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Introduction.

The report presents a condensed summary and interpretation of a survey of the Eightmile
River watershed for rare plant and significant natural community occurrences, conducted
by me from 19 June — 27 October 2003. A more detailed summary has been prepared, in
the from of a digital Microsoft EXCEL spreadsheet entitled “Site Survey Summary —
8mile River Watershed 2003.xls”, which includes a summary of individual site survey
results is broken down into 17 parameters. These cover different classes of significant
species and natural communities looked for and not found as well as those found at the
site, an invasive species control urgency rank subjectively assigned to the site, together
with explanatory comments, and comments on other site management concerns and
issues. An explanation of the invasive control urgency ranks is appended to the Site
Survey Summary EXCEL spreadsheet.

Results of the rare plant survey.

The total of new' locations/occurrences of State-listed rare plants documented by
the survey was 27 occurrences (29, including occurrences of species to be delisted in
2004), which approximately doubles the number of extant occurrences known in the
Eightmile watershed. These new occurrences include 5 State-Endangered, 1 State-
Threatened, and 12 State-Special Concern plant species (using proposed new species
listing statuses to go into effect in 2004). A breakdown by species is presented below in
Table 1. Eleven of these species are also New England regional rare species’, and several
of these occurrences are of regional significance (see Comments column of table 1). The
Eightmile River watershed can now be said to host:

« most of the plants still known to exist in New England of Scutellaria
integrifolia;

« the most robust occurrences of Aristolochia serpentaria, perhaps also the
majority of plants known in New England;

o the majority of the known CT occurrences of Xyris smalliana.

'i.e., new to the CT-DEP-Natural Diversity Data Base (CT-DEP-NDDB)

2 Brumback W. E., L. J. Mehrhoff, R. W. Enser, S. C. Gawler, R. G. Popp, P. Somers, D. D. Sperduto, W.
D. Countryman, and C. B. Hellquist. 1996. Flora Conservanda: New England. The New England Plant
Conservation Program (NEPCoP) list of plants in need of conservation. Rhodora 98: 233-361.



In other words, the Eightmile River watershed is a New England regional stronghold for
these three plants of regional conservation concern.

There are no known previous records from the study area towns for 7 of the State-listed
plants documented by this survey: Acalypha virginica, Arsitida longespica, Carex
hirsutella, Desmodium glabellum, Lespedeza repens, Salix petiolaris, and Vitis novae-
angliae. Four species documented in the study area were known only historically from
the 5-town area: Asclepias purpurascens (last documented 1917), Scleria triglomerata
(1907), and Carex bushii (1926), and Silene stellata (1895).

As of June 2003, the Connecticut Natural Diversity Data Base (CT-DEP-NDDB) had 26
extant State-listed plant occurrences mapped in the Eightmile watershed. This survey has
added to that at least 27 new locations/occurrences. This brings the total of known
extant State-listed plant occurrences in the watershed to about 54 occurrences
(including one historic occurrence of State-Special Concern Oxalis violacea rediscovered
earlier this year by NEPCoP staff and volunteers; there may be additional discoveries by
other botanists in the watershed this past year of which I am unaware). I suspect that this
ratio of extant rare plant occurrences to unit area ranks the Eightmile River watershed
among the highest in Connecticut’.

This survey also revisited/updated 7 of the 26 previously documented rare plant
occurrences in the watershed. Seven occurrences of 7 State-listed plants, including 2
occurrences of 2 globally rare plant species, were confirmed to still be extant in 2003.
Thus this survey documented the existence of 34 out of the 54 total rare plant occurrences
currently believed to be extant in the Eightmile watershed.

In my best professional judgment, it is reasonable to estimate that based on this survey’s
ratio of effort (a relatively modest 21 field days) to the number of new discoveries (27
rare plant occurrences), the real number of State-listed and regionally rare plant
occurrences in the study area is probably at least 50% higher than the current total now
known for the watershed. In considering the implications of this, it is important to realize
that the majority of the occurrences discovered by this survey will likely not persist
without some form of habitat management/disturbance/manipulation by man. Several of
these occurrences (e.g., those of Scleria triglomerata, Asclepias pupurascens, Lespedeza
repens, Liparis liliifolia, Xyris smalliana) may be viewed as having been discovered just
in the nick to time to prevent their imminent loss. Likewise, several priority natural
communities were identified which are still intact and of high quality but threatened by
one or more of the following: invasives, beaver activity, deer over-browse, lack of
management or less-than-optimal management, and in some cases lack of protection.
The timely recognition of these community occurrences’ management and protection
needs makes their continued existence more likely.

3 a precise ranking of the watershed with respect to htis parameter may be available from the CT-DEP-
NDDB
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Significant natural community occurrences.

Approximately 100 occurrences of natural communities in the watershed were identified
as “significant” and documented by this survey (summarized in Table 2). Communities
were deemed significant on the basis of rarity, uncommonness or restricted occurrence
(factoring in threats, and rate and magnitude of decline over last century), high native-
species-richness (often including multiple rare and uncommon plant species), and/or
exemplary character and/or condition (especially with respect to relative prominence of
exotic and/or invasive species). Each natural community occurrence was assigned a
biodiversity significance rank on a scale of 1 (Very High) to 4 (Moderate) or 5
(Exemplary) or 6 (Arguable). The following is a breakdown of the 100 natural
communities by biodiversity rank:

1. Very High 7 occurrences

2. High 11 occurrences
3. Moderate-High 10 occurrences
4. Moderate 34 occurrences
5. Exemplary 18 occurrences
6. Arguable 20 occurrences

All significant natural community occurrences were classified using Metzler and

Barrett’s “Vegetation classification of Connecticut™.

Among what I believe must be considered the potentially most important biodiversity
features of Eightmile River watershed is the extensive meta-occurrence of so-called
“warm-season” grasslands, which include, more frequently, little bluestem
(Schizachyrium scoparium)- and/or Carex pensylvanica-dominated grasslands, and, less
frequently, big bluestem (Andropogon gerardii)-dominated “prairies”. These dry to
seasonally wet/dry grasslands, which require periodic anthropogenic disturbance (fire or
mowing) to persist as open-canopy communities, represent among other things an
important reservoir of native genotypes of grass species whose seeds of non-local origin
are purchased and planted at considerable expense by land managers in efforts to create
warm-season grassland habitat by around New England. There appears to be a strong
correlation between the occurrence and prominence of the tall-grass prairie species (i.e.,
Andropogon gerardii, Sorgastrum nutans, Tridens flavus, etc.) and the occurrence of rare
and uncommon herbaceous species, and a similar, but somewhat weaker, correlation
between little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium)-dominated grasslands and the
occurrence of rare and uncommon herbaceous species.

4 Metzler, K. J., and J. P. Barrett. 2003. Vegetation classification for Connecticut. Draft 07/11/03. State
Geological and Natural History Survey of Connecticut, Department of Environmental Protection. Hartford,
CT. 135 pp.
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