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The existing physical features, or characteristics, of the Lower Coosa River Basin are a major 
factor in watershed management and in planning and guiding future types of development in 
the basin area.  These are characteristics that are not easily changed, i.e., they are inherent to 
the land.  Therefore, all future management strategies, as well as all future development 
plans, should be developed around what is already there, taking care to recognize areas that 
are sensitive to structural development and limiting growth in these areas, while maximizing 
those areas that are highly suitable for structural development. 
 
Physical characteristics that will be discussed in this chapter include topography, geology, 
minerals, flood plains, soils, and wetlands.  Each of these characteristics will be discussed 
generally in this chapter to provide a broad perspective description of the physical conditions 
present in the entire Lower Coosa River Basin.  More detailed information on some of the 
characteristics – soils, floodplains and wetlands – is provided in a separate companion 
document entitled Atlas of Lower Coosa River Watersheds.  The more detailed information 
found there is intended to give local residents the working knowledge necessary to 
successfully implement the watershed management measures pertaining to their watershed. 
 
 
Topography 
The topography of the Lower Coosa River Basin reflects the larger physiographic provinces, 
or divisions, within Alabama.  The Southern Coastal Plain province covers the majority of 
Elmore County, the entire northeast corner of Autauga County, and the majority of southwest 
Chilton County.  The Southern Piedmont province covers a small portion of northern Elmore 
County, all of Coosa County, the northeast corner of Chilton County, a small portion of the 
southeast corner of Shelby County and small tips along the south and eastern part of 
Talladega County.  The Southern Appalachian Ridge and Valley province covers the 
majority of Talladega County west to the Coosa River and Shelby County east to the Coosa 
River.  Only a small part of northwest Shelby County is located in the southern part of the 
Sand Mountain Ridgeline. 
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The northern portion of the Lower Coosa River Basin, primarily influenced by the Southern 
Appalachian Valley and Ridge province, is often referred to as the Coosa Valley.  The area 
contains a series of wide, gently rolling valleys and steep, rough ridges aligned from the 
southwest to the northeast.  These valleys and ridges influence transportation, agriculture and 
streams.  Elevations in the valleys range from 500 feet to 700 feet above sea level and the 
higher ridges extend to 1,500 feet or more above sea level. 
 
The southern portion of the Lower Coosa River Basin is primarily influenced by the Southern 
Piedmont province.  The area can be characterized as moderately rolling uplands.  Elevations 
range from 700 feet to 1,000 feet above sea level.  Both the slope and elevation of land 
decrease moving farther south in the Southern Piedmont area. 
 
The Southern Piedmont province is distinctly separated from the Southern Coastal Plain 
province by the fall line hill area.  The fall line varies from 15 miles to 50 miles in width and 
broad ridge areas separate valleys that range from 100 feet to 200 feet deep when compared 
to adjacent ridge areas.  In the southern portion of the Lower Coosa River Basin, the fall line 
dissects the Coosa River north of Wetumpka and swoops northwesterly into Chilton County.   
 
The southernmost part of the Lower Coosa River Basin opens into the Southern Coastal Plain 
province.  These upper portions of the Coastal Plain exhibit more roughly rolling land, with 
elevations varying from 300 feet to 600 feet above sea level.1 
 
 
Geology  
The Lower Coosa River Basin lies in three of Alabama’s five physiographic provinces:  the 
Eastern Valley and Ridge Province, the Northern Piedmont Province, and the Coastal Plain 
Province.  The Shelby County and the western Talladega County portions of the basin lie 
within the Eastern Valley and Ridge Province; southwestern Talladega County, Coosa 
County, eastern Chilton County and northern Elmore County lie within the Northern 
Piedmont Province; and central Chilton County, northeastern Autauga County, and southern 
Elmore County lie in the Coastal Plain.  The following information regarding the geologic 
formations found in these provinces was compiled from the Geologic Map of Alabama 
produced by the Geologic Survey of Alabama in 1988.  
 
Major geological formations in the Valley and Ridge portion of the basin include the 
Parkwood formation and Floyd Shale in Shelby County, and the Knox group in Talladega 
County, both of which are part of the Mississippian Geologic System.  The Parkwood 
formation is interbedded medium to dark-gray shale and light to medium-gray sandstone.  
Locally, it contains dusky-red and grayish-green mudstone, argillaceous limestone, and 
clayey coal.  The Floyd shale is a dark-gray shale, sideritic in part with thin beds of 
sandstone, limestone and chert present locally.  The Knox Group is comprised of light-gray 
to light-brown locally sandy dolomite, dolomitic limestone, and limestone and characterized 
by abundant light-colored chert.  Other formations in the Valley and Ridge Province portion 
of the basin include Newala Limestone, Tuscumbia Limestone and Fort Payne Chert, and 
Athens Shale. 
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Major formations in the Northern Piedmont Province include Waxahatchee Slate in Shelby 
County; Wash Creek Slate and the Lay Dam Formation in Talladega County; the Lay Dam 
Formation and Jemison Chert and Chulafinnee Schist in Clay County; the Lay Dam 
Formation, the Wedowee Group, and the Higgins Ferry Group in Chilton County; Jemison 
Chert and Chulafinnee Schist, Pinchoulee Gneiss and the Higgins Ferry Group in Coosa 
County; and in Elmore County, Elkahatchee Quartz Diorite Gneiss, the Emuckfaw Group, 
and Kowaliga Gneiss.   
 
The Waxahatchee Slate is a dark-gray to grayish-green thin-bedded, micaceous metasiltsone, 
slate and fine-grained quartzite.  The Wash Creek Slate is a grayish-green to black 
micaceous, partly carbonaceous to graphitic slate and metasiltstone containing interbedded 
light-gray to light-brown fine to coarse-grained metasandstone.  The Lay Dam Formation is 
interbedded dark-green phyllite, medium-gray to light-brown and black metasiltone, with 
dark-green feldspathic metagraywacke, and white to light-gray and dark-gray to medium to 
coarse-grained arkosic quartzite and metaconglomerate.  In Clay County, the upper part of 
the Lay Dam Formation includes black graphitic sericite phyllite and slate reportedly 
containing plant fossils.  There is also an unnamed diamictite facies of the Lay Dam 
Formation in Chilton and Clay Counties that consist of cobbles and boulders of carbonate, 
politic rocks, quartzite, chert, felsic plutonic rocks, and gneiss in a metagraywacke matrix.   
 
The Jemison Chert and Chulafinnee Schist are grayish-white to yellowish-orange massive, 
thick-bedded, fine-grained, locally argillaceous, locally fossiliferous metachert and light to 
dark greenish-gray fine to medium-grained fissile quartz-sericite chlorite phyllite and schist 
which locally includes thin chlorite phyllite and quartzose phyllite beds.   
 
The Wedowee Group undifferentiated includes the Cragford Phyllite and Cutnose Gneiss.  
Cragford Phyllite is interbedded fine-grained graphite-chlorite-sericite schist and phyllite, 
garnet-sericite schist and phyllite, graphite-quartz-sericite phyllite, locally feldspathic biotite 
gneiss, calc-silicate rock, and quartzite.  Cutnose Gneiss is cyclically interbedded fine-
grained quartz-biotite feldspathic gneiss, graphite-chlorite-sericite schist, with locally thin 
interbeds of graphite-quartz-sericite-phyllite, and quartzite.   
 
The Higgins Ferry Group consists of thinly layered, coarse to fine-grained biotite-feldspar-
quartz gneiss, sericite-feldspar-muscovite schist and biotite-garnet felspathic gneiss with 
locally common pegmatites.  Pinchoulee Gneiss is a medium to fine-grained mimatitic, local 
garnetiferouse bitite-feldspar gneiss, commonly saturated with granitic pods. 
 
The Emuckfaw Group includes interbedded muscovite, with and without garnet-biotite 
schist, metagraywacke, calc-silicate rock and quartzite, and rare thin amphibolite.  It includes 
thin layers of aluminous graphitic schist, locally sheared to mylonite schist. 
 
The Elkahatchee Quartz Diorite Gneiss is a mesocratic to melanocratic, fine to coarse-
grained, massive to strongly foiated, locally sheared quartz diorite gneiss.  The Kowaliga 
Gneiss is coarse-grained granodiorite to quartz monzonite with large plagioclase augen, 
generally sheared along margins. 
 



Other geologic formations in the Northern Piedmont Province present to a lesser extent 
include brewer phyllite and the Stumps Creek Formation in Shelby County;  gooch branch 
chert, jumbo dolomite, Fayetteville phyllite, and metaclastic rocks of an unknown affinity in 
Talladega County;  hillabee greenstone, Mitchell Dam amphibolite, and Rockford granite in 
Clay County;  garnet quartzite from the Higgins Ferry Group and Mitchell Dam amphibolite 
in Chilton County; kalona quartzite member of the Wash Creek Slate formation, Wash Creek 
slate, Stumps Creek Formation, jumbo dolomite, hillabee greenstone, the Wedowee Group, 
Mitchell Dam amphibolite, Hanover schist, Rockford granite, and Hissop granite in Coosa 
County; and in Elmore County, the Wedowee Group and Zana granite.   
 
Major formations in the Coastal Plain Province include the Coker Formation in Chilton and 
Elmore and Autauga Counties, and high terrace deposits in Elmore and Autauga Counties.  
The Coker Formation is light-gray to moderate-reddish-orange poorly sorted, clayey, 
gravelly fine to very coarse sand with interbeds of grayish-green to moderate-red sandy clay 
and well-sorted medum quartz sand.  Gravels consist mostly of quartz and quartzite and 
range in size from very fine pebble to large cobbles.  In southeastern Elmore County, the 
formation includes marine sediments consisting of glauconitic, fossiliferous, quartzose fine to 
medium sand, and medium-gray carbonaceous, silty clay.  The high terrace deposits are 
varicolored lenticular beds of poorly sorted sand, ferruginous sand, silt, clay, and gravelly 
sand.  The sand primarily consists of very fine to very coarse poorly sorted quartz grains, 
gravel composed of quartz, quartzite, and chert pebbles.  Other geologic formations in the 
Coastal Plain Province present to a lesser extent include Alluvial and low terrace deposits in 
both Chilton and Elmore Counties and the Gordo Formation in Chilton County. 2 
 
 
Minerals 
The State of Alabama is ranked 17th among all 50 states in total nonfuel mineral production 
value, of which Alabama accounted for more than 2 percent of the U.S. total, according to 
the USGS 2003 Minerals Yearbook.  In 2003, the estimated value of nonfuel mineral 
production for Alabama was $863 million, based upon preliminary USGS data, representing 
a 2 percent increase from 2002, following a 10.4 percent decrease from 2001 and 2002.  The 
top four nonfuel mineral commodities produced in Alabama in 2003 continued to be cement 
(portland and masonry), crushed stone, lime and construction sand and gravel.  Together, 
these four minerals made up more than 93 percent of the State’s total nonfuel mineral 
production value.3   
 
The counties that comprise the Lower Coosa River Basin do not have abundant mineral 
resources and there are no fuel minerals present in the basin at all.  Minerals produced in the 
counties of the Lower Coosa River Basin include crushed stone, which is produced in Coosa, 
Shelby and Talladega Counties;  clay, which is produced in Chilton, Elmore and Shelby 
Counties; industrial sand and gravel, which is produced in Chilton and Elmore Counties; and 
construction sand and gravel, which is produced in Autauga County.3 
 
Only Coosa County has any significant mineral resources, beyond what is listed previously in 
the mineral production.  Deposits of graphite lie across Coosa County, stretching from the 
southwest near Lake Mitchell to the northeast near Goodwater.  To the southeast of the 



graphite deposits, but to a lesser extent, are mica deposits.  There are 14 abandoned mica 
mines following the deposit formations.  There is a small sand and gravel deposit just east of 
the Coosa River near the Elmore-Coosa County line and there are several small gold and 
pyrite deposits along the east side of the Coosa River near Lake Mitchell and one located 
northwest of Flagg Mountain.  Other mineral resources in the Lower Coosa River Basin 
include a sand and gravel quarry in Chilton County, two limestone and marble mines (one of 
which is a strip mine) and a barite mine in Talladega County.4 
 
Soils 
General soil information for the Lower Coosa River Basin is provided using large land 
divisions called Major Land Resource Areas (MLRAs), which are defined by the Natural 
Resource and Conservation Service (NRCS) as geographically associated land resource units.  
Identification of these large areas is important in statewide agricultural planning and has 
value in interstate, regional, and national planning.  Land Resource Units (LRU’s) are the 
basic units from which MLRA©s are determined. They are also the basic units for state land 
resource maps. They are coextensive with state general soil map units, but some general soil 
map units are subdivided into land resource units because of significant geographic 
differences in climate, water resources, and land use.  More detailed soil information at the 
watershed level is available in a separate companion document entitled Atlas of Lower Coosa 
Watersheds.5 
 
The dominant physical characteristics of the major land resource areas are land use, elevation 
and topography, climate, water, soils, and potential natural vegetation.  As used by the NRCS 
in describing MRLAs, these physical characteristics are defined as follows: 
 

Land use.  The relative extent of the federally or privately owned land is 
indicated if significant. The extent of the land used for cropland, pasture, 
range, forests, industrial and urban developments, and other special purposes 
is indicated. These fractions or percentages are for the entire resource area 
unless specifically stated otherwise. Also included is a list of the principal 
crops grown and the type of farming practiced.  
 
Elevation and topography.  A range in height above sea level and significant 
exceptions, if applicable, are provided for the area as a whole. The topography 
of the area, including natural and cultural features, is described.  
 
Climate.  Climatic data discussed are: (1) A range of the annual precipitation 
for the driest parts of the area to the wettest and the seasonal distribution of 
precipitation and (2) a range of the average annual temperature and the 
average freeze-free period characteristic of different parts of the resource area.  
 
Water.  Information is provided concerning surface streamflow and ground 
water and the source of water for municipal use and for irrigation. Also, land 
resource areas dependent on other areas for water supply and those that 
furnish water to other areas are specified.  
 



Soils.  The dominant soils of the major land resource area are identified 
according to the principal suborders, great groups, and representative soil 
series.  
 

Potential natural vegetation.  The plant species that the major land resource 
area can support are identified by their common names. 
 

Within the Lower Coosa River Basin, there are four Major Land Resource Areas, which are 
the Southern Appalachian Ridges and Valleys, the Sand Mountain, the Southern Coastal 
Plain, and the Southern Piedmont.  The northern part of the basin lies in the Southern 
Appalachian Ridges and Valleys, Sand Mountain and Southern Piedmont MRLAs with the 
western Shelby County portion of the basin lying in the Sand Mountain MRLA, the eastern 
Shelby County and the western Talladega portion in the Southern Appalachian Ridges and 
Valleys MRLA, and the eastern Talladega County portion lying in the Southern Piedmont 
MRLA.  In the central portion of the basin, western Chilton County lies in the Southern 
Coastal Plains MRLA and eastern Chilton County and all of Coosa County are in the 
Southern Piedmont MRLA.  The southern part of the basin lies primarily in the Southern 
Coastal Plain MRLA, however, the northern part of Elmore County is in the Southern 
Piedmont MRLA.     
 
Alabama has seven major soil areas which are consistent with the boundaries of the MRLAs. 
See Figure 29 and Figure 30.  Most of the soils within each area were formed from materials 
with similar characteristics. Detailed soil surveys show that each area has several major soil 
series. A soil series is a part of the landscape with similarities among its properties such as 
color, texture, arrangement of soil horizons, and depth to bedrock. The NRCS description of 
each of the MRLAs that are found in the Lower Coosa River Basin follows, along with a 
description of the major soil area as provided by the Alabama Cooperative Extension System. 
 
MRLA 128–Southern Appalachian Ridges and Valleys.  Found in Alabama, Georgia, 
Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia, the Southern Appalachian Ridges and Valleys 
MRLA encompasses approximately 26,810 square miles in the southeastern United States.   
Most of this area consists of small and medium-size farms. About 40 percent is forests of 
mixed hardwoods, most of which, except for a few wooded mountain ridges, are in small 
farm woodcuts. A large acreage in Virginia is in the George Washington and Thomas 
Jefferson National Forests. Hay, pasture, and some grain for beef cattle and dairy cattle are 
the principal crops. Burley tobacco is the important cash crop in the southern two-thirds of 
the area (excluding Georgia). Some cotton is grown south of Chattanooga. Small acreages of 
corn and soybeans are grown throughout the area, mainly on narrow strips of bottom land 
and on adjacent low terraces.  
 
Most of the soils are Udults and, to a lesser extent, Ochrepts. They have an udic moisture 
regime and a thermic or mesic temperature regime. The soils dominantly are well drained, 
strongly acid, and highly leached and have a clay-enriched subsoil. They range from shallow 
on the sandstone and shale ridges to very deep in the valleys and on the large limestone 
formations. Paleudults (Dunmore, Decatur, Dewey, Frederick, and Fullerton series, 
commonly cherty) are on the numerous and extensive areas underlain by limestone that 
traverse the region in a southwest-northeast direction. Hapludults (Sequoia series) are 



Figure 29: 
 

 
Source:  Natural Resource and Conservation Service.  Major Land Resources Areas in Alabama.   
http://www.mo15.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/mlra_al.html 
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dominant in the valleys underlain by acid shale. Steep, shallow to moderately deep, shaly and 
stony Dystrochrepts (Muskingum, Weikert, Wallen, Litz, Lehew, and Calvin series) are on 
the sides of the steep ridges. Shallow, shaly Eutrochrepts (Dandridge series) are on the shale 
formation that extends along the eastern side of the area. Hapludolls (Huntington and Staser 
series) and Eutrochrepts (Chagrin, Hamblen, Lobdell, Sullivan and Lindside series) occupy 
the narrow strips of bottom land. The proportion of poorly drained soils, mainly Aquepts and 
Aquults, is very small.6 
 
The Southern Appalachian Ridges and Valleys MRLA corresponds to the Limestone Valleys 
and Uplands Major Soil Area of Alabama.  Soils in these areas were formed mainly in 
residuum weathered from limestones.  Soils of the Tennessee and Coosa river valleys were 
weathered from pure limestones and are mainly red clayey soils with silt loam surface 
textures.  Decatur and Dewey soils are extensive throughout the valleys.  Topography is 
generally level to indulating. Elevation is about 600 feet.  Most of the land is open and 
cropped to cotton or soybeans. Most of the soils of the uplands are derived from cherty 
limestones.  Bodine and Fullerton soils are very extensive in many of these landscapes.  They 
typically have cherty loamy and cherty clayey subsoils and cherty silt loam surface layers.  
Elevation is about 700 feet, and topography ranges from level to very steep.  Cotton and 
soybeans are major row crops.  Much of the area is used for pasture or forest.7 
 
MRLA 129–Sand Mountain.  Found in Alabama and Georgia, the Sand Mountain MRLA 
encompasses approximately 6,770 square miles.  This area is about 70 percent woodland, 18 
percent cropland, and 9 percent pastureland.  About 3 percent is used for coal mining, urban 
development, or other purposes.  About 83 to 88 percent of the woodland is privately owned, 
10 to 15 percent industry owned, and about 2 percent federally owned.  Timber production is 
mostly in the southern half of the area.  Poultry production is the major farm enterprise.  
Corn, cotton, and vegetables are the major cash crops.  Controlling erosion on soils that are 
cropped is the primary concern of management.  Pastures are grazed mainly by beef cattle 
and are important disposal areas for poultry wastes.  
 
The dominant soils are Udults and Ochrepts. They have an udic moisture regime, a thermic 
temperature regime, and mixed mineralogy. They are over sandstone and shale and are 
mostly moderately fine textured to fine textured.  Moderately deep, nearly level to steep 
Hapludults (Hartsells, Linker, and Townley series) are on broad plateaus, ridgetops, 
mountaintops, or upper side slopes.  Deep Hapludults (Enders series) and Fragiudults 
(Wynnville series) are on some of the more level upland sites.  Shallow, gravelly and very 
gravelly, nearly level to steep Dystrochrepts (Hector and Montevallo series) are on narrow 
upper valley slopes and ridgetops. Areas of rock outcrop are common on these sites.  Deep 
Hapludults (Albertville series) and Paleudults (Allen series) are on lower side slopes and 
terraces.6 
 
The Sand Mountain MRLA corresponds to the Appalachian Plateau Major Soil Area.  The 
Appalachian Plateau comprises Cumberland, Sand, Lookout, Gunter, Brindlee, Chandler and 
smaller mountains. Most of the soils are derived from sandstone or shale.  
 



Figure 30:  
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Source:  University of Alabama, Department of Geography.  Alabama Maps.   
http://alabamamaps.ua.edu/alabama/physical/index.html
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The more level areas are dominated by Nauvoo, Hartsells and Wynnville soils which were 
formed in residuum from sandstone.  They have loamy subsoils and fine sandy loam surface 
layers. Most slopes are less than 10 percent.  Elevation is about 1,300 feet. Corn, soybeans, 
potatoes and tomatoes are major crops.  Poultry is very important in this area.  
 
The more rugged portions of the Appalachian Plateau are dominated by soils such as 
Montevallo and Townley, which were formed in residuum from shale.  These soils have 
either a very channery loamy, or a clayey subsoil and silt loam surface layers.  Most areas are 
too steeply sloping for agriculture.  Elevations range from 300 to 700 feet.7 
 
MRLA 133A–Southern Coastal Plain.  Found in Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, 
North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia, the Southern Coastal Plain MRLA 
encompasses approximately 110,060 square miles.  This area is about 69 percent woodland, 
17 percent cropland, and 11 percent pastureland.  About 3 percent of the area is used for 
rangeland, urban development, or other purposes.  The woodland is 65 to 75 percent 
privately owned and 25 to 35 percent industry owned.  A small percentage is federally 
owned.  Timber production is important.  Cash crops include soybeans, corn, peanuts, and 
cotton.  Major vegetable crops, melons, tobacco, and pecans are important in some parts.  
Recently, livestock farming has increased.  Pastures are used mostly for beef cattle, but some 
dairy cattle and hogs are raised.  Controlling soil erosion and improving drainage on low 
wetland areas are major concerns of management. 
 
The dominant soils are Udults.  They are deep and have a thermic temperature regime, an 
udic moisture regime, a loamy or sandy surface layer, and a loamy or clayey subsoil.  Well 
drained and moderately well drained, nearly level to strongly sloping Paleudults and 
Kandiudults (Bama, Dothan, Malbis, Norfolk, Orangeburg, Red Bay and Ruston series) are 
on uplands.  Well drained, gently sloping to steep Hapludults and Kanhapludults (Cowarts, 
Smithdale, Springhill, Luverne, Saffell, and Sweatman in the south and Suffolk, Emporia, 
Rumford, Kenansville, and Craven in the north) are on uplands.  Associated with these soils 
in less sloping areas are the moderately well drained and somewhat poorly drained, loamy 
Fragiudults (Ora, Bourne, Pheba, and Savannah series), Fragiudalfs (Dulac and Providence 
series), Paleudults (Izagora, Clarendon, and Goldsboro series) and the well drained to 
moderately well drained, clayey Paleudults and Kandiudults (Faceville, Greenville, 
Marlboro, and Shubuta series).  Other well drained and somewhat excessively drained, nearly 
level to steep Paleudults and Kandiudults (Darco, Fuquay, Lucy, Troup, and Wagram series), 
which have a thick sandy surface layer, are on uplands.  Less extensive but locally important 
soils are the nearly level to moderately steep Quartzipsamments (Alaga, Kershaw, and 
Lakeland series) on uplands (mostly in the south), Paleudalfs (Atwood, Boswell, Millwood, 
and Susquehanna series) and Glossaqualfs (Caddo, Guyton, Mollville, Waller, and 
Wrightsville series) (in the southwest), Paleudalfs (Lexington series) on some loess-capped 
hilltops in the north-central part of the area, and nearly level Endoaquults (Amy, Myatt, 
Rembert, and Weston series), Ablauts (Chantey and Leaf series), and Paleaquults (Byars, 
Coxville, Pantego, and Plummer series) on low wetland.  Floodplain soils include 
Udifluvents (Collins, Iuka, and Ochlockonee series), Fluvaquents (Bibb, Kinston, Mantachie, 
and Waverly series), and Dystrochrepts (Chenneby, Ouachita, and Riverview series).6 
 



The Southern Coastal Plain MRLA corresponds to the Coastal Plains Major Soil Area in 
Alabama.  Most of the soils in this area are derived from marine and fluvial sediments eroded 
from the Appalachian and Piedmont plateaus.  The area consists of the Upper and Lower 
Coastal Plains.  Smithdale, Luverne and Savannah soils are extensive in the Upper Coastal 
Plains.  They have either loamy or clayey subsoils and sandy loam or loam surface layers.  
Savannah soils have fragipans.  Topography is level to very steep.  Narrow ridgetops and 
broad terraces are cultivated, but most of the area is in forest.  Elevations range from 200 to 
1,000 feet.  
 
Dothan and Orangeburg soils are very extensive in the eastern part of the Lower Coastal 
Plains.  They have loamy subsoils and sandy loam or loamy sand surface layers.  Smithdale 
and Troup soils are very extensive in the western part.  These soils have loamy subsoils and 
loamy sand or sand surface layers.  Most slopes are less than 10 percent.  Major crops are 
corn, peanuts, soybeans and horticultural crops.  Timber products and hogs are very 
important.  Elevations range from sea level to 500 feet.7 

 
MRLA 136–Southern Piedmont.  Found in Alabama, Georgia, North Carolina, South 
Carolina, and Virginia, the Southern Piedmont MRLA encompasses approximately 62,330 
square miles.  Most of this area is in small farms, but a sizable acreage is controlled by 
woodland companies.  Land adjacent to major cities is used for residences and associated 
urban development.  Although most of the land was once cultivated, much has reverted to 
mixed stands of pine and hardwoods.  Most of the open land is pasture, but some crops, such 
as soybeans, small grain, corn, cotton, wheat, and, to a lesser extent, tobacco, are grown.  
Dairy cattle and poultry are important locally.  
 
The dominant soils are Udults.  They have a clayey or loamy subsoil, a thermic temperature 
regime, a udic moisture regime, and kaolinitic or mixed mineralogy.  Well drained very 
gently sloping to gently sloping Kanhapludults (Cecil, Madison, and Appling series) and 
Kandiudults (Davidson series) are on uplands.  Well drained Kanhapludults, Dystrochrepts 
and Hapludalfs (Pacolet, Cecil, Gwinnett, Louisa, Louisburg, and Wilkes series) are on the 
steeper slopes.  In some localities, these soils contain coarse fragments.  Dystrochrepts 
(Chewacla series) Udifluvents (Congaree and Cartecay series), and Fluvaquents (Wehadkee 
series) are in alluvial deposits.6 
  
The Southern Piedmont MRLA corresponds to the Piedmont Plateau Major Soil Area.  Most 
of the soils in this area are derived from granite, hornblende, and mica schists.  Madison, 
Pacolet and Cecil soils, which have red clayey subsoils and sandy loam and clay loam 
surface layers, are very extensive.  Elevations in most areas range from 700 to 1,000 feet, 
although in the Talladega Hills, elevations range from 900 to 2,407 feet (highest point in 
Alabama).  Topography is rolling to steep.  Most rolling areas were once cultivated but are 
now in pasture or forest.7 
 
Soil Associations.  Soil associations, or soil bodies, represent areas that have similarity in 
kinds of soils, topography, geology, and, in many instances, land use.  The soil associations 
are named in terms of the dominant kinds of soils (soil series) included in their boundaries.  
The soils associations are grouped within one of the seven physiographic provinces discussed 



in the topography and geology sections.  There are 12 soil associations found in the Lower 
Coosa River Basin, which are listed in Figure 31 in relation to the county and physiographic 
where they are located.  Figure 32 provides information on the general characteristics of each 
of the soil associations.8 
 
Figure 31: 

Soil Associations in the Lower Coosa River  Basin 
Physiographic Province 

County Valley and 
Ridgelands 

Appalachian 
Plateau 

Piedmont 
Plateau Coastal Plains 

Major Flood 
Plains and 
Terraces 

Decatur-Dewey-
Allen 

Montevallo-
Townley-Enders    

Shelby 
Minvale-Bodine-

Fullerton     

Cheaha-
Leesburg 

Montevallo-
Townley-Enders 

Tallapoosa-
Tatum   

Decatur-Dewey-
Allen     Talladega 

Minvale-Bodine-
Fullerton 

    

Clay Cheaha-
Leesburg  Tallapoosa-

Tatum   

  Tallapoosa-
Tatum 

Savannah-
Ruston-Stough 

 

Chilton 

   
Smithdale-

Troup-Lucedale-
Luverne 

 

  Cecil-Grover-
Madison   

Coosa 

  Tallapoosa-
Tatum   

Autauga    
Smithdale-

Troup-Lucedale-
Luverne 

 

  Cecil-Grover-
Madison 

Dothan-Fuquay-
Wagram 

Cahaba-
Chewacla-Myatt 

  Tallapoosa-
Tatum Lucedale-Bama  

   
Smithdale-

Troup-Lucedale-
Luverne 

 

Elmore 

   
Troup-Luverne-

Dothan-
Orangeburg 

 

Source:  Environmental Data Inventory State of Alabama.  U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Mobile District and 
the State of Alabama Office of State Planning and Federal Programs, State Planning Division.  January 1, 
1981.  Pages 53-55. 



Figure 32: 

General Character istics of Soil Associations in the Lower Coosa River  Basin 
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Alabama Office of State Planning and Federal Programs, State Planning Division.  January 1, 1981.  Pages 53-55. 



Prime Farmland.  Only a small portion of the Lower Coosa River Basin is considered to be 
prime farmland, which is land that has the best combination of physical and chemical 
characteristics for producing food, feed, forage, fiber, and oilseed crops and is also available 
for these uses. It has the soil quality, growing season, and moisture supply needed to produce 
economically sustained high yields of crops when treated and managed according to 
acceptable farming methods, including water management. In general, prime farmlands have 
an adequate and dependable water supply from precipitation or irrigation, a favorable 
temperature and growing season, acceptable acidity or alkalinity, acceptable salt and sodium 
content, and few or no rocks. They are permeable to water and air. Prime farmlands are not 
excessively erodible or saturated with water for a long period of time, and they either do not 
flood frequently or are protected from flooding.8 
 
Prime farmland is found in the southern half of Elmore County, through central Chilton 
County roughly following Interstate-65, and following the Coosa River in Shelby and 
Talladega Counties.  As with the State of Alabama, considerable prime farmland has been 
lost to development in the Lower Coosa River Basin in the last 20 years.  According to data 
available from the Natural Resource and Conservation Service, approximately 14 percent of 
the nonfederal rural land that was considered prime farmland in the Lower Coosa River 
Basin in 1982 had been converted to developed land in 1992; and, between 1992 and 1997, 
another 12.8 percent of the prime farmland in the basin had been converted to developed 
land, representing a total loss of more than a quarter of the total prime farmland in the basin 
in a 15-year period.  Likewise, Alabama ranked 10th in the nation in the average annual loss 
of prime farmland to development between 1992 and 1997.9



Figure 33: 
 

 
 
Source:  USDA Natural Resource and Conservation Service, Technical Resources.  August 2004.  
Http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/land/meta/m4983.html 



Figure 34: 
 

 
 
Source:  USDA Natural Resource and Conservation Service, Technical Resources.  August 2004.  
Http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/land/meta/m4983.html 



Hydrologic System 
The Coosa River is, by far, the predominant hydrologic feature of the Lower Coosa River 
Basin.  The river, however, is accented by the development of three recreational 
impoundments for hydropower use:  Lay Lake, Lake Mitchell and Lake Jordan.  The 
hydrologic system within the Lower Coosa River Basin is comprised of numerous streams, 
creeks, gullies and wetlands feeding into the major streams of the 20 watersheds that form 
the basin, of which 23 have been classified for specific water uses.  One is classified for 
agricultural and industrial water supply; nine are classified for fish and wildlife; three are 
classified for swimming and other whole body water-contact sports and fish and wildlife; 
and, five are classified for public water supply, swimming and other whole body water-
contact sports, and fish and wildlife.  The remaining four streams are classified as 
Outstanding Alabama Waterways, of which two are classified for use as fish and wildlife, 
one is for swimming and fish and wildlife, and one is for public water supply and fish and 
wildlife.  Two stream segments have also been listed as a National Outstanding Water 
Resource by the National Park Service.  Those streams which are not classified by name are 
generally considered to be acceptable for a "Fish and Wildlife" classification.  Water use 
classification within the Lower Coosa River Basin is discussed in detail in Part II of this plan.   
 
As stated previously, there are 20 watersheds within the Lower Coosa River Basin.  Of the 20 
watersheds, there are areas that primarily influence the Coosa River; there are watersheds 
with primary tributaries supported by a local stream network; and finally, there are 
watersheds that are interconnected as a system that must be viewed as a unit rather than only 
as watersheds. 
 
Some of the watersheds are small and have low-order streams flowing directly into the Coosa 
River.  For example, the Walthall Branch (020) watershed has a long dimension of the 
watershed that is coincident with the bank of the Coosa River.  There is both sheetflow and 
low-order streams that flow directly into the Coosa River in addition to the outflow from 
Walthall Branch.   
 
Larger watersheds, such as Walnut Creek (160), have some smaller areas that drain directly 
to the Coosa River.  However, the dominant portion of the larger watershed is drained by 
stream networks flowing to tributaries, such as Walnut Creek, which is the primary tributary 
discharging into the Coosa River. 
 
A limited number of the watersheds form larger tributary watersheds because one watershed 
discharges into or flows through another watershed.  The Buxahatchee Creek watershed 
(090) drains into the Waxahatchee Creek watershed (100) and then discharges into the Coosa 
River.  The Socapatoy Creek watershed (120) and the three parts of Hatchet Creek  - Upper 
(110), Middle ( 130) and Lower (150) flow into or through other areas before discharging 
into the Coosa River.  Prior to the impoundment of Lake Mitchell, the Weogufka watershed 
(140) also discharged through the Lower Hatchet Creek watershed, but now flows directly 
into the Coosa River. 



Figure 35: 

 
Source:  Alabama Department of Environmental Management.  August 2004. 
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Wetlands.  Wetlands are those areas where the water table is at, near, or above the land 
surface for a significant part of the year.  The two subclassifications of wetlands are forested 
and nonforested wetlands. The hydrologic regime is such that aquatic vegetation usually is 
established, although alluvial and tidal flats may be nonvegetated.  Wetlands frequently are 
associated with topographic lows, even in mountainous regions.  Wetlands include wet 
meadows or perched bogs in high mountain valleys and seasonally wet or flooded basins, 
playas, or potholes with no surface water outflow.  Shallow water areas where aquatic 
vegetation is submerged are classed as open water and are not included in most wetland 
categories.  Extensive parts of some river floodplains qualify as wetlands, as do regularly 
flooded irrigation overflow areas.  These do not, however, include agricultural land where 
seasonal wetness or short-term flooding may provide an important component of the total 
annual soil moisture necessary for crop production.  Areas in which soil wetness or flooding 
is so short-lived that no typical wetlands vegetation is developed belong in other categories. 8 
 
Review of numerous land use, land cover and other maps revealed that little to no wetlands 
areas (by definition) exist in the Lower Coosa River Basin. 
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