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PENNSYLVANIA VERNAL POOLS 

STUDY A POOL – CONSERVATION RANKING FORM 

Refer to the Vernal Pool Site and Pool Survey Forms for details. 

 

HABITAT RANKING A B C D 

Metapopulation Potential
1
      

Habitat Integrity
2
     

Habitat Diversity
3
     

Protection from Threats
4
     

Scoring System:   A = 4   B = 3   C = 2   D = 1 
Habitat Rank:  A = 14-16; B = 10-13; C = 7-9;  D = 4-6 

Habitat Score = 
Habitat Rank = 

  

SPECIES RANKING (When species data are available, 

use them to modify the habitat rank.). 
A B C D 

Vernal Pool Indicators
5
     

Species of Conservation Concern
6
   NA NA 

Egg Mass Abundance
7
  NA NA NA 

Species Rank:   
Use the highest grade assigned to any of the three 
categories above. 

Species Rank = 

 

FINAL RANKING:   
Final Rank = Habitat Rank, unless the 
Species Rank is higher, in which case the 
Final Rank can be the Habitat Rank 
increased by 1 grade (e.g., B becomes A).  

Comments:  
Summarize main reasons for the final rank, 
and additional considerations used to 
adjust it. 

Final Rank = 
 

Comments:    

 

HABITAT RANKING GUIDELINES 

1. Metapopulation Potential:  Identify pool clusters by ‘grouping together’ pools located <2000 ft apart.  A pool does 
not need to be <2000 feet from all the pools in a cluster, just <2000 feet away from at least one other pool in the 
cluster.  Rank as follows:  A = 7 or more pools;  B = 4-6 pools;  C = 2-3 pools;  D = Isolated pool.  If a major 
fragmenting feature separates two pools (e.g., a 4-lane highway or large river), they are effectively isolated even if 
they are less than 2000 feet apart.  
 
2. Habitat Integrity 
A: 1000-2000 foot buffer in all directions around the pool composed of mostly forest and/or naturalized 

scrub/shrub/meadow areas and 
     -No significant disturbances* in the 100 ft vernal pool envelope 
     -No significant disturbances* impacting over 25% of the 1000 ft terrestrial habitat buffer  
B. 500-1000 foot buffer in most directions around the pool composed mostly of forest and/or naturalized 

scrub/shrub/meadow areas and 
     -No significant disturbances* impacting over 25% of the 100 ft vernal pool envelope 
     -No significant disturbances* impacting over 50% of the 1000 ft terrestrial habitat buffer  
C. 100-500 foot buffer around at least half the pool perimeter composed mostly of forest and/or naturalized 

scrub/shrub/meadow areas and 
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     -No significant disturbances* impacting over 50% of the 100 ft vernal pool envelope 
     -No significant disturbances* impacting over 50% of the 500 ft terrestrial habitat buffer  
D.  Less than 100 foot buffer around over half the pool perimeter composed of forest and/or naturalized 

scrub/shrub/meadow areas and/or  
     -Significant disturbances* impacting over 50% of the 100 ft vernal pool envelope 
     -Significant disturbances* impacting over 50% of the 500 ft terrestrial habitat buffer  
 
*For a list of common disturbances see the site disturbance summary of the ‘Seasonal Pool Site Survey Form.’ 
 
3. Habitat Diversity 
Check the vegetation type that best describes the pool based on percent cover of each vegetation type in the pool in 
late summer.  Each pool gets assigned one overall vegetation type.  For pool clusters, check each pool type present.   

 Leaf litter pool >50% unvegetated.  Pools:  
 Marsh pool >50% marshy vegetation.  Pools:  
 Shrub pool >50% shrub vegetation.  Pools:  
 Mixed marsh/shrub pool >25% shrubs & >25% marshy vegetation.  Pools: 
 Swamp forest pool: >50% of pool basin with trees and or tree hummocks.  Pools:  

 
Tally the number of vernal pool vegetation types present on site (maximum = 5). 
A: 4-5 types  B: 3 types   C: 2 types   D: 1 type 

 
4. Protection from Threats  
The following is a provisional list for guidance -- other factors may be considered when evaluating threats. 
 
A: Vernal pool(s) located on properties highly protected (e.g., conservation easements, designated Natural Areas) 
B: Vernal pool(s) located on well protected properties such as state forest or game lands; on the property of a 
landowner enrolled in a habitat management program or the Clean and Green Program. 
C: Vernal pool(s) located on private land in a region of low-moderate residential development, or private or state 
owned land in a region of low-moderate development of energy extraction and/or infrastructure (e.g., coal, gas, oil). 
D: Vernal pool(s) located on private land in a region of high residential development, or private or state owned land in 
a region of high development of energy extraction and/or infrastructure (e.g., coal, gas, oil). 
*Protection from threats is most critical for 1) the vernal pool basin and envelope then 2) the terrestrial habitat 

 
SPECIES RANKING GUIDELINES 

1. Vernal Pool Indicators: Count number of indicator species observed for all the pools at a site and rank as 
follows:   A = 3+;  B = 2;  C = 1;  D = No indicator species 

 
2. Species of Conservation Concern associated with vernal pools:  ‘A rank’ species are listed under the State 

Wildlife Action Plan as Conservation Tier 1-3 species (immediate concern, high-level concern, or responsibility), 
or, have a state-rank of S1;  ‘B rank’ species are listed under the State Wildlife Action Plan as Conservation Tier 
4-5 species (Pennsylvania vulnerable or maintenance concern). Other tracked plants or animals may be added as 
appropriate. 

 
A = Breeding activity of the following species: Spotted Turtle (Clemmys guttata; G5S3), Mountain Chorus Frog 
(Pseudacris brachyphona; G5S1), or Jefferson Salamander (Ambystoma jeffersonianum; G4S4); Blue-spotted 
Salamander (Ambystoma laterale); Southern Leopard Frog (Lithobates sphenocephalus utricularius; G5S1).   
 
B = Documented breeding activity of the following species: Northern Leopard Frog (Lithobates pipiens; G5S2S3), 
Western Chorus Frog (Pseudacris triseriata triseriata; G5S2), Upland Chorus Frog (Pseudacris triseriata feriarum; 
G5S3), Four-toed Salamander (Hemidactylium scutatum; G5S4), Marbled Salamander (Ambystoma opacum; 
G5S3S4), or Fowler’s Toad (Anaxyrus fowleri; G5S3S4). 

 
3. Egg Mass Abundance:  Use this factor to identify exceptionally high breeding activity in a single pool or small 

pool cluster (2-3 pools).   Do not apply to larger pool clusters.  A Rank = At least one pool supporting a high 
density of egg masses (over 100). 
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ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Landscape Corridors:  Do forested corridors connect the vernal pool or pool cluster to other wetlands, lakes or 
ponds, riparian zones of streams or rivers, large forest blocks, protected areas, etc. on a landscape scale beyond the 
1000 foot terrestrial habitat?  If so, describe the landscape context (mostly forested, developed, agriculture, etc.) and 
what sorts of major barriers (roads, rivers) exist that would inhibit long distance migration of species.  Corridors are 
expected to play an important role in the ability of species to adapt over time to large scale environmental changes 
such as climate change.   
 
 
 
Other (list): 
 
 
 
 
Other (list): 
 
 
 
 
Other (list): 
 

Questions/Comments: Contact Vernal Pool Coordinator, Western Pennsylvania Conservancy, PA Natural 
Heritage Program, PO Box 8552, Harrisburg, PA 17105-8552, spcoordinator@paconserve.org 
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