
WORKING LANDS FOR

EASTERN
HELLBENDERS

Options for Landowners to Help Restore Habitat for Salamanders

NRCS helps landowners maintain 
the productivity of their farms and 
forests while conserving important 
natural resources. Those resources 
include habitat for aquatic species 
like the eastern hellbender. 

The eastern hellbender (Cryptobranchus alleganiensis) 
is the largest salamander in the United States. Some-
times referred to as a “grampus,” “devil dog” or 
“ground puppy,” they can be found in portions of  
New York, Pennsylvania, Missouri, Ohio, Indiana,  
West Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, North Carolina  
and Virginia. 

The southeastern hellbender has inhabited rivers 
and streams of the eastern U.S. for around 65 million 
years. This fully aquatic species, which absorbs oxygen 
through its skin, plays an important ecological role in 
its habitat. Like many other amphibians, the hellbender 
is vulnerable to environmental disturbances that impact 
breeding and has faced population declines due to 
inadequate habitat and water quality degradation. 

Assistance Available
NRCS is working with private landowners in North 
Carolina, Tennessee and Virginia to reverse the decline 
of this species through voluntary conservation practices 
to restore riparian buffers, reduce stream bank erosion 
and sedimentation, and minimize nutrient inputs from 
fertilizer and livestock waste. 

Benefits to You
Sustainable farming practices improve grazing lands 
and expand access to quality drinking water for towns 
and those on wells while enhancing recreational uses 
like swimming and fishing. Reductions in nutrient 
applications to farmland lower producer costs. Eroding 
stream banks impact acreage available for crop planting 
and can endanger cattle, fields, farm buildings and 
homes. Buffers and filter strips provide the root structure 
to keep soil in place and trap nutrients, contributing to 
clearner waterways for all.

Technical Assistance
Technical assistance is free to private landowners 
and producers. The agency’s staff of experts and 
conservation partners work side by side with producers 
to develop a conservation plan. Each plan focuses on the 

habitat needs of these salamanders and is tailored to the landowner’s 
property. These plans provide a roadmap to meet natural resource and 
production goals. 

Financial Assistance
Financial assistance helps landowners pay for the adoption of 
conservation actions that improve water quality for farms, households 
and recreational uses while supporting healthy ecosystems on which 
hellbenders and other species depend. 

Working Lands for Wildlife
Working Lands for Wildlife (WLFW) is a collaborative approach to 
conserving habitat while keeping working lands profitable. WLFW 
provides technical and financial assistance through the Environmental 
Quality Incentives Program and Agricultural Conservation Easement 
Program, offered through the Farm Bill, the largest funding source for 
conservation on private lands. While NRCS partners with landowners 
to implement wildlife-friendly practices nationwide, this WLFW 
project targets conservation efforts in portions of the hellbender’s 
historic range in North Carolina, Tennessee and Virginia.

Hellbenders and Friends
The eastern hellbender is the only giant salamander living in North 
America and can reach over 24 inches. It is aquatic and serves as an 
excellent indicator of stream water quality. Many of the watersheds 
in which they thrive are among the most biodiverse in the country. 
Habitats restored for the eastern hellbender benefit game fish as well 
as numerous rare and imperiled species, including the bog turtle, 
Anthony’s riversnail, slender chub, snail darter and more than 20 
varieties of freshwater mussels.

Partnerships Matter
NRCS collaborates with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), 
Virginia Tech, Defenders of Wildlife, state fish and wildlife agencies 
and non-government organizations. Government and nonprofit 
organizations leverage resources and technical staff to help educate 
landowners and recreationists about the need to protect at-risk 
species like the eastern hellbender.

Get Started
If you’re interested in technical and financial assistance from 
NRCS, please contact your local USDA service center. An NRCS 
conservationist in your community will help you develop a 
conservation plan customized to your land. Then, you can apply for 
financial assistance through Farm Bill conservation programs.

More information is also available at 
nrcs.usda.gov/wildlife.

Get Started with NRCS: 
nrcs.usda.gov/getstarted
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What Is It?
How Does It Help Eastern 

Hellbenders and Producers?

Modification or removal of  
barriers to aquatic species  
like dams or culverts.

Increased connectivity of aquatic and 
riparian habitats to allow hellbenders to 
safely move through and between habitats.

Reduces floodplain damage during large 
storm events and improves channel 
stability.

Use of vegetation/structures to 
reinforce streambanks.

Encourages in-stream processes to provide 
fish cover and macroinvertebrate food 
sources. Increases acreage available for 
crop planting, and protects cattle, fields 
and farm structures from damaging  
effects of erosion.

Placement of wood/rock structures 
into a stream channel to improve 
aquatic habitat that does not 
currently meet quality criteria for 
the species.

Provides suitable areas for aquatic 
organisms to rear, feed, grow, hide  
and reproduce. Enhances water quality to 
benefit herd health and recreational value.

Stabilized trail or travelway 
constructed across a stream  
for livestock, human or  
equipment access.

Increased connectivity of aquatic and 
riparian habitats to allow hellbenders to 
safely move through and between habitats.

Provides producer access to both sides of 
a stream while maintaining channel stability 
during crossing. 

A strip of riparian area directly 
adjacent to streams that cannot  
be grazed. 

Installed with alternative watering facility  
to reduce sediment and organic nutrient 
loads for improved herd health and  
stream habitat. 
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Conservation Choices
NRCS offers more than a dozen conservation practices that can benefit the 
Eastern hellbender by reducing sediment and nutrient inputs for improved 
habitat and water quality. A few examples are listed below. 

Other available practices may include Critical Area Planting, Sediment Basin, 
Field Border, Grade Stabilization Structure, Hedgerow Planting, Cover Crops, 
Prescribed Grazing and No-Till.
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What Is It?
How Does It Help Eastern 

Hellbenders and Producers?

One or more structural measures 
installed to alter the elevation or 
gradient of the stream bed  
or bottom.

Addresses sediment transport or 
deposition to improve/enhance the  
stream corridor for fish and wildlife  
habitat, aesthetics and recreation. 

A strip of forested buffer  
consisting of native trees/ 
shrubs and grasses adjacent  
to water bodies.

Improves aquatic habitat and water  
quality.Protects stream banks from  
erosion to reduce sediment loads and  
help process nutrients.

Barrier to protect riparian areas 
from livestock access.

Protects stream habitats from  
livestock damage. 

Reduces erosion impacts on acreage 
available for crop planting, decreases 
nutrient and sediment runoff, and  
benefits herd health by keeping  
livestock out of streams.

A strip of perennial vegetation  
for trapping sediment and other 
pollutants from cropland runoff.

Decreases erosion and increases habitat 
sustainability for hellbenders by providing 
improved water quality. Minimizes 
sediment, chemical and nutrient runoff 
from crop- and pastureland. 

A strip of perennial, native, 
herbaceous vegetation like 
grasses, forbs or legumes 
established along riparian  
areas or on the fringes of  
water bodies.

Helps establish and maintain habitat 
corridors for hellbenders. Improves the 
stability of stream banks and shorelines to 
reduce erosion and enhance water quality 
for aquatic life and humans.
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