Team Collections Tent was a bustle of activity as scientists identified specimens and members of the public learned about findings.
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UPPER DELAWARE RIVER BASIN
B I O L O G I C A L D I VE R S I T Y
by Don Hamilton
Natural Resources Chief / Upper Delaware Scenic and Recreational River / National Park Service
Picture, if you will, a state-of-the art
manufacturing facility in the Upper
Delaware River Basin with thousands
of moving parts, fine-tuned over the
ages to most efficiently produce
goods and services essential for
human survival.
Such a “facility” would seemingly
hold great value in our society, with a
desire to document all of its working
parts, understand the processes
involved that function synergistically
to produce those essential goods and
services, and maintain its efficient
production.
This “facility” does not exist inside
any structure, is not one-of-a-kind,
and did not cost millions of dollars to

construct. Rather, such entities exist
all over the planet, and were here
when we arrived on the scene.

role. Ecosystems are most efficient,
productive, and healthy when the

Intact functioning ecosystems provide
the goods and services (e.g. air,
water, soil, plants, and animals) that
sustain us. It is in our best interests
to understand their components, and
how they function together to produce
those goods and services essential to
human life.
Biological diversity, or biodiversity,
refers to the variety of life on earth,
covering the spectrum of unique
species, genetic variation, and
distinct ecosystems that support
these varied species. Each organism
in an ecosystem plays an important
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Long-tailed weasel like the one above was livetrapped and released during the BioBlitz. These
petite predators (about 8” long, with a 5” tail) help
to control populations of rodents such as mice and
meadow voles.
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biodiversity in them is high.
But sadly, biodiversity worldwide is declining faster than
ever before due to an array of human-driven stressors,
making it ever more important to study and manage
species decline, and to document and better understand
overall species diversity and function.
The 2018 Upper Delaware BioBlitz
A BioBlitz is a means of getting a snapshot of biological
diversity for a given location at a given time. While an indepth inventory of various species in an area over multiple
years would be desirable, the resources available do not
often allow that kind of assessment.
At the 2018 Upper Delaware BioBlitz, teams of scientists,
amateur naturalists, and volunteers gathered to collect,
identify, and record every living thing they were able to on
a demarcated 64-acre property along the West Branch and
main stem Delaware River near Starlight, PA. This would
be accomplished in a 24-hour period spanning Friday and
Saturday, June 29-30th. Each team, consisting of a team
leader and up to four additional members, focused on
particular categories of life. For our BioBlitz, these included
nine teams specializing in aquatic macroinvertebrates
(aquatic insects, mussels, snails), birds, botany (plants),
fish, fungi (mushrooms and molds), herptiles (reptiles and
amphibians), terrestrial invertebrates (insects, worms,
snails), mammals, and bryology (mosses, lichens and
worts).
Teams were comprised of scientists from the Academy of
Natural Sciences of Drexel University, East Stroudsburg
University, the Stroud Water Research Center, the Delaware
Highlands Mushroom Society, the Delaware Riverkeeper
Network, the National Park Service (Eastern Rivers and
Mountains Inventory and Monitoring Network, Upper
Delaware Scenic and Recreational River, and Delaware
Water Gap National Recreation Area), the Northeast
Pennsylvania Audubon Society, the Pennsylvania Native
Plant Society, the Sullivan County Audubon Society, Trout
Unlimited, Wallenpaupack Area High School, and the
Wayne County Conservation District.
A wide variety of specialized methods were used to
collect and document the different species present,
including netting, sighting, live-trapping, identifying by
calls, light-attraction, acoustic monitoring and identification
via sonogram, electrofishing, and examining under
magnification. Efforts were made to release all animal life
in the habitats where they were collected.
The public was invited to the site on Saturday to observe
scientists identifying specimens, see what the various
teams had collected, and participate in a number of guided
walks and educational programs.
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TOP: Youngster takes an interest in an American eel and other fish on display
during the BioBlitz. CENTER: Some “dairying” ants found on the site were
“farming” aphids, in a mutualistic relationship where the ants protect the aphids
on the plants where they are feeding, and consume the honeydew that the aphids
release when stroked by the ants with their antennae. BOTTOM: Despite its
small size, this tiny fungus stood out..
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The preliminary results for the number of taxa identified at
the conclusion of the 2018 BioBlitz were:
Team

Species

Aquatic Macroinvertebrates
(Aquatic Insects, Mussels,
Snails)

67

Birds

59

Botany (Plants)

206

Bryology (Mosses and
Lichens and Worts)

103

Fish

26

Fungi (Mushrooms and
Molds)

48

Herps (Reptiles and
Amphibians)

15

Invertebrates (Terrestrial
Insects, Worms, Snails)

223

Mammals

18

Total
765
							
Some specimens, particularly invertebrates, continue to
be keyed out and identified in the lab. At the time of this
writing we were up to 844 species, including 42 species
that were first occurrences (had never been documented
before) in Wayne County, PA.
Benefits of a BioBlitz
One of the greatest benefits of a BioBlitz, besides the
valuable scientific data that it provides about local
biodiversity, is the opportunity to highlight and share this
information while engaging the public in such events.
Enabling children and their families to meet the scientists
in the field, observe their methods, see what they have
collected, and learn more about biology in the context of
the site goes a long ways towards developing awareness,
understanding, and appreciation for these resources,
and support for their protection. There has never been a
more important time to connect with and create the next
generation of nature lovers, supporters, and advocates.
Value of Biological Diversity and Natural Capital
Biological diversity is the key to the maintenance of the earth
as we know it, dividing labor and running the natural world
with efficiency and precision, the way we would want it to
be run. Diverse communities of living organisms become
established in localities over time and act to efficiently
enrich the soil, cycle nutrients, purify water, pollinate plants
(including our crops) and create the very air we breathe –
all ecosystem services that benefit and sustain us, which
we could not easily or inexpensively re-engineer.
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Light drew in hundreds of night-flying insects, and a few entomologists.

As the least-developed section of the last major river on
the Atlantic Coast undammed the entire length of its main
stem, the Upper Delaware River’s wild and scenic, largely
ecologically intact, free-flowing character supports key
components and processes that contribute to the superb
natural resources found here. The predominately forested,
biologically diverse landscape maintains its ability to
produce exceptionally high quality water, an extremely
valuable resource in today’s world.
Something scientists and economists have gotten much
better at in the last decade is the ability to assign economic
value to ecosystem goods and services (natural capital).
In a 2011 paper, Dr. Gerald Kauffman of the University
of Delaware estimated that the economic value of the
Delaware River Basin’s ecosystem goods and services was
$21 billion per year in 2010 dollars, with a net present value
(NPV) of $683 billion discounted over 100 years. Perhaps
it is this kind of information that will ultimately convince us
of the wisdom in protecting our biodiversity and natural
capital, and the ecosystem services they contribute to that
make human life possible, into the future.
For more information:
http://www.upperdelawarebioblitz.com/
https://www.facebook.com/UpperDelawareBioBlitz/
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