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In 2008 while we were reviewing 

topographic maps and aerial photography 

in preparation for PNHPõs inventory 

efforts in Cameron County, it became 

clear that this is a unique part of Pennsylvania.  

The expansive forests, steep slopes, and 

high mountain streams combined with the 

sparse population make this one of the 

most scenic and remote counties in the 

commonwealth.  Known as òthe Heart of 

the Wilds,ó Cameron County is situated in 

the deer-camp region of the state, often only 

visited by out-of-towners during hunting 

and fishing seasons.  For those who live in 

Cameron County, the natural resources 

and wild character serve as the economic 

life blood with both the timber industry 

and ecotourism serving as important 

economic drivers.  Cameron County is 

particularly famous for being within 

Pennsylvaniaõs elk range, which during the 

fall rut draws scores of wildlife enthusiasts.   

 

Many of the potential survey sites we 

delineated in planning for fieldwork were 

a challenge to access because of the 

rugged landscape and few-and-far-between 

roads.  Cameron County contains 

extremely important habitat for a number 

of our òbig woodsó species that require 

these remote areas, including the timber 

rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus) and 

northern water shrew (Sorex palustris 

albibarbis), as well as several species 

considered òglobally vulnerableó to 

extinction, such as the mountain 

earthsnake (Virginia pulchra) and northern 

barrens tiger beetle (Cicindela patruela).  

Expansive wetlands in the southwestern 

portion of the county provide critical 

habitat for several plant species of 

concern, including creeping snowberry 

(Gaultheria hispidula), netted chainfern 

(Woodwardia areolata), and the diminutive 

screw-stem (Bartonia paniculata).   

 

65th CNHI ñCameron County òThe Heart of the Wildsó 
by 

Charlie Eichelberger  
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Clean, tumbling mountain 

streams are common in 

Cameron County, and 

serve as habitat for native 

brook trout and species of 

concern like the northern 

water shrew. 

 

Photo Banner: Joe Wisgo 

 

 

Cameron County houses a considerable portion 

of the global range of the mountain earthsnake.  

About the size of a pencil, this species is rarely 

seen, spending most of its life under cover. 
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Cameron County is 93% forested and contains some of 

the largest unfragmented forest blocks in the state, several 

being over 5,000 acres.  About half of the county is state 

forest, state park, or state game land with most of the 

other large holdings owned by several timber management 

organizations.  Development and population is mostly 

confined to the boroughs of Emporium and Driftwood, 

with villages and camps clustered along the picturesque 

branches of the Sinnemahoning Creek.     

 

In contrast to the many headwater streams with high 

water quality in the county, the larger waterways show 

the scars from past resource extraction.  The branches of 

the Sinnemahoning Creek, with the exception of a 

population of eastern floater (Pyganodon cataracta) found 

in the reservoir at Sinnemahoning State Park, have lower 

than expected biomass and diversity of freshwater 

mussels.  The scarcity of freshwater mussels in the county 

is suspected to be the result of a history of pollution 

events, including abandoned mine drainage (AMD) and 

effluent from the 19th century tannery industry.  

Unfortunately, large scale pollution events have also 

occurred in Cameron County in recent times, including a 

2006 sodium hydroxide spill from a train derailment along 

the Sinnemahoning Portage Creek.  This spill alone is 

estimated to have killed more than a million fish in the 

affected branches of the Sinnemahoning, in addition to the 

loss of many other aquatic species. 

 

From 2008 to 2011, PNHP staff conducted hundreds of 

field surveys for species of concern across the county as 

part of the Cameron County Natural Heritage Inventory 

(CNHI).  We were able to assess as many as ten sites per 

day or as few as one, depending on whether or not we 

had to ascend 1,000 foot steep slopes or hike for miles 

due to limited road access.  Dense thickets of mountain 

laurel hindered access to some sites, leaving field staff 

scratched and bruised from forcing our way through 

seemingly impenetrable shrubs.  Our efforts often paid off, 

and the difficult hike in was rewarded by the unforgettable 

experience of seeing a pile of gestating timber rattlesnakes 

basking in an area that they have probably occupied for 

10,000 years or more.   

 

The Cameron CNHI is the sixty-fifth of its kind to be 

completed, and brings us one step closer to having a 

statewide assessment of areas warranting conservation 

efforts.  The inventory has identified 29 Natural Heritage 

Areas (NHAs) based on 61 extant occurrences of species 

of concern.  Sinnemahoning Cliffs is the largest NHA in 

Cameron County and straddles the border with Clinton 

County.  This area serves as critical habitat for the state 

threatened Allegheny woodrat (Neotoma magister).  This 

species was once widespread across the rocky, 

mountainous regions of the state, but has been reduced to 

less than two dozen active metapopulations (scattered 

populations that interbreed).  The Sinnemahoning Cliffs 

NHA may be one of the healthiest Allegheny woodrat 

metapopulations remaining in the state.  Because of the 

unique population dynamics of this species, unfragmented 

landscapes are needed to conserve our remaining 

woodrat populations.  The Sinnemahoning Cliffs NHA 

may aid local planners and DCNR in the long-term 

management of this unique area by providing them with 

more information 

regarding the 

extent of the 

population, 

habitat, and 

recommendations 

on how to 

manage the land 

with the needs of 

the woodrat 

population in 

mind.      

 

Although remote, Cameron County faces challenges that 

range from invasive species like the hemlock wooly adelgid 

(an insect responsible for declines in hemlock populations 

throughout the eastern U.S.) to new development and 

infrastructure related to shale gas development. The 

information from this project will help the Pennsylvania 

Bureau of Forestry, Pennsylvania Game Commission, 

private landowners, and industry to better plan and help 

maintain the wild character relied upon by the plants, 

animals, residents, and visitors to this unique area.   
 

 

Copies of the Cameron CNHI will be available soon for download on 

PNHPõs website at  http://www.naturalheritage.state.pa.us/CNHI.aspx  

 

The Allegheny woodrat is found in the rocky 

cliffs along the Sinnemahoning Creek. 
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Cameron County is noted for its remote and rugged landscapes. 

http://www.naturalheritage.state.pa.us/CNHI.aspx
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One of the regionõs biodiversity hotspots, the Allegheny 

River is valued for its rich fauna, scenic beauty, 

recreational opportunities, and natural resources. One 

of the preeminent reasons that biologists take great 

interest in the river ecosystem is the diverse mussel 

communities it supports. The Allegheny River is home 

to five federally endangered freshwater mussel species: 

northern riffleshell, clubshell, rayed bean, snuffbox, and 

sheepnose. Approximately 35 mussel species are found 

in the Allegheny and it may hold the best global 

populations of the endangered northern riffleshell, 

clubshell, and rayed bean. For this reason, any areas of 

the Allegheny River that have not been surveyed are of 

significant interest to resource managers. 

 

Like all freshwater species, native freshwater mussels 

are highly imperiled. Of approximately 300 North 

American species, over 37 are considered extinct, and 

two-thirds are considered imperiled. For example the 

rayed bean, which was federally listed in February 2012, 

has experienced a 73% reduction in its range.  Mussels 

are threatened by habitat alteration, including water 

pollution, the construction of dams, channelization, and 

dredging. Each mussel species is uniquely adapted to a 

particular habitat type and they are unable to move if 

the habitat is altered. 

 

A unique life cycle also makes them more likely to be 

imperiled. Native freshwater mussels, which are in the 

class Unionida, require a host, usually a fish, for the 

larval mussels to live on before they fall off into the 

substrate (river bottom) as juvenile mussels. The larvae, 

called glochidia, attach to the fishõs gills, but they are so 

small that they do not harm the fish. Without the 

presence of the correct host fish the mussels are unable 

to reproduce. 

 

As filter feeders mussels are particularly sensitive to 

water quality. Mussels were recently used by the EPA 

to set new water quality standards, making water 

regulation more protective. Their filtering cleans the 

water and also makes nutrients more available for other 

aquatic life. Healthy mussel communities help to 

maintain healthy streams, rivers, and lakes.  

 

The Pennsylvania Natural Heritage Program undertook 

surveys in the navigational pools of the Allegheny River 

to gain a better understanding of the mussel 

communities and rare species persisting in this altered 

habitat.  Before dams were built on the Allegheny River 

a series of riffles, runs, and pools was present; during 

low water the river was so shallow that a person could 

wade across in many places, even near the confluence 

at Pittsburgh. The fast and shallow waters became large, 

deep pools once the locks and dams were installed.  

Although these navigational pools are enjoyed by 

recreationists and allow industry to bring goods to and 

from Pittsburgh and the town of East Brady seventy-

two miles upstream, the habitat for aquatic organisms is 

vastly different from its previous natural state.  

 

The current eight lock and dam structures on the 

Allegheny River were built in the 1920s and 30s to 

create a minimum depth of 12 feet to allow year round 

navigation for commercial vessels. The dams are 

Mussels of the Allegheny River Navigational Pools  
by 

Beth Meyer and Mary Walsh  

The Allegheny River near Templeton, Pennsylvania 
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Federally endangered clubshell mussels found in the navigational 

pools of the Allegheny River. 
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