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Overview

The temperate ecosystems of the Blue Ridge Mountains are exceptionally
diverse.
The Southern Appalachian ecoregion contains an estimated 80 species of amphibians and
reptiles, 175 species of terrestrial birds, 65 species of mammals, 2,250 species of vascular
plants, and possibly as many as 25,000 species of invertebrates. These organisms live in
low- and high-elevation forests, caves, bogs, waterfalls, wetlands, grassy balds, rock
outcrops, cliffs, and seeps.
The natural heritage of Western North Carolina includes all the region’s native plants and
animals, as well as the places they live and grow. Significant Natural Heritage Areas,
identified by biologists in the North Carolina Natural Heritage Program, often
are the best examples of natural communities and usually include rare
and endangered species. The Natural Heritage Program has conducted
natural area inventories for numerous North Carolina counties, and
surveys are currently ongoing across the state.

Significant Natural Heritage Areas

Lands Managed for Conservation
The Conservation Planning Tool of the One North Carolina Naturally initiative consists of a database
of statewide assessments that implement maps to identify, evaluate, and prioritize important natural
resources required to maintain healthy and sustainable ecosystems and to support key elements of
human health and the economy.

Forestry Lands Assessment
The Forestry Lands Assessment prioritizes high-value forest
resources that provide forest products and ecosystem services
and threatened forest resources that are at risk from wildfire,
pests, disease, or forest fragmentation. This assessment
is represented by two map products: Important Forest
Lands and Threatened Forest Resources.

Forestry Lands

Farmland Assessment
The Farmland Assessment prioritizes farm and forestry priority
areas, including lands and agricultural support infrastructure. The
assessment is grouped into two sections: viable agricultural lands,
which are lands important for continuing North Carolina’s
agricultural economy and which currently have the
necessary agricultural infrastructure to support those
farms; and threatened agricultural lands, which
includes farmland resources that are threatened by
public works infrastructure and suburban growth.

Viable Agricultural Land

Biodiversity/Wildlife Habitat Assessment
The Biodiversity/Wildlife Habitat Assessment prioritizes aquatic and
terrestrial habitat, landscape function, and connectivity.
This assessment focuses on (1) the biodiversity of aquatic
and terrestrial species and communities, (2) largescale landscapes, including core wildlife habitats
and habitat connectors, and (3) lands important to
ecosystem processes, such as riparian buffers and
wetlands.

Open Space and Conservation Lands
Assessment

Existing open space and conservation lands are addressed
collectively in the Open Space and Conservation Lands map.
This map represents the parts of the “green infrastructure
network” that are currently managed for conservation
and as open space. The assessment includes existing
and planned permanent conservation lands that are
actively managed by a public entity.

Ecosystem Threats
Due to the harmful impacts of invasive species to existing ecosystems,
federal agencies have identified them as the second most important threat to
the natural environment in the United States, behind only habitat destruction.
Invasive plants are a major threat to parks and forests, greenways, and
gardens, as well as endangered species.
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