
JERICHO WILDLIFE HABITAT MAPPING PROJECT
Overview
In March 2008, the Jericho Selectboard approved the Conservation Commission's request for funding from the Conservation Land Fund for the first module of a habitat mapping project.  The Conservation Commission plans to create a “living document,” since wildlife habitats change over time, as a valuable and evolving resource tool for the town. The first module has been completed and a second module, which was funded by a grant is underway. 

The JCC is requesting funding for a third module in this project.

Project overview:

Progress to date:

· Completion of  an inventory and assessment of Jericho’s significant natural communities and natural community systems, which was funded by the Town
· An inventory of Jericho’s physical landscape diversity is currently underway, which was funded by grant from the Vermont Community Foundation
Proposed next steps:

· A public presentation of the results to date
· Identify and map priority large habitat blocks and the connecting lands that link them in and around the town of Jericho – requested funding of $1,400.00.  Note that the State will cover the cost of Jens Hilke’s (Conservation Planning Biologist, Vermont Fish and Wildlife) participation in this project.
Future modules to complete project:

· Vernal pools biological assessment   
· Town-level wetland and stream mapping
· Road crossing and wildlife corridors (using Keeping Track volunteers)
· Completion of a comprehensive wildlife habitat map and database
 

Summary of Completed and Proposed Work for the Jericho Significant Wildlife Habitat Project
In the past,  maintenance of wildlife and wildlife habitat in Jericho was primarily conducted on an ad hoc basis, with an emphasis on protection of game and wetland species.  Information was primarily provided by Wetland and Deer Winter Habitat GIS data layers and anecdotal evidence garnished from local residents.  

The Jericho Conservation Commission, in partnership with Native Geographic, LLC, has initiated the Jericho Significant Wildlife Habitat Project, to create a comprehensive wildlife habitat advisory map and database that:

· Reflects the needs of a greater number of species; 
· Takes direction from federal, ecoregional, state, and local wildlife planning initiatives;
· Will greatly increase the Town’s capacity to plan for and protect wildlife habitat and native biodiversity; and
· Increase overall awareness and appreciation of Jericho’s natural heritage.
The project partners are currently conducting a number of smaller modules that will feed into drafting of the final wildlife habitat advisory map and database. This summary highlights modules already completed and currently underway as part of the larger Significant Wildlife Habitat Project.  Additionally this report outlines work necessary for the larger project that has yet to be scheduled and/or funded.

During the spring, summer and fall of 2008, consulting ecologist, Jesse Mohr (Native Geographic, LLC) completed an inventory and assessment of Jericho’s significant natural communities and natural community systems.  The assessment identified and documented 10 areas supporting natural communities that are considered high quality examples at the state level, 27 areas supporting natural communities or systems that are considered high quality examples at the local level and 16 areas that need further inventory but are likely to support high quality examples.  Additionally, the study mapped 39 vernal pools and 51 seeps; both communities can provide critical habitat for a number of species.  Further analysis of vernal pools is needed, however, to determine their long-term viability and habitat value (see below).  A full report and GIS data is now available from this module.  A public presentation highlighting the non-sensitive findings of this module and the physical landscape diversity module (see below) will be scheduled for later this year.

An assessment of Jericho’s physical landscape diversity is currently underway.  By analyzing different combinations of bedrock and surficial geology, aspect, topographic position and elevation (collectively referred to as physical landscape diversity) deficiencies in Jericho’s conserved area system and preparedness for climate change adaptation can be highlighted.  Additionally, such analysis provides guidance in selecting restoration targets.  While this analysis, also conducted by Jesse Mohr, is not yet complete, it is clear that different combinations of valley bottom physical landscape diversity is poorly represented in Jericho’s conserved area system and often supports very little natural vegetation cover.  Increasing natural vegetation cover in these areas through restoration and conservation is an important strategy for climate change adaptation in Jericho.  A report and GIS data from this module should be available by mid-March.

Jesse Mohr, in collaboration with Jens Hilke (Conservation Planning Biologist, Vermont Fish and Wildlife), currently has a proposal submitted to identify and map priority large habitat blocks and the connecting lands that link them in and around the town of Jericho.  This is the only currently proposed module to account for wildlife use of the larger region, a strategy critical for maintaining viable wildlife population within Jericho.  Many wildlife species in decline are dependent on large contiguous blocks of habitat that often span town boundaries.  These same species and numerous other species are dependent on connectivity between these contiguous habitat blocks.  Connectivity is critical for both species and populations.  Many species annually, seasonally, or even daily migrate to find optimal feeding, denning, and breeding grounds; again, these functional habitat combinations regularly span town boundaries.   Additionally, connectivity encourages individuals to disperse between neighboring populations, which can reduce the likelihood of population extinction and inbreeding.  The primary goal of this module is to identify and map these critical habitats—large habitat blocks and connecting lands—in Jericho and the surrounding area. As currently proposed this module could be completed by March of 2010.

As previously mentioned, additional assessment of known and mapped vernal pools is still needed.  While locations are known, the biological value of these pools has yet to be assessed.  Such assessment requires a springtime reconnaissance when pool-dependent species are active.  This module could be efficiently accomplished through the use of citizen-scientists.  A number of citizens have already indicated interest.  The citizens would be trained in vernal pool biological assessment methods and GPS use.  A professional consultant would be used to deliver the trainings, verify any rare and significant findings, or inventory any pools that may be inaccessible to volunteers.  This module could be completed in March, April and early June of 2010.

Existing wetland and stream data are very coarse for comprehensive town-level planning efforts.  While an important resource for humans and wildlife, intermittent streams and small perennial streams are virtually absent from existing hydrologic data.  Similarly, the Vermont Significant Wetlands Inventory (VSWI) and the National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) significantly underestimate wetland acreage and generally have limited positional accuracy.   Town-level wetland mapping efforts in Charlotte, Vermont found that the VSWI and NWI missed almost half of the wetland acreage in town.  While the majority of the wetlands missed were less than 3 acres in size, numerous wetlands in the 3-10 acre range were also missed by the NWI and VSWI.  Town-level wetland mapping in Charlotte was able to guarantee a positional accuracy of +/- 20 ft, while the NWI may have a positional accuracy as poor as +/- 1500 ft.

Town-level wetland and stream mapping is a critical module in the larger Significant Wildlife Habitat project that has yet to be scheduled or funded.  High resolution imagery and elevation data was captured in and around Jericho in 2004.  With these data in hand, town-level wetland and stream mapping could proceed quite efficiently and likely exceed the quality and positional accuracy of the before mentioned Charlotte wetland mapping effort.  With advances in GIS technology, much of the wetland and stream mapping process could be automated, requiring a small sample of field visits for calibration and verification.  These town-level data would not only serve as the foundation for aquatic habitat protection in Jericho, they would greatly inform wetland and stream regulations currently in place.  

 

A number of Jericho citizens are currently enrolled in the Keeping Track Wildlife Monitoring Program training.  This training and module, which was partially organized by JCC, is also critical to the larger Significant Wildlife Habitat Project.  Starting next winter, the trained citizens will be asked to monitor wildlife populations, support identification of regional wildlife movement corridors, and identify important road crossings and movement corridors within Jericho.  Jesse Mohr will be working with the JCC,  trained citizens, and likely Sue Morse, to identify locations for tracking and monitoring work.  Individuals responsible for archiving and compiling the tracking and monitoring information for use in later stages of the Significant Wildlife Habitat Project have yet to be identified.  This module could be completed during the winter of 2010, and if necessary, 2011.

With the preceding projects/modules in place, Jericho would be prepared to move forward with development of a comprehensive wildlife habitat map and database.  Compiling and synthesizing the suite of projects/modules and developing outreach activities would be the final task in the larger Significant Wildlife Habitat Project.

 

