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This winter we published the update to 

the Beaver County Natural Heritage 

Inventory (NHI) and are approaching 

completion of the update to the Chester 

County NHI.  The original NHIs for 

Beaver and Chester counties were 

completed in 1993 and 2000, respectively, 

and field work for both updates began in 

2012.  We update Natural Heritage 

Inventories for several reasons; (1) to 

document changes at the sites described 

in the original NHI, (2) to visit new sites 

not surveyed previously, (3) to broaden 

the taxonomic coverage of the NHI by 

including invertebrates and other species 

not included in the first NHI, and (4) to 

apply new standards for drawing Natural 

Heritage Areas. 

 

The Beaver County NHI update includes 

29 Natural Heritage Areas, which are 

designated around 123 populations of 67 

species of concern.  As a result of Beaver 

Countyõs long history of agriculture and 

coal mining along with more recent 

development pressures, natural areas are 

limited and those that remain tend to be 

concentrated along waterways and steep 

slopes.   

One of the habitats in Beaver County that 

supports rare species is found in rich 

forested valleys and floodplains.  

Exposures of limestone, mostly in the 

southern half of the county, along with 

glacial deposits in the northwest corner, 

contribute to calcareous soils.  Where 

mature forests persist in small valleys and 

on floodplains, these limestone rich soils 

support several rare wildflowers such as 

snow trillium (Trillium nivale), declined 

trillium (Trillium flexipes), and white trout 

lily (Erythronium albidum), as well as the 
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Round-leaved fame flower, 

Chester County 
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This white trout lily was blooming in the 

Wildflower Reserve at Raccoon Creek State 



Two occurrences of Priceõs cave isopod were updated this quarter. 
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West Virginia white butterfly (Pieris virginiensis).  These 

species and habitats are threatened by high densities of 

deer, and by invasive exotic plants such as garlic 

mustard, Japanese knotweed, Japanese barberry, and 

Japanese stiltgrass.  Springs and seeps occur in these 

valleys and can support the Monongahela blue crayfish 

(Cambarus monongalensis), which is the subject of an 

ongoing study of burrowing crayfish in Pennsylvania.   

Another important habitat in Beaver County is streams.  

Many of the streams in the county have been affected 

by abandoned mine drainage, but water quality has been 

improving as a number of treatment systems have been 

built.  The freshwater mussels that were once present 

in these streams have not returned, but a number of 

the countyõs other species of conservation concern are 

doing well, including queen snakes (Regina septemvittata), 

southern redbelly dace (Phoxinus erythrogaster), and 

several rare species of damselflies and dragonflies.  

 

The Ohio River still supports a number of rare species, 

even though its history of flow modification and 

dredging has extirpated many species that used to be 

there.  A number of fish and mussel species of concern 

are present, and the threehorn wartyback mussel 

(Obovaria subrotunda) has been rediscovered after an 

absence of over 100 years, apparently having 

recolonized from lower reaches of the river.  Increasing 

numbers of osprey and bald eagles nest along the Ohio 

and Beaver rivers.  Perhaps the most unexpected finds 

of the project were two globally rare dragonflies that 

occur at one site on the Beaver River.  One species, the 

russet-tipped clubtail (Stylurus plagiatus), had never 

before been found in this part of Pennsylvania.  The 

other species, aptly named the elusive clubtail (Stylurus 

notatus), had not been seen in Pennsylvania since 1927.   

 

These finds highlight the importance of developing a 

network of local naturalists who can contribute time 

and data to an inventory project.  Ben Coulter is a local 

dragonfly expert who accompanied PNHP staff for the 

discovery of the russet-tipped clubtail, and when he 

suspected that he saw elusive clubtails, he returned to 

the site again and again until he captured one.  The 

waterways and forests of Beaver County undoubtedly 

harbor additional surprises waiting to be discovered, 

but this project has improved our understanding of the 

countyõs biodiversity. 

 

Compared to Beaver County, Chester County presents 

a very different landscape, with different conservation 

targets and more intense development pressures.  Initial 

settlers of the region converted the landscape to 

pastures, crop fields, and other agricultural uses. The 

proximity to Philadelphia has encouraged the extensive 

conversion of former farms to suburban development, 

in many places leaving only small patches of disturbed 

A stand of twisted sedge (Carex torta) grows along this bend in the 

Little Beaver Creek where it briefly flows into Pennsylvania before 

returning to Ohio. 
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A pair of russet-tipped clubtails. Note that the female (right) has a 

cluster of eggs on her abdomen. 
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Queen snakes give live birth to their young in late summer to fall.  

This newborn queen snake was found during a survey in Beaver 

County. Fall is a good time to survey for queen snakes because it is 

when the population peaks. 
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remnant habitats. Numerous conservation organizations 

are active within the county, attempting to conserve the 

remaining natural habitats that support common and 

rare species that have been able to persist despite the 

challenges that they face.  

 

The Chester County report is large because it 

includes170 Natural Heritage Areas that capture 650 

occurrences of 172 different species and natural 

communities. Many of the species found in the county 

are categorized as species of concern in Pennsylvania 

because their ranges extend into the state only in the 

southeast.  These species may be more common in the 

center of their ranges, but in Pennsylvania they are rare. 

Many of the species of concern documented in the 

county are those that prefer or can tolerate early 

successional habitats and disturbed areas. 

The standout locations in Chester County are clearly 

the serpentine barrens, a globally rare community type 

with a restricted range that supports a number of rare 

species found only in this specialized habitat. Several 

larger serpentine barrens, most notably Unionville, 

Chrome, Nottingham, and Goat Hill, occur in Chester 

County.  Other small pockets of serpentine habitat are 

also found along the southern border of Chester 

County. A large number of species of concern are 

found on serpentine barrens, including many moths that 

use pitch pine, grasses, and other serpentine species as 

host plants. Serpentine barrens typically need intensive 

management to prevent succession and loss of the 

grassland habitat that supports many species of 

concern. Some of the larger barrens have active 

management that is preserving these habitats, but small, 

privately owned locations may be lost through natural 

succession.  

 

The Chester County NHI update has made us consider 

once again how we prioritize rare plants and animals 

that may be found on roadsides and other marginal 

habitats. We want to direct conservation efforts to the 

most fruitful areas where good habitat and viable 

populations can continue. 

  

PNHP provides these two studies to the people of 

Beaver and Chester counties, with the hope that they 

will find them helpful in preserving the biodiversity and 

unique habitats within each county. We offer many 

thanks to the planning commissions, local conservation 

organizations, and interested citizens for their help with 

this project. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Much of Chester County has been converted to early successional 

habitats.  
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A number of grass species of concern were documented in Chester 

County, including Hellerõs witchgrass (Dichanthelium oligosanthes). 

Management is typically needed for these species to be able to 

persist.  
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The state threatened round-leaved fame flower is one of a number 

of species of concern found on serpentine barrens, a unique habitat 

located along the state line in the southeastern portion of 

Pennsylvania. 
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