
TRACKING FLOWERING TIMES ON THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why the Appalachian Trail (A.T.) as a “Mega-Transect”? 

 Tracking indicators of climate change in mountains can be challenging yet are ever more 

important as we seek to understand and protect the remaining remote and natural spaces in the 

Eastern U.S. in the face of intense rain events and flooding, droughts, heat waves, and other 

extreme weather and shifts in typical climate. 

 The A.T. provides a connected landscape that supports many plants and animals whether 

they are migrating north in the spring or they are specialized to live in colder climates on mountain 

tops. As seasons unfold from south to north we can use plants as bioindicators as they respond to 

each year’s weather. This biological response to weather can help resource managers in their 

efforts in protection and adaptation efforts for important natural resources.  

  

• The Appalachian Trail (A.T.) and natural areas 

along the Appalachian mountain corridor are 

important connected landscapes that provide 

habitat and greenways for wildlife and plants 
 

• Mountains may provide climate change refugia 

but are often understudied due to difficult access 

and small-scale studies 
 

• Flowering plants can be used as bioindicators of 

climate change by tracking the timing of their 

development each season 
 

• iNaturalist, a crowdsourcing platform using a 

free smart phone app, provides an easy way 

anyone can contribute to our study of flowering 

times along the A.T. 



 

HOW YOU CAN HELP 

You can help make the A.T. a Mega-Transect study by observing plant 

flowering and other annual life stages allowing us to determine how 

seasons unfold over the 2,100+ mile tread way. Many hands are needed 

to observe in mountains and surrounding lowlands because of natural 

variation and the lack of on-the-ground information in complex 

landscapes.  

 

HOW IS CROWDSOURCING SCIENCE? 

Crowdsourcing relies on many contributors whose collective 

observations add up to a dataset. If enough observations are 

made certain science questions can be asked. Even taking 

one photo is a contribution when put together with many 

others. You can choose to do more, by taking many 

observations along your hike or throughout the season. 

iNaturalist is a crowdsourcing tool with both a free mobile 

app and multilingual webpage that can help you learn 

species, build skills, and contribute to identification of 

others’ observations.  

 

HOW ARE MY DATA USED? 

iNaturalist observations are contributed by a network of people sharing biodiversity information to 

help each other learn about nature. The data are used for biodiversity studies but scientists have 

used the data to answer many other important questions1  

Our study on the A.T. uses a small but important portion of 

iNaturalist data that we collect in a project called  

Flowers and Fauna along the Appalachian Trail. We are asking 

the questions of how plant flowering times varies with 

longitude, latitude, and elevation in mountains and whether 

some plants are stronger responders to climate shifts in the 

Appalachians than others. Collecting data year after year in 

mountains will build our dataset and allow us to compare 

plant response in different seasons.  

 
1 https://forum.inaturalist.org/t/published-papers-that-use-inaturalist-data-wiki-2-2020-onwards/20913  

https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/flowers-and-fauna-along-the-appalachian-trail-corridor
https://forum.inaturalist.org/t/published-papers-that-use-inaturalist-data-wiki-2-2020-onwards/20913

