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The long-awaited new ten-year road 
map for conserving wildlife in 

New Hampshire was unveiled at the 
N.H. Association 
of Conservation 
Commission’s annual 
meeting in November. 
Dozens of scientists and 
more than a thousand 
citizens contributed 
to the updated N.H. 
Wildlife Action Plan, 
which describes species 
and habitats at risk and 
sets priorities for the 
years ahead. 

“The New 
Hampshire Wildlife 
Action Plan has actions 
everyone can take to help 
wildlife,” says Emily Preston, the Nongame 
and Endangered Wildlife Program biologist 
who coordinated the revision. “The rollout 
of the updated Plan at the Conservation 
Commission gathering made sense, since 
towns are key partners in taking action for 
wildlife, and many Commissioners provided 
valuable input. 

Nik Coates, Executive Director of 
the N.H. Association of Conservation 
Commissions, agrees. “The Wildlife Action 

Plan is a crucial tool for us,” says Coates. 
“Conservation commissions need to be 
strategic about where to focus limited dollars. 

The Plan is instrumental 
in helping communities 
make the right decisions 
to protect wildlife, habitats 
and the ecosystem services 
that we depend on.”

The new Wildlife 
Action Plan documents 
a rise in the number 
of species considered 
of greatest conserva-
tion concern in New 
Hampshire. In 2005, 
there were 118 species of 
greatest concern. By 2015, 
that number had risen to 
169. Some of the increase 

is because we now have better knowledge of 
rare species as a result of field work accom-
plished through the first Wildlife Action Plan. 
But overall, more of our species are in trouble 
– declining in numbers, squeezed into smaller 
patches of habitat, or threatened by a host of 
issues such as roads, developments, invasive 
species and pollution. 

THE NEXT DECADE FOR 
WILDLIFE CONSERVATION

The New Hampshire Army National 
Guard is an outstanding partner of Fish 

and Game’s Nongame Program. The Guard 
houses the captive-rearing operation for 
Karner blue butterflies and helps conduct 
controlled burns on the Concord Pine 
Barrens habitat, playing a critical role in the 
recovery of Karner blues. Guard members 
also assist with telemetry tracking of hognose 
snakes and monitoring of wood turtles.

NH Army 
National Guard 
Helps Monitor 
Wood Turtles
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In 2015, Guard Conservation staff Arin 
Mills and Kasia Kieleczawa worked with 
Nongame Program biologists to conduct 
three targeted river surveys in an effort to 
better understand wood turtle population 
and distribution. Four turtles were fitted 
with radio transmitters and tracked weekly 
throughout the summer to gain information 
about the turtle’s habitat use at the site. This 
information will be used to ensure the Guard’s 
effective future planning and decision-making 

for projects and activities onsite.
“Working with New Hampshire Fish 

and Game biologists on this project has 
allowed us to gain a greater understanding 
of this declining species, both on the Guard’s 
property and throughout the state,” says Mills.  
“We look forward to continuing the study 
next season and hope the Guard’s assistance 
will help New Hampshire Fish and Game 
develop effective long-term management 
strategies for protection of the species.”

There was good news for the New 
England cottontail last fall. An effective 

public-private conservation partnership to 
recover this rare rabbit across its range led the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to conclude 
that listing the species as federally threatened 
or endangered was not necessary. This prog-
ress was possible thanks to activities coor-
dinated by the Nongame and Endangered 
Wildlife Program with support from partners 
like the Natural Resource Conservation 
Service, county conservation districts and 
UNH Cooperative Extension. By the end of 
2015, over 1,000 acres of habitat had been 
managed for the species, 46 rabbits had been 
released in New Hampshire, and successful 
reproduction by these individuals had been 
documented in the wild. 

“New Hampshire has helped to lead the 
way towards recovery of the New England 
cottontail,” says Heidi Holman, a N.H. 
Fish and Game Nongame biologist.  “The 
success of the efforts here, mostly due to 
the overwhelming response of residents 
to participate in and support the project, 
gives me hope that we will be successful in 
reaching our recovery goals for the species 
in New Hampshire.” 

The New England cottontail’s range 
shrank 86 percent after the 1960s as young 
forests disappeared and development 
encroached on areas of the thick, brushy 
habitats used by the rabbits. Remaining 
forests matured into older and taller woods 

that provided little ground-level shelter 
and food for cottontails. Now, this once-
common native species survives only in 
isolated populations in New Hampshire.

State wildlife grants were key to the 
development of a regional conservation 
strategy for recovering the New England 
cottontail and initiating on-the-ground 
habitat projects.

The New England cottontail is no 
longer considered a candidate for federal 
status because we have demonstrated 
success on the ground and commitment to 
continuing to fulfill habitat and population 
goals defined in the conservation strategy.  
In short, we will continue to work with 
landowners to create habitat in the state to 
meet the goal of 2,000 acres by 2030. This 
winter, biologists are also tracking released 
rabbits using radio telemetry, initiating 
research on population viability with 
the University of New Hampshire, and 
engaging volunteers to monitor the range of 
introduced eastern cottontails.

In addition, conservation of habitat 
for New England cottontails and other 
shrubland-dependent wildlife continues 
throughout the region. The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service has proposed to work 
with interested and willing landowners 
in specific areas of New England and 
New York to establish a new national 
wildlife refuge focused on young forest 
and shrublands, a habitat that has declined 

THE NEW ENGLAND 
COTTONTAIL

Working to Ensure the Success of 

Description: A streaked finch, noted for its small 
red patch on forehead; tiny, yellow, pointed bill 
and short, notched tail. Males have a splash of 
red on the breast. Travel in busy, large flocks.

Diet: Seeds of weeds, grasses, alders, spruces, 
pines and birches. Energetic feeders, often hang 
upside down at tips of branches to get seeds.

Range: Breeds in the far north around the Arctic 
Ocean; number in tens of millions worldwide. 
Known as an “irruptive” winter visitor, with migra-
tory movements usually tied to food supplies. In 
New Hampshire, we see a “redpoll year” about 
every two years. 

Nesting: Female lines nest with thick layer of 
ptarmigan or spruce grouse feathers, or with hair, 
lemming fur, wool or downy plant material.

Fun Fact: During winter nights, some redpolls 
tunnel into snow to stay warm. 

Read more about winter “irruptive” birds in the 
January/February 2016 issue of N.H. Wildlife 
Journal at wildnh.com.

COMMON REDPOLL
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Wood turtle fitted with radio transmitter



across our region. The proposed Great 
Thicket National Wildlife Refuge would 
respond to state and local conservationists’ 
calls for more permanently protected and 
managed areas dedicated to restoring 
shrubland-dependent wildlife populations. 
If approved, the Service hopes to protect 
a total of 15,000 acres over the course 
of several decades through conservation 
easements or fee acquisition. Learn more 
about the proposal for a new national 
wildlife refuge and how to submit 
comments at fws.gov/northeast/refuges/
planning/landprotectionplans.html.

Find out more about efforts to restore the 
New England cottontail in New Hampshire at 
wildnh.com/nongame/project-ne-cottontail.html. 

THE NEW ENGLAND 
COTTONTAIL

Working to Ensure the Success of 
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If you have a moose on your New Hampshire 
license plate, thank you! You are helping to 

fund a significant portion (one-fourth) of the 
work done by Fish and Game’s Nongame and 
Endangered Wildlife Program. Funds from the 
sale of moose plates – formally known as the 
N.H. Conservation and Heritage License Plate 
Program – is also a critical financial match that 
allows the Nongame Program to qualify for 
federal State Wildlife Grants.

The Nongame Program uses these funds 
to carry out its mission as steward of the 
state’s wildlife that are not hunted, fished, or 
trapped. Given the number of species that 
fall under this umbrella, that is a tall order. 
To guide their work, Nongame Program staff 
use the state’s Wildlife Action Plan to identify 
wildlife and habitat conservation priorities.

Moose plate dollars helped fund the 
following Nongame Program research and 
restoration activities in the year ending June 
30, 2015: 

•  The Nongame Program partnered 
with schools, zoos, researchers, 
volunteers and interns to create and 

maintain ideal habitat in the Concord 
pine barrens for the endangered 
Karner blue butterfly. These partner-
ships resulted in 60 acres of habitat 
improvement.

•  Fifteen endangered New England 
cottontails raised in a specialized 
captive-breeding program at the Roger 
Williams Park Zoo in Rhode Island 
were released into New Hampshire 
and tracked by Fish and Game 
biologists with telemetry to determine 
survival and dispersal. Remote cameras 
captured images of young cottontails 
at the release site, indicating successful 
reproduction from previous releases.

•  Fish and Game biologists continued to 
study a female eastern box turtle discov-
ered last year, documenting her habitat 
use and hibernation location. A genetics 
test revealed that this turtle shares 
similar genetic traits with other New 
England eastern box turtles, suggesting 
that it is likely a native turtle, one of only 
a few documented in the state.

Each time you buy or renew a New 
Hampshire moose plate, your money is 
matched, making it go even further in helping 
to conserve New Hampshire’s wildlife. For 
more information, visit mooseplate.com.

Moose Plate Dollars Help Nongame Wildlife
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The 2015 Wildlife Action Plan describes 
27 distinct habitats that are home to both 
common and rare wildlife. Some of the 
habitats most at risk in the Granite State 
include saltmarshes, warmwater rivers and 
streams, dunes, and vernal pools. Another is 
lowland spruce-fir forests, habitat dominated 
by red spruce and balsam fir with a ground 
cover of mosses, lichens and liverworts. 
These forests cover just four percent of the 
state, mostly in northern New Hampshire, 
but are suited to several uncommon species, 
including Canada lynx, American marten 
and three-toed woodpecker. Preventing 
further overharvesting and conversion to 
other forest types are key strategies in the 
Wildlife Action Plan.

Land trusts in all corners of New 
Hampshire use the Plan maps to focus their 
land protection efforts. Over the past ten 
years, more than 230,000 acres identified 
as important habitat in the 2005 Wildlife 
Action Plan have been conserved. Bear-Paw 
Regional Greenways, a local land trust 
covering 11 towns in southeastern N.H., 
incorporated the maps and associated data 
into its own Conservation Plan. “We are in 
one of the most rapidly developing regions 
of the state and one of the most ecologically 

rich,” says Dan Kern, Executive Director of 
Bear-Paw. “The Wildlife Action Plan helps 
us identify focus areas, provides information 
to the landowners about the ecological 
significance of a place, and helps rally 
funders to support a conservation project.” A 
lot of the highest quality habitat, especially 

in southern New Hampshire, is not on 
conserved land, so Bear-Paw and other land 
trusts are central to implementing conserva-
tion strategies in the Wildlife Action Plan. 

Everyone can take action for wildlife, 
including homeowners, teachers, 
businesses, land trusts, towns, researchers, 
citizen scientists and land managers. The 
Wildlife Action Plan identifies 117 specific 
actions that can help, from monitoring 
and research to species and habitat 
management, land protection, education 
and technical assistance.

“It is only through a broad-based, 
all-hands-on-deck approach that the state 
will continue to protect and manage species 
and habitat that improve our quality of life 
and economy,” says John Kanter, Nongame 
and Endangered Wildlife Program 
Coordinator. “We are grateful to all who 
contributed to the 2015 special fall appeal, 
which helped us get started on outreach and 
other work guided by the new Plan.” 

Learn more! Regional workshops are 
being held throughout the state to explain 
the new Plan and explore actions you can 
take to help New Hampshire’s wildlife and 
habitats.  Find a workshop near you at 
wildnh.com/wildlife/wap-events.html.

JANUARY
•  Flying squirrels huddle to keep warm, with as 
many as 50 found together in one hideaway.

•  Birds puff up their feathers, creating a “down” 
jacket to keep out the cold. 

•  Many insects survive winter as eggs, pupae 
or larvae. 

FEBRUARY
•  Look for evidence of small mammals: mice 
usually leave a tail drag in the snow; meadow 
voles make small air holes from below.

MARCH
•  Overwintering mourning cloak butterflies 
emerge on warm sunny days.

•  Male chipmunks chase females up and down 
stone walls and trees.

•  Wood frogs, spring peepers and spotted 
salamanders are breeding.
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The Wildlife Action Plan is one of the most cost-
effective tools the state has to protect important 
wildlife, like the Canada lynx, and their habitats. 

©
 M

IK
A

EL
 M

A
LE

S 
/ 

D
R

EA
M

ST
IM

E.
C

O
M


