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Overview 
 

 
Though Oklahoma public lands account for less than 5% of the state’s total land area, there are many 

disparate governmental agencies, NGOs, and private land owners tasked with managing these and other 

protected areas in the state. Collating this information into a single database has proven an arduous task, with 

the last statewide protected areas database (PAD) developed in 2001 and updated in 2006. The Oklahoma 

Natural Heritage Inventory (ONHI) is now in the process of completing a new protected areas database for the 

state.  The new database will reflect changes in boundaries and ownership since the last database was 

completed and will incorporate additional protected areas not included in the previous release.  The updated 

database will be incorporated into the Protected Areas Database of the United States (PAD-US) and will serve 

a vital role in the protection and management of Oklahoma’s biodiversity. 

Targeted Agencies 
 

 

The 2001 stewardship layer consisted of approximately 1,195,163 ha (2,953,312 acres) of protected lands 

that are managed by approximately 15 different entities.  Subsequent to the creation of the 2001 database 

and the 2006 updates, various stakeholders, such as the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation and 

the Nature Conservancy, have increased their in-state protected land holdings.  Additionally, there are some 

recognized deficiencies in the 2001 and 2006 datasets, such as absence of some federal, tribal, and local 

protected areas, as well as private fee lands. The Oklahoma Natural Heritage Inventory identified 

approximately 23 different federal, state, tribal, local, and private stakeholders who manage protected areas 

within the state.  ONHI has completed preliminary data collection from each of the identified land managers, 

as well as identifying additional stakeholders for ongoing and future updates.   

 

Current Status 
 

 

The last statewide protected areas database was released in 2001 (Fisher and Gregory 2001) and was based 

on a compilation of data from the latter part of the previous decade.  In the years since the creation of 

database, there have been numerous changes in land ownership and the land acreage of protected areas.  

Moreover, the criteria for inclusion or exclusion of lands from the database have changed since the initial 

release.  Despite a 2006 update to the database, Oklahoma’s protected areas database is woefully out-of-

date and likely does not reflect the reality on the ground. To illustrate, preliminary data acquisition shows 

considerable changes in protected areas around Broken Bow Lake in McCurtain County (southeast 

Oklahoma).  The Arkansas-Oklahoma Land Swap Act of 1996 resulted in the transfer of some private 

Weyerhauser lands to protected areas.  As a result, new areas have been designated national wildlife refuges 

and state wildlife management areas.  Additionally, a more robust classification of protected lands 

incorporated private conservation easements and other protected areas, and other protected areas missed in 

the first data compilation will be included in the new product. 

Conservation Need 
 

 

Detailed, spatially explicit information regarding protected areas is a vital component for the conservation of 

biodiversity and land management activities.  Since the completion of the last statewide protected areas 

database, the need for such a resource has grown.  For instance, in November 2012, the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service proposed to list the lesser prairie chicken (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus) threatened under the 

Endangered Species Act (USFWC 2012).  Also in 2012, a population of haperella (Harperlla nodosum), a 

federally listed endangered species previously unknown from Oklahoma, was discovered in southeastern 

Oklahoma (Buthod and Hoagland under review). Other species of concern, such as Orconectes saxatilis 

(Kiamichi crayfish), an endemic to the Kiamichi River and its tributaries; Notropis girardi (Arkansas River 

shiner), a federally listed threatened species; Phrynosoma cornutum (Texas horned lizard), a state species of 

special concern, and Calopogon oklahomensis (Oklahoma grasspink), an imperiled species, are dependent 

on protected areas for continued conservation.  

 

Photo credit: (A) Noppadol Paothong; (B) Amy Buthod; (C)  Chris Likhaup; (D) Daniel Fenner, USFWS; (E). 

Unknown, courtesy of Oklahoma Natural  Areas Registry; and (F) Amy Buthod.. 

 

Agency Agency Type Potential Datasets 

OK. Department of Wildlife Conservation State 
Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs) 

Existing managed areas layer 

OK.  Tourism and Recreation Department State State Parks 

Commissioners of the Land Office State School Lands 

OK.  Natural Heritage Inventory State Natural Areas Registry 

Tulsa Audubon Society Private Private Preservers 

The Nature Conservancy  Private Private Preservers 

Playa Lakes Joint Venture Private Private Preservers 

Land Legacy Private Private Preservers 

Norman Area Land Conservancy Private Private Preservers 

Edmond Land Conservancy Private Private Preservers 

City of Tulsa Municipality Parks (e.g. Mohawk Park) 

City of Oklahoma City Municipality Parks (e.g. Martin Park) 

City of Norman Municipality Parks (e.g. Sutton Wilderness) 

City of Sand Springs Municipality Parks (e.g. Keystone Ancient Forest) 

Tribal Governments (various) Tribal Protected areas 

University of Oklahoma University Natural Areas (e.g. Oliver's Woods) 

University of Central Oklahoma University 
Natural Areas (e.g. Selman Living 

Laboratory) 

Oklahoma State University University 
Natural Areas (e.g. Cross Timbers 

Experimental Range Station) 

National Park Service Federal National Recreation Areas (NRAs) 

U.S. Forest Service Federal 
National Forests 

National Grasslands 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Federal Wildlife Refuges 

Bureau of Reclamations Federal Lake Projects 

Bureau of Land Management Federal BLM Lands 

Ancillary Data Products  
 

 

The Oklahoma Biological Survey (OBS), in conjunction with the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife 

Conservation (ODWC), Landscape Conservation Cooperative (LCC) of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

(USFWS), and the Missouri Resource Assessment Partnership (MoRAP) are in the process of finalizing 

Phase One of a project to develop a new land cover map for the State of Oklahoma. Field data have been 

collected throughout the classification area for Phase One and a preliminary land cover classification has 

been generated.  A more robust classification based on the ecological systems classification schema is 

forthcoming.  

 

The new land cover dataset will boast improvements in both thematic (number of types mapped) and spatial 

resolution over past land cover classifications for the state (e.g. the GAP Analysis Project).  The revised land 

cover dataset will provide valuable scientific information and will enhance efforts to identify and conserve 

species, communities, and landscapes.  In order to facilitate this, the updated land cover dataset will be used 

to model species ranges.  Known and predicted ranges can then be evaluated against the protected areas 

database to gauge how well target species are being protected.  
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