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KNOXVILLE, Tenn. -- As a massive plant and animal inventory project in the Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park nears the end of its sixth year, researchers are beginning to look at broader issues of how the 
various species interact with each other and the environment.  

"We still don't know all that is out there," Jeanie Hilten, administrative officer for the Discover Life in 
America project in the Smokies, said Monday as she prepared for the project's annual conference this week 
in Gatlinburg. 

"But as we do the inventory we need to continue to study how things relate to each other and apply what 
we know to what are the ecological systems at work out there." 

It goes beyond "who eats whom," she said. "Where things live" can be just as important to park managers 
contending with invasions from exotic pests and pollutants in the 520,000-acre preserve on the Tennessee-
North Carolina border. 

To that end, the project has sampled breeding bird populations in 4,100 trail locations. Now researchers are 
combining that information with vegetation maps, overlaid with elevation and topographic readings. 

"Eventually we will get soil and geology filled in too. So slowly we are filling in the blanks," Hilten said. 

The plight of the Smokies' hemlocks is one example of how different species are related, she said. The trees 
are being killed by an imported bug, the hemlock wooly adelgid, and that threatens about 300 other native 
insect species that make their homes on the trees. 

"What will the effect be as time goes by?" Hilten asks. 

The All-Taxa Biodiversity Inventory began in 1998 as a volunteer educational effort to catalog all wildlife 
in the Smokies, the country's most-visited national park -- not just the bears, but also the slime molds and 
fungi. 

The first inventory of this sort was attempted in the rainforests of Costa Rica in the early 1990s, but never 
completed. The Discover Life in America group, working with the Park Service, U.S. Geological Survey 
and the Friends of the Great Smokies, hopes to develop a model through the Smokies project that can be 
duplicated at other parks. 

Meantime, species cataloging continues with the help of 200 scientists from throughout the country who 
make periodic trips to the Smokies for specimen roundups known as "Beetle Blitzes," "Lepidoptera Quests" 
and the like. 

Starting with a list of about 12,000 creatures known to live in the Smokies, the project in six years has 
found 2,955 species never documented before in the park, including 410 new to science. Most are lesser 
life forms, such as algae, beetles, moths, lichens and slugs. 

With an estimated 10 more years to go, Hilten said, "We still need to find probably thousands more beetles 
and thousands of fungi. You know, they might support the health of the forest in ways that we don't 
understand yet." 
 


