2021 APPALACHIANS
ANNUAL REPORT

A Year in Review

FROM OUR LEADERS

Appalachians
Focal Area
The mission of The
Nature Conservancy is to
conserve the lands and
waters on which all life
depends.

on the cover Blue Ridge ©
Steve Minor this page top to
bottom Sunset © Traci Thornton; Waterfalls © Sabesh Sundaram; Elk © Cassidy Girvin.

2 | Annual Report 2021

A

t the Conservancy, we talk a lot about “One
Conservancy,” recognizing that our strength and
vitality lie in being an organization that works both in local
places and across borders. We value the collective and
collaborative efforts that are so essential to our success.
Nowhere is that more important than in our work across
the Appalachians from Alabama to Canada.
That work is so important because there is so much at
stake in the Appalachians for people and nature. This
landscape:
• Sustains the drinking water supplies for most of the
Eastern U.S.
• Provides 1.8 billion tons of oxygen annually and
mitigates 1.3 million tons of air pollution.
• Supports a vibrant $20-30 billion outdoor recreation
industry that centers on the trails, summits,
waterways, and wilderness.
• Stores 56% of the above-ground carbon in the Eastern
United States.
The Appalachian Mountains are among the most
biologically rich of all temperate areas, providing habitat
for almost 20,000 species of birds, mammals, reptiles,
and amphibians. For more than 400 million years, natural
forces have shaped the Appalachians. Climate has been
a major force here. For instance, we know that many
species retreated to the mountains during the last Ice Age.
As the climate changes, rising temperatures, extreme
weather events, and other related impacts are altering and
destroying habitats. In response, plant and animal species
are shifting their ranges northward and to higher elevation
in search of refuge from warming temperatures and other
climate impacts.

Today, 22 million people call this region home, and
millions more depend on it for their health, livelihoods,
and overall well-being. As the world mobilizes to confront
the dual crises of accelerated species loss and climate
instability, science shows that the Appalachians are an
irreplaceable safe harbor for nature and people. Saving
nature from the effects of climate change might seem
impossible. But by conserving naturally resilient places like
the Appalachians, we can keep our planet habitable for a
vast array of species, including our own.
You can read about that work in this newsletter, which
details our 2021 accomplishments. Thanks to people
like you, we had an excellent 2021 and are looking for
continued conservation successes in 2022. Together, we
are accomplishing great things across the Appalachians.
Sincerely,

Jessie Levine
Conserve Land and Water Strategy Lead, Northeast Division

Dirk Bryant
Director of Lands, New York

Angie Watland
Central Appalachians Program Director

Katherine Medlock
Southern Appalchians Program Director

WHERE WE WORK

REFUGE

The Appalachians’ orientation makes it easy for
species to migrate. As a result, many species
that would have perished during the last Ice Age
migrated south to refugia. That north to south
passage has also allowed aquatic species to
escape mass extinction, making the Southern
Appalachians a global hotspot for aquatics.

ABUNDANCE

The Appalachians are home to an astounding
variety of species—255 types of birds, 78
mammals, 58 reptiles, 76 amphibians and 6,000
plant species. Tennessee alone has more species
of fish—290 species—than all of Europe.

INSPIRATION

More than half the people in North America
live within a day’s drive of the Appalachians.
It contains two of the country’s most visited
National Park Units: The Blue Ridge Parkway
(#1 in 2021) and Great Smoky Mountains (#2
in 2021). The Appalachian Trail is the longest
walking-only trail in the world. Three million
people hike at least a portion annually. 3,000
attempt a through hike each year; about a quarter
of those succeed.
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RESILIENT AND CONNECTED NETWORK

Preserving the Most
Resilient Lands
Identifying the most important areas to protect

Science identifies
natural strongholds
that will help plants
and animals survive in
a changing climate

WATCH

Use your device’s
camera to learn
more about TNC’s
work
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ature is on the move. Rising temperatures,
extreme weather, and other climate related
impacts are altering habitats. In response, plant
and animal species are shifting their ranges
northward and to higher elevations in search of
refuge.

diverse, and connected areas within the state. In
Connecticut’s northwest corner, the Berkshire
Wildlife Linkage serves as a critical corridor of
the Appalachian Mountains and includes the
most intact forest ecosystems in southern New
England and some of its highest carbon stocks.

A team of scientists at The Nature Conservancy
has been working to identify which land areas are
most resilient to climate change and can support
the most diverse range of plants and animals into
the future. These lands are called the Resilient
and Connected Network.

The Appalachians are a migration pathway and
breeding habitat for migratory birds and many
wide-ranging and iconic mammals, including
black bear, bobcat, fisher and moose. We are
prioritizing parcels for protection in this region
as part of the Resilient and Connected Network
so that native species can have the best chance of
persisting in the face of climate change.

Resilient strongholds, many of which are in
New England, have varied elevations, soils,
and temperatures that create diverse “microclimates” that support an array of species. To
survive, animals and plants will need to move
to and between these resilient strongholds
to survive, and they’ll need to follow natural
pathways to get there.
TNC in Connecticut has identified resilient,

opposite page Sunset over the Blue Ridge Parkway © Maranda Johns

Protecting Cove Mountain Creates
14-Mile Conservation Corridor
A hiker enjoys the scenery on The
Nature Conservancy’s 1,379-acre Cove
Mountain Preserve, which was quadrupled in
size thanks to a land deal that the Pennsylvania/
Delaware chapter closed in February 2021.
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In 2017, The Nature Conservancy purchased roughly 350
acres of Cove Mountain, TNC’s first nature preserve in central
Pennsylvania along the Kittatinny Ridge. In February 2021,
the Pennsylvania/Delaware chapter closed on a land deal to
expand Cove Mountain. The purchase of 1,200 acres of land
adjacent to the existing preserve quadruples its size and—most
importantly—fills a gap between existing conservation lands,
creating a 14-mile stretch of protected land along the Kittatinny
Ridge. The purchase helps to ensure this chain of forests in
one of the most important landscapes for climate adaptation
in Pennsylvania and the Appalachians will remain connected,
healthy, and more climate resilient into the future.

to the public for hiking, hunting, birding, and other passive
recreation. TNC will work with stakeholders and neighboring
landowners, including the Pennsylvania Game Commission and
Duncannon Borough, to develop other long-term recreational
plans that will best serve the community. Since TNC closed on
the property in February 2021, staff have been busy marking
preserve boundaries, conducting forest and wildlife inventories,
and improving and expanding hiking trails. In 2022 the team will
be focused on expanding visitor infrastructure to include
parking areas, restrooms, picnic areas and signage. We look
forward to fully opening this preserve to the public in the
coming year.

The Kittatinny Ridge, which occupies a significant portion of
the Appalachian Forest, runs through Pennsylvania for 185
miles, from the Mason-Dixon Line to the upper Delaware
River. The Ridge is the first prominent landscape feature you
encounter as you move north or west from Philadelphia, and it
marks the entrance to Pennsylvania’s Ridge and Valley region. It
is one of the Commonwealth’s most treasured landscapes. The
Kittatinny represents a vast corridor of connected natural
habitats—a “superhighway” for wildlife, including birds and
raptors migrating along the Atlantic flyway. It has been identified
by scientists as critical to the future of hundreds of animal and
bird species amid a changing climate. The Ridge is also home to
the world-famous Appalachian Trail and provides recreational
opportunities and sporting opportunities that help drive local
economies.

To learn more about this preserve, visit nature.org/
covemountain.

The primary goal of expanding the Cove Mountain preserve is
to protect and manage the property for forest health, climate
resilience and wildlife habitat. The property will also be open
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Promising Conservation Momentum
Massachusetts, especially the part of the Commonwealth west of
the Connecticut River, sits at a critical location within the
Northern Appalachians. Landscape-scale conservation in the
state is crucial for resilience and accommodating species as their
ranges shift.
“By working locally and regionally, based in decades of research
and robust partnerships, we can conserve habitats and
migration corridors that stand the test of time for wildlife and
plants, and protect nature’s benefits for all,” says Andy Finton,
conservation ecologist for TNC in Massachusetts. “These intact,
highly resilient lands have an ability to support rare plant
species and abundant wildlife, ensure clean air and water,
provide beautiful natural areas for recreation and store carbon.”
Throughout the pandemic, land in western Massachusetts
has been selling quickly, making conservation efforts more

challenging. Fortunately, TNC in Massachusetts had a number
of wins this year and we’ve made progress protecting important
landscapes in the Berkshires to build out forest core areas and
make connections between protected areas.
The forests of western Massachusetts are an important part of
the Berkshire Wildlife Linkage, and provide a critical corridor
between the Central and Northern Appalachians. Connecting
protected areas within this Linkage will ensure a continuous
corridor for diverse plant and animal species to move and thrive,
securing their longevity into the future.
In early 2021, TNC played an instrumental role in the protection
of a 307-acre property, part of the Bobryk Estate, in the heart of
the Linkage. The opportunity was originally identified through a
real estate search conducted by Jess Bryant, a volunteer with the
chapter. Since land has been selling quickly, and the property is
highly developable, we had to act fast. TNC convened our state

and land trust partners and conceived a plan: TNC provided
funds to help the Berkshire Natural Resources Council (BNRC)
purchase the land quickly. BNRC then demolished the existing
buildings, created a small parking lot and trailhead, and in June,
transferred the land to the Massachusetts Department of
Conservation and Recreation (DCR) to connect two neighboring
state forests. The property now links over 6,000 acres of
protected land with an extensive network of existing trails.
“Ensuring that habitats like this remain healthy, connected and
resilient is critical for biodiversity and climate benefits,” says
Markelle Smith, landscape partnership manager for TNC in
Massachusetts. “The land we conserve in partnership now will
shape the future of Massachusetts, and the greater Appalachian
region, for millions of years.”
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Buffering against the impacts of climate change
The Nature Conservancy in Maine recently conserved 9,608 acres along
the Canadian border. The new Boundary Mountains Preserve is wild
and remote—and an important ecosystem that helps increase resiliene
in the face of rising temperatures.
Running along 12 miles of the border with Quebec, Canada, this healthy,
mature mountain forest will extend a corridor of permanently conserved lands northward to a total of over 260,000 acres—representing a
key link in a major pathway of ecological connection from the White
Mountains through western Maine, the Quebec borderlands, and beyond. It contains important headwater habitat for the Kennebec River
and includes 3,648-foot Caribou Mountain, 3,333-foot Merrill Mountain, and a dozen other peaks over 2,700 feet in elevation. These peaks
are part of the skyline visible from western Maine mountains, including from Bigelow, Sugarloaf, Saddleback, the peaks around Attean and
Moosehead lakes and Tumbledown. The land is visible, as well, from
Mont Megantic and Lac Megantic in Quebec. The preserve’s headwater
streams also feed into the nearby Moose River and provide important
habitat for wild brook trout.
TNC intends to manage the forest as an ecological reserve, where the
forest is shaped by natural processes such as wind, ice, and other weather events. Beyond providing valuable wildlife habitat, ecological
reserves are important to scientists studying the growth of forests and
how they respond, in the absence of timber harvesting, to challenges
such as cli-mate change, forest pests, diseases, and airborne pollution.
Maintaining the carbon stored in this mature forest and providing
opportunity for trees to continue pulling carbon from the atmosphere
also benefits the climate.
Each decade, wildlife species in North America are shifting their ranges
an average of 11 miles north and 36 feet in elevation. Many species are
approaching, or have already reached, the limit of where they can go to
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find hospitable climates. This acquisition is part of a larger strategy by
TNC to address the effects of climate change through conservation; this
forest is an important piece of a chain of connected lands that provide
pathways for plant and animal species on the move.

Surry Mountain: Conserving a Natural Superhighway
Towering trees. Safe haven for wildlife. Free-flowing streams. Abundant
recreational possibilities. Surry Mountain in southwestern New Hampshire is a place rich with natural treasure—a vast expanse of forests,
ponds, and headwater streams. This incredible preserve, just north of
the bustling city of Keene, is a critical piece of a 50,000-acre conservation puzzle pieced together in the Monadnock region of the Northern
Appalachians—a resilient and connected landscape where people and
nature can thrive, even in the midst of a changing climate.
Recently protected by The Nature Conservancy, the Surry Mountain
Preserve boasts 1,324 acres of climate-resilient land that will never be
developed. Instead, it will act as a natural superhighway, contributing to
connectivity up to the White Mountains for plants and animals pushed
north by climate change to cooler, higher elevations. Nearly nine miles
of frontage along seven headwater streams provide clean water to those
living, working and playing in the region. Black bears, bobcats, fishers
and other wildlife roam freely across the land’s extensive, high-quality habitat. The beautiful and remote Lily Pond remains undeveloped,
along with 16 acres of bogs, beaver ponds and other wetlands. Old trees
loom tall over several cellar holes and stone walls—tell-tale reminders of
those that grazed their sheep here before abandoning the pastures in the
mid-1800s. These healthy, well-managed forest lands continue to filter
our air and water. Hiking, hunting, fishing and snowshoeing are just
a few of the ways visitors can explore the preserve. Surry Mountain is
open to the public as a place to take in an outdoor adventure, the inspiring vistas and revel in the restorative silence.
You can plan your visit today at nature.org/surrymountain.

opposite page An aerial of the Casagrande Property in New Hampshire © Mark Zankel
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RESTORATION

Restoring Lands for Lasting
Change
Smart management safeguards the future of the Appalachians

Restoring
Freshwater in
the Southern
Appalachians

The Southern Appalachians’ renowned aquatic
biodiversity makes TNC’s work in the region all the more
significant. Keeping excess sediment out of mountain
waterways and removing barriers in those streams are
key Conservancy goals in this region.
“If there is one place in the world where we should
be focusing on aquatic diversity it is in the Southern
Appalachians,” explains Sara Gottlieb, director of
freshwater science and strategy for TNC in Georgia.
“The diversity here is unparalleled in North America and
in very few places around the world.”
Gottlieb is leading the Southern Appalachian focus
on barrier removal. Jason Throneberry, director of
freshwater programs for TNC in Alabama, directs
sediment removal. “Alabama is the epicenter of aquatic
diversity in all of America,” he says. The state is the fifth
most biodiverse in the country and the most biodiverse
east of the Mississippi. Alabama tops the national list
when it comes to freshwater fish, mussel, snail, crayfish,
and turtle species.
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Agriculture is important across the Southern Apps. But
agriculture can have deleterious effects on mountain
streams and their inhabitants. Eroding streambanks are
common across the region. That erosion sends sediment
into the water—hurting the critters who live there. The
Alabama Chapter is pioneering work with farmers,
other private landowners, and municipalities to reduce
that erosion by coordinating the Alabama Streambank
Restoration Initiative. The work is funded through a $1
million grant from the Natural Resources Conservation
Service (NRCS), a federal agency that helps farmers
conserve their land. This initial grant is being used
to create demonstration projects to encourage other
farmers to take similar action. “You can talk to farmers
all day about science and engineering,” Throneberry
explains. “Until they lay eyes on it, they are not going to
let you touch their land.”
The work isn’t cheap. It can cost more than $300,000
to restore 2,000 linear feet of stream bank. The farmer
does have to pay up to 25% of the cost. But that can come
in the form of taking land out of farming for restoration

opposite page, top to bottom Before restoration, the stream bank was eroding. Restoration stabilizes the stream bank. © TNC Alabama
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rather than out of the farmer’s bank account. In addition to doing
right by the environment, the restoration can be a cost savings for
the farmer. “They are losing land—one to 10 acres a year to river,”
Throneberry notes. “You can’t farm it if it is going down the river. And
you don’t want to pay taxes on land that has gone down the river.”
The goal is a permanent fix. “We are not just trying to stabilize the
stream bank,” he explains. “This is stream restoration at a watershed
scale. These aren’t Band-Aid fixes. These are long term fixes that we
don’t have to touch again.” The Conservancy wants to expand this
work beyond Alabama by mapping the entire Southern Appalachians
to determine where restoration will make the biggest difference. “We
can do restoration in Alabama and look great on paper,” he says. “But
working across state lines is huge. That’s where we will make a real
difference.”
Gottlieb agrees. She and the Georgia Chapter have played a key role in
the Georgia Aquatic Connectivity Team, which works across the state
to remove stream barriers. In the Appalachians that often means
undersized and poorly designed culverts that can block aquatic
species from moving through habitats. The regional barrier removal
work is building off other work she has done in Georgia as well as
significant efforts by the Tennessee Chapter.
“If we want to get to scale in the region, the quickest way is to work
with the largest landowner,” she says. That’s why the Conservancy
is focusing its effort on its partnership with the U.S. Forest Service,
whose land is dotted with undersized culverts that were often put
in quickly to address an immediate need like creating a logging road
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during an era when there wasn’t a lot known about the problems
caused by these structures. Yet some of the region’s highest quality
water is found in these forests. “So, these culverts are preventing fish
from moving into really high-quality habitat,” she explains. Poorly
designed and undersized culverts also tend to promote streambank
erosion.
Brook trout, the region’s only native trout, are particularly
susceptible to sediment. Their fragile eggs are smothered by
sediment—one of the reasons that brook trout numbers have
declined across their range, which includes the mountains of North
Carolina, Georgia, Tennessee, and South Carolina. The Conservancy
is mapping the region to determine where barrier removal will have
the biggest impact.
The Conservancy is also looking at the NRCS as a potential source of
funding; the federal infrastructure bill could also be helpful. “There is
a good match up there for improving the resilience of transportation
systems and also improving the ecology of these streams,” Gottlieb
explains.
She says working at the regional level elevates those efforts, which
have gained the attention of the U.S. Forest Service, whose regional
office is based in Atlanta. “Raising the profile of this work up to
the region shows what we can do at scale,” she explains. “No pun
intended, but my hope is this may help us remove barriers to doing
this work that stem from the Forest Service’s lack of resources,
capacity, and expertise.”
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Building 3-D Maps to Drive Forest Restoration
The ancient Greeks knew the Earth wasn’t flat. But, until
recently most of our maps looked that way. Thanks to new
technology, that’s changing. TNC Forester Greg Cooper is
building 3-D maps to direct forest restoration in the North
Carolina mountains.
Cooper analyzes Lidar data. Lidar is shorthand for Light
Detection and Ranging. Survey aircraft emit laser beams and
measure how long it takes for those beams to reflect back. The
result is a 3-D model of the Earth’s surface. Cooper analyzed
nearly 18,000 Lidar images to create a model of current forest
conditions across 1.5 million acres.
It takes a long time to process the data. Just one county
required 113 hours of processing time. “It is a very tedious
process upfront,” Cooper explains. “Once you get through it, the
potential for exploring new places is sort of endless.”
The work built off earlier modeling that determined which
ecozones in the forest were fire-adapted—containing trees and
plants that need fire to thrive. Not all mountain forests are fireadapted. Mountain coves aren’t. Oak and southern yellow pine
forests are. Controlled burning removes shrubs and some trees
like tulip poplars and maples that shade the forest floor and
prevent oaks and pines from regenerating.
Cooper then looked for a human connection. Where do fireadapted areas lie next to human communities? “This is where
you will have the greatest impact on biodiversity and the
greatest impact on people,” he says. Fire-adapted forests will
burn eventually. Unplanned wildfires can destroy nearby homes
and harm people. Cooper also looked for two other elements—
heavy fuel loads and past wildfire history. The more fuel, the
greater likelihood of a catastrophic wildfire and if a place has
had a wildfire in the past, it is likely to burn again in the future.

The maps identify sweet spots where all four elements were
represented, which is where TNC will focus forest restoration.
“With regular maps, you are always looking down from the top
and it is flat,” Cooper says. He compares the experience to flying
through the landscape and looking out the airplane window.
Because physical topography remains pretty static, it will be
useful over time. “It creates a future framework for how we
strategically do this work going forward.”
Controlled burns will remove fuel and improve forest health by
returning more oaks to the landscape. It isn’t easy to determine
restoration success. “We’re investing a lot to restore fire to the
landscape and shift forest structure,” he says. “But how do we
get hard measurements? How do we know if we are actually
accomplishing what we intended? It is really hard to get out and
walk a 2,000-acre burn unit. With Lidar we can look across the
whole landscape, monitoring and verifying what we are doing.”
Cooper is convinced that the Lidar maps will become more
important over time. “There is so much room for thinking how
to use this in the future,” he concludes. “It can be used as a tool
to answer questions that we haven’t even asked yet.”

Managing for Old Growth
The health and resilience of this globally important landscape
plays a critical role in preserving biodiversity and sequestering
carbon dioxide to help mitigate climate change. However, the
vast majority of trees in the Appalachians were clear-cut around
the turn of the 20th century. The result? Forests in which most
of the trees are now the same age and lacking characteristics
that most people have come to know as “old growth.”
Western Maryland occupies only a small section of the
Appalachian Forest corridor, but it is a critical slice. As the
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Appalachian Mountains © Cameron Davidson.

climate changes, plants and animals will need to shift their
ranges north and upslope to find suitable habitat. Maintaining
a healthy and connected Appalachian corridor creates that
opportunity. It is crucial that we keep our Western Maryland
forests a healthy and connected link in the chain.
A healthy Appalachian Forest corridor must include a mosaic
of forest types, carefully managed and preserved to meet
the needs of both people and nature. To do this, we are using
science-based forest management practices like controlled
burns, tree plantings and old-growth restoration. The
Nature Conservancy’s Maryland/DC chapter is currently
leading a science-based initiative to accelerate old growth
forest characteristics in young, even-aged forests through a
combination of innovative management practices. By creating
three demonstration projects in Western Maryland—one on
TNC’s Sideling Hill Creek Preserve, one in Savage River State
Forest, and one on private forestland—our goal is to influence
public and private landowners to adopt the best practices that
will expand the amount of old growth forest across Appalachia.
To learn more about this project, visit nature.org/mdforests.

Restoring an Important Link in the Northern
Appalachians
With state routes flanked by rivers, mountains, and farms,
driving on Vermont roads can often be a picturesque excursion.
This holds true for a busy stretch of Route 15 in Wolcott,
Vermont—a New England town nestled in the northern
Appalachians within an important landscape that connects
the Worcester Range to the iconic landscapes of the Northeast
Kingdom, where bobcat, moose, and bear roam.

to both residents and visitors often have a disruptive impact
on wildlife that travel through these forests and across these
streams. Species are moving 11 miles north and 36 feet upwards
in elevation each decade, in response to climate change.
Ensuring that our landscapes are connected for both nature and
people is increasingly urgent.
In Vermont, The Nature Conservancy is collaborating with
the Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department and the Vermont
Agency of Transportation, to create a wildlife-friendly state
transportation system to make roads safe for drivers, while
allowing wildlife to thrive.
At the Wolcott site, a road underpass was improved to
encourage wildlife movement, while an undersized bridge that
impaired river health was removed. An adjacent wetland was
restored. The trees and vegetation that were planted will not
only provide cover for wildlife, but also help filter and absorb
floodwaters. Habitat was improved for a suite of species such
as deer, as well as pollinators, birds, and fish. People benefitted
from the improvements in water quality and flood resiliency.
Investing in nature always yields multiple benefits for people
and nature. The Wolcott project is emblematic of this truth.
Conserving the Appalachians takes actions both big, like
protecting a 10,000-acre swath of forest, and small, like a site
restoration project in an important corner in northern New
England. It is through these coordinated projects, as well as
the partnerships we form and leverage to complete them,
that we can make a large-scale impact in our efforts to combat
biodiversity loss and climate change and build a future where
both people and nature thrive.

Ironically, the roads that make these communities accessible
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West Virginia’s Bear Rocks/Allegheny
Front Preserve Named 600th National
Natural Landmark
In early 2021, The Nature Conservancy in West Virginia’s
Bear Rocks and Allegheny Front Preserve was designated
a National Natural Landmark (NNL). The 1,204-acre
preserve became the 600th NNL designation, joining
West Virginia’s Cranesville Swamp and Ice Mountain
Preserves on the distinguished list.
The NNL Program recognizes and encourages the
conservation of sites that contain outstanding biological
and geological resources. Sites are designated by the
Secretary of the Interior for their condition, illustrative
character, rarity, diversity and value to science and
education.
The Preserve was evaluated by scientists familiar with
the site’s resources. Their recommendation was peer
reviewed by three additional scientists, considered by
the NNL Committee and underwent a 60-day public
comment period. This evaluation found that this site
was the best example of the ways tectonic activity
and continental collision form regionally important
mountain and plateau landscapes.
“The designation of these Preserves brings a national
spotlight and significance to a place West Virginians
have known to be special for decades,” states Mike
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opposite page Bear Rocks Preserve in West Virginia © Kent Mason

Powell, director of lands for TNC in West Virginia.
“Conservation efforts by The Nature Conservancy go
back to the 1970s on the Dolly Sods Plateau, which is now
recognized as one of the premier hiking and backpacking
destinations in the eastern United States.”
Globally rare plants and animals call this high plateau
home. It is a beautiful and rich habitat of spruce and
northern hardwood forests, grass and shrub barrens,
sandstone boulder fields, fens, and bogs. These lands are
a critical focal landscape, as the Dolly Sods Plateau is
part of a resilient and connected network of lands that
feature climate-resilient forests and serve as a migratory
highway for animal species adapting to a changing
climate.
“Dolly Sods is a place of renowned natural beauty,” says
Congressman David McKinley. “The National Natural
Landmark designation shines a national spotlight on the
beauty of The Nature Conservancy’s Bear Rocks and the
Allegheny Front Preserves, bringing attention to these
lands and waters that are so important to West Virginia’s
growing tourism and outdoor recreation economy.”
Bear Rocks Preserve was acquired by donation from
Dominion Energy in 2000. The Nature Conservancy
acquired the Allegheny Front Preserve in April 2018 with
funding from the Outdoor Heritage Conservation Fund
and private donors.
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Living with
Fire in the Appalachians
F

WATCH

Use your device’s
camera to learn how
TNC uses fire for
forest restoration

20 | Annual Report 2021

ire has shaped the landscapes of
North America for millennia. Almost
all of the continent’s ecosystems are fire
adapted, meaning they need fire at regular
intervals to be healthy and resilient.
North America’s Indigenous Peoples
have lived alongside and used fire to
steward the land since time immemorial.
Yet today, our relationship with fire has
changed. Due to an overemphasis on
putting fires out as quickly as possible
and an underemphasis on lighting safe,
controlled burns, fire has largely been
excluded from the places that need it—
including the Appalachians. As a result,
large areas of the Appalachians Resilient
Connected Network are increasingly
unhealthy. To keep people and nature
healthy, we must learn to coexist with
fire. Success will require a dramatically
different approach, including a
substantial increase in controlled burning
and support for communities that live
with fire.

TNC Celebrates a Stellar Season for
Appalachians Controlled Burning
Five years ago, upstate South Carolinians received a
harsh reminder that dangerous wildfires aren’t only
limited to the western United States. From November
9 to December 5, 2016, the Pinnacle Mountain Fire
consumed 10,623 acres of old-growth forest, much of
which hadn’t seen fire— controlled or wild—in decades.
The blaze cost state and federal agencies more than $4.8
million to contain.
“This was one of the worst wildfires in South Carolina’s
history, but in many ways, we got lucky,” says Tom
Dooley, forest and fire manager for The Nature
Conservancy in South Carolina. “There were no human
lives lost, no homes or businesses burned and no
reported injuries. It’s almost astonishing.”
The state’s close call with wildfire served as a catalyst
for local and state agencies and landowners to reduce
future risk. Last year marked the first-ever burn at
a mountain state park during leaf-peeping season, a
creative solution to getting in critical burn days and a
sign of the growing acceptance of controlled burning.

this page Heller’s blazing star (Liatris helleri), a fire dependent species in the Appalachians © David Blevins
opposite page Fire is used for restoration in the Southern Blue Ridge © Adam Warwick

Much of that burning was made possible by the
Conservancy’s on-call crew, which supported
55 burns in four states on almost 20,000 acres.
On several days, members of the fire crew were
assisting on burns in four states: North Carolina,
Georgia, South Carolina, and Tennessee.
The Conservancy hired its first Southern Blue
Ridge on-call fire crew in 2015. Burn days are
limited in the Southern Blue Ridge, so it isn’t
feasible to hire a full-time seasonal crew. Instead,
the Conservancy created a new model. Twentythree people are hired annually and are only paid
on days when they burn, construct firelines, or
help residents remove flammable vegetation from
near their homes. They burn on TNC land, but
their most important work involves burning on
partner lands—national and state forests, game
lands, and state parks.
This year there were a lot of burn windows. “We
put a lot of fire on the ground,” says TNC’s Adam
Warwick, who organizes and leads the crew. “Some
days, there was smoke pretty much everywhere in
the Southern Blue Ridge.”
The TNC burn crew supplements partner crews.
In nearly all cases, the difference between burning
or not burning is made possible because the
TNC crew can fill out the numbers needed for a
successful burn.
“TNC crews have been an invaluable resource
for our agency to accomplish some great burns
through the years,” North Carolina Wildlife
Resources Commission Mountain Region
Supervisor Nick Shaver says. “This year alone we

would not have been able to pull off a couple burns
without TNC’s help. We have been able to partner
and split resources to accomplish multiple burns
on a favorable weather day, which would be much
harder if not impossible without your team.”
Nick Larson, who is Grandfather District Ranger
in Pisgah National Forest says that diversity
pays off. “Two things I really appreciate with the
crew is the number of first responders and the
overall diversity,” he says. “As a ranger, knowing
we’re entering high-risk activities, having a crew
stacked with paramedics reassures me that any
injuries are going to receive care above and beyond
what we could provide otherwise. The other is
simply the diversity of the crew, TNC recruits first
responders, retirees of some sort of fire service,
and people passionate about conservation mushed
up together in one cohesive crew.”
To the north, Virginia also had success putting fire
on the ground for forest restoration. Following
a long hiatus due to the pandemic, the Virginia
chapter and our partners not only returned
safely to the fire lines this year, but also shattered
previous records. Working almost seamlessly,
TNC and multi-agency fire teams conducted
controlled burns across 36,000 acres in the Central
Appalachian Mountains. “I would attribute this
record-breaking season to three factors,” says Fire
Program Director Sam Lindblom, “good weather,
the maturation of our partnerships and everyone’s
burning desire, pun definitely intended, to get back
to work restoring our forests.”
Learn more about how we’re using fire to revitalize
forest habitat at nature.org/alleghenyfireva.
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All About Elk
In September, The Nature Conservancy and The Conservation Fund
acquired 850 acres that connect with the 100,000-acre Cumberland
Forest Project and the Cumberland Gap Historic National Park along
the Tennessee/Kentucky border. Together, these conservation lands
form a natural corridor that supports wide-ranging and migrating
wildlife.
“This moves us closer to safeguarding quality habitat for species
located within and around the North Cumberland Wildlife
Management Area—from a one-gram butterfly to an 800-pound
bull elk,” says Brad Miller, elk program coordinator at the Tennessee
Wildlife Resources Agency (TWRA).
Since 2000, TWRA has worked to welcome elk back to this part of
East Tennessee due to its proximity to Kentucky’s elk restoration zone,
sparse human population, and opportunities for hunting and viewing.
Currently, several hundred elk roam across 670,000 acres protected
to date. 29% of which are public lands.
The newly acquired property is also near a bat cave and within a
foraging zone used by federally endangered Indiana bats. “This project
exemplifies the importance of stitching together connected corridors
of wildlife habitat so that species can safely move and migrate. We
are grateful to the State of Tennessee, The Conservation Fund, the
Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, and the Imperiled Bat Conservation
Funds in Kentucky and Tennessee for supporting this important
acquisition,” says Gabby Lynch, TNC’s director of protection in
Tennessee.
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Partnering to Protect Land
The Big South Fork National River and Recreation
Area grew by 460 acres last year, thanks to a new
partnership between The Nature Conservancy in
Kentucky and the National Park Service. The land
protects the northern reaches of the Cumberland
River’s Big South Fork, a biodiversity hotspot and
sought-after paddling site, making the partnership a
win-win for nature and people.
“This tract of land is now permanently protected
and open for public enjoyment,” says Park
Superintendent Niki Stephanie Nicholas. “We
have long sought to buy this land, and thanks to
assistance from The Nature Conservancy, we have
achieved that goal.”
The tract of land was the largest private inholding
on the Kentucky side of the park, essentially
creating a hole in the park that made management

more difficult and navigation for park visitors more
of a challenge. The Park Service needed funding
from the Land and Water Conservation Fund
(LWCF) to acquire the property, but the land was
offered for sale before the park received the funding.
TNC stepped in to buy the property and hold it
for the eventual transfer of ownership to the Park
Service.
“This shows just how important the LWCF is for
our partners,” says Dian Osbourne, director of
protection for the Kentucky chapter. “Without
this funding, the Park Service would not be able to
purchase properties within their boundaries. We’re
grateful to the Park Service for continuing to add
important properties like this to their ownership for
the benefit of nature and the public.”
The bipartisan Great American Outdoors Act,

passed in 2020, provides $900 million for the
LWCF annually, funded by offshore oil and gas
revenues rather than tax dollars. The landmark
conservation legislation provides critical
investments in access to public land. Passage of
the Act will allow more partnering opportunities for
TNC.
“We thank the members of our Kentucky
congressional delegation who championed this
legislation in 2020, led by Senator McConnell,” says
Heather Majors, director of external affairs for the
Kentucky chapter. “The Great American Outdoors
Act is the largest investment in conservation in a
generation and a huge win for nature and people.”
The Kentucky chapter also offers its gratitude to
The Wyss Foundation, which facilitated the land
purchase with a no-cost loan to TNC.
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New Jersey Expands Key Partnership
Eric Olsen, Director of Lands and Rivers at the New
Jersey TNC Chapter, says a partnership with the
Ridge and Valley Conservancy (RVC) was crucial
to 2021 success. Two projects were closed within
the Appalachian footprint and several are in the
pipeline for 2022. The Chapter is also expanding
its outreach to private landowners who may be
interested in protecting their land. A target list of
more than 80 landowners has been developed.
The outreach work included a Women and
their Woods workshop in September for female
landowners and three women from TNC's staff
also attended.
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Late last year, RVC submitted a grant proposal to
the Appalachian Trail Conservancy that will take
this partnership to a new level. If awarded, the
grant would enable RVC and TNC conservation
planning staff to work with a diverse group of
partners to develop a Strategic Conservation
Plan for preservation in the Valley & Ridge
Physiographic Province of New Jersey, all of
which is part of the Appalachian Trail viewshed
and landscape. TNC’s resilient science and land
mapping tools will be used to make preservation
efforts more strategic in targeting the most
climate resilient lands in the larger landscape.
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The Strategic Conservation Planning process will
also take advantage of the ecological priorities
developed in the New Jersey Conservation
Blueprint. Specific Project Areas for preservation
within the province will be delineated along with
explanations of the resiliency science to justify
why each area is crucial to protecting climate
corridors. Strategies to accelerate preservation
in each project area will be outlined, and the
concepts will be developed at stakeholder
workshops.

Cumberland Forest
Community Fund Supports
Local Ventures
In July, TNC and UVA Wise announced the first group of
grant recipients for the Cumberland Forest Community Fund.
The Cumberland Forest Limited Partnership provided funding
for this new local grant program, which supports naturebased economic and community development in seven
southwest Virginia counties.
“This first set of funded projects will connect people to
nature while contributing to economic diversification and
community development in Virginia’s coalfields region,”
says Brad Kreps, director of TNC’s Clinch Valley Program.
“We couldn’t be happier with UVA Wise as our partner and
program manager for the Cumberland Forest Community

Mining the Sun
The Virginia chapter recently announced an innovative collaboration with three renewable
energy companies that aim to develop some of the first utility-scale solar projects in the Central
Appalachian coalfields. Richmond, Virginia-based Dominion Energy, Charlottesville, Virginiabased Sun Tribe, and Washington, D.C.-based Sol Systems will build on repurposed former
coal mines for renewable energy generation within TNC’s nearly 253,000-acre Cumberland
Forest Project. Taking all three companies’ efforts together, the utility-scale projects within
the Cumberland Forest Project will cover nearly 1,700 acres and generate an estimated 120
megawatts of solar energy. “Southwest Virginia and the wider Central Appalachian coalfield
region is uniquely positioned to support the expansion of renewable energy development with
hundreds of reclaimed former surface mines potentially capable of being converted to new solar
projects,” says Brad Kreps, director of TNC’s Clinch Valley Program.

Fund.” Through a similar partnership with the ClinchPowell RC & D, the program has funded seven additional
community projects in Tennessee.
The Cumberland Forest Limited Partnership, managed by
TNC, owns more than 250,000 acres in the coalfields of
Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee. Cumberland Forest
utilizes an impact investment approach to manage these
lands for sustainable forestry, climate resiliency, renewable
energy, recreational uses and economic opportunities for
people and communities.

WATCH

Hear from local
grant recipients
via your device’s
camera:

Explore our climate work at nature.org/vaclimate.
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Advancing Equitable Conservation
TNC is working to connect an Appalachian landscape
of climate resilient lands, corridors and waters at the
pace and scale necessary to mitigate climate change and
protect biodiversity. To further this vision, The Nature
Conservancy in New York awarded $300,000 under its
Resilient and Connected Network (RCN) Grant Program
that will help protect 2,200 acres protected by partner
land trusts. All grants fell within seven priority linkage
areas that are critical to making connections between core
forests within New York and beyond our borders.
“The most effective conservation comes from
collaboration. And this grant program is designed to
provide support for a wide range of hard-to-fund needs
like stewardship endowments, as well as to advance
common goals based on the resilient and connected lands
science to drive future conservation work,” said Stuart F.
Gruskin, chief conservation and external affairs officer for
TNC’s New York Chapter.
Now we’re quickly building off the lessons learned in the
first iteration to ensure conservation outcomes equitably
benefit all who live in and rely on the Appalachian
landscape.

systematically left out of the conversation and who
experiences benefits and bears burdens? We will
support projects that fund inclusive and forward-thinking
conservation.  
We also want to encourage land trusts to think about
equity in new or emerging ways. We are encouraging
proposals to extend far beyond the environmental benefits
and to highlight the many ways that people can benefit
from their work. This could include sustainable economic
development, working with new or nontraditional partners,
or benefits that support vulnerable communities.
The RCN Grant Program is part of TNC in New York’s
larger effort to support partner land trusts. To do this
effectively, we are surveying land trusts to assess capacity
needs—things like their access to GIS data, funding
challenges, and other elements—so that we can best
address those gaps.
Through this pilot grant program, we’re strengthening our
own understanding of how conservation can be reshaped
to be more just and inclusive while advancing a vision
of resilient and connected lands and waters across the
Appalachians.

The first step is to understand the systems we work
in more broadly by asking ourselves who has been
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MEET OUR SUPPORTERS

Henry Westmoreland and Charles Milligan
H

enry Westmoreland and Charles Milligan live in the Appalachians
near Poughkeepsie, New York. The Appalachian Trail borders their
property. Both have North Carolina roots and visited the North
Carolina mountains often as youth. But they never really saw
the Appalachians until they hiked the Appalachian Trail
in 2015. “It gives you a totally different perspective,”
Westmoreland explains.

Milligan, the difficulty of the Whites was lessened by their beauty. “The
Whites are definitely the jewel in the crown,” says Westmoreland.
Neither of the two is surprised that The Nature Conservancy has
made the Appalachians a global priority. “They made the right
decision from a scientific basis,” says Milligan. “Protecting
the Appalachians will allow species to move upslope
as things warm up. The Appalachians are also a water
source for a large part of the country. That’s going to be
important. Look at what’s happening out West.”

Three million people hike a portion of the 2,190mile AT every year. Only about 20,000 people have
hiked the complete trail. Henry and Charles were
determined to join that group. While most through
hikers begin in the South, they started in Maine. “The
trail guide from Maine sounds like a broken record.
The trail goes up a steep rocky path with water flowing
down,” Henry says. “Then you turn the page and it says
the trail goes up a steep rocky path with water flowing
down. I wore out the bottom of my pack sliding down in various
places.

Although the Appalachian Trail corridor is protected,
there is much conservation work to be done and
TNC has a role to play. “There is land that needs to
be protected and that means going back to The Nature
Conservancy’s roots,” says Milligan. “The process to protect
land at the state and federal level is politically challenging and
takes forever. The fact that you can move faster is great. It is clear
that you are focusing on finding and protecting the right parcels.”

“The good thing about going southbound is, once you are through with
Maine nothing looks bad anymore,” Westmoreland says with a laugh. “You
pass all these people going north saying oh how hard the Smokies are. Or,
how rocky Pennsylvania is. Or, how hard the Whites are. You don’t want to
burst their bubble, but they ain’t seen nothing yet.” For Westmoreland and

Westmoreland notes that development along the Appalachians has often
been uncontrolled. “You don’t need a sign to tell you where the Great
Smokey Mountains National Park is because the development goes right
up to the line. That’s a blatant example of what would happen if you don’t
protect land.”
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