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Natural Heritage 
Important Areas
Conservation and Land Use Webinar Series
April 15, 2020, 12:00-1:00pm

The webinar will begin shortly.
Audio: connect by computer 
OR Call in: 1-844-633-8697
Access code: 644 360 782
Enter unique Attendee ID
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3Upcoming Programs

Webinars:
May 20th: Hudson Valley Forest 
Condition Index

– Tim Howard and Amy Conley
NY Natural Heritage Program

June 17th: Project Review 
– Gretchen Stevens

Hudsonia Ltd.
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You may connect to the audio 
via computer or by phone:
1. Click on the “i” icon, upper 

left, for call-in details, and 
2. Enter your unique        

attendee ID when prompted.
3. Call-in details                            

also available                  at 
bottom of the               
screen:

Welcome!
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Problems or technical issues?
Questions for the presenter?
Use WebEx Q&A
(Ask All Panelists)

Other Notes:
• Participants are muted.
• The webinar is being recorded.
• Please take the survey at the end!



6Today’s Speaker

Nick Conrad
Information Resources Coordinator
New York Natural Heritage Program
SUNY College of Environmental Science and 
Forestry in partnership with 
NYS Department of Environmental Conservation

Natural Heritage 
Important Areas



April 15, 2020
Conservation and Land Use 101 Webinar Series, HREP

Nick Conrad
Information Resources Coordinator
New York Natural Heritage Program

Natural Heritage Important Areas

Data for Conservation in Your Community



Outline

• Overview of NY Natural Heritage Program

• What's in the Natural Heritage Database –
• Rare species
• Significant Natural Communities
• Element Occurrences – EOs

• Important Areas
• What they are
• How they’re developed
• How to interpret them
• How to get them



New York Natural Heritage Program



Our mission is to facilitate conservation of New York's biodiversity 
by providing comprehensive information and scientific expertise 

on rare species and natural ecosystems to resource managers and 
other conservation partners.

Most comprehensive database on 

New York State’s imperiled biodiversity

New York Natural Heritage Program



Biodiversity in the
Natural Heritage database

What biodiversity do we collect data on?

• Rare/Imperiled Species

How do we decide what’s imperiled?

Assess the conservation status of species



Global and State Conservation Status

GLOBAL RANK, G1 - G5   Risk of extinction

STATE RANK, S1 – S5       Risk of extirpation in NYS

1 = Critically imperiled (5 or fewer locations).

2 = Imperiled (6 - 20 locations).

3 = Vulnerable (uncommon).

4 = Apparently secure (common).

5 = Demonstrably secure (abundant).

H = Historically known, but not seen in the past 35 years.

X = Apparently extinct/extirpated from New York State.

Conservation Status can change over time.

Ranked 1-5, most imperiled to most secure



Small Whorled Pogonia
G2 S1

Indiana Bat
G2  S1



Document every location
of S1 and S2
Plants and Animals

New England Cottontail

G3 S1S2

Blanding’s Turtle

G4 S2S3



What species are included in the 
Natural Heritage data?

• Listed Animals (E, T, some SC)

• Unlisted Rare Animals

• Rare Plants

• Animal Assemblages

481 
animals

864 
plants



Biodiversity in the Natural Heritage database

What biodiversity do we collect data on?

• Rare/Imperiled Species

• Natural Communities



Natural Ecological Communities
• Assemblages of plants and animals

• Forest, wetland, or other habitat or ecosystem

• Classified by vegetation, physical setting 

• Examples:

maple-basswood rich mesic forest

red maple-hardwood swamp

dwarf shrub bog

deep emergent marsh 

Maple-basswood rich mesic forest

182 natural community types
96 State Rare
28  Globally Rare



Natural Communities – conservation value

• Natural communities serve as habitat for a wide range 
of plants and animals, both rare and common

• Conserving high quality examples of natural 

community types in an area will also conserve the 

species that are 

living in those 

communities. 

Hemlock northern-hardwood forest

• Natural communities 
in good condition 
provide ecological 
value and services. 



Significant Natural Communities

Post oak –blackjack oak barrens S1

Low salt marsh

S3S4

NY Natural Heritage documents locations of 

• Rare community types (all locations)

• Locations of common community types  

which are significant for New York State 

in terms of size, undisturbed and intact 

condition, and landscape context.

Clay Pit Ponds Preserve State Park



Dwarf Pine Ridges   G1G2   S1

Inland Atlantic white cedar swamp 
G2G3   S1

Sam’ s Point, Minnewaska State Park

Sterling Forest State Park

Rare Natural Communities



New York Natural Heritage Program

Most comprehensive database on 
New York State’s imperiled biodiversity

What biodiversity do we collect data on?

• Imperiled/rare Species

• Significant Natural Communities

Where do we get our observation data?



Sources of Information – Field Surveys



Sources of Information

Museum and 
Herbarium 
Collections

Reports, Publications, 
Articles

Citizen Observations
e.g. eBird, iNaturalist



New York Natural Heritage Program

Most comprehensive database on 
New York State’s imperiled biodiversity

What biodiversity do we collect data on?

• Imperiled/rare Species

• Natural Communities

Where do we get our observation data?

How do we organize our observations?



Element Occurrences

An Element Occurrence (EO) is an area of land and/or water 
in which a species or natural community is, or was, present.

• one or more observations at the same location

• evidence of continued/regular presence or recurrence

• mapped to best available information

Lake Erie State Park



Element Occurrences
Represent

• Actual, confirmed, documented observations (not just 
potential habitat)

• Observations known to NY Natural Heritage

Absence of data doesn’t mean nothing is there



Documented Locations 
of Rare Species and 
Significant Natural 

Communities 

> 14,100 records

Most comprehensive database on NYS imperiled biodiversity



Natural Heritage Conservation Guides
www.guides.nynhp.org



Species conservation status

Habitat

Identification

Range

Best Places to See

Conservation Issues

Threats

Management Considerations

Natural Heritage Conservation Guides
www.guides.nynhp.org



SENSITIVE DATA

Most vulnerable to illegal 
collection – turtles, snakes, 
orchids, wildflowers

Ways to present data in public 
document – generalize location, 

remove species names



Beyond Occurrences

Knowing locations of biological resources is essential for 
Conservation Planning – but …

• Occurrences reflect only where observed – but animals 
are mobile

• Condition and nature of surrounding landscape 
important

• Persistence and health of 
population influenced by 

direct and indirect impacts



Beyond Occurrences
Need Data that is useful for local planning, and in an 
accessible format

• More than just location of observed occurrence

• Don’t need biological or ecological expertise

• Not data-sensitive

Important Areas



Natural Heritage Important Areas

• Developed for Conservation Planning

• Areas Important to Continued Presence 
and Quality of 

–Known Populations of Rare Plants and 
Animals

–Known Significant Natural Communities

• The area to consider if our goal is to 
conserve the population at that location. 

• Include areas beyond where rare species 
have been observed.



Natural Heritage Important Areas

• Use GIS models based on habitat requirements 
and movements of species

• Include occurrence locations, but also: 
-- additional habitat, including for
breeding, feeding, roosting, or wintering.
-- areas that support natural 

ecological processes.
-- areas where activities 

could impact species.



Important Areas GIS Models
• Occurrence footprint gets buffer based on

• Movement patterns and life history
• Land Cover Types

• Occurrence habitat gets buffer based on
• Wetland vs. upland habitat
• Land Cover (proportion forested)
• Slope, Aspect, Soil Erodibility

• Aquatic model pulls in upstream and 
downstream, plus riparian area



Full extent of 
wetlands 
(darker). 
Add
protective 
buffers 

Merge all areas into 
final Important Area

Known
Occurrence 
(red)

Important Areas GIS Model (simplified)
Areas around occurrences 
important to their conservation

Select nearby 
wetlands and 
uplands



Important Areas GIS Models

• Plants – one model
• Communities – model by system 

e.g. Wetland, Terrestrial, Estuarine

• Animals – many models
Bog Turtle

Blanding’s Turtle
Timber Rattlesnake
Wetland Birds
Floodplain Forest Lepidoptera
Indiana Bat hibernacula
Indiana Bat foraging areas
Bald Eagle nesting areas
Bald Eagle foraging areas



GIS Model Documentation



2018 Update of Important Areas

• 1901 rare species and community occurences

• 114 animal species, 146 plant species, 
71 community types

• 306 occurrences entered since 2013

• 2263 locations of wild brook trout   
(coldwater stream habitat)

Important Areas – Hudson Valley
2008 – Original delineations
2013, 2018 -- Updates



Caveats: 
Important Areas … 

• Include areas where rare species have not
been observed.

• Do not include all potential habitat 

• Do not include all ecologically significant 
resources in an area 

• Do not have crisp boundaries

• Do not mean “no human activities”

• Are not regulatory



Important Areas GIS Layers 
Feature Classes Available for Download

• Plants

• Natural Communities

• Aquatic Animals

• Wetland Animals

• Terrestrial Animals

• Bats Foraging

• Coldwater Stream Habitat

• Diadromous Fishes

www.nynhp.org/important-areas



Hudson River Resource Mapper -- live

https://gisservices.dec.ny.gov/gis/hvnrm/ Biodiversity Layers

https://gisservices.dec.ny.gov/gis/hvnrm/


Hudson River Resource Mapper -- live

https://gisservices.dec.ny.gov/gis/hvnrm/ Biodiversity Layers

https://gisservices.dec.ny.gov/gis/hvnrm/


Natural 
Heritage 
Important 
Areas

www.nynhp.org/
important-areas



Thank YouNick Conrad

Information Resources Coordinator

New York Natural Heritage Program

Nick.Conrad@dec.ny.gov

(518) 402-8944

www.nynhp.org/important-areas
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Using Important Areas 
for Conservation and 
Land Use Planning

Photo by Laura Heady

Ingrid Haeckel
Conservation and Land Use Specialist
Hudson River Estuary Program and Cornell University



8Recommended Conservation Framework:

Photo by Laura Heady
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• Important Areas (IAs) are intended for conservation 
planning, especially at municipal, watershed, and 
regional scales.

• IAs should be considered with other biological data sets, 
when available.

• Companion Conservation Guides provide management 
information for IAs.

• IAs can inform project review, but should not be used to 
make decisions about projects.

Using Important Areas: Overview



10Natural Resources Inventories

Town of Coeymans
Albany County, NY

Columbia County, NY
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NRI maps
+

Public input
=

Conservation 
priority areas 

(adopted 2019)

Conservation Planning and Protection

Town of Blooming Grove
Orange County, NY
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NRI maps
+

Public input
=

Conservation 
priority areas 

(adopted 2019)

Conservation Planning and Protection

Town of Blooming Grove
Orange County, NY
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NRI maps
+

Public input
=

Conservation 
priority areas 

(adopted 2019)

Conservation Planning and Protection

Town of Blooming Grove
Orange County, NY



14Hudson Valley Conservation Strategy
Biodiversity Conservation Network



15Completed projects using IA data

Example NRIs, OSIs, and OSPs:
• Columbia County NRI
• Greene County NRI
• Rensselaer County Conservation Plan
• City of Hudson NRI
• Town of Coeymans NRI
• Town of East Greenbush NRI
• Town of Poestenkill NRI
• Town of Putnam Valley NRI
• Town of New Lebanon Conservation Plan
• City of Kingston Open Space Plan
• Town of Wawarsing Open Space Plan

https://sites.google.com/a/columbiacountyny.com/columbia-county-environmental-management-council/natural-resource-inventory-nri
https://www.greenelandtrust.org/projects/nri-and-conservation-priorities
https://www.renstrust.org/protect/county-conservation-plan
http://cms3.revize.com/revize/hudsonny/2019%20Natural%20Resource%20and%20Open%20Space%20Inventory.pdf
https://coeymans.org/documents/natural-resource-inventory/
https://www.eastgreenbush.org/departments/planning-zoning/natural-resources-inventory
https://townpoestenkill.digitaltowpath.org:10299/content/Boards/View/6
https://www.putnamvalley.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/PutnamValley_NRI_Final_for_posting.pdf
http://www.townofnewlebanon.com/conservation-advisory-council-cac/
https://www.kingston-ny.gov/nri
https://www.townofwawarsing.net/documents/notice/TOW_OSP_Final_040318.pdf
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Cedar Swamp CEA (2019):
“[The Cedar Swamp area] is recognized in 
both the NYS Open Space Conservation Plan 
and by the NYS Natural Heritage Program 
as a location with unique and rare habitat 
and species of statewide significance… 
…actions requiring Town or other public 
agency reviews and approvals should include 
assessment that mitigates or avoids adverse 
impacts to these wetland habitats…”

Critical Environmental Areas

Town of Wawarsing
Ulster County, NY



17Critical Environmental Areas
Town of Hyde Park CEAs (2005)
Dutchess County, NY



18Finding out more
 Species lists or heritage data are available 

by request for municipalities and 
conservation organizations.

 Companion Conservation Guides provide 
management information for IAs.
https://guides.nynhp.org

https://guides.nynhp.org/
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 IAs can inform project review, but should not be used to make 
decisions about specific projects.

IAs may be used during project review 
as a starting point, to learn:
• what is known by NYNHP* on or near a 

site (can be used to direct site visit or 
habitat assessment, ask questions);

• where activities may have impacts on 
biological resources (Conservation 
Guides provide general guidance).

Photo by Emily Vail

Project Review

 IAs are not meant to be “no development” zones – rather, they are a 
planning tool for more informed conservation and land-use decisions.
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If setting priorities for project design, 
IAs can:
• provide “bigger picture” than parcel 

view (what’s happening beyond the 
boundary?)

• illustrate concentrations of biological 
priorities (especially when viewed with 
other data sets).

Photo by Laura Heady

Project Review

 Decisions should always be made based on site-specific information. 
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• IAs differ in places from DEC’s screening areas 
for threatened and endangered species habitat. 

• The DEC EAF mapper will indicate whether a 
site is within a screening area for T/E species.

• Contact your DEC Regional Permits 
Administrator for more information about 
state regulatory requirements.

• Municipalities can establish their own 
environmental review standards and regulations 
to increase protection of biological resources.

Regulatory Questions?

http://www.dec.ny.gov/eafmapper/
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• Hudson Valley Natural Resource Mapper (Biodiversity layers)
• Important Areas Project Page – download data, fact sheet
• NYNHP Conservation Guides
• Municipal species lists for IAs available upon request from 

Hudson River Estuary Program staff

Links to Important Areas Resources

Photo by Ingrid Haeckel

http://www.dec.ny.gov/lands/112137.html
https://www.nynhp.org/important-areas
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Questions?

Photo by Mike Adamovic

Nick Conrad
Information Resources Coordinator
New York Natural Heritage Program
nick.conrad@dec.ny.gov 

Ingrid Haeckel
Conservation & Land Use Specialist
Hudson River Estuary Program
ingrid.haeckel@dec.ny.gov

NYS-Endangered 
Northern cricket frog
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