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WILDLIFE HABITAT EVALUATION FOR

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS

BACKGROUND  

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) policy for assistance on private lands has, since its inception, required that conservation practice installation be accomplished with consideration for wildlife and wildlife habitat. 

Application of many conservation practices is generally considered to be beneficial for wildlife.  Practices such as Field Borders (386), Filter Strips (393), Grassed Waterways (412), Prescribed Grazing (528A), and Residue Management (344) will generally increase food, water, or cover, improve diversity for several wildlife species, or provide off-site benefits to aquatic wildlife species.  

Application of several conservation practices can also reduce needed food and cover when applied without wildlife consideration.  Examples of such practices may include Brush Management (314), Surface Drainage (607), Forest Stand Improvement (666), and Pasture and Hayland Planting (512).   The effect of conservation practice installation on wildlife largely depends on practice selection, design, and plant species used.  

It is not the responsibility of the NRCS to determine the extent to which a landowner should consider wildlife needs in his operation.  Neither does the NRCS determine which particular wildlife species should be managed.  These decisions are made by the landowner based on economics, legal constraints, on-site conditions, and landowner objectives.  

NRCS personnel have a responsibility and obligation to determine and explain to the decision-maker what effect a planned system of conservation practices will have on wildlife resources of the planned conservation treatment unit.  NRCS personnel also have a responsibility to inventory all resources defined as SWAPA (soil, water, air, plant, and animal resources) and determine to what extent the decision-maker would consider wildlife species in the planning process.  Decision-makers must be provided with this information in order to make intelligent and informed decisions about their property and in meeting their objectives.  The NRCS must have this information to assess the impact of practice installation and determine if agency policy requiring consideration of wildlife is being properly followed.  In the past, conservation practices were often designed and installed with little thought or study given to their effect on wildlife, unless the decision-maker indicated a specific wildlife interest.

Adoption of the total resource management policy (SWAPA + Human consideration) in conservation planning provides that emphasis be directed toward all these resources.  It requires that quality criteria be established for each of the five natural resources.  Resource management systems consisting of various conservation practices are measured against these quality criteria to determine if acceptable levels of conservation are being met.  

National quality criteria for the animal (wildlife) resource has been set at 50 percent of potential to meet the resource management system requirement, regardless of land use.  In order to measure the degree to which the resource management system meets the quality criteria, a method of evaluation is required.  A subjective evaluation based on the planner’s knowledge is the simplest form.  However, this method is dependent on the interest, ability, and knowledge of the planner.  The success or failure in applying this methodology is dependent on the wildlife training provided to planners and the technical support provided by biologists.  The quality and amount of wildlife management training and technical assistance provided to field office personnel since inception of the 1985 Food Security Act, as amended, has been minimal due to other workload requirements.  However, conservation planning certification by NRCS field personnel will require a basic understanding and the ability to employ a basic wildlife habitat evaluation procedure.

The attached Habitat Evaluation Procedure is designed for use when planning a resource management system where intensive management for a particular wildlife species is NOT desired.  This evaluation procedure is based primarily on diversity to give a general rating applicable to many different wildlife species based on inferred benefits as a result of the application of agricultural conservation practices.  

This procedure may continue to be used when wildlife land is the primary land use (wildlife planning is a primary landowner objective), but intensive wildlife planning will often require a more detailed habitat assessment addressing a particular species and specific habitat needs.  

This Habitat Evaluation Procedure is NOT to replace program specific evaluations used in ranking, where such program specific evaluations have been developed (e.g., Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program). 

INTRODUCTION:  

The following evaluation is designed for use by employees who provide assistance in farm planning and have limited training and knowledge in wildlife management principles.  It is based on a numerical scale from 0 to 1.  It is intended to assist decision-makers in understanding the effects of various agricultural practices on wildlife and to provide documentation of the effects of Resource Management System implementation on wildlife resources.  This evaluation is primarily “conservation practice oriented,” and may not properly indicate the true quality of the habitat for a targeted wildlife species without considering additional criteria such as specific habitat needs for that species, life cycles, population dynamics, etc.  

This habitat evaluation is simplified to limit data input and the time required to complete it.  It is not designed to make detailed management recommendations required for intensive wildlife management.  If the primary objective for a conservation treatment unit is wildlife, or it is to be intensively managed for wildlife, a species-based wildlife habitat appraisal procedure should be used, and an NRCS or Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife Resources (KDFWR) biologist should be contacted for technical support in the planning effort.  

PROCEDURE:  

(1) Determine the planned conservation treatment unit (CTU).  For this evaluation, the planned conservation treatment unit may be an individual field, group of fields, tract, or whole farm.  The conservation treatment unit is determined jointly by the decision-maker and the planner.

(2) Identify habitat types within the planned conservation treatment unit according to the following categories:  (a) cropland; (b) pastureland/hayland; (c) woodland; and (d) idle grassland/shrublands.  Note and consider the land cover types making up the borders of the conservation treatment unit.  Wildlife habitat benefits extend beyond property lines.  If a particular type of land use does not seem to fit any of those listed, contact the state biologist.  

(3) If the conservation treatment unit has only one field in a habitat type, or all fields within a habitat type are similar, only one field needs to be evaluated.  If the conservation treatment unit has fields that vary in habitat quality within a habitat type, fields may be grouped with multiple inventories and a weighted average score computed.  If there are significant differences in the same field, it may be divided and more than one evaluation done.  For example, if the conservation treatment unit is forested with a clearly defined area as strictly a hardwood forest and another clearly defined area as a pine plantation, the two areas should be evaluated separately.  If more than one of these variations occurs within the conservation treatment unit, use the weighted average score for the land use.  

(4) Complete the Worksheet Inventory form(s), as appropriate, for the conservation treatment unit (see attachments) and compute the score for each habitat type.  This evaluation will provide information on the quality of the habitat for the EXISTING CONDITION.  Noting those features that receive a low score will help the planner select alternative practices or treatments that could improve the habitat.

(5) Repeat the evaluation for each of the Resource Management System PLANNED ALTERNATIVES being considered to determine anticipated effects on the wildlife (animal) resource.  

(6) Complete the summary sheet to determine:  (a) the composite or weighted score for all land uses within the conservation treatment unit; and (b) if the selected alternative meets the quality criteria for a Resource Management System and is acceptable to the decision-maker.  

QUALITY CRITERIA:  In order to meet the FOTG Quality Criteria for the wildlife (animal) resource, the composite Habitat Type Index for the conservation treatment unit must be greater than 0.5, where wildlife land is not the primary land use.  In general, a habitat index below 0.3 indicates poor habitat, between 0.3 and 0.5 indicates fair habitat, between 0.5 and 0.7 is good habitat, and > 0.7 indicates excellent habitat.  

HABITAT INDEX WORKSHEET

CROPLAND1/
Client _______________________________



FSN #______________Tract ______________

Date ________________________________



Field(s)________________________________

Observer ____________________________



Acres _________________________________

Note:  Multiple fields may be assessed on one worksheet when they are planned and managed alike.  Award points for only one criteria under each heading.

CROPLAND HABITAT INDEX



POINTS                 EXISTING             PLANNED
Crop Residue Management






______

______

No-Till or Minimum Tillage 60% residue






20



Non Fescue Cover Crop or Minimum Tillage 30% residue


10

No Fall Tillage











  5




Fall Tillage With No Cover Crop or Fescue Cover Crop


  0



Crop Rotation 2/
















______

______


Small grain and/or row crop rotation with a 




15


meadow (No F,B,.OWB,Br)3/

Small grains-row crop










 10


Continuous row crop or other crops or (F, B, OWB, Br) 3/


   5


meadow in the rotation

Unharvested Crops 4/














______

______

> 5% unharvested crop or food plots present




15



1 - 5% unharvested crop









10

Total Crop Harvested, Weeds abundant during winter



  5

Total Crop Harvested, Few weeds during winter



  0 

Portion of field perimeter with ungrazed or unmowed trees,





______

______

shrubs, and/or grass strips that are not (F,B,OWB, or Br)3/  and 

is at least 20 feet wide. 5/
2/3 – All













20



1/3 – 2/3













10



<1/3














  0



Greatest distance within the field to an area with ungrazed or





______

______

unmowed trees,
shrubs, or grass strips that are not

(F,B,OWB, or Br)3/  and are at least 20 feet wide. 5/
<300 feet













20 



300 to 600 feet











10                    

>600 feet













  0



Adequate water quantity and quality present for wildlife





______

______


1 or more water sources within 1500 feet






10


No water sources within 1500 feet







  0

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

(A) Total Cropland Habitat Points (100 maximum)







______

______

(B) Cropland Habitat Index (Total points/100)








______

______

____________________________

1/ - This worksheet should be used for row crops, small grains, orchards, vegetables, or grass as part of a crop rotation.

2/ - Crop rotations affect the diversity of cover types available, the amount of over winter cover, and possible nesting cover. The rotation evaluated does not have to match the order of the rotations listed, but should contain all the elements listed.

3/ - F- Fescue, B – Bermuda Grass, OWB – Old World Bluestems, or Br – Bromegrass

4/ - Unharvested crops, food plots, weedy edges, odd areas, or winter weeds from no residual herbicides provide food and cover. 

5/ - Unmowed areas for the purposes of these questions are any areas that are either not mowed at all or are areas that are not mowed between May 15th and July 15th . Ungrazed or unmowed areas in adjacent fields may be counted for this question.

HABITAT INDEX WORKSHEET

PASTURELAND/HAYLAND 1/
Client _______________________________







FSN #_____________ Tract _______________

Observer _____________________________







Field __________________________________

Date ________________________________







Acres __________________________________






Note:  Multiple fields may be assessed on one worksheet when they are planned and managed alike.  Award points for only one criteria under each heading.

 PASTURE/HAYLAND HABITAT INDEX




POINTS                    EXISTING             
PLANNED 

Grassland Composition2/
 












______

______














Native grass with forbs or legumes





30


Introduced grass-legume mixture(no F,B, OWB, Br3/);
20




or a single warm season specie 


Introduced species (<50% F,B,OWB,Br3/ )



10


50 to 80% F,B,OWB,Br 3/






 
  5

>80% F,B,OWB,Br 3/








  0



Management Type and Timing












______

______

Fire managed grasslands







25
 


Mowed before May 1 and/or after Aug. 1 or no mowing
15


Mowed before May 15 and/or after July 15. 


10

Mowed after May 15 and before July 15.



  
  0

Grazing or Mowing Pressure












______

______

Minimum grazing or mowing height 6" 




15


Minimum grazing or mowing height 3 to 6 inches

10




Minimum grazing height <3”






  
  0

Portion of field perimeter with ungrazed or unmowed trees,





______

______

shrubs, and/or grass strips that are not (F,B,OWB, or Br)3/  and 

is at least 20 feet wide. 4/
2/3s - All











10



1/3 – 2/3s









 
  
  5



<1/3











  
  0

Greatest distance within the field to an area with ungrazed or





______

______

unmowed trees,
shrubs, or grass strips that are not

(F,B,OWB, or Br)3/  and are at least 20 feet wide. 4/
<300 feet











10



300 to 600 feet









  5



>600 feet










  
  0



Adequate water quantity and quality present for wildlife





______

______


1 or more water sources within 1500 feet




10


No water sources within 1500 feet





  0

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

(A) Total Pastureland/Hayland Habitat Points (100 maximum)




______

______

(B) Pastureland/Hayland Habitat Index (Total/100)






______

______

_____________________________

1/ - This worksheet should be used for herbaceous areas that are mowed, grazed, or managed for nonwoody vegetation primarily for livestock production, hay production, when wildlife if not the primary landuse.  


2/ - To plan wildlife as a primary or secondary landuse on pasture or hayland, the forage composition must be <50% fescue. 

3/ - F- Fescue, B – Bermuda Grass, OWB – Old World Bluestems, or Br – Bromegrass

4/ - Unmowed areas for the purposes of these questions are any areas that are either not mowed at all or are areas that are not mowed between May 15th and July 15th .  Ungrazed or unmowed areas in adjacent fields may be counted for this question.

HABITAT INDEX WORKSHEET

WOODLAND 1/
Client _______________________________







FSN #_________________________

Date ________________________________







Tract __________________________

Observer ____________________________







Field __________________________



















Acres __________________________

Note:  Multiple fields may be assessed on one worksheet when they are planned and managed alike.  Award points for only one criteria under each heading.

 WOODLAND HABITAT INDEX






POINTS                    
EXISTING           
            PLANNED 

Livestock are excluded from woodland 2/









______


______




YES













25

NO














  0





Species Diversity 3/














______


______

> 7 tree species; several size classes present



10




3 - 6 species and/or only one size class present



  5




< 3 species and only one size class present




  0

Snags, cavity trees, or nest boxes












______


______

> 4 snags, cavity trees, or nest boxes per acre



15

2 - 3 snags, cavity trees, or nest boxes per acre



10




< 2 snags, cavity trees, or nest boxes per acre



  5




No snags, cavity trees, or nest boxes per acre



  0




Understory composition (trees, shrubs, herbs, <3 feet tall) 3/





______


______

> 75% cover











15






25 - 74% cover










10



10 - 25%












  5        


<10%; Primarily bare ground or leaf litter




  
  0



Hard Mast producing trees and shrubs (acorns, nuts, and fruit)




______


______
> 4 different hard mast producing species

 



 15




3-4 different hard mast producing species

 



 10

1-2 different hard mast producing species





   5

Forest size and configuration












______


______

Contiguous >50 acres; corridor connected




10


Contiguous < 50 acres; corridor connected or > 50 acres

  5


and not corridor connected


Woodland <50 acres and isolated or fragmented


  0





Adequate water quantity and quality present for wildlife





______


______


1 or more water sources within 1500 feet





10


No water sources within 1500 feet






  0


(A) Total Woodland Habitat points (100 maximum)






_____


______


(B) Woodland Habitat Index (Total/100)









_____


______


_____________________________




1/ - Woodlots less than an acre should not be evaluated as woodland, these areas should be evaluated as escape cover for other habitat types.  The Idle Grassland Habitat Index should be used on areas planted to trees until the tree canopy has 50% coverage. Woodland with different management, species composition, or age classes should be evaluated separately.

2/ - To plan wildlife as a primary or secondary landuse, livestock must be excluded from the woodland.

4/ - Understory shrubs, forbs, and grasses provide food and cover.  Livestock grazing or increased canopy closure associated with higher basal areas and stem densities can reduce or eliminate this vegetation.

HABITAT INDEX WORKSHEET

IDLE GRASSLAND/SHRUBLANDS  1/
Client _______________________________









FSN #_________________________

Date ________________________________









Tract __________________________

Observer ____________________________









Field __________________________





















Acres __________________________

Note:  This form may be used for all fields that are planned and managed alike.  Award points for only one criteria under each heading.

 IDLE GRASSLAND HABITAT INDEX




POINTS                    EXISTING             
PLANNED 

Species Composition

 












______

______














Native grass with forbs and/or legumes and/or shrubs

40


Introduced grass with forbs and/or legumes and/or shrubs
20




(no F,B, OWB, Br2/); or native grass with no forbs, 


legumes, or shrubs; or new tree plantings or clearcut 


areas.  


Introduced species (<50% F,B,OWB,Br2/ )



10


Introduced species 50 to 80% F,B,OWB,Br 2/

 
  5

Introduced species >80% F,B,OWB,Br 2/




  0



Management
















______

______

Fire managed grasslands







20
 


Strip Disked 










15


Strip Mowed







 


10

No management on field







  5

Mowed










 
  0

Timing of Management













______

______

No Mowing or Mowed March or August 




20

Area not mowed between May 15th and July 15th

10

Area mowed between May 15th and July 15th 


  0

Portion of field perimeter with ungrazed or unmowed trees or 




______

______

shrubs that is at least 20 feet wide where the understory is not 

(F,B,OWB, or Br) 2/. 3/
2/3s - All











10



1/3 – 2/3s









 
  
  5



<1/3











  
  0

Adequate water quantity and quality present for wildlife





______

______


1 or more water sources within 1500 feet




10


No water sources within 1500 feet





  0

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

(A) Total Idle Grassland Habitat Points (100 maximum)






______

______

(B) Idle Grassland Habitat Index (Total/100)









______

______

_____________________________

1/ - This worksheet should be used for abandoned cropland or pastureland, idle grass or shrublands.  This worksheet can also be used on woodland clearcuts, new tree plantings, or naturally regenerated areas where the tree canopy has less than 25% coverage.  The Woodland Habitat Index should be used when the tree canopy has more than 25% coverage.

2/ - F- Fescue, B – Bermuda Grass, OWB – Old World Bluestems, or Br – Bromegrass

3/ - Unmowed areas for the purposes of these questions are any areas that are either not mowed at all or are areas that are not mowed between May 15th and July 15th .  Areas of trees or shrubs in adjacent fields may be counted for this question.

KENTUCKY WILDLIFE HABITAT EVALUATION SUMMARY

Client _______________________________







FSN #_________________________

Date ________________________________







Tract __________________________

Observer ____________________________







Field __________________________



















Acres __________________________

The conservation treatment unit (CTU) habitat index is calculated by taking the sum of the weighted habitat indexes divided by the total acres in the treatment unit.

EXISTING CONDITION







  HABITAT




     WEIGHTED 



HABITAT TYPE

  INDEX  

 ACRES


HABITAT INDEX
CTU HABITAT INDEX

Cropland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Cropland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Cropland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Pastureland



_________
x
________
=
_______________

Pastureland



_________
x
________
=
_______________

Pastureland



_________
x
________
=
_______________

Woodland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Woodland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Woodland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Idle Grassland



_________
x
________
=
_______________

Idle Grassland



_________
x
________
=
_______________

Idle Grassland



_________
x
________
=
_______________








SUM TOTAL

________

_______________


TOTAL WEIGHTED INDEX/TOTAL ACRES

________________

PLANNED CONDITION







  HABITAT




     WEIGHTED 



HABITAT TYPE

  INDEX  

 ACRES


HABITAT INDEX
CTU HABITAT INDEX

Cropland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Cropland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Cropland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Pastureland



_________
x
________
=
_______________

Pastureland



_________
x
________
=
_______________

Pastureland



_________
x
________
=
_______________

Woodland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Woodland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Woodland




_________
x
________
=
_______________

Idle Grassland



_________
x
________
=
_______________

Idle Grassland



_________
x
________
=
_______________

Idle Grassland



_________
x
________
=
_______________








SUM TOTAL

________

_______________


TOTAL WEIGHTED INDEX/TOTAL ACRES

________________
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1

