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CRITICAL HABITATS for WILDLIFE

CRITICAL HABITATS continued on page 4

Landowners Provide

Partnering with landowners across the 
state to promote the management of 

wildlife habitat has been critical in the 
protection of many rare species. Becoming a 
land steward means taking care of the land 
and supervising its use. Backyards, agri-
cultural farms and fields, and large forests 
can provide valuable open space or unique 
habitats useful to wildlife. Stewardship helps 
provide balance among the many values a 
piece of land may have, and it has become 
an increasingly crucial tool in wildlife 
conservation. 

Because of its growing importance, 
more assistance is now available for land-
owners interested in providing habitats 
for wildlife. One of New Hampshire’s 
most successful examples is the network 

of private landowners who participate in 
habitat management for early successional 
species. Seriously imperiled wildlife, such 
as New England cottontails, black racers, 
and eastern hognose snakes, need this 
dense shrubby habitat to survive. Early 
successional habitat is a transitional stage 
of forest growth, which means without 
management and planning those habitats 
would mostly disappear. But this habitat 
can be created in some situations by logging, 
rotational mowing, planting native shrubs, 
and providing brush piles. Management 
for early successional habitat in towns 
such as Dover, Durham, Londonderry, 
and Litchfield created more cover for 
state-endangered New England 
cottontails. Landowners can 

Blanding’s turtle
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get free technical assistance through UNH 
Cooperative Extension to help create early 
successional habitat on their land, and 
county foresters are available to help answer 
questions. 

Recently in the northeast, the Natural 
Resource Conservation Service has worked 
with private landowners to restore and 
protect wetlands and stream corridors to 
help benefit northeast turtles. The existence 
of water brings an entire suite of wildlife, 
many of which are Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need, such as wood turtles 
near rivers, Blanding’s and spotted turtles 
near wetlands, or Jefferson salamanders 
near vernal pools. A necessary conservation 
action for state-endangered Blanding’s 
turtles in New Hampshire is identifying and 
protecting nesting areas. 

“Even at some of our more robust 
sites, finding confirmed nests has been 
a challenge,” explains Mike Marchand, 
Program Supervisor of the NH Fish and 



MONARCH
The Magical

Description: Smooth green snakes are slender 
and bright green. They feed on grasshoppers, 
slugs, and earthworms. This time of year, 
females lay small eggs in piles of sawdust, 
rotting stumps, or mammal burrows. 

Habitat: Shrublands or grasslands, peatlands, 
marsh and shrub wetlands, and rocky habitats.

Threats: Indirect impacts from pesticide use, 
the spread of snake fungal disease, the loss of 
grass and shrub habitats, and mortality from 
vehicles. 

Conservation Actions: 

•  Report observations of green snakes anywhere 
in the state to NH Wildlife Sightings,         
www.nhwildlifesightings.unh.edu.

•  Reduce or eliminate the use of pesticides in 
backyards.

SMOOTH GREEN SNAKE
(Opheodrys vernalis)
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SPOTLIGHT
ON SPECIES OF GREATEST CONSERVATION NEED

The smooth green snake ranges 
10 to 20 inches in length. In New 
Hampshire, it is a Species of Special 
Concern. It occurs throughout the 
state including on the Isles of Shoals.

A twenty-year decline has concerned 
researchers about the status of monarch 

butterflies nationwide. In June of next year, 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will decide 
if listing under the federal Endangered 
Species Act is necessary for this fascinating 
insect. The decision to list a species is 
made thoughtfully, with critical supporting 
information coming from everyday wildlife 
watchers, just like you. 

The Northeastern United States 
represents a major data gap for the monarch 
population. While more intensive studies 
have been conducted elsewhere, researchers 

are calling specifically on the Northeast to 
contribute monarch information. UNH 
Cooperative Extension, in partnership 
with NH Fish and Game’s Nongame and 
Endangered Wildlife Program, has launched 
a new initiative to engage interested New 
Hampshire citizens in monarch monitoring 
efforts. This research will contribute to 
existing projects, such as the Monarch 
Larval Monitoring Project, Journey North, 
and the Integrated Monarch Monitoring 
Program.  

Some northerners still see monarchs in 
gardens and fields regularly, but worldwide, 
the monarch population has declined 90% 
in the last two decades. Much of the decline 
is attributed to land use practices in the 
Midwest, where the core of the monarch 
butterfly population once existed. Adult 

The nor’easters from this winter have 
left their mark on New Hampshire’s 

seacoast. As the powerful storm surge 
battered the coast at high tides, piping 
plover habitat was lost, gained, and shifted. 
Parts of the dunes at Hampton Beach 
State Park were decimated and now stand 
as 10-foot cliffs — no longer suitable for 
piping plovers. Other areas in Seabrook 
were over-washed with new sand, burying 
the existing vegetation and creating ideal 
nesting habitat. 

Dune systems are naturally dynamic 
habitats and constantly shift in response to 
winds and tidal surges. This natural distur-
bance regime can alter habitat each year, 
creating new nesting areas while rendering 
previous nesting areas unsuitable. Piping 

STORMS ALTER PLOVER HABITAT
in Hampton and Seabrook                        By Brendan Clifford 

plovers thrive on this shifting environment 
and will use these newly created areas to 
build their nests.

 Individual birds often nest in almost 
identical locations each year, but will the 
new habitat be enticing enough to draw 
them away? Stay tuned!
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MONARCH CATERPILLAR © BRACKISH NEW ZEALAND / DREAMSTIME.COM
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monarchs feed on nectar from wildflowers 
and lay eggs specifically on milkweed. The 
milkweed plant becomes the first food 
source for butterfly larvae, making the plant 
critical to a successful life cycle. 

The advancement of herbicide-resistant 
crops has allowed the use of farming 
techniques that damage other plant species. 
The benefit to growers is that herbicide can 
be sprayed over an entire field, saving time 
and labor, but has the potential to kill any 
milkweed or nectar plants in between crop 
rows. The use of the herbicide glyphosate 
is listed in the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service monarch report as a key factor in 
the butterfly’s sharp decline. Because the 
population has been hit so hard in the 
Midwest, understanding and protecting 
butterflies that live in the northeast is 
essential to the species’ continued existence.

The conservation of monarch butterflies 
is complicated by their unique habit of large 
migrations each year for the winter months. 
Monarchs from Canada and the United 
States fly over 2,000 miles to overwinter in 

Mexico 
and return 
back to northern 
climates over 
several generations. 
Drought, storms, lack of 
milkweed, disease concerns, 
and habitat loss all complicate their 
important journey. Right now, states 
from Maine down the coast to West Virginia 
are combating these threats by creating 
pollinator habitat that includes milkweed, 
teaching about threats and mitigation, and 
working at the policy level to formulate 
conservation strategies. 

If you’re interested in helping to collect 
the missing data needed for monarch 
conservation, look for opportunities at 
NatureGroupie.org this year. The team 
effort is working to bring national projects 
to towns across the state, teaching about 

monarch identification and moni-
toring, and how to contribute that 
information to national datasets by 
reporting sightings to programs such as 
JourneyNorth.org. The data from these 
sightings will be used by decision makers, 
including the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, to help ensure conservation of the 
species for future decades.

A brand-new citizen science project is 
in full swing here in New Hampshire 

– and this time it’s for rabbits. Developed 
through a partnership between UNH 
Cooperative Extension and NH Fish and 
Game, participants can collect data and 
report sightings of rabbit and hare species 
online at RabbitReports.org. 

There are three rabbits in New 
Hampshire – the state-endangered New 
England cottontail, the eastern cottontail, 
and the snowshoe hare. Any of the three are 
eligible for reporting on the website. Help 
biologists confirm the species of rabbit and 
map its distribution by submitting a photo 
with your report. “The goal is to contribute 
new information to the ongoing cottontail 
project, specifically the distribution of 
eastern cottontail rabbits, New Hampshire’s 
non-native cottontail,” explains Heidi 
Holman, a wildlife biologist with NH Fish 
and Game’s Nongame and Endangered 
Wildlife Program. 

Because of differences in behavior and 
habitat use, eastern cottontails have become 
the more prevalent species. Understanding 
the relationship between the distributions 
of each species will be critical in making 

the most effective management decisions 
to benefit the New England cottontail. 
Reports also give insight into reproduc-
tion rates, which appear to be higher for 
eastern cottontails than for New England 
cottontails. They may confirm three cycles 
of eastern cottontail nesting in a year, while 
it appears that New England cottontails 
likely don’t exceed two nesting attempts 
with slightly fewer young in each, giving the 
competitive advantage to the non-native 
species. 

Since the launch of RabbitReports.org 
just this year, rabbits have already been 
reported from every county, with most of 
the reports coming from southern New 
Hampshire. “Reports allow rapid detection 
of migrations north, predicting areas where 
New England cottontails could be pushed 
out of next,” explains Holman. Check 
RabbitReports.org to learn more about the 
project, for assistance with species identifica-
tion, and to report the next rabbit you see.

REPORT RABBIT SIGHTINGS 
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New England cottontail
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JULY
•  Have you noticed chewed spots on your 
garden vegetables or fruits? Opossums, 
woodchucks, birds, and rabbits may nibble on 
the delicious produce you’ve grown. To avoid 
damage, fence gardens and remove rotted 
produce. 

AUGUST
•  Now is a great time to 
see an adult Luna moth – 
look under porch lights at night 
for the pale-green moth with 
large wings that taper into a thin tail. It 
will be in its adult stage for just a week.

SEPTEMBER
•  Late-blooming wildflowers such as 
goldenrod are important to bumblebees 
this time of year, when pollinators are busy 
gathering nectar and pollen before the cold 
weather slows their activity for the season.
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This winter, infrared trail camera surveys 

were deployed throughout northern New 

Hampshire to identify sites occupied by the 

state-endangered Canada lynx. In this photo, an 

adult lynx passes by in deep snow, documenting 

a new occurrence in central Coos County. The 

purchase of 67 new cameras, through the 

Wildlife Heritage Foundation of New Hampshire, 

helped to expand the effort and replace failing 

cameras first deployed four years ago.

Game Nongame and Endangered Wildlife 
Program. “Blanding’s turtles exist in popu-
lated areas of southeast New Hampshire, 
and landowners can help maintain 
important nesting areas,” says Marchand. In 
these situations, the need for immediate land 
stewardship continues to grow.

Town, state, agricultural, and private lands 
have increased management for wildflowers, 
milkweed, flowering plants, and gardens 
maintained without the use of insecticides 
in order to benefit pollinators. Included are 
imperiled species such as monarchs, but also 
a whole host of other butterflies, moths, flies, 
wasps, beetles, and bees.

 “With so many conservation partners 
focused on working with landowners, our 
capacity for land stewardship has grown, at a 
time when it’s really important for wildlife,” 
says Marchand. New Hampshire’s Wildlife 
Action Plan identifies landowner conserva-
tion efforts as a top priority.  

For the Nongame and Endangered 
Wildlife Program, partnering with 
landowners has resulted in extraordinary 
progress and will continue to be a crucial 
component of the state’s conservation 
strategy. Land stewardship starts with 
simply learning what exists on your property 

Management for early successional habitat can 
benefit imperiled species such as New England 
cottontails and black racers.

– from the soil and plants to the wildlife that 
visits your garden. “Stewardship can start by 
proactively developing a plan for a property, 
or in some cases begins with a problem, such 
as erosion in a wetland,” explains Marchand. 

Actions you take today, such as identifying 
a vernal pool, mowing a field, or even doing 
nothing at all to a property, will affect the 
habitat features over a long period of time, 
making a Management and Monitoring Plan 
critical to your stewardship journey. To learn 
more, visit TakingActionForWildlife.org.

CRITICAL HABITATS continued from page 1
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