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The Berks County Natural Heritage 

Inventory (CNHI) Update was completed 

this year after a 2 ½ year effort.  Sitting at 

the interface between the Valley and Ridge 

and the Great Valley physiographic 

provinces of Pennsylvania, Berks County 

also sits at the edge of influence from the 

Philadelphia metro area. While still 

maintaining a largely rural character, the 

county faces challenges in preserving 

farmland, open space, and natural habitats 

that define that character. Since the 

original inventory in 1991 the county has 

seen substantial growth, but numerous 

Natural Heritage Areas mapped in the 

original inventory are still intact and we 

also recognized several new ones. Overall, 

we documented 73 Natural Heritage 

Areas representing 85 species and natural 

communities of conservation importance 

for the county.  

 

While much of the funding for this project 

as well as for other CNHI projects has 

been provided by the Pennsylvania 

Department of Conservation and Natural 

Resources, a generous grant from the 

Wyomissing Foundation contributed to 

the Berks CNHI effort.  As for all CNHIs, 

we work closely with the county to 

ensure that the information we collect 

and present will be of use to planning and 

land use decisions.  Glenn Knoblauch and 

Cheryl Auchenbach of the Berks County 

Planning Commission were key in helping 

us make contacts and organize advisory 

committee meetings.   

 

Even though the essential use and purpose 

of the CNHI projects has not changed, the 

number of people involved and the 

breadth of the products have.  In the early 

days, one primary biologist would be 

responsible for almost every step in the 

process.  Currently, while a primary 

biologist leads most of the survey effort, 
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we have up to a 

dozen people 

involved in both 

the field work and 

the development of 

products.  

 

Our ecologists 

select survey sites 

for all of our 

CNHIs based on 

two primary 

factors: those areas 

where species of 

concern have been 

documented in the 

past and are in 

need of updated 

information; and 

identifying areas on the landscape, based on aerial photo 

inspection, that suggest suitable habitat exists for 

species of concern.  Information on species of concern 

locations has come from a myriad of sources over many 

years.  Early naturalists from 100 to 200 years ago 

documented many significant species for the region and 

museums host their voucher specimens, which typically 

include very vague location information.  In the later 

part of the last century new information poured in 

through a renewed interest in natural history that was 

in many ways spearheaded in the southeastern part of 

the state by the efforts of Morris Arboretum botanists 

Ann Rhoads and Timothy Block, and many other local 

naturalists in recent years including Susan Munch, Jack 

Holt, Janet Ebert, Rick Mellon, Mike Slater, Steve 

Johnson, Ken Lebo, Karl Gardner, Tony Schoch, and Larry 

Lloyd, Senior Ecologist with the Berks Conservancy to 

name just a few.   

In Berks County, Heritage Program botanists, zoologists 

and ecologists conducted numerous surveys both to 

update previously documented species of concern and 

to look for new occurrences in previously under-

surveyed locations, sometimes as part of another 

project that happened to overlap with the Berks CNHI 

project.  Private property owners were contacted for 

permission to access their property for biological 

surveys, initially through the mail, due to the large 

volume of property owners we needed to contact in 

this heavily populated region of the state.  Many of these 

landowners desired follow-up calls, or in some cases, 

personal visits to secure permission to survey their 

properties.   

 

We now use a 

Field Inventory 

Networked 

Database (FIND) 

to enter field data 

including location, 

habitat description, 

population size 

and extent, and 

current and 

potential threats 

to the population 

and its habitat. 

Our Information 

Management staff 

processes this data 

and enters it into 

our Biotics 

database (the standardized database developed by 

NatureServe for managing Heritage Program data) and 

the PNDI data system. Our planning team uses the data 

to construct Conservation Planning Polygons (CPPs) 

which define the area of importance for the species or 

natural community weõve documented. These CPPs are 

used to create and map the Natural Heritage Areas that 

are the central focus of the CNHI projects. 

 

We compiled the various site descriptions, associated 

polygons, maps, and introductory text into a report that 

was provided to the Berks County Planning 

Commission and to DCNR for uploading to its website, 

the Pennsylvania Natural Heritage Program (PNHP) 

Interactive Map, where all of the current CNHI sites and 

their associated descriptions can be viewed. 

 

As you can see, there are many people involved in 

various aspects of these CNHI projects.  But among the 

Denise Watts, PNHP lead ecologist on the 

�%�H�U�N�V���&�1�+�,���X�S�G�D�W�H�����S�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K�V���O�L�R�Q�·�V-foot 

at Chrome Serpentine Barrens. 

Susan Munch assessing  mosses on outcrops along Saucony Creek. 

Several surveys for cave adapted 

crustaceans were conducted by PNHP 

staff in Berks County during the project. 
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