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The many conservation actions in place 
for the New England cottontail now 

include an initiative launched this spring 
by N.H. Fish and Game, the Wildlife 
Management Institute, and the Natural 
Resource Conservation Service (NRCS). 
Funded by the Regional Conservation 
Partnership Program (RCPP), the project 
involves conservation partners and private 
landowners working together to restore 
brushy, thick shrub-like habitat – often 
called young forest – for the state-endan-
gered cottontail.

Continued land conservation and the 
creation of shrubland habitat has helped 
to increase the seacoast population of New 
England cottontails in the past several 
years. Biologists continue to work in these 
areas to monitor the population, but the 
Regional Conservation Partnership initiative 
will shift focus to the second area in which 

Help for Merrimack Valley

COTTONTAILS
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This spring, the state approved an 
updated list of New Hampshire’s threat-

ened and endangered species, providing 
fresh insights to guide future priorities for 
Nongame Program work. 

“The revised Wildlife Action Plan 
completed in 2015 put us in a great position 
to propose updates to the state’s threatened 
and endangered species status,” explains 
Nongame Program Supervisor John Kanter. 
“An extensive team of biologists compiled 

all relevant research data for species that 
could qualify for the list and for those whose 
conditions have changed and may warrant 
an update in their status.”

The updated list now has 30 endangered 
species and 21 threatened species. Many 
of the additions were bats, including the 
tri-colored and little brown bats, which are 
both now considered endangered in New 
Hampshire. The northern long-eared bat was 
moved from the threatened level to endan-
gered. These changes reflect the devastating 
toll that White Nose Syndrome (WNS) 
continues to have on Northeastern bats.  Data 
is showing minimal recovery or resistance to 
the syndrome, which is almost always fatal to 
infected bats.

Identifying declining species is part of the 
revision, but the other part is celebrating the 
successes. The American marten, a mammal 
related to weasels and otters, was removed 
from New Hampshire’s threatened species 
list. The species was considered common 
until the 1930s, when trapping and habitat 
loss led to a big population decline. Two rein-
troduction attempts were made in northern 
New Hampshire, but despite these efforts, 
the population remained low until the 1980s. 
Finally, tracks and sightings began to be 
reported in different North Country towns, 
and a distribution study was launched.

Tri-colored bat

©
 J

A
SO

N
 O

N
D

R
EI

C
K

A
 /

 D
R

EA
M

ST
IM

E.
C

O
M



BLANDING’S TURTLES
Regional Initiative Moves Forward

Description: Olive brown with dark brown 
speckles on both body and fins. A dark bar 
extends forward from the eye and another 
extends downward from the eye. With adults 
rarely reaching 2 inches in length, the swamp 
darter is New Hampshire’s smallest freshwater 
fish. 

Habitat: Warmwater rivers, streams, lakes 
and ponds.

Threats: Disturbance from shoreline 
development; poor water quality in lakes 
and ponds as a result of run-off that contains 
nutrients from lawn fertilizers, agriculture or 
septic systems. 

Conservation Actions: 

•  Track observations of swamp darters.

•  Spread awareness about the effects of 
fertilizers on water quality. 

•  Encourage stormwater management 
practices that filter runoff through 
the ground before it enters nearby 
waterbodies. 

SWAMP DARTER
(etheostoma fusiforme)
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SPOTLIGHT
ON SPECIES OF GREATEST CONSERVATION NEED

The tiny swamp darter has a lifespan 
of 1-2 years. In New Hampshire, it is a 
Species of Concern and is restricted to 
the southeastern portion of the state.

You’ve read in past issues of Wildlines 
about the efforts of five Northeastern 

states to inventory and monitor populations 
of endangered Blanding’s turtles. The 
completion of that project provided an overall 
regional conservation plan for Blanding’s 
turtles and other wetland-dependent species, 
as well as unique plans for identified priority 
sites. Each priority site plan included 

population goals, outlined threats to the 
species, and listed future monitoring and 
recovery efforts. 

This project was a monumental 
undertaking, and was ultimately the first 
major step in conserving this species in the 
Northeast. The next phase will require just 
as much effort. New Hampshire Fish and 
Game led the effort to apply for additional 

funding through the 
State Wildlife Grant 
Program to begin the 
work outlined in the 
conservation plans for 
Blanding’s turtles in New 

“The decision to de-list American 
marten was based on their range expan-
sion over the last 15-20 years in New 
Hampshire,” says N.H. Fish and Game 
wildlife biologist Jillian Kilborn. The 
Department will continue to monitor 
marten, and they will be listed as a species 
of special concern to ensure their continued 
distribution and abundance in suitable 
habitats throughout the state.

A re-evaluation of the status of New 
Hampshire’s resident birds prompted 
the de-listing of the sedge wren and the 
American three-toed woodpecker. “Their 
occurrence in the state is highly sporadic,” 
explains Pam Hunt of NH Audubon. “The 
wren only appears during the breeding 
season every 5-10 years and hasn’t been 
known to breed here for decades, and the 
last verified sighting of the American three-
toed woodpecker was in 2000.”

Bald eagles were also de-listed, as the 
recovery of northeastern populations has 
been particularly strong since 2000. New 
Hampshire has seen a consistent rise in 
active nests and observations during the 

annual mid-winter surveys. This incredible 
recovery story began decades ago, when the 
use of the pesticide DDT disrupted the 
survival of young bald eagles, leading to 
drastic population declines nationwide. The 
iconic species was one of the very first to 
receive federal protections, under laws that 
later became the Bald and Golden Eagle 
Protection Act and the federal Endangered 
Species Act. After DDT was banned from 
use in the United States, recovery efforts 
began, including captive breeding programs 
and reintroductions of eagles in certain 
areas, law enforcement efforts, and land 
conservation around important habitat 
features like nest sites.

Bald eagle monitoring and management 
activities began in New Hampshire in 
1980. Eight years later, residents in the 
state rejoiced when one newly formed 
territorial pair of eagles initiated nest-
building at an historical site on Umbagog 
Lake. For nearly a decade, this was the 
only known territorial pair documented 
in New Hampshire. In the early 1990s, 
New Hampshire’s breeding bald eagle 

A Blanding’s turtle is fitted 
with a transmitter that will 
allow biologists to track its 
movements through a busy 
landscape in southern New 
Hampshire. ©
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BLANDING’S TURTLES
Regional Initiative Moves Forward
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population began to expand gradually, with 
new territorial pairs becoming established 
almost every year. Efforts to place identi-
fication bands on young and adult eagles 
provided movement data, including the 
discovery of an 11-year-old bald eagle from 
Massachusetts breeding at Nubanusit Lake 
in Hancock, an 11-year-old eagle from 
Massachusetts breeding at Squam Lake 
in Moultonborough, and a 10-year-old 
eagle from New York breeding at Pontook 
Reservoir in Dummer.

Through the efforts of many conservation 
partners in New Hampshire, led by NH 
Audubon, the state has seen over 100 bald 
eagle chicks fledge since they began to nest 
here again in 1988. “It’s inspiring to see the 
data that supports species listing removals,” 
says Kanter. “Those are great success stories 
for New Hampshire.”

Moving forward, New Hampshire’s many 
conservation partners will continue to work 
together to ensure the survival of the state’s 
endangered and threatened wildlife. To see 
the complete revised list, visit www.wildnh.
com/nongame/endangered-list.html.

Hampshire, Massachusetts, Maine, 
New York and Pennsylvania.

All state fish and wildlife 
agencies are eligible to apply for 
this program, which provides 
federal grant funds for imple-
menting programs that benefit wildlife 
and their habitats. The funds may be used 
to address a variety of conservation needs 
that are identified within that state’s Wildlife 
Action Plan, such as research, surveys, 
restoration, monitoring, and habitat manage-
ment. Fortunately, the US Fish and Wildlife 
Service decided to fund this second phase 
for Blanding’s turtles.

“The goal of this new grant is to imple-
ment conservation actions for Blanding’s 
turtles and associated species of greatest 
conservation need,” says Nongame Biologist 
Mike Marchand. Associated species 
include an assortment of wetland creatures, 
including ribbon snakes, American black 
ducks, Jefferson salamanders, spotted turtles 

and many more.
“A major focus of this grant 

will be providing technical assistance to 
landowners and facilitating land protection 
efforts in priority landscapes,” says Marchand. 
In areas where nesting habitat is limited, 
biologists will work with landowners and 
other conservation partners to enhance 

nesting opportunities. States will also work 
with transportation offices to identify oppor-
tunities for improving safe passage of turtles 
across roadways. Biologists will continue 
monitoring efforts at priority sites to assess 
the effectiveness of these actions.
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JULY
•  Sanderlings visit 
the New Hampshire 
coast this month, 
as they head south from 
their breeding grounds in 
Canada, Greenland or 
Siberia. 

AUGUST
•  Bats typically only have one baby bat 
(called a “pup”) per year. By August, pups 
are several weeks old and beginning to 
learn to fly.

SEPTEMBER
•  Wood turtles spend most of the summer 
in meadows, forests, wetlands and 
floodplains. In September, they return to a 
river in preparation for winter hibernation.
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cottontails exist in the state, the Merrimack 
Valley. This population includes the towns 
of Amherst, Bedford, Merrimack, Litchfield, 
Londonderry, Hudson and parts of Derry, 
Windham and Pelham.

The Wildlife Management Institute 
applied for the grant on behalf of N.H. Fish 
and Game and other wildlife agencies in 
states where the New England cottontail 
is found. “This grant created multiple 
opportunities to fund young forest initiatives 
throughout the Northeast, including 
New England cottontail work in New 
Hampshire,” explains Nongame Biologist 
Heidi Holman. The project is a regional 
effort that will propagate shrubland-like 
habitat for wildlife that depends on 
those areas. Many Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need require shrublands to 
live, from woodcock and whip-poor-will to 
bees and black racer snakes.

The project is now seeking landowners 
in the Merrimack Valley who might be 
interested in creating or enhancing young 
forest on their properties for the benefit of 
these species. Landowners who qualify for 
the program will have the opportunity to 
work with project partners to create a forest 
management plan. The plan may include 

cutting older forests that have grown past 
the point of being useful to species like 
cottontails, or identifying areas of poor-
quality timber that could be converted into  
shrubland habitat. 

“We’ll be looking for things like naturally 
occurring shrub wetlands or small brushy 
areas that can be expanded,” explains 
Holman, “or areas that are growing laurel, 
where we can selectively remove trees to allow 
a laurel thicket understory to grow in – which 
provides great cover for a lot of species.”

The next phase includes funding the 
implementation of the management plans. 
This is perhaps the most exciting part – 
when conservation ideas become living 
and growing habitats. Project partners are 
eager to help interested landowners through 
the process. “We have a goal of working 
on 50 acres of private land to start,” says 
Holman, “This will be matched with 100 
acres of other lands owned by the state or 
municipalities.” 

The team hopes to see the same success 
in the Merrimack Valley as the seacoast 
region has seen in recent years. Interested 
landowners in the Merrimack Valley are 
encouraged to learn more at www.wildnh.
com/wildlife/profiles/ne-cottontail.html.

By the end of May, six pairs of piping 

plovers had been confirmed on 

Hampton and Seabrook beaches. Three 

pairs had nests (one in Hampton and two 

in Seabrook), with hatching expected after 

Memorial Day. Two of the birds, identified 

by pink leg bands, are back in New 

Hampshire for the second consecutive year 

after wintering in the Bahamas. Biologists 

will be tracking the birds and working to 

protect the plover nests and fledglings 

through the summer season.


