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Introduction 

The Hudson Highlands Fjord Trail (HHFT) and its Invasives Strike Force (ISF) 
conducted a baseline Floristic Quality Assessment (FQA) within the forest understory of 
Upper Overlook, a key ecological restoration zone within the Fjord Trail corridor. The 
assessment was led by David Junga, Natural Resources Coordinator, with HHFT’s ISF 
volunteers completing the bulk of species identification and cover estimation in the field. 

The purpose of this assessment was to establish a pre-restoration floristic baseline 
for the forested areas flanking the Upper Overlook summit, specifically the wooded slope 
near the Breakneck Ridge rock scramble (Hill Transect, hereafter referred to as T-H) and the 
mixed hardwood area behind the Breakneck Steward Station (Steward Station Transect, 
hereafter referred to as T-S). These two zones are currently undergoing targeted invasive 
species removal and passive recovery. 

The volunteer team represented a wide range of botanical experience, from 
seasoned plant identifiers to first-time field participants, but they worked collaboratively to 
ensure accuracy and shared learning throughout the day. Using field guides, dichotomous 
keys, and mobile identification tools such as iNaturalist and Seek, participants cross-
referenced species in real time and reached consensus on plant identities and abundance 
estimates. This cooperative approach strengthened data quality and also advanced HHFT’s 
goal of building community engagement for long-term ecological monitoring. 

Over the past two field seasons, the ISF has worked intensively to reduce Asiatic 
dayflower (Commelina communis) populations, a shallow-rooted annual that had 
dominated portions of Upper Overlook. By removing this fast-spreading invader, volunteers 
will create new opportunities for native forest herbs, sedges, and saplings to re-establish. 
The FQA serves as a quantitative measure of how those management efforts are 
influencing community composition, providing a benchmark from which future change can 
be evaluated. 

This baseline will inform HHFT’s broader restoration and monitoring program, 
positioning Upper Overlook as the flagship example of ecological restoration within the 
Fjord Trail landscape. Through repeated floristic surveys, the site will illustrate how 
consistent, data-driven stewardship can transform a degraded forest edge into a resilient, 
species-rich native ecosystem. 

A follow-up FQA is scheduled for spring 2026 to capture early-season flora and 
expand the dataset across phenological windows. In addition, a third transect will be 
established on the rocky summit community, integrating the forest, transition, and summit 
zones into a comprehensive restoration monitoring framework for Upper Overlook. 
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Methods 

The Upper Overlook forest understory FQA was conducted on September 27, 2025, 
under the supervision of HHFT Natural Resources Coordinator David Junga, Park Director 
Drew Polinsky, and Community & Visitor Relations Manager Rebeca Ramirez, with data 
collection led by volunteers from the Invasive Strike Force (ISF). Two 20-meter transects 
were established to represent distinct forest habitats within the study area: T-H, situated 
along the wooded slope near the Breakneck Ridge rock scramble, and T-S, positioned 
within the mixed hardwood area behind the Breakneck Steward Station. Each transect 
contained three 3×3-meter vegetation sampling plots, located at 0 m, 10 m, and 20 m. 

Each transect was surveyed by a team of 10-12 ISF volunteers, ranging from 
experienced botanists to novice participants. Working collaboratively, volunteers recorded 
the presence and relative cover of all vascular plant species rooted within or overhanging 
each plot. Cover was estimated using a percent-cover class method, with participants 
discussing and agreeing on category assignments as a group to ensure consistency. 
Species exceeding 20% cover were recorded as dominant (D), those with less than 5% 
cover as trace (T), and all others as present (X). 

The field effort emphasized both data quality and hands-on learning. Volunteers 
shared identification techniques, consulted regional field guides, and utilized digital tools 
such as iNaturalist and Seek to confirm or refine species identifications. All uncertain taxa 
were flagged for follow-up verification. After the field survey, the Natural Resources 
Coordinator reviewed and verified the species list, including revisiting the site to confirm 
identifications. 

Species data from both transects were entered into the Hudson Highlands Fjord 
Trail Floristic Quality Index (FQI) Calculator Tool, which automatically assigns Coefficient of 
Conservatism (C-value) scores and computes site-level metrics. The Northeastern 
Highlands (Region 58) coefficients (Faber-Langendoen 2018) were used to ensure 
consistency with HHFT’s broader floristic monitoring framework. 

FQI values were calculated following the modified formula of Rooney and Rogers 
(2002): 

𝐹𝑄𝐼 = 𝐶̄ × √𝑁 
 

where 𝐶̄is the mean C-value and N is the total species richness for each transect and the 
overall site. These metrics provide a standardized measure of floristic quality and allow 
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future comparisons to evaluate how ongoing management, particularly invasive species 
removal, shapes the native plant community over time. 

Results 

A total of 35 vascular plant species were documented across the two transects 
surveyed at Upper Overlook (Appendix). Of these, 27 species (77%) were native, indicating 
a moderately diverse flora dominated by native herbaceous and woody species typical of 
the Hudson Highlands upland forest understory (Figure 1). 

Species Composition 

Species richness ranged from 19 to 21 species per transect, with T-Hill (T-H) 
recording the higher count (21 species) compared to T-Steward Station (T-S) with 19 
species. Both transects contained a similar number of native species (15 each), but T-H 
had a slightly higher proportion of non-native taxa due to localized occurrences of Asiatic 
dayflower (Commelina communis), Japanese honeysuckle (Lonicera japonica), and black 
swallow-wort (Cynanchum louiseae). 

Native species with broad presence and high relative cover across the site included 
white wood aster (Eurybia divaricata), bluestem goldenrod (Solidago caesia), witch hazel 
(Hamamelis virginiana), mapleleaf viburnum (Viburnum acerifolium), and northern red oak 
(Quercus rubra). Other frequently encountered taxa included Pennsylvania sedge (Carex 
pensylvanica), Solomon’s seal (Polygonatum biflorum), false Solomon’s seal 
(Maianthemum racemosum), and sassafras (Sassafras albidum) (Figure 1; Table 1). 

Invasive species occurred at low overall cover but were present in both transects. 
Asiatic dayflower and Japanese honeysuckle were the most widespread, appearing in 
multiple plots. Black swallow-wort, garlic mustard (Alliaria petiolate), wineberry (Rubus 
phoenicolasius), and Norway maple (Acer platanoides) were observed in trace or isolated 
patches (Figure 1; Table 1). 
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Figure 1. Species richness of native and non-native species across transects. 

Floristic Metrics 

The overall Mean C-value for the site was 3.74, with a Mean C (Native) of 4.85, 
indicating a flora composed primarily of moderately conservative native species (Table 1). 

At the transect scale, T-S exhibited slightly higher floristic quality metrics than T-H 
(Table 1). T-S had a Mean C-value of 3.84 and an FQI of 16.75, compared to T-H’s Mean C of 
3.48 and FQI of 15.93 (Table 1; Figure 2). 

Table 1. Summary of floristic metrics for the Upper Overlook forest understory, based on 
fall 2025 sampling in the Hill Transect (T-H) and the Steward Station Transect (T-S). Metrics 
include species richness, native species richness, mean Coefficient of Conservatism (C-
value) across all species and natives, and the resulting FQI. 

Transect Species 
Richness 

Native 
Species 

Mean C Mean C 
(Native) 

FQI 

T-H 21 15 3.48 4.87 15.93 

T-S 19 15 3.84 4.87 16.75 

Sitewide 35 27 3.74 4.85 22.14 

 
Community Observations 

The vegetation at both transects represents a mixed hardwood understory 
community with varying structure and cover density. White wood aster and bluestem 
goldenrod were the most frequent and abundant species across both transects, occurring 
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as dominant in several plots. Witch hazel and mapleleaf viburnum were dominant in 
multiple forest-edge plots, while Northen red oak, pignut hickory, and Eastern hop-
hornbeam were observed as subcanopy components or trace saplings. 

At T-H, vegetation structure was slightly more open, supporting a mixture of 
graminoids and herbs such as Common woodland sedge (Carex blanda), Pennsylvania 
sedge, and red fescue (Festuca rubra). The transect also contained small but recurring 
patches of Asiatic dayflower and Japanese honeysuckle.  

At T-S, canopy closure was greater, and the understory was dominated by white 
wood aster, witch hazel, and bluestem goldenrod, with lower incidence of invasive species. 
Trace occurrences of garlic mustard, wineberry, and Norway maple were observed 
primarily near the forest edge. 

 

Figure 1. Floristic Quality Index for the two sampling transects and overall at Upper 
Overlook. 

Main Takeaways 

Results from the fall 2025 Floristic Quality Assessment indicate that the forest 
understory at Upper Overlook currently exhibits moderate ecological integrity, consistent 
with a secondary oak–hickory forest recovering from historical disturbance and invasive 
species pressure. The overall Mean C-value of 3.74 and FQI of 22.14 reflects a community 
dominated by moderately conservative native species (C-values 4-6), indicating a strong 
foundation for continued restoration success. 
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Native herbs and woody understory plants such as white wood aster, bluestem 
goldenrod, witch hazel, and mapleleaf viburnum contributed most to site dominance and 
overall floristic quality. Their prevalence indicates the persistence of a native seed bank 
and the capacity for self-recruitment where competition from invasive plants persists.  

The presence of low-abundance invasive species, including Japanese honeysuckle, 
black swallow-wort, wineberry, and garlic mustard, emphasizes the importance of 
continued containment to prevent canopy-edge spread and secondary invasion. The ISF’s 
active removal of Asiatic dayflower may have already reduced the dominance of this 
species, opening space for higher-quality native flora to recover. Maintaining this 
management momentum will be essential for steering plant community composition 
toward greater ecological stability. 

Within HHFT’s broader restoration strategy, Upper Overlook functions as the 
flagship example of integrated, data-driven restoration. The site’s management unites 
volunteer participation, quantitative ecological monitoring, and adaptive management into 
a replicable model for future Fjord Trail projects. The ISF’s dual role, performing on-the-
ground invasive removal and collecting floristic data, demonstrates how community 
science can directly inform professional stewardship decisions. 

Looking ahead, HHFT will conduct a follow-up FQA in spring 2026 to capture early-
season flora and track floristic changes across phenological windows. A third transect will 
also be established within the rocky summit community, completing the vertical gradient 
from forest understory to summit and enabling comparison of trends across habitat types. 
Together, these data will allow for temporal analysis of mean C-values, native species 
richness, and FQI to measure the ecological outcomes of ongoing management. 

Continued volunteer engagement will remain a cornerstone of this process. Annual 
fall and spring resurveys will reinforce the long-term continuity of the FQA dataset while 
building local ecological literacy. As a result, Upper Overlook is poised to illustrate not only 
the biological recovery of a Hudson Highlands forest, but also the collective impact of 
sustained, community-based stewardship within the Fjord Trail landscape. 
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Appendix. Species identified within the sampled transects, including common names, 
nativity, and C-value based on standard values for plants of the Northeast published by The 
New England Interstate Water Pollution Control Commission, NatureServe, and the United 
States Environmental Protection Agency. 

Scientific Name Common Name Nativity C-Value 

Acer platanoides Norway maple I 0 

Acer saccharum Sugar maple N 5 

Alliaria petiolata Garlic mustard I 0 

Carex blanda Common woodland sedge N 5 

Carex pensylvanica Pennsylvania sedge N 5 

Carya cordiformis Bitternut hickory N 6 

Carya glabra Pignut hickory N 7 

Carya ovata Shagbark hickory N 6 

Commelina communis Asiatic dayflower I 0 

Cornus florida Flowering dogwood N 7 

Cynanchum louiseae Black swallow-wort I 0 

Eurybia divaricata White wood aster N 6 

Festuca rubra Red fescue N 3 

Fraxinus americana White ash N 3 

Gaultheria procumbens Eastern teaberry N 4 

Hamamelis virginiana Witch hazel N 5 

Lonicera japonica Japanese honeysuckle I 0 

Maianthemum racemosum False Solomon’s seal N 5 

Ostrya virginiana Eastern hop-hornbeam N 6 
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Scientific Name Common Name Nativity C-Value 

Parthenocissus quinquefolia Virginia creeper N 3 

Polygonatum biflorum Solomon’s seal N 5 

Prunus serotina Black cherry N 3 

Quercus rubra Northern red oak N 4 

Quercus velutina Black oak N 5 

Robinia pseudoacacia Black locust I 0 

Rosa multiflora Multiflora rose I 0 

Rubus phoenicolasius Wineberry I 0 

Sambucus racemosa Red elderberry N 5 

Sassafras albidum Sassafras N 4 

Solidago caesia Bluestem goldenrod N 6 

Staphylea trifolia Bladdernut N 7 

Symphyotrichum cordifolium Heart-leaved aster N 3 

Toxicodendron radicans Eastern poison ivy N 3 

Viburnum acerifolium Mapleleaf viburnum N 6 

Viburnum dentatum Arrowwood viburnum N 4 

 


