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State scientists pulse local plant communities

North Carolina Vegetation
Survey organizers Robert Peet
(UNC Chapel Hill), Thomas
Wentworth (NC State Univer-
sity), Mike Schafale (NC Nat-
ural Heritage Program) and
Forbes Boyle (U‘D?E Chapel
Hill) and volunteer scientists

* from around the state recently

- visited the region in an inten-
sive effort to catalogue local =
vegetation.

The scientists were hosted

. by Chowan University during
- their stay and joined by John
_- Dilustro, an ecologist and biol-
~ ogy professor at Chowan Uni-
versity.
Volunteers spent
hours a day worl in s
- times hot and inhospitable con-
_- - ditions with biting insects and
-~ poison ivy in an attempt to bet-
ter understand the natural veg-
-~ etation of the state. This work
“~ is called a “pulse”.
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_ using GPS. Plots are perma-
nently marked to ensure an ac-
. curate  determination  of
- location for future momtormg
- to determine any changes ‘in
_-- these plant communities over [FEHE
“- time. All tapes, flags and flag- |
ging used during the survey are
- removed prior to leavi.ug l‘.he
~I~ sites:
A baseline of knowledge is
© necessary to understand how -
plant communities may change
with climate change and sea
level rise.

“We’ve been trying to sys-
temically study the vegetation
of the Carolinas for 21 years
now,” Peet said. “We’re trying
to document that vegetation for
a number of reasons, one of

" them is to provide a target for
restoration, another is to
itor rare species and assess the
condition of the state, still an-
other is to discover what’s out
there because thete’s so much
around the Carolinas that no-
body’s really looked at.”

Peet continued, It’s be
great colIaboratmn wil

- North Carolina Natural Her-
itage Program, The North Car-
olina Botanical Gard?n;@nd S0
many universities. v‘egaad
maybe 800 volunteers over the
~ 20 or so years and we look for-
ward to tying a bow around it
in about four years to have a
first approximation of what’s
here.” o
Every day sclexmsts met in

the lobby of D H
Chowan Umvcrslut}!rlgﬁd;
spread out throughout the sur-

rounding counties. Interesting
plant communities were exam-

: plant  communities
David has photographcd thls
journey. .

“The fieldwork that they’re
doing is very botany based, but

ofNorth Carolina. As the Car—
olina Vegetation Survey has
been working though the'dif-

landowners and timber compa-
nies. The volunteer scientists
set up permanent plots where
there is a complete inventory
of plants and soil. This is

- logged into a database with the
- ultimate goal of a statewide

natural community inventory.

Also accompanying the
team of scientists was David
- Blevins, a Raleigh based au-
. thor and nature photographer.
*_* Blevins has the unique per-
_ spective of being both a profes-
sional photographer and
~ holding a PhD in forest ecol-
- ogy. He accompanies the sci-
~ entists on pulse évents and is

once that data is collected and
analyzed altugether for all the
plots in the region then they
can put that together to look at
the plant communities and
landscape level questions and
that is where it connects with
the book I am doing,” Blevins
noted.

Schafale commented on the
biological richness of the re-
gion. \

“I’'m with the Natural Her-
itage Program and my job is to
look after the community level
of biodiversity,” Schafale said.

“Most people when they think

of biodiversity they think of
how many species you have.
While this is certainly true,
communities are biological en-
tities of their own sort that are
ecologlcaﬂy and scientifically
significant.”

Schafale continued by say-
ing, “This is a really interesting
area. You have all these exten-

sive wetlands and these wind

tidal swamps. They are in

_other places but the most of

anywhere are in this part of
North Carolina.

“Other things we’ve sam-
pled that were really great in-
clude upland hardwood forests,
which we had a good bit in the
coastal plain and it’s mostly
gone because unlike the wet-
lands it’s even easier to de-
stroy,” Schafale added. “The
largest expanse of upland hard-
woods left in the entire coastal
plain of North Carolina is lo-
cated near Ahoskie.” :

He concluded, “The wet-
lands in general are great for
various reasons, but this region
does have some kinds of wet-
land that you hardly have any-
where else. This is the world
center for pocosins. This is the
world center for wind tidal
swamps. This is northeastern
North Carolina.”



