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V. NATURAL DIVERSITY PRESERVATION

PRESERVING NATURAL DIVERSITY

Wearefortunatein North Carolinato enjoyauniquenaturalheritagecomposeaf anextraordinary
varietyof naturalecosystemandnativeplantsandanimals. Today, our landscgpeisvery diff erent
from the vastwilderness thathefirst Europearsettlersfoundin North Carolina. Threehunded
yearsof humansettlementagriaulture, urbanization, and resource use have danged ou state's
landscape Only remnants urvive of the natural ecsystems that onceblended into ore ancther in
astoundingvarietyfrom the highestmountaingn eastermAmericato thelong stretche®f beaches
andbarrierislandsandvastestuariesNorth Carolinastill hasaprofusion d native animal and gant
species and a range of natural communities. These resources are our natural heritage.

Action mustbetakento savewhatis left of North Carolina'shaturaldiversity. Asthoroughasthe
changesin our naturallandscaps have been, North Carolina still possesses a wide range of
example®f its original ecologicalresources But man-caused alterations continue to degrade and
destroyour naturalareasat analarmingrate Many of our state's outstanding retura lands and
nativeplantsandanimalsareimperiled. In the wake of burgeoning development, natural resources
are beingconsumedand naturalhabitatsdedroyed with unpecealented speed. With the loss of
habitat,manynativeplant and animal species couldddgninated. Approximately 240 pant and
animal speciesare considerecendangerear threatenedn North Carolina, and the survival of
severahundredbtherspeciess atrisk. Also, abou half of the state's natural community typesare
considered rare and threatened in North Carolina or worldwide.

Concerrfor preservinghaturalareasandecologicalresourceslerivesfrom the understandinghat
therearebasicrelationshipbetweerpeopleandtheotherliving thingsthatshareourearth. Natural
areasare living laboratoriesand outdoor classreams where we can study and enjoy netural
environmentsThey provide oppatuniti esfor comparisonagainst managed or exploited resources.
Naturalareasarehavendor animalandplantspeciespften dependent uponspedfic habitats for
their survival. Natural areas aso provide for enjoyment, reaedion, and renewal of the human
spirit. And theypreserveexamplef someof North Carolina'srarestandmostunique resources.

Recognizing the need to ensure the survival of North Carolina's natural diversity, the Department
of Environment and Natural Resources in 188@blished the Natural Heritage Program. It was
establibied with technicd assstance from The Nature Conservancy, a nongofit conservation
organizationthat hasled the develgpment of an international network of 85 retural heritage
programs.Visit the website & www.ncsparks.net/nhp for moreinformationonthe North Carolina

Natural Heritage Program.
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The Nature Preserves Act of 1985 stated the need for natural diversity preservation in its policy
declaration.

The continued population growth and land development in North Carolina have
made it necessary and desirable that areas of natural significance beidentified and
preserved before they are destroyed. These natural areas are irreplaceable as
laboratories for scientific research, as reservoirs of natural materials for uses that
may not now be known, as habitats for plant and animal species and biotic
communities, as living museums where people may observe natural biotic and
environmental systemsand theinterdependence of all formsof life, and asreminders
of the vital dependence of the health of the human community on the health of the
other natural communities.

It isimportant to the people of North Carolina that they retain the opportunity to
maintain contact with these natural communities and environmental systems of the
earth and to benefit from scientific, aesthetic, cultural, and spiritual values they
POSSESS.

Natural areas are generally considered to be areas of land or water that (1) retain or have
reestablished natural character, (2) provide habitat for rare or endangered species of animals or
plants, or (3) have natural features of special scientific or educational value.

SUMMARY OF NATURAL HERITAGE INVENTORY DATABASE

Efforts to protect our natural heritage are based on a comprehensive inventory of our state's most
important natural areas. The Natural Heritage Program' sfirst purposeisto assemble and maintain
astatewide inventory of exceptiona and rare natural habitats and biotic communities, |ocations of
rare or endangered animal and plant species, and special wildlife habitats. The inventory records
the status, distribution and ecology of the state’ s natural communities and rare or endangered
species.

North Carolina's natural diversity consists of thousands of plant and animal species, all interacting
with each other and their physical environment. TheNatural Heritage Program hasclassified special
"elements’ of the state'snatural diversity and appliesasystematic approach to inventory and protect
thisdiversity. At abroad level, an element may be an entire ecological system such as a natura
community (terrestrial or aquatic), including the plantsand animalsof that systemand the associated
soils, geology, and hydrologic features. At aspecies-specific level, an element would be a species
of plant or animal considered rare or endangered in North Carolina. Therefore, the elements of
natural diversity on which the Natural Heritage inventory is based may be arare plant or animal or
anatural community.

Of the total biological diversity of North Carolina, the Natural Heritage Program monitors 206
vertebrate animals, 340 species of invertebrate animals, 587 vascular plants, and 157 nonvascul ar
plants. The monitoring of natural communitiesis different than that of species, since prioritization
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dependprimarily onquality or conditionratherthanonrarity. The database includes high quality
examplesof eachof the 121 terrestrialnaturalcommunitytypesrecognizeé in the state. Other
categories of elements monitoregthe Programbutgiven less emphasis include special wildlife
habitats (such asestingconcentration$or colonial waterbirds, other bird rookeries and colonies
of bats).

Theseelementsare the focus of the Program’ s inventory and protedion efforts. The Program
monitorsatotalof 1,400"element®f naturaldiversity,"whichrepresentherarestmostsignificant,
andmostthreatenedemnant®f our naturalheritage.Data ae gathered onthelocations of spedal
elementsswell astheirrarity andthreatgo them. All elementsare given gobal andstate rankings,
basedon rarity andthreat,accordingto a systemdeveloped by The Nature Conservancy. These
rankingsare penodicaly updited as new information becomes available. The data ae used to
determinegorioritiesfor futurefield investigationsandfor protectionefforts. Elementsthat are the
rarestandin mostdangeron a nationwideor statewidebasisreceivethe highestprioritiesfor these
efforts. Elements that are more common, in lessdanger, or are alequately proteded are given a
lower priority or may be dropped from further consideration.

As of January2002,the inventorycontainedl9,516recordson locations of elements of natural
diversity. Each yea the Program normally adds more than 1,000 rew occurrence records and
updatesseveralthousandrecords. The NHP database aurrently includes the following sums of
element occurrence records:

. 7,931 occurrences of rare vascular plants;

. 593 occurrences of rare nonvascular plants;

. 5,079 occurrences of rare vertebrate animals;

. 1,796 occurrences of rare invertebrate animals;

. 302specialwildlife habitatqincludingnestingcoloniesof coastawaterbirdsyrookeriesof

egrets and herons, roosting sites for eagles and other raptors, and bat colonies); and
. 3,815 significant natural community occurrences.

TheNaturalHeritage Program compares sites contaitimggameelement(sjo identify the most
important natural areasfor conservabn efforts. This element-based approach ensures that
biologicallyimportant butlittle knownor lessscenicpaturalareasareconsideredlongwith better
known sites of greater size and beauty.

The Program has compiled inventalgtaon special ecological resources in all 100 counties, but
hasconductedsystematissurveysin only 60 of the courties. The Program has sippgdemented its
regularstatefundingwith othersources- including stateandfederalgrants,andlocal government
projects funding— to finance county-wide or regional surveys of natural areas.
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TheProgram hasidentified morethan 1,514 natural areasthroughout the state that have exceptional
importance for the survival of North Carolinas natura heritage. Nearly half possess natural
resources that are the best examples of their kind or are the most critical habitats for endangered
speciesinthestate or nation. Only athird of these 1,514 most important natural areas now have any
assurance of protection (503 are at least half publicly owned; 374 are completely publicly owned,
i.e., >95%). Many of the"protected” areas are actually vulnerable to externa threats, and in many
cases only afraction of the total natural areais assured of protection.

Astheinventory of special natural areasand rare species habitats continuesto progress, many other
important sites will likely be identified and added to the natural areas priority list. The Natural
Heritage Protection Plan, which is required on a biennial basis by the N.C. Nature Preserves Act
(G.S. 113A-164.4), provides direction for the addition of new areasto the State Registry of Natural
Heritage Areas and to the Dedicated Nature Preserves System. The plan also recommends natural
areas that may best be protected by acquisition by public or private conservation agencies.

PROTECTING NATURAL DIVERSITY

Once a natural area is identified protection efforts can proceed. Local land trusts or national
conservation organizations such as The Nature Conservancy are key to implementing protection.
They can inform the landowner of the ecological significance of the property and offer arange of
options for ensuring protection of the site.

Natural Heritage inventory data help other public agencies and private organizations safeguard
important ecological resources as they plan development projects and make regulatory and land
management decisions. Information is provided, for example, to guide the location of highways,
electrical transmission lines, wastewater treatment and hazardous wastes facilities, industrial sites,
and airports. Knowing about the presence of special natural resourcesin the early planning stages
of aproject allowsdevel opment agenciesto choosealternative designsfor construction projectsthat
will not harm natural areas or rare species.

Natural Heritage inventory information has helped build awareness and concern for natural areas
in many governmental agencies. Besides providing datafor specific sites and planning decisions,
the Natural Heritage Program has built cooperative relationships and regular communication with
many public agenciesinvolved inthe management and protection of natural resources. Among them
are the U.S. Forest Service, National Park Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Natural
Resources Conservation Service, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, and many state agencies. The
Program helps other public agencies design resource management plansfor their landholdings. It
sharesrare species and natural areainformation through formal agreements with the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, N.C. Wildlife Resources Commission, and N.C. Department of Agriculture for
endangered species inventory, management, and recovery programs.

Protection planning is a major component of the Natural Heritage Program' s functions. The
Program continuously updatesitsrankingsfor monitored natural elements, and its statewide natural
areas priority list. The methods of protection most often recommended for the identified natural



V-5

areasareregistration dedication,or acquisition(by gift or sale) The state' s Registry of Natural
HeritageAreas and Dedicated Nature Preserves System are means to proted a natural areaby
voluntary agreemerdf the private or public owner. The N.C. Nature Preserves Act provides the
statutorybasisfor both. No areaisregistered or dedicaed withou the voluntary consent of the
landowner.

A new procedure used by the Natural Heritage Program is the regional conservation assessnent.
Thisprocessncorporatesountynaturalareaandrarespeciesnformationaswell aslandscapéevel
consderations to identify conservation priorities for groups, or guilds, of plants and animals
associatewith particularhabitatypes. The completion o county-widenatural areainventoriesand
thedevelopmenof regionalconservatiomssessmentghichwouldleadto astatewideconservation
assesgnent could gude the protedion eff orts of North Carolina conservation agencies and land
trusts. This asessnent will be particularly useful if it incorporates the mnservation targets of
multiple agencies, local governments, and local and national land conservation organizations.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
ACTIONSIN THE NEXT FIVE YEARS

In light of therapidly increasingpopulationof North Carolina,it is critical thatsignificantstepsn
land conservation be implemented during the next five years. These include:

. Completing comprehensive natural area inventories of all counties.

. Identifyinganddescribeéhemostsignificantaquatichabitatof ourstateandincreasingheir
protectiorby facilitatingtheuseof theinformationby CleanWaterManagementrustFund
and other state and federal programs.

. Providing life history, speciesidentification, and distribution information for North
Carolina’s rare species via the Program web page.
. Developingacomprehensivstate-wideconservatiomssessmemthichis spatiallyspecific

and addresseshe habitatneedsof wildlife aswell asecosystenfunction. This soud
include the protection goals of land trusts, partner agencies, and local governments.

. Increasehe funding levelsfor the NaturalHeritageTrust Fund,the Parkand Recreation
TrustFund,theCleanWaterManagementrustFund,andtheFarmlandPreservatio rust
Fund.

. Establishmenof alandconservatiomgrantProgramwhichwill providefundsto landtrusts

to supportefforts which contribute to protedion d lands identified in the statewide
conservation assessment.
. Implementing the 2002 State Park Expansion Plan.

By implementingthe recommendationBsted above, we can make meaningful progressin ou
efforts to protect significant features of our State’s natural diversity.



