.  It provides more detailed information about sites and can be used in other disciplines besides forestry (broader user base).

There are tons of typing systems out there, each having its own benefit.  But, in general terms, ID’ing what is out there gives you some idea of the productivity of the site.

There is another type of typing that should be mentioned.  This is “indicator species”.  If a certain plant or animal species is present or missing at a site, it gives an indication of the healthy (productivity) of the site.  This concept is often used in Europe in place of the site index.
