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The word “swap” refers to 
when two parties exchange 
or trade something of value. 

The acronym SWAP, in the world of 
wildlife conservation, means State 
Wildlife Action Plan, but a SWAP 
is more similar to a swap than you 
might guess at first glance! From 
“Conservation Opportunity Areas” 
to a focus on rare and declining 
plant species, Tennessee’s 2015 
SWAP is proving useful to many 
different conservation groups who 
provided their time and expertise 
to develop an action plan that will 
benefit wildlife, plants, and habitat 
in Tennessee.

What’s in a SWAP?
“In 2005, for the first time in 

U.S. history, the SWAP has pro-
vided information in one place on 
all imperiled species nationwide,” 
said Bill Reeves, the Tennessee 
Wildlife Resources Agency’s Chief 

TENNESSEE’S 2015 SWAP
Increased Collaboration In Exchange For Excellent Conservation Planning

by K. Gregg Elliott of Biodiversity. “Tennessee’s 2015 
action plan has improved on the 
foundation created in 2005 by 
involving more partners, establish-
ing Conservation Opportunity 
Areas to focus activities, adding 
plants as species of concern, and 
addressing climate change impacts 
and adaptation.” 

A SWAP approved by the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service is a 
prerequisite to qualify for receiv-
ing State Wildlife Grant (SWG) 
funds, a program created by 
Congress in 2001 in tandem with 
requirements for action planning. 
The SWG program is designed to 
benefit species of greatest con-
servation need (GCN) identified 
in each SWAP, and it is now the 
nation’s core program for prevent-
ing endangered species listings. 
Habitat-based, nongame, wildlife 
conservation benefits a wide range 
of species, including those that are 

Below, from left: Four species that 
SWAP has determined are of Greatest 
Conservation Need.
•  Wood Thrush
•  Green Salamander
•  Rafinesque’s Big-eared Bat
•  Hognose Snake

Cynthia Routledge Josh Campbell



Between 2005 and 2015, more than 300,000 
species occurrences in Tennessee were identified 
and added to the TN-SWAP database, improv-
ing designation of species and priority habitats 
that are of Greatest Conservation Need.

GCN group 2005 2015
Aquatic 5,268 149,224
Subterranean 961 7,000
Terrestrial 19,396 160,166
Plants Not included 9,779
Total 25,625 326,169
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common, fished, or hunted 
recreationally.

In April 2015, the TWRA, 
in collaboration with The 
Nature Conservancy (TNC), 
completed its first 10-year 
update of the Tennessee 
SWAP (available at http://
www.tnswap.com). TWRA 
and TNC view the TN-SWAP 
as a tool intended for all 
stakeholders within Tennes-
see, large and small, who care 
about wildlife or make decisions 
affecting the state’s land and water 
resources. That’s why a long list 
of experts, as well as more than 
30 agency and nonprofit partners, 
were involved in the SWAP revi-
sion process from 2013-2015.

Agriculture
“The SWAP helps the Natural 

Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS) identify priority areas 
where we can focus our technical 
and financial assistance efforts 
for private landowners,” said Matt 
Walker, state biologist for the 
NRCS in Tennessee. “Tennessee’s 
SWAP dataset on the ranges of 
GCN species and their habitat 
needs is probably the most user-

friendly tool we have for address-
ing both aquatic and terrestrial 
wildlife needs. We are looking 
forward to using it.” 

The SWAP dataset is housed in 
a geographic information system 
(GIS) database. For every conser-
vation practice or other assistance 
that NRCS provides to a farmer, 
the agency evaluates potential im-
pacts–both positive and negative–
on rare and sensitive species. 

For example, when NRCS pro-
vides cross-fencing as a means of 
managing rotational grazing, this 
often includes fencing cattle out 
of streams and providing alterna-
tive water sources (such as a well). 
The beneficial effects of reduced 
erosion from cattle in the stream 
can be assessed using the SWAP 

database, typically within a 
range of five miles for ter-
restrial species and 10 miles 
for aquatic species. Likewise, 
a practice with potential 
negative impacts, such as an 
armored, streambed cross-
ing, can be assessed for 
potential impacts on down-
stream mussel beds and fish 
species. 

Conservation Opportunity 
Areas

Tennessee’s SWAP designates 
“Conservation Opportunity Areas” 
or COAs. As the TN-SWAP says, 
“COAs are areas with the great-
est opportunity for conserving, 
preserving, or restoring habitat 
critical to GCN species.” COAs do 
not, however, create new juris-
dictional boundaries, regulations, 
or land use restrictions. They are 
strictly voluntary.

For example, about a year ago, 
after reviewing Tennessee’s draft 
SWAP, the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers (USACE) began using 
SWAP information to show how a 
proposed project within the Mill 
Creek COA could address threats 
to wildlife. 

Dustin Thames Rob Colvin
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The SWAP explains that faster 
and more frequent runoff from 
paved and built surfaces increases 
peak stream flow and destabilizes 
stream banks. Tim Higgs, chief 
of the Project Planning Branch, 
Environmental Section in the 
USACE Nashville District, said, 
“We worked with the Tennes-
see Department of Environment 
and Conservation (TDEC) to 
demonstrate how our proposed 
project would not only increase 
flood protection, but would also 
help alleviate increased runoff and 
bank erosion resulting from urban 
development.” 

A number of COAs are help-
ing the USACE to consider key 
resources and plan their projects 
in Tennessee accordingly; these 
include the Duck River, Big South 
Fork, Cordell Hull Tailwater, 
Interior Low Plateau Cedar Glades 
(which includes the Percy Priest 
Reservoir and Wildlife Manage-
ment Area), North Cumberland 
Plateau and Mountains (which in-
cludes the Big South Fork National 
River & Recreation Area), and Mill 
Creek. 

Climate change
Nationwide, there is growing 

recognition that future impacts 
from climate change must be an-
ticipated and planned for–and this 
includes wildlife and plant species 
conservation. Sally Palmer, Direc-
tor of Science and SWAP Project 
Manager for TNC said, “For the 
2015 SWAP, we focused on several 
different types of information to 
understand how climate change 
will affect our terrestrial, freshwa-
ter, and cave species and habitats. 
We also incorporated data on im-
portant landscape features across 
Tennessee, such as topography 
and geology, which may promote 
natural resiliency as temperature 
and rainfall patterns change over 
time.” 

National Wildlife Federation ex-
perts on climate adaptation strate-
gies helped the 2015 TN-SWAP 
team to incorporate Climate Smart 
conservation strategies into the 
planning effort. In addition, Reeves 
represents the Southeast Associa-
tion of Fish and Wildlife Agencies 
(SEAFWA) on a National Advisory 
Committee on Climate Change 
and Natural Resource Science. 

Aquatic diversity
In a state with seven of the eight 

most ecologically rich rivers in the 
country, it’s not surprising that 
the Tennessee Valley Authority 
(TVA) is focusing its conserva-
tion work in four of those highly 
diverse watersheds. TVA moni-
tors and strives to improve aquatic 
habitat conditions across the many 
sub-watersheds in the Tennes-
see Valley. In fact, TVA’s annual 
stream monitoring data, as well as 
the agency’s participation in devel-
oping the TN-SWAP, contributed 
to the designation of the Clinch 
and Powell, Duck River, and Elk 
River Conservation Opportunity 
Areas. TVA has been working with 
TWRA, TNC, NRCS, the Tennes-
see Department of Agriculture, 
and others, to restore riparian 
buffers along the Elk, stabilize 
stream banks along the Duck, 
and propagate mussel species for 
reintroduction into the Clinch and 
Powell rivers. 

“The TN-SWAP is setting the 
stage for future partnership oppor-
tunities,” said Evan Crews, Senior 
Manager of Natural Resources at 
the TVA. “Involvement of conser-
vation partners in development of 
the 2015 TN-SWAP was extremely 
thorough. Now, because its priori-

The Duck River Conserva-
tion Opportunity Area 
showing priority terres-
trial, aquatic, and karst  
(limestone/cave) habitats.

Illustration by Joey Wisby
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ties are approved by the USFWS 
and potential partners statewide, 
the SWAP has weight and will help 
to justify new funding propos-
als. In particular, TVA anticipates 
the SWAP will help us to identify 
new opportunities to partner for 
conservation beyond the stream’s 
edge.” 

More than 225,000 acres within 
the Tennessee Valley–three-quar-
ters of TVA lands–are managed 
for natural resource values. These 
lands often lie within and connect 
the newly designated Conservation 
Opportunity Areas.

Plant conservation
David Lincicome is the manager 

of the Natural Heritage Inventory 
program at TDEC, the agency with 
the responsibility for implement-
ing the Rare Plant Act in Tennes-
see. “The incorporation of plants 
into the SWAP has folded us into 
the broader picture of conserva-
tion,” said Lincicome. “The 2015 
SWAP has integrated all aspects 
of wildlife and plant conservation 
in Tennessee really for the first 
time. It’s enabling us to work more 
closely with wildlife partners to get 
conservation on the ground in a 
manner that will benefit more spe-
cies, both wildlife and plant.”

One example: TDEC is cur-
rently working on a land acquisi-
tion project in Franklin County 
in collaboration with TWRA, the 

Land Trust for Tennessee, and The 
Conservation Fund. The project 
aims to benefit a suite of both 
animal and plant species that are 
federally listed as threatened or 
endangered. The area is located 
within the South Cumberland 
Plateau COA. 

“My hope,” continued Lin-
cicome, “is that the SWAP will 
help us raise the level of plant 
conservation within Tennessee, 
something that is desperately 
needed with more than 500 rare 
species in the state.” Most fund-
ing available to TDEC for plant 
conservation comes from Section 
6 funds under the Federal Endan-
gered Species Act; yet only 20 of 
Tennessee’s rare plant species are 
actually listed. This effectively tied 
the agency’s hands in address-
ing threats to species before they 
became endangered. Now, with 
568 designated GCN plant species 
in the TN-SWAP, conservation 
projects funded with state wildlife 
grants can benefit the full range 
of Tennessee's native diversity: 
animals and plants, both terrestrial 
and aquatic.

Gregg Elliott is the principal of K 
Gregg Consulting. She served as 
technical writer on the TN-SWAP 
team in 2015-16.

Jeremy Dennison, TWRA Wildlife Di-
versity Biologist, holding a Hellbender 
salamander.

TWRA Fisheries Program Manager 
Bart Carter holding a paddlefish.
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The Oyster Mussel with one of its fish 
hosts. Fish host the early life cycle of 
freshwater mussel species.
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Blotchside Logperch (Percina burtoni) 
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Flame Crayfish and Upland Burrow-
ing Crayfish
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Stream sampling crew 
comprised of personnel 
from TDEC, TVA, and 
Big South Fork NP.
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