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TO: 

Interested Parties
FROM: 
Jeffrey Tryens, Executive Director

DATE: 
May 9, 2005

RE: 

Natural Habitat Benchmark (DRAFT)

Natural Habitat Monitoring in Oregon:

 A Summary Sheet on Oregon’s New Natural Habitats Benchmark
The Progress Board has approved and is developing a new benchmark to detect changes in natural vegetation across the state.  The benchmark will measure the amount and distribution of natural habitats in each of Oregon’s eight ecoregions, sub-categorized by four major habitat types: wetlands and riparian areas, forests, shrublands, and grasslands.  The Institute for Natural Resources at Oregon State University (The Institute) will consolidate the data and guide the benchmark development process. This work will complement two existing Oregon Progress Board Benchmarks, which measure changes in Oregon’s forestland and agricultural land.  
This benchmark will be useful in measuring the changes in abundance and distribution of Oregon’s natural habitats.  In addition, the underlying data can be a helpful aid in setting habitat conservation goals and determining whether they are collectively being met.  Agencies can use this data to track long-term changes in the availability of suitable habitat for fish and wildlife on a coarse scale.  Also, it can be used to model habitats to help determine which species might be at risk before they are listed as threatened or endangered, so that preventive measures can be taken. This data will be useful for all natural resource agencies, local governments, and development interests to evaluate the impacts of land conversion activities, global climate change, and other forces that change Oregon’s landscapes. 
Some work on the project is already underway: 

A consensual definition of ‘natural habitats’ has been established.
The term ‘natural habitats’ refers to those which are dominated primarily by native plant species and: 1) contain habitat types present at the beginning of European settlement circa 1850; or 2) have habitats created and/or maintained by natural factors; or 3) have natural disturbance events that proceed without major interference or are mimicked through management; or 4) are managed primarily for native ecosystems, plant communities and species.
A statewide vegetation map will be compiled using the data. 

Data will be consolidated into a statewide map showing vegetation for natural, semi-natural and developed lands.  Natural lands will be classified using a national classification system designed by NatureServe for mapping.   The natural habitat map will include three important secondary attributes: canopy closure, mean stand diameter (forests only), and the ratio of native to exotic plants.  Data will consist of both satellite imagery and on the ground vegetation sampling.  Data will be derived largely from 2001-03 multispectral thematic mapper (TM) satellite imagery collected and distributed by the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) in the early spring and early and late summer collected over a three-year period.  This data is available every ten years.  This multi-temporal imagery allows users to look at seasonal changes and distinguish among vegetation types.  Each 30 meter by 30 meter pixel includes infrared, visible, and ultraviolet information, and black and white imagery is available in 15 m pixels.  Additional information for the map will come from U.S. Forest Service Forest Inventory Analysis (FIA) plots and Continuous Vegetative Sampling (CVS) plots by the US Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management.
The data will allow for measuring future changes in natural habitats.

The Institute staff will use current change detection tools to compare the 2003 map to 1992 data to create a clear 1992 map, which will be used as a baseline measure for natural habitat change detection in the future.  To cover these costs, the Institute is in the process of applying for a NASA Request for Proposals grant, which could provide between $100,000 and $1 million.  

Eastern Oregon data has been collected, but Western Oregon remains unmapped.
Currently, The Institute has access to the 2003 satellite data for eastern Oregon.   USGS’s SageMap Program is providing money in the spring of 2005 for a vegetation map of shrublands in eastern Oregon by The Institute and the Oregon Natural Heritage Program.  Non-sage lands (the Blue Mountains ecoregion and riparian areas) still need to be mapped, but the primary data for eastern Oregon is accounted for. The Institute does not yet have access to the 2003 satellite imagery for western Oregon, but is hoping to receive the data and funds for processing it from Pacific Northwest (PNW) Re-gap.  Potential sources of forest mapping in western Oregon include the USFS Pacific Northwest Forest & Range Experiment Station, which is seeking a map of all Oregon and Washington forests, and the new U.S. Forest Service Threats Assessment Office in Prineville Pacific Northwest Re-gap Program may provide funding to finish mapping the state as well.

New data for measuring change will be collected every 10 years. 
A follow-up assessment of changes in natural habitats will be performed using the new satellite imagery every ten years.  Currently, Jimmy Kagan of The Institute is discussing the idea of redefining USGS National Land Cover Database forest, shrubland, and grassland classifications in order to represent natural habitats in a way that is meaningful to the general public, since this data already measures land cover change every decade.  With access to the federal satellite dataset, the estimated cost of monitoring natural habitat change is approximately $100,000 every ten years.  

Estimated Costs.

The total cost of this project is estimated at $300,000 to $500,000 for the first round.  If anticipated funding sources do not work out as expected, Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board will provide the necessary funds.  In any case, the data collection and statewide vegetation map is expected to be completed by December 2006.
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