
W h a t  I s  T h i s  I n d i c a t o r ,  a n d  W h y  I s  
I t  I m p o r t a n t ?  This indicator reports how much of
the “natural” area within urban and suburban lands is in
patches of varying size, from less than 10 acres to greater
than 10,000 acres. Natural areas include forests, grasslands
and shrublands (including most pasturelands—especially
in the west), and wetlands.

Smaller patches of natural habitat generally provide
lower-quality habitat for plants and animals (although this
is not necessarily true for wetlands) and provide less
solitude and fewer recreational opportunities for people.
Smaller patches of habitat favor common, human-tolerant
species like squirrels, white-tailed deer, starlings, and
sparrows, over less common species that require larger
areas, such as some birds (pileated woodpeckers, broad-
winged hawks, and many warblers), mammals (bears,
mountain lions, wolves, coyotes, mink, otters, and
weasels), and amphibians. 

W h a t  D o  t h e  D a t a  S h o w ?  About half of all
natural lands in urban and suburban areas are in patches
smaller than 10 acres. A progressively smaller percentage of
natural areas are found in larger patches, so that,
nationally, less than 5% of the total is found in patches 
of 1,000 acres or more. The Northeast has a higher
percentage of large “natural” patches (100 to less than
1,000 acres and 1,000 to less than 10,000 acres) than the other regions, while very large patches (greater than 10,000
acres) are found only in the West; these patches account for 0.3% of all natural lands in urban and suburban areas.

D i s c u s s i o n In addition to size (shown here), the quality of habitat and recreational value of natural areas is
influenced by other factors, such as the shape of patches and how isolated they are from other natural areas. 

The technical note for this indicator is on page 266.
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SYSTEM DIMENSIONS CHEMICAL AND PHYSICAL BIOLOGICAL COMPONENTS HUMAN USES

Extent Nutrients, Carbon, Oxygen Plants and Animals Food, Fiber, and Water
Pattern Contaminants Communities Recreation and Other Services
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Data Source: Multi-Resolution Land Characteristics (MRLC) Consortium, USGS 
EROS Data Center. Coverage: lower 48 states.

Data Source: Multi-Resolution Land Characteristics (MRLC) Consortium, USGS 
EROS Data Center. Coverage: lower 48 states.

0

20

40

60

80

100

WestMidwestSouthNortheast

“Natural” Area in Patches of Different Sizes (nationally)

“Natural” Area in Patches of Different Sizes, 1992 
(by region)

Less than 10 
acres

10 to 100 acres

100 to 1,000 
acres

1,000 to 10,000 
acres

Greater than 
10,000 acres

Less than 10 
acres

10 to 100 acres

100 to 1,000 
acres

1,000 to 10,000 
acres

Greater than 
10,000 acres


