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EXPLANATION OF STATUS AND RANK CODES  
North Carolina Natural Heritage Program List of Rare Plant Species of North Carolina  
 
STATUS 
 
The N.C. Natural Heritage Program (NCNHP) works cooperatively with the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS) and the N.C. Plant Conservation Program (NCPCP) to ensure 
the continued survival of all of North Carolina’s rich flora. The advice of these agencies’ 
scientific councils and committees as well as legal protection designations have been 
considered in the creation of North Carolina Natural Heritage Program List of Rare 
Plant Species of North Carolina. This list incorporates the most recent federal status 
designations for all plants native to North Carolina and the current state status 
designation for plants on the state Protected Plant Species List.  
 
Many species that lack formal state or federal legal protection are nonetheless rare in 
North Carolina. To convey information about the rarity of these plants within the state, 
the N.C. Natural Heritage Program provides status designations that fall into two 
categories: Significantly Rare (SR) or Watch List (W). The Program collects data on 
these species in addition to those with a legal protection status.   
 
Federal Legal Status 
 
Definitions are derived from U.S. Endangered Species Act of 1973, Sec. 3 (USESA). For 
the purposes of the USESA, Congress defined species to include subspecies and 
varieties. For official definitions and lists of protected species, consult the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS). 
 
E = Endangered: any species in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant 
portion of its range.  
 
T = Threatened: any species likely to become Endangered within the foreseeable future 
throughout all or a significant portion of its range. 
 
C = Candidate: any species whose status is currently under review by the USFWS to 
determine whether it warrants listing under the Endangered Species Act. 
 
State Legal Status 
 
Legal definitions are derived from N.C. Plant Protection and Conservation Act (NC 
General Statutes Chapter 106 Article 19B 106-202.12). For official definitions and lists of 
protected species, please consult the North Carolina Plant Conservation Program.  
 
E = Endangered: any species or higher taxon of plant whose continued existence as a 
viable component of the State's flora is determined to be in jeopardy by the NC Plant 

https://www.ncagr.gov/plantindustry/plant/plantconserve/plist.htm
https://www.ncagr.gov/plantindustry/plant/plantconserve/index.htm
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Conservation Program Board; also, any species of plant determined to be an 
"endangered species" pursuant to the Federal Endangered Species Act.  
 
T = Threatened: any resident species of plant which is likely to become an endangered 
species within the foreseeable future throughout all or a significant portion of its range, 
or one that is designated as threatened by the Federal Fish and Wildlife Service.  
 
SC-V = Special Concern-Vulnerable: any species or higher taxon of plant in North 
Carolina which requires monitoring, but which may be collected and sold under the 
provisions of the NC Plant Protection and Conservation Act and is likely to become a 
threatened species within the foreseeable future (02 NCAC 48F .0401). 
 
SC-H = Special Concern – Historical: any species or higher taxon of plant in North 
Carolina which requires monitoring, but which may be collected and sold under the 
provisions of the NC Plant Protection and Conservation Act and occurred in North 
Carolina at one time, but for which all known populations are currently considered to 
be either historical or extirpated (02 NCAC 48F .0401). 
 
State Natural Heritage Status – Significantly Rare  
 
Significantly Rare is an NCNHP designation. Any plant species which has not been listed 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as Endangered, Threatened, or Candidate or by 
the N.C. Plant Conservation Program as an Endangered, Threatened, or Special Concern 
species, but which exists in the state (or once occurred in the state) in small numbers 
and has been determined by the NCNHP to need monitoring and tracking. Significantly 
Rare species include species of historical occurrence with some likelihood of 
rediscovery in the state and species substantially reduced in numbers by habitat 
destruction, direct exploitation, or disease. Species considered extirpated in the state, 
with little likelihood of rediscovery, are given no N.C. status (unless already listed by the 
NC Plant Conservation Program as E, T, or SC). 
 
SR-L = Significantly Rare–Limited: the range of the species is limited to North Carolina 
and adjacent states (endemic or near endemic). These species may have relatively few 
populations in North Carolina and range wide. The preponderance of their distribution 
is in North Carolina and their fate depends largely on conservation here.  
 
SR-T = Significantly Rare–Throughout: the species is rare throughout its range with 
relatively few populations range wide. 
 
SR-D = SR-Disjunct: the species is disjunct to North Carolina from a main range in a 
different part of the country or world. 
 
SR-P = SR-Peripheral: the species is at the periphery of its range in North Carolina. 
These species are generally more common elsewhere, occurring in North Carolina 
peripherally to their main ranges, often in habitats that are unusual in North Carolina. 
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SR-O = Significantly Rare-Other: the range of the species is sporadic or cannot be 
described by the other Significantly Rare categories. 
 
State Natural Heritage Status – Watch List 
 
Watch List is an NCNHP designation. Plants that are considered rare or uncommon, are 
not well studied, or are otherwise threatened with serious decline but for which current 
information does not justify the need for monitoring and tracking by NCNHP. Watch 
List plants fall into a number of categories defined below.  
 
W1 = Rare but Relatively Secure: Plants whose status in N.C. is relatively well known 
and appear to be relatively secure at this time. While still notably rare, these species do 
not currently require site-specific monitoring and tracking. Many of these species were 
formerly considered Significantly Rare, they are retained in this category because they 
require a lower level of continued monitoring to ensure their long-term security.  
 
W2 = Rare but Questionable Taxonomy: Plants including taxa of dubious validity and 
taxa under study and potentially to be named. If further study reveals that these are 
valid taxa, they would warrant addition to the Rare List. This category has been used 
for named and unnamed taxa that currently appear to have some significant chance of 
being proven valid.  
 
W3 = Rare but Questionable Documentation: Plants that have been reported from 
N.C. without adequate documentation. These taxa should be listed at a higher level 
when their reported occurrence in N.C. is verified. This category included sight records, 
old and vague reports for which no documentation has appeared, and, in few cases, 
more recent literature reports for which we have not yet received documentation.  
 
W4 = Rare but Possibly Not Native: Plants known to occur in N.C. that current data 
suggest are not native to N.C. but whose native occurrence is plausible. Some of these 
taxa were previously listed at a higher level, but current information suggests that all 
known N.C. occurrences are introductions.  
 
W5 = Rare Because of Severe Decline to Population or Habitat: Plants that have 
declined sharply in N.C. but do not appear to warrant site-specific monitoring. Most 
species in this category have undergone declines of more than 50% (in many cases 
more than 90%) from their pre-Columbian status. Reasons for decline include exotic 
pests or pathogens, massive modification of the landscape, suppression of natural fires, 
and failure of reproduction. Because many of these taxa were once abundant or even 
dominant in parts of N.C., they may still be fairly common or frequently encountered, 
despite the strong decline. If current trends continue, however, many of these species 
will be threatened with extirpation in all or a major part of their ranges in N.C.  
 
W6 = Regionally Rare: This status is no longer maintained by NCNHP as of 2022.  
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W7 = Poorly Known in N.C.: Plants with inadequate information about their distribution 
and rarity in N.C. These are generally species not previously listed as Significantly Rare 
in N.C. but which appear to be so based on herbarium specimens and field experience 
of NCNHP staff, consultants, and cooperating scientists. Further information is needed 
to determine the true status of these species in N.C.  
 
RANK 
 
Using a ranking system developed by NatureServe and the Natural Heritage Program 
Network, the North Carolina Natural Heritage Program (NCNHP) provides two ranks 
for each element. The global rank is based on an element's worldwide imperilment and 
is designated by state Natural Heritage Programs working in coordination with 
NatureServe; the state rank is based on the imperilment of the element in North Carolina 
and is designated by the NCNHP. Element ranks are based on many factors, the most 
important ones being estimated number of Element Occurrences (EOs), estimated 
abundance (number of individuals), geographic range, relative threat of destruction, 
and ecological fragility. 
 
Conservation Ranks are designated and updated by NCNHP for all species known to 
occur in North Carolina (both native and non-native). The Program follows the 
methodology and guidance of NatureServe when applying Conservation Ranks. 
Definitions of NatureServe’s Conservation Ranks and Codes are published by 
NatureServe.   
 
State Rank 
 
State ranks are designated by the North Carolina Natural Heritage Program (NCNHP), 
following methodology and guidance from Natureserve. This allows approach allows 
for consistency among many programs and across state lines. The definitions provided 
below follow the NatureServe Subnational Conservation Status Definitions published 
by NatureServe.  
 
S1 = Critically Imperiled —At very high risk of extirpation in North Carolina due to very 
restricted range, very few populations or occurrences, very steep declines, severe 
threats, or other factors. 

S2 = Imperiled —At high risk of extirpation in North Carolina due to restricted range, 
few populations or occurrences, steep declines, severe threats, or other factors.  

S3 = Vulnerable — At moderate risk of extirpation in North Carolina due to a fairly 
restricted range, relatively few populations or occurrences, recent and widespread 
declines, threats, or other factors. 

S4 = Apparently Secure — At a fairly low risk of extirpation in North Carolina due to 
an extensive range and/or many populations or occurrences, but with possible cause 
for some concern as a result of local recent declines, threats, or other factors. 

https://help.natureserve.org/biotics/content/record_management/Element_Files/Element_Tracking/ETRACK_Definitions_of_Heritage_Conservation_Status_Ranks.htm
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S5 = Secure — At very low or no risk of extirpation in North Carolina due to a very 
extensive range, abundant populations or occurrences, with little to no concern from 
declines or threats. 
 
SH = Possibly Extirpated – Known from only historical records but still some hope of 
rediscovery. There is evidence that the species may no longer be present in North 
Carolina, but not enough to state this with certainty. Examples of such evidence include 
(1) that a species has not been documented in approximately 20-40 years despite some 
searching and/or some evidence of significant habitat loss or degradation; (2) that a 
species or ecosystem has been searched for unsuccessfully, but not thoroughly enough 
to presume that it is no longer present in the jurisdiction. 
 
SX = Presumed Extirpated—Species or ecosystem is believed to be extirpated from 
North Carolina. Not located despite intensive searches of historical sites and other 
appropriate habitat, and virtually no likelihood that it will be rediscovered.  
 
SU = Unrankable — Currently unrankable due to lack of information or due to 
substantially conflicting information about status or trends. 
 
SNA = Not Applicable — A conservation status rank is not applicable because the 
species or ecosystem is not a suitable target for conservation activities (e.g., long 
distance aerial and aquatic migrants, hybrids without conservation value, and non-
native species or ecosystems.  
 
S#S# = Range Rank —A numeric range rank (e.g., S2S3 or S1S3) is used to indicate any 
range of uncertainty about the status of the species or ecosystem.  
 
S#? = Inexact Numeric Rank —Denotes inexact numeric rank. 
 
Global Rank 
 
Global ranks are designated by NatureServe and are provided by the North Carolina 
Natural Heritage Program (NCNHP) for information only. For the most current global 
ranks, please consult the NatureServe Explorer. The definitions provided below follow 
the Definitions of NatureServe Global Conservation Status Definitions. 
 
G1 = Critically Imperiled — At very high risk of extinction or elimination due to very 
restricted range, very few populations or occurrences, very steep declines, very severe 
threats, or other factors. 
 
G2 = Imperiled — At high risk of extinction or elimination due to restricted range, few 
populations or occurrences, steep declines, severe threats, or other factors. 
 

https://explorer.natureserve.org/
https://help.natureserve.org/biotics/content/record_management/Element_Files/Element_Tracking/ETRACK_Definitions_of_Heritage_Conservation_Status_Ranks.htm
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G3 = Vulnerable — At moderate risk of extinction or elimination due to a fairly restricted 
range, relatively few populations or occurrences, recent and widespread declines, 
threats, or other factors. 
 
G4 = Apparently Secure — At fairly low risk of extinction or elimination due to an 
extensive range and/or many populations or occurrences, but with possible cause for 
some concern as a result of local recent declines, threats, or other factors. 
 
G5 = Secure — At very low risk of extinction or elimination due to a very extensive 
range, abundant populations or occurrences, and little to no concern from declines or 
threats. 
 
GH = Possibly Extinct — Known from only historical occurrences but still some hope of 
rediscovery. Examples of evidence include (1) that a species has not been documented 
in approximately 20-40 years despite some searching and/or some evidence of 
significant habitat loss or degradation; (2) that a species or ecosystem has been 
searched for unsuccessfully, but not thoroughly enough to presume that it is extinct or 
eliminated throughout its range.  

GX = Presumed Extinct — Not located despite intensive searches and virtually no 
likelihood of rediscovery. 
 
GU = Unrankable — Currently unrankable due to lack of information or due to 
substantially conflicting information about status or trends. 
 
GNA = Not Applicable — A conservation status rank is not applicable because the 
species or ecosystem is not a suitable target for conservation activities. A global 
conservation status rank may be not applicable for several reasons. Typically, the 
species is a hybrid without conservation value, or of domestic origin.  
 
G#G# = Range Rank — A numeric range rank (e.g., G2G3, G1G3) is used to indicate 
uncertainty about the exact imperilment of a taxon or ecosystem type.  
 
G#? = Inexact Numeric Rank - Denotes inexact numeric rank. 
 
G#T# = Infraspecific Taxon (trinomial) - The status of infraspecific taxa (subspecies 
or varieties) are indicated by a "T-rank" following the species’ global rank. T-ranks 
follow the same principles outlined above. For example, the global rank of a critically 
imperiled subspecies of an otherwise widespread and common species would be G5T1..   
 
GNR = Unranked — Global rank not yet assessed. 
 
G#Q = Questionable taxonomy that may reduce conservation priority - 
Distinctiveness of this entity as a taxon is questionable; resolution of this 
uncertainty may result in change from a species to a subspecies or hybrid, or 
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inclusion of this taxon or type in another taxon or type, with the resulting taxon 
having a lower-priority (numerically higher) conservation status rank.  
 


