
Conservation HigHligHts:

Working with willing land owners and other conservation groups, The Nature 
Conservancy has protected 139,581 acres in the Southeastern Coastal Plain, including:

17,424 acres in the Green Swamp, home to 14 species of carnivorous plants 
11,000 acres on Bald Head Island, including maritime forest 
1,579 acres at Lake Waccamaw, home to a number of species found nowhere else on Earth 
13,000 acres on the Black River, including the oldest trees east of the Rockies 
2,631 acres on the Lumber River, a national wild and scenic river 
7,957 acres at Horseshoe Lake, one of the country’s most extensive Carolina bays 
7,000 acres at Boiling Spring Lakes, habitat for more than 400 different plants 
29,216 acres at Holly Shelter and Angola Bay in Pender County, creating a large block of 
unbroken animal habitat for bear and other game 
18,341 acres at Juniper Creek, home to a number of rare species including the Carolina 
pygmy sunfish 
6,000 acres at Shaken Creek Savanna, the only place in North Carolina that is home to four 
federally endangered species, including the red-cockaded woodpecker

ContaCt us:

The Nature Conservancy
Southeast Coastal Plain Office
2807 Market Street, Wilmington, NC 28403 
Phone: (910) 395-5000 Fax: (910) 395-2400
Nature.org/northcarolina
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Front cover: Green Swamp ©Debbie Crane/TNC; inset: Venus fly trap ©Skip Pudney; this page inset: 
Pitcher plants ©Skip Pudney

The southeastern Coastal Plain is an amazing place – home to 21 percent of the 
state’s rare plants and animals. Brunswick County itself has the largest number of rare 
species of any of North Carolina’s 100 counties. A number of plants and animals are 
found here and nowhere else. Lake Waccamaw in Columbus County is home to eight 
species that only occur there, including the Waccamaw silverside and Waccamaw snail. 
Shaken Creek Savanna in Pender County is the only known site in the state that 
provides habitat for four federally endangered species – red-cockaded woodpecker, 
Cooley’s meadowrue, golden sedge and rough-leaf loosestrife. New Hanover County, 
which ranks 99th in county size, ranks second in the number of rare animal species. The 
area’s most famous rare resident is the Venus flytrap, which is only found in the wild 
within a 60 mile radius of Wilmington. The Venus flytrap, which Charles Darwin 
described as “one of the most wonderful plants in the world” is one of a number of 
carnivorous plants found here. A number of pitcher plant species and sundews are also 
found in the swamps, bogs and wet savannas that dot the Coastal Plain. 

The area contains great examples of several relatively rare and unusual ecosystems 
– Carolina bays, pocosins and longleaf pine stands. 

fireinthesoutheasterncoastalplain

aplaceunlikeanyother

While wildfires can be dangerous to both people and ecosystems, some fire is 
absolutely essential for forest health. Fire suppression was the norm for most of the 
20th century, which had a dramatic effect in southeastern North Carolina. When 
fire was suppressed, open longleaf forests quickly filled with scrub oaks and 
undergrowth; longleaf seeds could no longer germinate. Red-cockaded 
woodpeckers, which nest exclusively in living longleaf pine, made the federal 
endangered species list as a result. Venus flytraps, pitcher plants, wild orchids and a 
host of other plants also depend on fire. Of the 44 plants found only in the Coastal 
Plain, 38 are fire-dependent. That’s why The Nature Conservancy and its 
conservation partners work to bring fire back to the landscape through controlled 
burns. Controlled burns knock back competing species like young hardwood trees 

and reduce the amount of dead material lying around, while allowing fire-adapted 
species to flourish in the opened area. 

From left: Red-cockaded woodpecker ©Brady Beck; Pitcher plant in bloom ©Sara Over/TNC; Sundew 
©Skip Pudney; Controlled Burn in the Green Swamp ©Skip Pudney

Carolina bays are elliptical depressions named for the sweet 
bay, loblolly bay and red bays that reside within them. There are 
many bays from Delaware to the Florida panhandle, but most of 
them have been disturbed or developed. Most are small and 
many don’t contain water. Lake Waccamaw and Horseshoe Lake 
are good examples of Carolina Bays that hold water year-round.

Pocosin is a Native American word that means “swamp on a 
hill,” which is an apt description for dense evergreen shrub bogs 
that develop over deep, wet layers of peat. Pocosins dot the 
southeastern Coastal Plain. Particularly good examples are 
found in the Green Swamp.

Longleaf pine once blanketed the Southeast. Today, this forest type covers just three 
percent of that area, due to timbering, fire suppression and development. The tree has 
historical importance in North Carolina, whose state toast is to the “land of the 
longleaf pine.” One of the country’s most extensive longleaf pine stands is found at 
Holly Shelter Game Land.

Painted Bunting ©TNC
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From left: Black River ©Fred Annand/TNC; Grass of parnassus ©Angie 
Carl/TNC; Great egret ©Debbie Crane/TNC

Horshshoe Lake ©Debbie Crane/TNC

Lake Waccamaw ©Debbie Crane/TNC

Black River ©TNC

Young longleaf pine in the Green Swamp 
©Angie Carl/TNC

Grass pink at Boiling Spring Lakes 
©Jodie Lapointe/TNC

Shaken Creek ©Mark Daniels/TNC

Partnering For Conservation

The Nature Conservancy works with a number of 
others to save special places in the southeastern 
Coastal Plain.  The majority of the partners are 
members of the Cape Fear Arch Conservation 
Collaboration. Information on the Arch is available 
at capefeararch.org 

The people of the region are our most valued 
partner. Individual landowners have played a large 
role in preserving this special place.

The southeastern Coastal Plain offers a variety of destinations. 
Lake Waccamaw State Park is one of the best places in the state 
to see alligators and is also a great place to canoe. If you’re looking 
for an atmospheric canoe/kayak trip, the Black River, with its bald 
cypress shrouded by Spanish moss, is a wonderful place. The 
oldest trees in eastern North America – bald cypress dating from 
at least 364 AD – are found along the Black.

Most people have never visited a swamp and probably have an 
image of a dull place filled with standing, stagnant water. The 
Green Swamp is one of the nicest areas to experience the true 
vibrance of a living swamp. You’ll be surprised at how beautiful 
the swamp is, particularly in the spring when its myriad of flowers 
is in bloom. The Boiling Spring Lakes Preserve is another 
fantastic place to see plants. Hundreds of flowers line the 
preserve, providing a natural botanic garden.

Holly Shelter Game Land is a good place to see the 
southeastern Coastal Plain’s variety of ecosystems. One of the 
country’s largest peat-filled pocosin basins is located here. There 

is also a large stand of longleaf pine and a beautiful savanna.

You won’t see maritime forest on most of the local 
beaches, but you can at Bald Head Island.  The Island is a 
nesting ground for loggerhead turtles and is also a birder’s 
paradise; herons, egrets and ibis breed there.

Horseshoe Lake Natural Area, with its extensive 
Carolina bay complex, is another good birdwatching site. It 
is home to rare plants like the yellow pitcher plant, which 
you can see floating on soggy vegetation rafts in the lake.

timeline

1860’s – Production of turpentine from longleaf pine is largest manufacturing 
industry in NC; two thirds of the nation’s turpentine is produced here

1969 – Carolina Beach State Park established

Wilmington is the state’s largest city with 9,542 residents – 1860

1974 – Green Swamp designated national natural landmark by the US Department of the Interior
1000 BC –Native Americans settle along the area’s waterways

364 aD – Black cypress, which are still alive today, begin life 
along the Black River

1690-1710  
Europeans trickle into the area

1712 – First recorded mention of 
the Waccamaw-Siouan tribe, known 
then as Woccon

1725 
 First European settlement, Brunswick Town, established in what is now 

Brunswick County1739 – City of Wilmington incorporated

1759 –First written reference to the Venus flytrap in a letter to England from Arthur 
Dobbs, British colonial governor of NC 

1765-66 – Nation’s first renowned biologist, John Bartram, visits the area

1791 – George Washington visits the region

1840 – Wilmington and Weldon Railroad completed, providing overland connections 
from Wilmington inland. At 161 miles long, it is the longest railroad in the world

1820s – Old Dock becomes port on Waccamaw River to 
transport naval stores such as turpentine

1976 – Lake Waccamaw State Park established
1977 – Nature Conservancy establishes Green  Swamp Preserve

1989 – NC General Assembly establishes Lumber River as a natural and scenic river and also as a state park

1998 – Horseshoe Lake Natural Area created

2000 – Conservancy begins acquiring property at Boiling Spring Lakes Preserve

2006 – Conservancy completes largest private land conservation deal in state 
history, buying 76,000 acres from International Paper, which allows for the 
creation of Juniper Creek Game Land


