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The approximate 236-acre Study Area, part of the Greenbelt Forest Preserve, consists of a 
largely deciduous forest with a variety of native plant communities forming the canopy, 
understory, shrub and herbaceous layers. This forest ecosystem also plays an important 
role in serving as habitat for native wildlife, which find refuge there from encroaching 
urbanization. Adjacent to its northern boundary, the open land and forests of  the Beltsville 
Agricultural Research Center link the Forest Preserve with the region’s green infrastructure. 
This infrastructure reaches from the Patuxent Research Refuge to the Northeast Branch of 
the Anacostia River.  The Preserve offers many ecosystem services that are beneficial to the 
environment, as well as passive recreational opportunities for the community. 

Three forest associations commonly found within the Piedmont region are evident within 
the Study Area, including white and red oak, tulip poplar, and red maple and sweet gum 
dominated stands. Overall, the stands appear healthy with a diversity of flora found 
throughout each forest stratum.   The presence of different plant species throughout a forest 
stratum allows for a wide variety of wildlife to benefit from the Forest Preserve, including 
birds, mammals, reptiles and amphibians.  As expected, a number of wildlife species 
evident on site are common edge dwelling species that thrive along the ecotones between 
suburban habitat (lawns, fields) and the forest edge.   Yet, the size of the forest, particularly 
the North Preserve still allows for modest forest interior dwelling  bird (FIDS) habitat, a 
habitat in need of conservation throughout Maryland.  In combination with forest cover to 
the north associated with BARC, the Forest Preserve is part of an even larger area of FIDs 
habitat.  There are limited aquatic features associated with the Study Area, namely a larger 
tributary flowing north to Beaverdam Creek on the eastern side of the North Preserve, and 
some smaller tributaries that also flow northward from the site to Beaverdam Creek.  These 
tributaries do play a role for some wildlife benefiting from water sources.  The few fish 
species evident are likely to be found within the tributary to Beaverdam Creek. 

However, the Preserve is not without biotic and abiotic stresses that affect the health of 
the forest. The Study Area is largely surrounded by urban pressures, including I-295 and the 
surrounding Greenbelt communities.  The more visible pressures include stormwater runoff, 
trash, dumping and promotion and spread of non-native invasive plant species along and 
within the forest. The few stream channels within the study area, situated within highly 
erodible soils, have become incised undoubtedly from stormwater runoff from the adjacent 
Greenbelt communities.  Trash from the surrounding area, passing cars along I-295, as well 
as dumping off of Northway Road appears to be an ongoing problem.  

As shown within the report, the forest has numerous stands of invasive plant species, 
typically along developed areas and intruding into the forest.  In addition, scattered pockets 
of invasives are found within the interior of the forest, often in close proximity to the trails 
evident through the study area.  These species, increasingly common to many natural areas, 
include multiflora rose, Japanese stilt grass, barberry, and oriental bittersweet.   In smaller 

numbers, these species can be tolerated; however, many of the species have aggressive 
growth patterns, at times growing to the exclusion of other species.   One of our forest 
recommendations focuses on the control of these non-native species.    

There is an extensive trail system through both preserves that allows for users to safely 
traverse the forest ecosystem.  In addition, the use of the trails minimizes the trampling of 
small herbaceous species, saplings as well as some wildlife.  The trails do however allow for 
the introduction of trash, invasive plant species and easy access for those users who may 
manipulate the forest in a way counter to forest protection (removal of plants, dumping, 
removal of trees for firewood or hut construction).   Our recommendations provide 
opportunities to continue to encourage proper access and usage of the forest through the 
trails.  There are opportunities to provide education through signage, brochures and other 
forms of outreach to minimize unintended or unwanted usage of the forest.     

The long term health of the Greenbelt Forest Preserve, and its ability to provide habitat 
and foraging opportunities for a variety of wildlife will benefit from ongoing maintenance 
and protection.  All opportunities to preserve into perpetuity any adjacent forest, either 
the BARC property or the Greenbelt Development forest immediately west of the Study 
Area are critically important.  In addition, opportunities to minimize trash, dumping and 
the stormwater runoff should be given high priority.  Finally, an annual invasive species 
eradication program should be developed.  Plans to develop a trail maintenance program, 
including signs, will help to promote passive recreational activities compatible with forest 
health and protection.   
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Diverse terrestrial wildlife, including birds, mammals, reptiles and amphibians are associated 
with both the North and South Preserves. Fish species diversity appears limited, due to the small 
number and limited variety of water bodies and low quality of in-stream habitat within the Forest 
Preserve. The diversity of terrestrial species is influenced by several factors, including the size and 
structural diversity of forest in both tracts. Wildlife habitat within the project area benefits from a 
forest consisting of mostly deciduous native species with a well-stratified composition of mature, 
dominant and codominant trees, understory trees, large and small shrubs, saplings and herbaceous 
ground covers. The North Preserve displays greater diversity, with its larger size and contiguous 
forested habitat to the north. The North Preserve serves as a link between the City of Greenbelt 
and the forest, open fields and wetlands on the Beltsville Agricultural Research Center (BARC). On a 
regional level, wildlife and habitat in the study area benefits from connectivity and synergies with 
the extensive natural resources at BARC, Goddard Space Center and the Patuxent Wildlife Refuge. The 
connection of the Forest Preserve to adjacent riparian and terrestrial forest cover is part of a larger 
green infrastructure that wildlife use for travel, habitat, food sources and migration opportunities. 
The forest in the southern portions of the Study Area are significantly less well-stratified and diverse 
overall, but it still provides beneficial wildlife habitat for many species.

Fauna surveys within the project area were conducted in Spring of 2016. Techniques used to identify 
the presence of wildlife included direct visual/audible observations and indirect observations such 
as the presence of tracks, cavities, nests, fecal material, carcasses, etc. In addition, information was 
obtained from the Maryland Department of Natural Resources (DNR) on potential species likely to 
be identified within the project area. Other sources included the Patuxent Wildlife Refuge’s List of 
Suspected or Known Species and various field guides.  

Despite the high human population density and surrounding suburbanization, the project area 
appears capable of supporting a wide range of wildlife species. Common species include a variety of 
land birds found along the forest edge as well as within the forest interior and include hawks, owls, 
woodpeckers, flycatchers, warblers, sparrows, chickadees, and other songbirds. Mammals common 
to the area are likely to include gray (Urocyon cinereoargenteus) and red fox (Vulpes fulva), opossum 
(Didelphis marsupialis), raccoon (Procyon lotor), bats, white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), 
eastern cottontail (Sylvilagus floridanus), eastern chipmunk (Tamias striatus), groundhog (Marmota 
monax), eastern gray squirrel (Sciurus carolinensis), shrews, mice, moles and skunk (Mephitus 
mephitis).  Herptofauna likely to be present include frogs (bullfrog, green, leopard, peepers) toads, 
skinks, salamanders, snakes (garter, rat, black) and turtles (predominately box turtle).    

The forest assessment identified a diversity of native forest species within all the vegetative strata, 
including a variety of oak species, flowering dogwood, American holly, highbush blueberry and 
partridge berry. The majority of the project area provides strong plant diversity, as well as varying 
topography that offers wetland, mesic, and dry habitats. This allows for a myriad of desirable 
wildlife species to be sheltering, foraging, and migrating through the Study Area. The value of the 
habitat and the variety of species potentially found within the preserve is further increased by the 
abundance of nearby open space, forest, floodplains, wetlands, and streams.

However, there is pressure from surrounding urbanization. Fragmentation of forests and isolation 
of many remaining forest stands has led to an increase in the amount of edge habitat in the region. 
As previously noted, Stands 14, 15 and 16 in the southern part of the study area have less forest 
richness and diversity, but still provide good wildlife habitat, particularly for edge dwelling species. 
A wide variety of species are attracted to forest edges and many species that are better adapted to 
forest edges, such as white-tailed deer, red fox and groundhog, profit from it. There you will find 
many generalist bird species whose life history requirements are broad and whose tolerance of 
human disturbance is high. Avian species may include brown headed cowbird (Molothrus ater), 
northern mockingbird (Mimus polyglottos), chipping sparrow (Spizella passerina), northern 
cardinal (Cardinalis cardinalis), common grackle (Quiscalus quiscula), house finch (Carpodacus 
mexicanus), European starling (Sturnus vulgaris), house sparrow (Passer domesticus), mourning 
dove (Zenaida macroura), and Carolina wren (Thryothorus ludovicianus).

While edge habitat and wildlife prosper, other species are declining. One group in particular, whose 
numbers are declining in Maryland and throughout the Eastern U.S. is forest interior dwelling bird 
species (FIDS). These include neotropical migratory songbirds, such as scarlet tanagers (Piranga 
olivacea), warblers, wood thrush (Hylocichla mustelina), and vireos (Vireo spp.), and red-shouldered 
and broad-winged hawks (Buteo spp.), barred owl (Strix varia) and various woodpeckers. These 
species depend upon large, contiguous forest stands in order to successfully breed and produce 
sustainable populations. As confirmed by Maryland DNR and by our forest assessments (see letter 
in Appendix D), the study area contains interior forest (defined below) that is well-stratified and of 
sufficient size and maturity to provide suitable (FIDS) habitat. DNR strongly encourages conservation 
of this habitat. 

Downstream of the Forest Preserve, the wetlands of Beaverdam Creek are classified as Wetlands 
of Special State Concern (WSSC). Although there are no records of Rare, Threatened or Endangered 
Species (RTEs) in the Study Area, six of these RTEs are known to occur in Beaverdam Creek. Because 
of this valuable wetland, the tributary to Beaverdam Creek in the eastern part of the North Preserve 
is also classified as a WSSC wetland. The mainstem of this tributary is in poor condition. Runoff from 
almost the entire study area and upstream portions of its watershed flows through this tributary. 
Therefore, its condition is a significant ecological concern.

Although there are no RTEs in the Study Area, during the forest assessment we found indications of 
vernal pools and, based on the topography of both the North and South Preserves, vernal pools may 
be present within the forest communities. A vernal pool is a contained, seasonal depression with 
a seasonal source of water. Numerous species use vernal pools for various parts of their life cycle, 
but most predominantly for the breeding season. Species that use vernal pools that may be found 
within the study area include several species of mole salamanders (family Ambystomatidae), wood 
frogs (Rana sylvatica), spring peeper (Pseudacris crucifer) and American toad (Bufo americanus).   
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