WILDLIFE HABITAT INVENTORY WORKSHEET INSTRUCTIONS

Complete Wildlife Habitat Inventory Worksheet 

 This inventory evaluates important characteristics that determine the quality of wildlife habitat in common Ohio landscape settings. Other characteristics also impact wildlife habitat,      however these were selected and scored because of their importance and ability to be easily managed by the landowner. This inventory is adapted primarily for use on planning units         that are mostly cropland (including hay and pasture) or have a good mixture of habitat types. If the planning unit is primarily woodland or wetland, other evaluation methods may be used.

 The inventory may be completed for the entire planning unit if management of each field is fairly consistent or easily averaged. The planning unit may also be subdivided into areas of similar management. If there are numerous fields/blocks of a habitat type, a representative sample may be used to come up with scores. Most of the information needed for this inventory should be easily obtained from field visits, aerial photography or landowner discussion

Each habitat type occurring on the planning unit should be evaluated and every habitat characteristic for each type must be scored. Scores should be selected for both the existing and planned system. More than one alternative may be recorded if this is the case. The point values given represent maximum and minimum for each characteristic as well as scores for         representative situations. Scores other than those on the worksheet may be used for situations not represented on the worksheet or where average conditions in several fields are used. For example, where a farmer fall moldboard plows some fields and chisel plows some fields, a score of 1, 2 or 3 may be given for residue management depending on the relative amounts of the         different tillage. However, scores greater than the maximum or minimums noted cannot be used.

For each cover type an index is calculated. This index will range from 1.0 (best habitat) to 0.0 (worst habitat conditions). By calculating an index, the effects of varying point totals for the cover types are equalized. This also allows for a means of identifying a level that must be achieved for meeting any purpose (e.g 0.5 for FOTG Fish and Wildlife, Inadequate food/cover).


A. Cropland Habitat Index. This includes land used for row crop or small grain production as well as land having hay included as part of a rotation. The most important factor is the amount of cover and food provided to wildlife over winter. Diversity, summer food sources and nesting cover are also important.

 Residue management (Al) reflects the importance of waste grain and crop residue that is left over winter. Crop rotation/cover (A2) affect the diversity of cover types available, the amount of over winter cover, food plots 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. When considering small grains, winter wheat can score slightly higher than oats. Food plot acreage is calculated as a percentage of the cropland acreage.

Concealment cover (A3) is critical for many species as protection from winter weather, cover from predators, food sources and nesting cover. Concealment cover may include dense brushy         fencerows or ditchbanks, windbreaks, rock piles, dense emergent wetlands, brush piles or woodlands. Concealment cover that is linear (fencerows, filter strips, etc.) must be at least 10 feet wide and non-linear patches must be at least at least 100 feet square (approximately ¼ acre). Very small areas of wetlands or woodland that are not significant enough to be score separately may be considered here. Base the score on the average of all fields or a representative sample of fields. Concealment cover on adjacent lands not under the control of the landowner of the planning unit may be considered if there is a reasonable likelihood that these areas will remain intact (e.g. under public ownership or easement).


B. Grassland Habitat Index. This index is used to evaluate areas of hayland, pastureland, idle areas kept in grass/legume cover, CRP acreage and significant areas of filter strips, grassed waterways, etc. Important characteristics of this habitat type are amount of disturbance during nesting season and amount of cover over winter.

Species composition (B1) is important because areas with a high diversity of species including forbs, cool season grasses (CSG) and warm season grasses (WSG) provide better food and cover. It is not necessary for species to be completely intermixed; fields which have various species planted in strips or blocks meet this criterion as well. Management (B2) which avoids disturbance during the nesting season is preferred. Concealment cover (B3) is evaluated the same as in cropland. Grazing or mowing management (B4) that provides good cover both in summer and over winter (3-6” for cool season grasses and 8-12” for warm season grasses) benefits many species.    

 
C. Shrub/Old Field Habitat Index. This index should be used to evaluate abandoned or idle areas of at least 1 acre. Smaller areas may be considered as concealment cover. Areas that are predominantly herbaceous plants or have greater than 10% tree canopy should be evaluated under the appropriate herbaceous or woodland index.

Species composition (C1) is important because areas with a high diversity of species including forbs, grasses and shrubs provide better food and cover. Generally the species will be intermixed. The amount and type of woody invasion (C2) is a very important characteristic of this habitat type. For wildlife habitat value, the best species are those with fleshy fruits such as hawthorn, eastern red cedar, dogwood, brambles and sumac.


D. Woodland Habitat Index. This index is to be used to evaluate areas with at least 10% canopy cover of woody species greater than 25 feet high. Areas with scattered large trees may be evaluated under the Grassland or Old Field Index depending on the dominant cover. Very small wooded areas may be considered more as concealment cover affecting cropland or grassland and not evaluated separately. Woodlands managed so that there is a diversity of trees, both in terms of size classes and species, provide the best general wildlife habitat. This is a reflection of both past and current management.

Grazing (Dl) affects the amount of understory vegetation, species composition and duff layer. Woodlands that are not currently grazed but still show some effects of past grazing may be scored between 0 and 6. When evaluating species composition (D2), consider both the number of size classes (sapling, understory, pole, mature, vines etc) present as well the number of different species present. Snags and cavity trees (D3) should be at least 12” in diameter. Connectivity (D4) reflects the value of larger, connected woodlands over smaller, isolated woodlands.


E. Wetland Habitat Index. Wetlands provide a unique habitat critical to the life history of many species as well as a source of food, cover and water to other non-wetland dependant species. This index evaluates wetlands based on the permanence of water, the type of vegetative cover and the protection given to the wetland. If there are large wetland areas which may be evaluated specifically for wetland wildlife habitat value, other wetland-specific methods should be used to evaluate these areas separately.

 The frequency and duration of inundation (E1) is important in making wetlands unique from uplands. For riverine wetlands, this is evaluated in terms of the frequency with which out of bank flow floods the wetland; for palustrine or lacustrine wetlands, this is expressed as the duration of inundation in any year. Wetland vegetation (E2) which consists of a canopy of trees or        diverse stands of emergent vegetation such as cattails, rushes and sedges provide the most unique habitat values. Wetlands with less diverse vegetation or wetlands dominated by non-hydrophytes         provide less wetland wildlife habitat value.

Protection (E3) of wetlands is an important factor controlling their value for wildlife. Buffers around wetlands may be any permanent vegetation which protects the wetlands from excessive         sediment or pesticide runoff and provide added protection from disturbance for species using the wetland. Protection from wildfire and grazing maintains the vegetation in the best condition for wildlife use.

Calculate a Weighted Tract Index 

 The Ohio Wildlife Habitat Evaluation form provides a summary of the habitat index value for each habitat type and the entire planning unit under both the existing and planned conditions. It can serve as the documentation of whether or not the planned system meets FOTG quality criteria for wildlife habitat; show the potential wildlife habitat under differing management systems; or suggest which habitat types need improvement for wildlife habitat.

 For each habitat type present on the planning unit, record the habitat index from the inventory worksheet and the acres of that habitat type in the planning unit. By multiplying the acres by         the habitat index, a weighted habitat index for each habitat type will be obtained. The acres and weighted indices are then totaled.

 The habitat index for the entire planning unit is calculated by dividing the sum of the weighted indices by the total acres evaluated. This is recorded on the right side of the form. A habitat index is calculated for each alternative.

