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By Robert M. Chip

rporated in 1951, The Nature Conservancy 
) is a nonprofit organization committed to the 
rvation of natural diversity. Operating through 
ication, protection and stewardship of biologi­
ritical sites, TNC now has over 400,000 mem­
nd manages the largest private preserve (num­
 some 1,000) system in the world. Many of these 
es are critical reservoirs for populations of rare, 
gered and threatened species and natural com­
y types. 

eet our ambitious goal, we must spend scarce 
nd resources on the biologically most critical 

. Key to TNC's ab1lity to Identify such areas have 
the State Natural Hentage Program (SNHPs), 
hich we rely in determining our protection 
a. F1rst begun 1n South Carolina 1n 1974. these 
ms strive to create w1th1n the state a permanent 
ynam1c atlas and database on the ex1stence. 
ctenstics. numbers. cond1I10n, status. location, 
istnbution of occurrences of the elements of nat­
cological diversity. The programs now operate 
 states, 9 Lat1n Amencan countnes and one 
dian provmce. 
h program 1s set up as a partnership. Involving 
-year contract between TNC and a natural re­
es agency 1n the state, such as the Maryland 
rtment of Natural Resources. the New York De­
ent of Environmental Protection. the Nebraska 
 and Parks CommiSSIOn and the California De­
ent of F1sh and Game Under the agreement, 
grees to h1re and tram a staff (generally a coor­
r. a botanist. a zoolog1st. a commumty ecologist 
 data manager) in program methodology and to 

e and superv1se them as they set up the 
ase. The state generally agrees to prov1de office 
 and support and declares 1ts intention to incor­
 the completed program 1nto state government. 

ng comes from the state. from federal funds and 
pnvate fundrais1ng by the Conservancy. At pre­
32 programs have fully transferred to state gov­
nt: some of these have been part of state gov­
nt for over 10 years. 
 Hentage process begms with pulling together 
f items (known as "elements") to be Inventoried. 
 include rare. threatened and endangered (R, 

 plants and ammals and 1mportant natural com­
y types. Our sources are existing lists, such as 
ant lists put together 1n Maryland under contract 
he USFWS. We then Circulate these lists to ap­
iate experts 1n the state. Generally the lists incor­
 up to 15-20 percent of the vascular plants and 
percentage of vertebrate ammals. Included also 
lected nonvascular plants and Invertebrate ani­

on which there IS sufficient 1nformalion to deter­
the1r status. We also develop commumty class­
ns to include all important old-grow1h com­

ies plus selected successional communities. 
lists change as further information becomes 
ble. 
h element IS ass1gned two ranks to reflect 1ts 
e oi ranty and endangerment- a globai rank for 
tus throughout its range, and a state rank for 
tus 1n each state. Most vascular plants and all 

Par

Pot
rate animals 1n the U.S. already have been as­
d global ranks. The TNC ranking system is easy 
 and to 1nterpret. In the global system, ranks 
age Program: 
ip Approach 
ley 
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1n h
com
ntra exima 

ntilla fruticosa 

tos of five R, T&E species not federally listed, 
n at the Delaware Water Gap NRA by the PA 
e Natural Heotage Program staff during their sur­
 of the park. 

e from G1 (cntically endangered with fewer than 
currences or 1,000 individuals on earth) to G5 

remely common and widespread); the state sys­
parallels the global system, rang1ng from Sl to 
but refers only to the element's status w1thin the 
's borders. Both global and state ranks are 

ked in the central databases at TNC headquarters 
rlington, VA. and are accessible to anyone. 
nce elements have been listed and ranked. we 
a thorough search of secondary mformat1on: 
ces include specimen collect1ons and herbaria, 
literature. and knowledgeable individuals. Our 

l is to determine point locations 1n the state for 
rrences of the elements on our lists. Each time 
ncounter an item of th1s type - for example, the 
ct1on pomt of a spec1men of a rare plant deposited 
erbanum at the state university - we create a 

puterized "Element Occurrence Record" wh1ch in-

Continued on page 22 
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porales all the information from the specimen label 
et plus everything of relevance we discover sub­

quently- ownership of the land, results of field sur­
s to the site, populallon size and trends, etc. For 

ch point, we also plot and mark the location onto 
r base maps - an entire set of the 7.5-minute topo­
phic quad maps of the state. Each program scien­
 starts at the top of the list as determined by the 
king system - information on G1 S1-ranked ele­
nts is gathered first, and gradually works down 
til all elements are represented by occurrences. 
ce secondary information has been incorporated, 
 begin field surveys, again concentrating on the 
est and most endangered elements on our lists. 

e also accumulate information on "managed 
as" - those owned and managed by conservation 
ups such as TNC, by federal agencies such as the 
rk Service, the Forest Service, Fish and Wildlife, 
reau of Land Management, Department of De­
se, etc. and by state agencies such as state parks 
 forests. The boundaries of these managed areas 

o are plotted onto the base maps. Managed areas 
 function as important refugia for occurrences of 

e and endangered elements. 
t the end of the first two years, with processed 
urrences numbering in the thousands. a picture of 
ersity in the state begins to emerge. We now have 
ough data to figure out which elements are very 
e, and which are inadequately protected on man­
ed areas - or not represented at all. We can also 
termine which sites in private ownership, if pro­
ted, would do most towards preserving the state's 
tural diversity. It is this list of priority sites that be­

es the protection agenda for each state TNC 
ice. 
he Conservancy is only one of the many users of 
te Natural Heritage Programs. Both state and fed­
l agencies have recognized that site-related data 

 this extensive an array of significant taxa just aren't 
ailable elsewhere. State highway departments have 
ed the data to review proposed highway routes and 
choose among the alternatives; utility companies 
ve done likewise for power line corridors. Land 
naging agencies routinely consult the programs for 
ut into management plans. Because we can easily 
termine from our databases how many occurrences 
ist for a given species, we have conducted many 
tus reviews for taxa proposed as endangered or 
eatened and prepared a number of recovery plans. 
All these programs, whether transferred or still on 
ntract, form the State Natural Heritage Program 
twork. The result is easy exchange of information 
d steady improvement in methodology. We are 
out to add a new software package -the Biological 
d Conservation Data System, which will expand 
d make more efficient our data-managing 
pabilities, while tying more closely the protection 
orts of TNC state offices to Heritage databases. 
he program is a two·way street, with benefits in 

s case accruing both to the Park Service and to the 

ritage Programs. Such programs not only give NPS 
roven system for managing its own element-related 
ta, but also link NPS with the existing and expand­
 support system of other Heritage programs. 
Chipley is director of The Nature Conservancy's 
ritage Field operations. 


