
Allegheny River Islands BDA 
Alluvial islands in the Allegheny River form the core of this BDA that supports tufted hairgrass 
(Deschampsia cespitosa), a plant species of special concern.  Supporting landscape for the core 
habitat extends from the river islands upstream to Kinzua Dam, and the immediate watershed on 
both sides of the river, and is primarily forested.  The southern portion of the supporting 
landscape is in the Allegheny National Forest.  Tufted hairgrass grows in well-drained soils that 
are scoured frequently enough to prevent the growth of large trees. 
 
Several populations of tufted hairgrass were found occupying floodplain forests within a narrow 
band of mixed graminoid habitat along Dixon, Harmon, Wardwell Island, Reiff, and Knight 
Islands.  Harmon and Wardwell Islands are part of the Allegheny National Forest.  Knight Island 
is owned by the Northern Allegheny Conservation Association.  Islands are partially wooded with 
sandy, well-drained soils.  Scattered ponds and pools saturate the low spots and open areas are 
dominated by reed canary-grass (Phalaris arundinacea).  
 
 
 

Other plant species of the Allegheny Islands BDA 
Common name Scientific name  Common name Scientific name 

Trees 
silver maple Acer saccharinum  white pine Pinus strobus 
bitternut hickory Carya cordiformis  sycamore Platanus occidentalis 
pignut hickory Carya glabra  American basswood Tilia americana 
shagbark hickory Carya ovata  American elm Ulmus americana 
green ash Fraxinus pennsylvanica    

Shrubs 
Japanese barberry Berberis thunbergii  Virginia creeper Parthenocissus 

quinquefolia 
hornbeam Carpinus caroliniana  sumac Rhus sp. 
silky dogwood Cornus amomum  multiflora rose Rosa multiflora 
Morrow’s honeysuckle Lonicera morrowii  blackberry Rubus sp 
ironwood Ostrya virginiana  willow Salix sp 

Herbs 
agrimony Agrimonia sp  sensitive fern Onoclea sensibilis 
ramp (wild leek) Allium tricoccum  wood-sorrel Oxalis sp. 
false nettle Boehmeria cylindrica  common yellow  

wood-sorrel 
Oxalis stricta 

a grass Bromus sp.  Japanese knotweed Polygonum 
cuspidatum 

intermediate wood fern Dryopteris intermedia  knotweed Polygonum sp. 
white snakeroot Eupatorium rugosum  wrinkle-leaf goldenrod S. rugosa 
bedstraws Gallium spp.  bouncing-bet Saponaria officinalis 
white avens Geum canadense  late goldenrod Solidago gigantea 
spotted St. John’s-wort Hypericum punctatum  skunk cabbage Symplocarpus foetidus 
cardinal-flower Lobelia cardinalis  American false hellebore Veratrum viride 
fringed loosestrife Lysimachia ciliata  vervain Verbena sp. 



 

Threats and Stresses 

The greatest threats to tufted 
hairgrass at this site are 
alterations to the flooding 
regime that has produced and 
maintained these floodplain 
natural communities, and 
residential/industrial 
development along the river 
corridor.  Development is of 
particular concern for the plants 
that occur on Knight Island, 
given the island’s location just 
outside the city of Warren.  
Periodic flooding and its 
accompanied scouring and 
deposition of sand and other 
substrates keep the alluvium 
bars, islands, and banks open to 
colonization by a number of 
unique species.  Any changes to 
the flooding/deposition may 
threaten these rare species’ 
habitats.  Increased competition for resources by invasive exotic plant species, which typically 
colonize disturbed habitats, also poses a major threat.  Multiflora rose, Japanese barberry, reed 
canary-grass, and knotweed are already present at the site and in many spots along the river.  
These exotic species can shade out nearly all other vegetation, decreasing the stability of banks 
and creating conditions that make these compromised areas more susceptible to erosion.  Direct 
impact from recreational use is of concern in specific areas.  Frequent or intensive use of island 
floodplain areas could impact tufted hairgrass and lead to changes in vegetation cover that would 
encourage colonization by aggressive exotic species. 
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Tufted hairgrass (Deschampsia cespitosa) 
 at the Allegheny River Islands BDA 

 
Conservation Recommendations  

Water levels in this portion of the Allegheny River are now, to a large extent, regulated by 
releases from the Kinzua Dam.  Municipal water supplies downstream and recreational use on the 
river may play a role in coordinating water releases.  Along with the consideration given to these 
uses, the maintenance of natural communities and ecological systems need to be taken into 
consideration with the release of water from the Allegheny Reservoir.  Any further development 
in the near vicinity that directly disturbs floodplains or introduces invasive exotic species should 
be avoided and measures should be taken to control any non-native species present within the 
site.  
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