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Northeastern Alpine Summits in a Bioregional Context


In the Northeastern USA, stewards of our few alpine areas seem faced with an impossible task, as these areas are increasingly affected by heavier use, competing use (e.g. telecommunications and wind turbine facilities), air pollution and climate change.  Is there nothing but doom in the future for our sky-island alpine zones?

Of recent years, managers of all kinds of protected areas have been urged to, nay forced to, look beyond the boundaries of their primary area of concern or jurisdiction.  Just as in the words of John Donne “No man is an island”, no protected area can be managed in isolation from a larger matrix.  The science of conservation biology repeatedly affirms the need to achieve larger buffered and connected units if we are to reduce the rate of biodiversity loss.  


An initiative is afoot, that can do nothing but help in this situation, and alpine managers should welcome and support this.  I refer to proposals to advance a conservation regime for a Greater Northern Appalachian Bioregion (GNAB), in which our alpine zones are embedded.


As proposed by Hamilton and Trombulak (In press), such a GNAB is a definitional construct of the Northeast’s and adjacent Canada Maritime’s mainly mountainous, mainly forested lands (See Figure 1).  It includes the northern part of the Appalachian Mountains as they stretch northward from southeastern New York, through the Gaspé Peninsula, as well as western extensions into Tug Hill and the Adirondack Mountains.


This Bioregion has been essentially adopted as the major part of the framework for conservation planning by the Two Countries, One Forest (2C1Forest) confederation of over 50 organizations and researchers.  Major organizational players include The Wildlands Project, The Nature Conservancy (USA and Canada), the Wildlife Conservation Society and the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society.  The GNAB builds upon and expands the groundwork in New York, Vermont, New Hampshire and Maine laid by the concept of The Northern Forest (Figure 2).  This latter concept has been developed and promoted by the Northern Forest Alliance, and the Northern Forest Center since around 1995.  Linkages to the south and eventually to the Southern Appalachian Bioregion (Figure 3) are provided by overtures such as the Shawngunk Ridge Biodiversity Partnership and The Highlands Coalition (Figure 4).


The existing alpine and treeline ecosystems of the Northeast are embedded in this GNAB, and it is critical that they be both buffered by this great “surround” and linked as “stepping stones” of protected lands. Such embedding in a matrix of conservation land and fully protected land has the benefits of better protecting fragile alpine areas from invasive species and from summit infrastructure development.  These alpine areas in the Northeast tend to be archipelagos, and at least in Vermont and Maine they are mountaintops quite isolated from each other.  Thus as global warming shrinks these special habitats there is little possibility of upward migration of plants and animals, much less a northerly migration, even in the Adirondacks and White Mountains.  Perhaps the best action that alpine stewards can take is to promote such embedding, and hope that the stepping-stones provided can save some species.  This might be the case for instance for light, wind-dispersed seed, pollinators, and birds such as the Bicknell’s thrush. Another measure needed is to eliminate where possible new exogenous stresses to the alpine zone, such as invasive species. This also is most easily accomplished by having them embedded in a larger conserved area.


Alpine stewards are concerned with and involved in the larger question of maintaining large-scale ecological health in eastern North American.  Because of the general north-south orientation of the Appalachians, entire biomes shift location with major changes in climate, such as during the most-recent glacial retreat.  Although the region is now largely dominated by Boreal and Northern Hardwood Forests, the ebb and flow of plant communities through this region in response to climate change has been remarkable.  In a world projected to warm substantially, plant and animal species are expected to make dramatic northward shifts in their geographic ranges (Iverson et al. 1999); yet their ability to do so will depend largely on the extent of connectivity across the landscape.


Connectivity is also critical for ecological health over short time scales.  Numerous native species have been extirpated or severely reduced in the region.  Although large mammalian carnivore species are most notable, numerous other taxa have been similarly affected, such as turtles, snakes, frogs and passerine birds.  While not all instances of population decline or extirpation are due to decreased connectivity, many species are significantly hurt by habitat fragmentation, particularly by roads and urban sprawl.  Large-lot residences increasingly occupy field and forest, creating a Swiss cheese of gaps in rural landscapes.  Large blocks of private forest are increasingly “parcelized”, encouraged by a perverse taxation system.  The increasing number and variety of ownerships of land makes the task of managing for connectivity harder.


Nonetheless, the GNAB is the largest repository of wild lands in the Northeastern US, adjacent Quebec and Maritime Canada.  Thus, for both the maintenance of populations across their natural ranges of abundance and of the region’s responsiveness to environmental change, connectivity is crucial in the GNAB.  As such, it is imperative that the concept of a GNAB be embraced by public and private land managers, political representatives and by the general citizenry of six States and two Canadian Provinces.  Hopefully then, this vision will result in action that assembles the myriad pieces of this diverse jigsaw puzzle.  This is precisely what is happening in the Yellowstone-to-Yukon Initiative, the Southern Appalachian Forest Coalition work and the various other project areas of the Wildlands Network, --all in North America; and in other places such as the Bhutanese Himalayas, European Alps, the Andes or the Meso-American Biological Corridor.


Fortunately, we have some neat things going for us in promoting this vision:

· The International Appalachian Trail (Figure 5).  The 3,475 km-long Appalachian Trail has been hiked in its entirety from Georgia to Mount Katahdin by some 9,000 persons, and three to four million hike part of it each year.  In 1999 an international extension was inaugurated of 1,110 km to Cape Gaspé in Québec (Hughes,2002).  This assists greatly in giving a sense of entity and even unity to GNAB.

· A Northern Forest Canoe Trail of 1190 km was completed in 2006 , running from the Central Adirondacks through Vermont, Québec, New Hampshire and into Northern Maine.  This recreational opportunity is another strand weaving together this large conservation region.

· Connectivity is almost a fact in several large areas of our mountainous region, for example in Vermont’s central Green Mountains. 
· From the Adirondacks to Acadia, a wildlands network design for The Greater Northern Appalachians has been released in 2006, by The Wildlands Project (Reining et al. 2006).  This sets forth the criteria and methodology of mapping a network of core wild areas, buffered by stewardship lands, and linked across the landscape.

2C1Forest is prepared to carry this forward, through promoting the science needed, developing strategy and carrying out education (www.2C1forest.org).  It needs the collaboration of all professional ecologists and conservationists in the region.  Most regional NGOs are aboard. Dialogue needs to commence within and between the public land management agencies.  I have a personal belief that the publication Northern Woodlands could be of great assistance in promulgating the concept of a GNAB.  The magazine is read by 12,000 and its weekly ecology column in New Hampshire and Vermont reaches 112,000 readers.  Hopefully, all participants in this august gathering in Acadia National Park will enthusiastically be on board, and promote the vision with colleagues and friends.  First the vision, - then implementation.  The next implementation step will take place June 28, 2007, when a transnational group gathers for a second meeting devoted to advancing landscape-scale conservation connection between Mount Mansfield (Vermont) to Rivière St. François (Québec).
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Figure 1. Proposed Greater Northern Appalachian Bioregion
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