
Appendix A 

Natural Heritage Inventory Overview and General Methodology 
This biotic inventory and analysis was conducted by the Wisconsin Natural Heritage Inventory (NHI) 
program.  The Wisconsin NHI program is part of the Wisconsin DNR’s Bureau of Endangered Resources 
and a member of an international network of Natural Heritage programs representing all 50 states, as well 
as portions of Canada, Latin America, and the Caribbean.  These programs share standardized methods 
for collecting, processing, and managing data for rare species, natural communities, and certain other 
natural features (e.g., bird rookeries).  NatureServe, an international non-profit organization, coordinates 
the network.  This appendix provides a general overview of the methodology we use for these projects.  
Please see the NatureServe Web site for more detailed information about standard methods used by the 
Heritage Network (www.NatureServe.org ) for locating, documenting, and ranking rare species and 
natural community occurrences. 
 

General Process Used when Conducting Biotic Inventories for Master Planning 
The Wisconsin NHI Program typically uses a “coarse filter-fine filter” approach to conducting biotic 
inventory projects for master planning.  This approach begins with a broad assessment of the natural 
communities and aquatic features present, along with their relative quality and condition.  The area’s 
landforms, soils, topography, hydrology, current land uses, and the surrounding matrix are also evaluated 
using Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and other electronic and hardcopy data sources.  Data that 
describe conditions for the area prior to Euro-American settlement are often used during this step and at 
other times to further understand the ecological capabilities of the area.  Often, we consult with local 
managers, biologists, or others familiar with the ecology of the area when preparing for an inventory 
project.  The goals for this step are to identify the important ecological attributes and biological processes 
present, as well as to focus our inventory efforts.  
 
The level of survey intensity varies based on the size and ecological complexity of the property or group 
of properties, as well as the resources available.  For larger properties such as state forests, biotic 
inventory efforts typically take more than one year.  Ideally, taxa surveys are conducted following a 
coarse-filter analysis that sometimes include extensive natural community surveys.  There is often time 
for “mop-up work” during the year following the completion of the main survey effort, whereby 
additional surveys are conducted for areas that could not be reached the first year or for which new 
information has become available.  For smaller properties, a “Rapid Ecological Assessment” often takes 
the place of a full-scale biotic inventory.  The level of effort for these projects varies based on the needs 
of the study area, although surveys are almost always completed during one field season.  Coarse filter 
work for rapid assessments is often done based on GIS data, aerial photos, data acquired from previous 
efforts, and information from property managers and others knowledgeable about the area. 
 
Taxa-specific surveys can be costly and intensive and sometimes must be completed during a very narrow 
period of time.  For example, bird surveys must be completed within an approximately one-month time 
window.  For this and several other reasons, our surveys cannot locate every rare species occurrence 
within a given area.  Therefore, it is important to use resources as efficiently as possible, making every 
effort to identify the major habitats present in the study area from the start.  This approach concentrates 
inventory efforts on those sites most likely to contain target species to maximize efficient use of 
resources.  Communication among biologists during the field season can help identify new areas of 
interest or additional priorities for surveys.  The goal is to locate species populations with the highest 
conservation value whenever possible. 
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After all of the data are collected, occurrences of rare species, high-quality natural communities, and 
certain other features are documented, synthesized, and incorporated into the NHI Database.  The NHI 
program refers to this process as “mapping” the data and uses a tabular and spatial database application 
designed specifically for the Heritage Network.    Other secondary databases are also used by the 
Wisconsin NHI Program for storing additional species and community information such as species lists, 
GPS waypoints, photos, and other site documentation.   
 
Once the data mapping and syntheses are completed, the NHI Program evaluates data from the various 
department biologists, contractors, and other surveyors.  This information is examined along with many 
other sources of spatial and tabular information including topographic maps, various types of aerial 
photography, digital soil and wetland maps, hydrological data, forest reconnaissance data, and land cover 
data.  Typically, GPS waypoints and other spatial information from the various surveys are superimposed  
onto these maps for evaluation by NHI biologists.  
 
In addition to locating important rare species populations and high-quality natural community 
occurrences, the major products culminating from all of this work are the “Primary Sites.”  These areas 
contain relatively undisturbed, high-quality, natural communities; provide important habitat for rare 
species; offer opportunities for restoration; could provide important ecological connections; or some 
combination of the above factors.  The sites are meant to highlight, based on our evaluation, the best areas 
for conserving biological diversity for the study area.  They often include important rare species 
populations, High Conservation Value Forests, or other ecologically important areas.  
 
The final report describes the Primary Sites, as well as rare or otherwise notable species, and other 
ecological opportunities for conserving or enhancing the biological diversity of the study area.  The report 
is intended for use by department master planning teams and others and strives to describe these 
opportunities at different scales, including a broad, landscape context that can be used to facilitate 
ecosystem management. 
 

Select Tools Used for Conducting Inventory 
The following are descriptions of standard tools used by the NHI Program for conducting biotic inventories. 
Some of these may be modified, dropped, or repeated as appropriate to the project. 
 
File Compilation:  Involves obtaining existing records of natural communities, rare plants and animals, and 
aquatic features for the study area and surrounding lands and waters from the NHI Database. Other databases 
with potentially useful information may also be queried, such as: forest reconnaissance data; the DNR Surface 
Water Resources series for summaries of the physical, chemical, and biological characteristics of lakes and 
streams (statewide, by county); the Milwaukee Public Museum's statewide Herp Atlas; the Wisconsin 
Breeding Bird Atlas; other NHI “atlas” and site databases; museum/herbarium collections for various target 
taxa; soil surveys; geological surveys; and the department’s fish distribution database.  
  
Additional data sources are sought out as warranted by the location and character of the site, and the purpose 
of the project. Manual files maintained within the Bureau of Endangered Resources, including the State 
Natural Area files, often contain information on a variety of subjects relevant to the inventory of natural 
features for an area. 
 
Literature Review:  Field biologists involved with a given project consult basic references on the natural 
history and ecology of the area, as well as any documented rare species. This sometimes broadens and/or 
sharpens the focus of the inventory efforts. 
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Target Elements:  Lists of target elements including natural communities, rare plants and animals, and 
aquatic features are developed for the study area. Field inventory is then scheduled for the times when these 
elements are most identifiable or active.  Inventory methods follow accepted scientific standards for each 
taxon. 
 
Compilation of Maps and Other Spatial Data:  USGS 7.5 minute topographic quadrangles, most often in 
digital form, serve along with aerial photos as the base maps for field survey and often yield useful clues 
regarding access, extent of area to be surveyed, developments, and the presence and location of special 
features.   These are used in conjunction with numerous GIS layers, which are now a basic resource tool for 
the efficient and comprehensive planning of surveys and the analysis of their results. 
 
WDNR wetland maps consist of aerial photographs upon which all wetlands down to a scale of 2 or 5 acres 
have been delineated. Each wetland polygon is classified based on characteristics of vegetation, soils, and 
water depth.  These polygons have been digitized for most counties, and the resulting GIS layers can be 
superimposed onto other maps. 
 
Ecoregion GIS layers are useful for comprehensive projects covering large geographic areas such as counties, 
national and state forests, and major watersheds. These maps integrate basic ecological information on 
climate, landforms, geology, soils, and vegetation.  Ecological Landscapes provide the broad framework most 
often used in Wisconsin; however smaller units, including Landtype Associations, can be very helpful for 
evaluating ecoregions at finer scales. 
 
Aerial photographs:  These provide information on a study area not available from maps, paper files, or 
computer printouts. Examination of both current and historical photos, taken over a period of decades, can be 
especially useful in revealing changes in the environment over time.   The Wisconsin NHI Program uses 
several different types of both color and black and white air photos.  Typically, these are in digital format, 
although paired photos in print format can be valuable for stereoscopic viewing.   High-resolution satellite 
imagery is often cost-prohibitive but is available for some portions of the state and is desirable for certain 
applications.  
 
Original Land Survey Records:  The surveyors who laid out the rectilinear Town-Range-Section grid across 
the state in the mid-nineteenth century recorded trees by species and size at all section corners and along 
section lines. Their notes also included general impressions of vegetation, soil fertility, and topography, and 
note aquatic features, wetlands, and recent disturbances such as windthrow and fire. As these surveys typically 
occurred prior to extensive settlement of the state by Europeans, they constitute a valuable record of 
conditions prior to extensive modification of the landscape by European technologies and settlement patterns.  
The tree data are available in GIS format as raw points or interpreted polygons, and the notes themselves can 
provide helpful clues regarding the study area’s potential ecological capabilities.  
 
Interviews:  Interviews with scientists, naturalists, land managers or others knowledgeable about the area to 
be surveyed often yield invaluable information. 
 
Global Positioning Systems (GPS): Small, portable GPS units are now a routine piece of field equipment 
used for virtually all NHI survey work.  Collecting coordinates (waypoints) facilitates mapping and makes it 
easy to quickly communicate specific locations among biologists.  Often waypoints are paired with photos 
and/or other information and stored in a waypoint tracking database. 
 
Aerial Reconnaissance:  Fly-overs are desirable for large sites, and for small sites where contextual issues are 
especially important. When possible, this should be done both before and after ground level work. Flights are 
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scheduled for those times when significant features of the study area are most easily identified and 
differentiated. They are also useful for observing the general lay of the land, vegetation patterns and patch 
sizes, aquatic features, infrastructure, and disturbances within and around the site.  
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