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Playas — Wetlands of the Southern High Plains

Playas are found in the short grass region of the Great Plains of North America (Figure 1). There
are approximately 25,390 playas in the Playa Lakes Region (PLR), which encompasses
northwest Texas, eastern New Mexico, the southeast corner of Colorado, the southwest corner of
Kansas, and the Oklahoma panhandle (Figure 2) (Haukos and Smith 2004). Playas are shallow
wetlands formed through wind and wave processes, each existing in their own watershed (Smith
2003). Playas are geographically isolated wetlands, which mean a wetland completely
surrounded by upland (Tiner 2003). The average area of a playa is 6.3 hectares [15.57 acres],
and size gradually increases, moving from the southwest to the northeast. The only source of
recharge for playas is precipitation, which in turn, is the only source of recharge for the southern
portion of the Ogallala Aquifer (Haukos and Smith 2004). Moist soil playas are dominated by
annual plants, capable of producing large quantities of seeds. As the water inundates the wetland
area, perennial emergent and submergent vegetation take over (Haukos and Smith 2004).
Migrating bird species along the Central Flyway depend on playas for subsistence during
migration. Over three hundred plant species, along with many invertebrates, are associated with
playas. These isolated wetlands lie within important agricultural regions, and are the only

remaining native habitat for many wildlife and plant species (Haukos and Smith 1997).

Climate
A majority of playas are located in the semi-arid regions of northwest Texas. More arid
conditions dominate in the southwest portion of the range, and in the northeast areas of the

region, semi-arid conditions give way to a temperate grassland habitat. Annual rainfall occurs






