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Kentucky Master Naturalist Program
Natural Regions of Kentucky
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Objectives: 

• Identify Kentucky’s 3 
physiographic provinces and 
9 natural regions

• Explain the differences between
natural regions

• Explain key factors influencing 
ecological diversity in Kentucky

• Recognize characteristic 
species/natural communities of 
each natural region  
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Natural Regions

Areas that share a general similarity in geology, topography, hydrology, soils, 
climate and vegetation. 
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Geology 

Substrate influences species distribution and composition.
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Kentucky’s Caves and Karst Occurrences

Karst: areas of limestone sculpted by the dissolution and erosion of 
rock by water, leading  to  the formation of springs, sinkholes and caves. 
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Topography

Highest point: 4,145 feet 
Lowest point:     257 feet
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Precipitation 
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Temperature 
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Natural communities: distinct groups of plants and animals 
that  can repeat across the landscape wherever similar 
environmental conditions are met.
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Factors that shape a natural community

• Geology (sandstone, limestone, shale)
• Soil (depth, pH, nutrient level, drainage)
• Hydrology (saturation, flooding regime)
• Landscape position (i.e. aspect, slope)
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Topography and the resulting landscape’s position, slope and aspect 
greatly affect moisture, temperature, erosion and drainage patterns.  
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1. Coastal Plain Province

Mississippi/Ohio River Floodplain

Nearly level, poorly drained lowlands
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Cypress-Tupelo Swamp

Youngest region in the state in geologic terms. Ocean covered as recently
as 70 million years ago.
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East Gulf Coastal Plain 
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2. Interior Low Plateaus Province

Composed of a series of plateaus, bluffs, basins, and domes, often separated by
distinct escarpments. Parts of the province are hilly, while others are flat to rolling.
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Owensboro Lowlands/Ohio River Floodplain

Herbaceous layer 
is hydrophytic 
vegetation, 
often forb and 
sedge species

Bottomland 
Forest

Usually found 
on flat 
bottomlands 
adjacent to 
large streams 
or rivers

Soil that is very poorly drained; water table is at or above the surface most of the time.
Hydric:
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Shawnee Hills

Pennsylvanian-age sandstone bluffs characterize portions 
of the region. 
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Acidic xeric forest/woodland 

thin soils 
with bedrock 
at or near 
the surface

canopy trees 
stunted and gnarly

chestnut oak
post oak 
blackjack oak 
scarlet oak 
pignut hickory
eastern red cedar
Virginia pine

Common canopy 
species

sassafras, 
sourwood, poverty 
oat grass, 
lichens/moss.  

Common 
understory 
species

Common in Shawnee Hills, Knobs, Cliff section
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Sandstone Glade Shawnee Hills
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Highland Rim

Prairie remnant in the Big Barrens area. Historically, fires would have swept the
landscape due to few surface streams to halt their progress. Mississippian-age 
limestones predominate here. 
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Limestone flat rock glade 
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The Knobs 
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The Knobs are remnants of a former upland that was carved by stream erosion. The
resistant sandstone cap rock wears away at a different rate than the underlying 
siltstones and shales, forming the conical shapes we see in the region.
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Oak-Pine Community typical of the Knobs region -- xeric 
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Mesic forests in north-facing slopes or coves
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Bluegrass Region

Level to gently rolling to steep hills and entrenched, cliff-lined rivers and streams.
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Inner Bluegrass region – Palisades
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Kentucky River 
Palisades-oldest 
exposed bedrock in 
the state

Oldest bedrock in Kentucky is exposed here – Ordovician limestones 
450 million years in age
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Calcareous Mesophytic Forest
White ash
White oak
Sugar maple

Buckeye
Bitternut 
hickory
Black walnut
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Outer Bluegrass Region

• Underlain by Ordovician and Silurian age limestones, siltstones and shales
• More moderate relief
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3. Appalachian Highlands Province
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Appalachian Plateaus

• Deeply eroded plateaus, steep hills, and narrow stream valleys
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Massive Pennsylvanian-aged 
sandstone formations are 
characteristic of the Cumberland 
Plateau as seen in these examples
from the Red River Gorge area

(Auxier Ridge artwork by Bill Fletcher)
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Cumberland Mountains
Biodiversity here is influenced by the central location  in the Appalachian 
Mountain chain. Species are typical of both the southern and northern 
Appalachians.
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• Includes Pine, Cumberland and Black Mountains

• High elevation natural communities and species

• Serve as migration corridors
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Good luck with this course – your public awaits you! 
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