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Today’s Topics

• Overview of PA Natural Heritage Program (PNHP)
• PNHP data products and tools
• Focus 

• Natural Heritage Areas
• PA Conservation Explorer 

• Environmental Review
• Conservation planning



Mission
The PNHP provides scientific 
information, expertise, and 

assistance to support 
conservation of biological 

diversity.



Pennsylvania Natural Heritage 
Program Overview

• PNHP established in 1982 by DER, TNC & WPC
• Coincided with Wild Resource Conservation Act
• Consolidation of TNC staff under WPC in 2006

• Partnership between DCNR, PGC, PFBC and WPC
• Formal partnership in 2006
• US FWS (cooperator)

• PNHP fulfills DCNR mandate under Act 18 of 1995 (Section 305 (a)(10))
• Thorough and extended survey of the ecological resources of PA and 

the species of which they are comprised
• Collect, maintain and analyze the resulting data
• Make it available for reference



Partner roles and responsibilities

• DCNR: Legislative mandate for Natural Heritage Program, primary funding for 
program, strategic direction, jurisdictional agency for plants (informally some 
“orphan taxa” – fungi, terrestrial inverts)

• Western Pennsylvania Conservancy: partner in program since inception, provides 
about 90% of staff capacity, operational lead

• PA Fish and Boat Commission: provides some funding, jurisdictional agency for 
fish, aquatic inverts, amphibians and reptiles

• PA Game Commission: provides some funding, jurisdictional agency for birds and 
mammals



PNHP staff

• Agency staff (DCNR, PGC, PFBC) with significant 
      PNHP involvement ~15-20

• DCNR - Western Pennsylvania Conservancy contract:  
staff of ~40

• Staff of ecologists, botanists, zoologists, data 
managers

• Offices in Pittsburgh, Harrisburg (RCSOB)



PNHP Data Flow
Biologists

Observations
• Internal: PNHP Staff 

and Agency Partners 
(FIND database)

• External: 
Contractors, 
Research Scientists, 
Museum Specimen 
Repositories, etc.
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PNHP database

• 32,000 Element Occurrence records (documented locations of Rare, 
Threatened and Endangered species, natural features, rare plant 
communities, and other tracked species)

• 15,000 represented in environmental review

• Over 4,000 Natural Heritage Areas mapped



32,000 Element Occurrences



PNHP products and tools
What do we do with all the data?
• Environmental Review
• Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs)
• Species lists
• Plant Community Classification
• PA Community Predictor Tool
• Conservation Opportunity Areas

• SWAP
• Newsletters/annual report
• Project pages

• Vernal pools
• Fungi

• Website: https://www.naturalheritage.state.pa.us/ 

https://www.naturalheritage.state.pa.us/


Species Lists



Species Lists



Plant Community
Classification



Plant Community
Classification



Plant Community Predictor Tool



Plant Community Predictor Tool



Plant Community
Predictor Tool



Plant Community
Predictor Tool



Annual Report and Quarterly Newsletters



Natural Heritage Areas

• What is a Natural Heritage Area?

• Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs) are sites that have been identified as 
areas that support rare plants or animals, exemplary ecological 
communities, and Pennsylvania’s native species biodiversity.

• Originally developed through County Natural Heritage Inventories
• Began in 1989, continues today

• Recently completely update of 10 counties in SW PA
• Adams, Franklin, York and Cumberland underway
• New inventory update in Wayne County starting soon

• All 67 counties inventoried at least once, many twice, a few three times

Indiana Bat, Federally-Endangered



Natural Area 
Construction
• Start with Element Occurrences (EO)
• Build CPP for each EO based on 

specifications for likely habitat
• Combine adjacent and overlapping 

CPPs to create NHA



• The Big Binder
• Early Inventories hard copy only
• Later included CD of GIS files and report

Where to find Natural Heritage Area Info



Excerpt from 2021 
Allegheny CNHI:

Allegheny River at 
Pittsburg NHA



Allegheny River at 
Pittsburg NHA

- Site Description



NHAs in the PA Conservation Explorer Tool
• All NHAs from all 

county inventories 
available in the PA 
Conservation 
Explorer tool



Goal:  All EO’s in an NHA
• Counties 

overdue for an 
update will 
have some 
EO’s not in an 
NHA

• Adams County 
CNHI done in 
2001

• NPS inventory 
project done in 
2005 



Site Description still available (and easier to 
access)



NHA Site Description



NHA Applications

• Project planning
• Consultants

• County planning
• Inform zoning
• Greenway planning
• Early project planning

• Conservation planning
• Natural Resource & Habitat Management planning
• Land Acquisition planning

• State Agencies
• Habitat management
• Land use zoning (BOF context)
• Land acquisition
 

Purple Fringeless-orchid,
 Threatened



NHAs versus Environmental Review

• NHAs typically define sites of conservation importance, often with 
multiple species across one or more taxa groups (plants and animals), 
for planning purposes (may include natural features and species other 
than R,T&E)

• ER polygons limited to a single occurrence of one species. Polygons 
include Element occurrence plus likely habitat (and an additional 
buffer for some sensitive species), intended for screening projects for 
potential impacts.



PA Conservation Explorer and Environmental 
Review
• Historical context

• Early ER  (1990’s)  
• primarily manual, database on mainframe, 
    rudimentary GIS tool for internal use

• PA Natural Diversity Inventory (PNDI 1.0)
• Cutting edge circa early 2000’s
• Pros: 

• online, 
• fast project screening, 
• addressed state and federally listed species

• Con: 
• no visible species data (black box), 
• unable to proactively modify projects or fully anticipate species conflicts, 
• Projects submitted manually, potentially to all four agencies (DCNR, PGC, PFBC and USFWS)





PA Conservation Explorer (PNDI 2.0)

• PNDI 1.0 software obsolete, system aging out
• Addressed much needed updates

• Visible environmental review polygons
• ER polygons more habitat-based versus generic buffers
• Species names provided for non-sensitive species
• All project information can be submitted online, to all 

agencies
• Data refreshed 3-4 times a year, 
• Ongoing updates and enhancements
• Speeds up most reviews, ~70% of projects get no hits, cleared 

in minutes
 

• Online in 2016 



PA Conservation Explorer

• Two main functions:

• Environmental review screening

• Conservation planning





Visible ER Polygons





















Environmental Review: Screening for T&E 
Species Impacts





Turn on all agency layers…..Wow!







PNDI Receipt











Conservation Planning Reports

• No registration 
required, no charge

• Provides summary of 
NHAs and other 
natural resource 
layers

Green Salamander















Questions?
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