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PREFACE

The term “endangered species” most often evokes a
mental picture of exotic animals like the panda or tiger.
Rarely do we consider that many species in the United
States and especially in North Carolina are in this category.
At present, North Carolina is home to 5600 different
species of plants, 935 species of vertebrate animals, and
1640 species of invertebrate animals. Of these, 758 species
of plants and 644 of animals are presently considered rare,
threatened, or endangered according to federal and state
agencies and private conservation organizations. Among
these rarities are unique and well-known organisms such
as the Venus flytrap, which grows only on the Coastal Plain
of North and South Carolina, and many lesser-known
species of plants, mammals, reptiles and amphibians,
insects, and molluscs.

Sixty-nine North Carolina species (animals and plant)
are designated by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and
the National Marine Fisheries Service as federally endan-
gered or threatened. The purpose of this publication is to
provide landowners, environmental consultants, natural
resource professionals, and the general public with infor-
mation on 52 of these federally listed endangered and
threatened species (the other 17 are marine species or
extirpated species). An attempt has been made to use
nontechnical terms whenever possible, though a glossary
is provided. Both metric and English units of measure are
used. Emphasis has been given to the distribution of the
species and to habitat requirements. Recognized causes for
species decline are given as well as recommendations for
correcting these.

It is hoped that the information within this book will
promote knowledge and understanding of the ecology of
these species and their place in life’s intricate web. Per-
haps this knowledge will lead to awareness of and concern
for native flora and fauna, and will encourage the active
appreciation and effective conservation of the natural
resources of North Carolina—the land, natural habitats,
and the species themselves.

The Endangered Species Act of 1973The Endangered Species Act of 1973The Endangered Species Act of 1973The Endangered Species Act of 1973The Endangered Species Act of 1973

The Federal Endangered Species Act (ESA) was enacted in
1973 to protect species in danger of extinction and to
provide means for their recovery to safe population levels,
thus preserving our nation’s wealth of biological diversity.
The need for such a law stemmed from the fact that
“various species of fish, wildlife, and plants in the United
States have been rendered extinct as a consequence of
economic growth and development untempered by
adequate concern and conservation . . .” and that others
were “in danger of or threatened with extinction.” Con-

gress recognized that endangered species “are of aesthetic,
ecological, educational, historical, recreational, and scien-
tific value.”

The three primary mechanisms of the ESA are (1) to
determine which species should be federally listed as
endangered or threatened, (2) to give them protection, and
(3) to implement conservation measures to recover them
so that they not longer need the protection of the ESA.
Endangered species are defined as those in danger of
extinction throughout all or a significant portion of their
range, while threatened species are likely to become
endangered in the foreseeable future. Subspecies and
distinct populations of vertebrate animals can also receive
protection under the ESA.

The listing of a species as endangered or threatened is
a complex process requiring extensive review by govern-
ment agencies, scientists, and the public. Once listed,
endangered and threatened species are federally protected.
Section 9 of the ESA makes it unlawful to trade listed
species without a specially obtained permit. It is also
illegal to “take” a listed animal species, which means to
harass, harm, pursue, hunt, wound, kill, or capture, or to
attempt any such activity. Listed plants are protected from
removal, malicious damage, and destruction on federal
property. The ESA also protects listed plants from the
violation of any protective state laws on any other prop-
erty, including the violation of state or criminal trespass
law. (See section below on North Carolina’s endangered
species protection laws.)

Under Section 7 of the ESA, federal agencies are
prohibited from issuing permits, funding, or carrying out
any project if the project will jeopardize the survival of any
listed species. Any agency planning a project in an area
used by a listed species should first consult with the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service, which is the regulatory agency
for the ESA. (For marine species, consultation is made with
the National Marine Fisheries Service.) A biological assess-
ment describing impacts of the proposed project is re-
quired for consultation. Any projects that will jeopardize a
listed species must be modified to avoid adverse impacts;
exceptions are rarely made.

Private landowners are allowed some relief from the
prohibitions of Section 9. Incidental take of a listed species
may be permitted if the take is incidental to, and not the
purpose of, an otherwise legal activity, and if the take will
not jeopardize the continued existence of the species. For
such a permit, a habitat conservation plan must be submit-
ted to the Fish and Wildlife Service. If the plan is ap-
proved, some limited taking is allowed, provided the
impact to the species is minimized and mitigated.
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North Carolina’s Endangered Species LawsNorth Carolina’s Endangered Species LawsNorth Carolina’s Endangered Species LawsNorth Carolina’s Endangered Species LawsNorth Carolina’s Endangered Species Laws

North Carolina has its own laws that protect endangered
and threatened species—one for animals and one for
plants. These laws apply to species that are locally or
regionally rare in the state in addition to those that are
federally listed as endangered and threatened.

The N.C. Wildlife Resources Commission administers
the N.C. Endangered Species Act (General Statutes 113-
331–113-337; enacted in 1987), which protects animals,
and maintains the state’s list of “protected animal spe-
cies.” Under this law it is illegal to take, possess, transport,
sell, barter, trade, or export any animal on the protected
list without a permit. Though this law does not prohibit
habitat modification, another state law (G.S. 113-291) does
make it illegal to intentionally destroy or substantially
damage wildlife nesting or breeding areas (for example,
cutting down den trees, shooting into nests of animals or
birds, etc). Data on these protected species are tracked by
the N.C. Natural Heritage Program.

The North Carolina Plant Protection and Conservation
Act was enacted in 1979 (G.S. Chapter 106, Article 19B;
202.12–202.22) to provide protection for the state endan-
gered, threatened, and rare plants. This law is adminstered
by the Plant Conservation Program in the N.C. Department
of Agriculture. The Program maintains the list of endan-
gered, threatened and rare plants, and data on these
species are tracked by the N.C. Natural Heritage Program.
As with the animals statutes, the plant state law prohibits
the sale, barter, trade, exchange, or export of any plant on
the state’s protected list without a permit. However,
agricultural, forestry, or development operations on private
property are not regulated by this law, even though those
actions may incidentally disturbe rare plants, “so long as
the plants are not collected for sale or commercial use”
without a permit.

Why We Should Be Concerned About the Loss ofWhy We Should Be Concerned About the Loss ofWhy We Should Be Concerned About the Loss ofWhy We Should Be Concerned About the Loss ofWhy We Should Be Concerned About the Loss of
SpeciesSpeciesSpeciesSpeciesSpecies

Extinction is a natural process that has been occurring
since long before the appearance of humans on the planet.
Normally, new species develop through a process known as
speciation at about the same rate that other species
become extinct. However, because of air and water pollu-
tion, forest clearing, loss of wetlands, and other human-
induced environmental changes, extinctions are now
occurring at a rate that far exceeds the speciation rate.
Since the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock in 1620, more
than 500 species, subspecies, and varieties of our nation’s
plants and animals have become extinct. By contrast,
during the 3000 years of the Pleistocene Ice Age, all of
North America lost only about 90 species.

All living things are part of a complex and intercon-
nected network. The removal of a single species can set off
a chain reaction that could affect many other species. For

example, the loss of a single plant species can result in the
disappearance of up to 30 other species of animals and
plants. Each extinction diminishes the diversity and
complexity of life on earth.

Furthermore, wild plants and animals are important to
the development of new and improved medicines, agricul-
tural crops, and other industrial products. One-quarter of
all the prescriptions written in the United States today
contain chemicals that were originally discovered in plants
and animals. Industry and agriculture are increasingly
making use of wild plants, seeking out the remaining wild
strains of many common crops, such as wheat and corn, to
produce new hybrids that are more resistant to disease,
pests, and marginal climatic conditions. If these organisms
had been destroyed before their values were known, their
secrets would have died with them. When a species is lost,
the benefits it might have provided are gone forever.

Wild lands and the plant and animal life that in-
habit unique natural places are now dependent
on us for survival. These natural places, with their
diversity of life, can be enjoyed by and benefit all
of us; with our help, they can be there for future
generations.

— U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Endangered Species
Information Series: Mountain Sweet Pitcher Plant,
August 1995

What You Can Do To HelpWhat You Can Do To HelpWhat You Can Do To HelpWhat You Can Do To HelpWhat You Can Do To Help

• Visit arboretums, botanical gardens, and parks and learn
all you can about plant and animal species, especially
rare species, and the causes of their declines. Share what
you have learned with others.

• Learn about basic ecological principles. Participate in the
protection of our remaining wild lands and the restora-
tion of damaged ecosystems. Encourage and participate
in proper land use practices in your community.

• When hiking, tread lightly, and stay on designated trails
in parks, gardens, and nature preserves. Take pictures
and leave only footprints.

• Do not collect animals or plants from wild areas. Taking
them out of their habitat deprives them of natural food
sources and other life-sustaining resources.

• Don’t collect or buy plants and animals collected from
wild populations.

• Recycle as much as you can. As landfills become full,
new ones are often placed in uninhabited areas, causing
the destruction of hundreds of acres of wild habitat.

• Compost kitchen and garden waste and use as garden
supplement and mulch. Reduce use of commercial
chemical fertilizers and pesticides on gardens, lawns,
farmlands, and golf courses. Practice organic farming and
alternative pest control methods.
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• Do not litter or pollute. Take part in stream and land
cleanup projects.

• Conserve natural resources such as water and energy.

• Obey wildlife laws, especially those protecting rare
species and habitat.

• Support and/or be a member of local, state, national, or
international conservation organizations.

• Use the income tax checkoff to contribute to the NC
Wildlife Nongame and Endangered Wildlife Fund.

• Purchase hunting and fishing licenses and duck stamps
yearly even if you don’t use them. Many of the revenues
go to species and habitat protection.

—Adapted from A Guide To Endangered and Threatened Species in
Virginia (Terwilliger et al., 1995) and Endangered Species Informa-
tion Series (USFWS)
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