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The Board on Agriculture of the National Research Council convened a committee in 1989 to examine the scientific basis of methods used by the Soil Conservation Service, Bureau of Land Management, and U.S. Forest Service to inventory, classify, and monitor rangelands. The Committee on Rangeland
Classification Systems was charged to 
• analyze current and historical procedures used by federal agencies to assess rangelands;
• assess the success of current systems as tools for characterizing rangeland health and ecological condition;
• identify the primary scientific obstacles to developing improved systems; and
• make recommendations for improving systems to better characterize the health of the nation's rangelands.

The committee completed its work through a series of meetings, field investigations, interviews with agency personnel, and discussions with other experts.  The recommendations proposed by the committee are practical and applicable to the management of huge areas of land by people who have many, often conflicting, duties.

This report recommends that the principal purpose of rangeland assessments should be to assess rangeland health and recommends the criteria and methods that should be used to make that assessment. Chapter 1 explains why the health of the nation's rangelands should be of concern to the public, policymakers, scientists, and ranchers. Chapter 2 defines the committee's concept of rangeland health and the role assessments of rangeland health should play in managing rangelands. Chapter 3 analyzes the suitability of the methods used to assess rangelands as measures of rangeland health. Chapter 4 outlines the criteria that should be used to assess rangeland health. Chapter 5 details the inventorying and monitoring systems needed to make national-level assessments of the health of federal and nonfederal rangelands…
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