BOX 5.  CONSERVATION THRESHOLDS:  A STARTING POINT

The following summarizes findings from a select sample of scientific papers pertinent to species and ecosystems in the United States on critical thresholds related to minimum habitat patch area, proportion of suitable habitat, edge influence, and riparian buffer width.  Recommendations are based on the goal of capturing 75 percent of the requirements found for species, communities, and habitats surveyed; thus, the third quartile was used by calculating the value for which 75 percent of the threshold values lie below this value (after numerical ranking).  These guidelines should be interpreted very cautiously because they are based on a small sample, and may not be applicable for specific species, habitats, and geographic settings of concern.  Land use planners and land managers should consider these results as a baseline from which to launch more tailored and in-depth assessments.

Habitat Patch Area

In general, land use planners should strive to maintain and protect habitat patches greater than 55 hectares (137.5 acres).  The goal should be to maintain larger parcels greater than 2,500 hectares (or about 6,175 acres) to protect more area-sensitive species.

Proportion of Suitable Habitat

In general, land use planners should strive to conserve at least 20 percent up to 50 percent of the total landscape for wildlife habitat, where possible.(  The conservation of greater proportions of habitat(such as a minimum of 60 percent(may be need to sustain long-term populations of area-sensitive species and rare species.

Edge Influence

In general, to avoid the negative effects of edges on habitats land use planners should consider establishing buffer zones to at least 230 to 300 meters from the periphery of edges.

Riparian Buffer Width

In general, land use planners should plan for riparian buffer strips that are a minimum of 25 meters in width to provide for nutrient and pollutant removal; a minimum of 30 meters to provide temperature and microclimate regulation and sediment removal; a minimum of 50 meters to provide detrital input and bank stabilization; and over 100 meters to provide for wildlife habitat functions.  To provide water quality and wildlife protection, buffers of at least 100 meters are recommended.

Landscape Connectivity

Land use planners should strive to reduce the distances between habitat patches and to optimize the natural connectivity of the landscape.  This may be done by establishing habitat corridors that connect previously isolated patches; by maintaining the natural, structural conditions within the landscape; or by setting aside stepping stone patches.  Simultaneously, land use planners should minimize the connectivity of artificial habitats like clearcuts, agricultural fields, and roadsides.

( The 50 percent recommendation is based on capturing 75 percent of the threshold values surveyed; 20 percent is based on capturing 50 percent of threshold values surveyed.  The latter recommendation is provided because land use planners are often working in highly developed regions where protecting 50 percent or more of the landscape is impractical.





