Transactions of the Ninois Academy of Science
{1959), Volume 82, 3 and 4. pp. 151-158

PERCEPTIONS OF THE
HABITAT EVALUATION PROCEDURES:
A SURVEY OF
WILDLIFE PROFESSIONALS

.. Andrew Cole! and Fugene A. LeFehvre
Department of Zoology
Southern Hlinois University

Carbondale, [L 62901-6501

ABSTRACT

1. This study surveyed baseline inforiiation on perceptions and attitudes of
wildlife professionals towards the Ilabitat Evaluation Procedures (HEP). 2, Re-
sponses werc solicited from all 50 states, 21 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Refuges
and L0 U.S. Forest Service headquarters, with little difference in opinions between
the groups towards HEP. 3. Perceived problems included a lack of data for
non-game species (and thus for non-game models), extensive training, significant
agency effort and resources used, and a lack of a link between model results and
animal densities. 4. Perceived benefits included u general aceeptance of the proce-
dure, and a belief that results were accurate and reliable.

INTRODUCTION

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services’ Habitat Evaluation Procedures (HEP}
(USFWS 1980) is developing into an important tool in wildlife management. From
its conceptual start as a simple method used to assess the effects of water develop-
ment activities {Daniel and Lamaire 1974), HEP models have become widespread,
not only in the original context of offering comparative ranking for alternative
management strategies, but increasingly as a species habitat assessient tool. Other
agencies have developed similar tools; the U.S. Forest Service (FS} hasy its unique
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habitat assessinent model {Wildlifte and Fish Habitat Relationship Program) as has
the Corps of Engineers {Habitat Evaluation System). Although HEP is in general
usc, little is known about the attitudes towards HEP of those biologists which
commonly utilize the system. It is the state fish and game biologists, the Fish and
Wildlife Service managers, as well as other state and federal biologists who work
closely with HEP and are most familiar with the strengths and weaknesses of the
systeny. It was of interest, therefore, to assess the attitudes and perceptions of HEP
users towards the most widespread system of wildlife habitat cvaluation currently
in usc.

METHODS

A 10-point Likert-scale survey (1=strongly disagree, 10=strongly agree) was
designed following principles outlined in Berdie et al. (1986}, Questicns were
framed to determine perceptions of HEP in general, as well as assumptions upon
which HEP rests {"T'able 1). In an attempt to survey a wide array of potential nsers of
HEP, the survey was sent to heads of wildlife sections in all 50 states (STATES), 10
regional U.S. Forest Service (FS) headquarters, and 21 U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (FWS) refuges. The survey consisted of 3 separate mailings, each approxi-
mately 5 weeks apart. A follow-up letter accompanied the second and third mail-
ings. e to duplication of responses from 2 STATES and 2 FS offices (different
people responded to initial and follow-up questionnaires) and to an unsolicited
response from a FWS employee, final possible survey responses totaled 84. Of
these, 80 were returned, for an overall return rate of 95%. From these 80, 75 were
usable {the rest declined to answer the survey, thus lowering functional return rate
to 89%).

Initial sections of the survey consisted of several questions designed to deter-
mine group agency and agency use characteristics {¢f. Appendix A}. No attempt
was made to specifically identify the ‘runk’ of the respondent, i.e., field biologist vs.
agency administrator, and this may have introduced somne variability into the
results. However, voluntary responses, especially in the open comment section,
suggested that many of the respondents were actively involved using ITEP.

The remuainder of the survey was a 10-point Likert scale. We tested mean
overall response values against a theoretical non-committal response of 5.5 nsing a
2-tailed z-test, with an alpha equal to 0.05. If mean response was not significantly
different, then results from the entire sample were viewed as neutral towards that
question, resulting i no further analysis. If respounse values differed from 5.3, we
used the Kruskal-Wallis ANOV A test to look for differences in response among the
3 groups (STATES, FWS, and FS). For those questions where ANOV A indicated a
difference, t-tests were used to test for significance (alpha=0.05) between group
means,

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Of total agency respounses (n=75) (¢.{. Appendix A}, 50 (67%) were returned by
state agencies, 15 (20%) were returned by FWS refuge biologists, and 10 (13%) by FS
ofticials. Survey returnrates varied by group with 49 of 30 states responding (98%),
18 of 22 refuges {82%), and 9 of 10 FS offices (90%).

Overall, 53 respondents (71%) said their organization nused HEP in some form.



Use of HEDL did not exclude use of some other lormal method of habitat cvaluation.
Forty-nine of 75 respondents (65%) replied to the ¢nestions concerning additional
methods: 27 (35%) did use another method. while 22 {44%) did not. Assuming ne
response meant no use ol additions] methods. then 26 of 75 (353%) responding
agencies relied solely on HEP for evalualion needs. Of those which did not use HEP
(n=22}, 6 {27%) did use another formal method for evaluating wildlife habitat (type
unknown). Thus, 16 of 75 respondents (21%) indicated that their agency did not wse
any formal method of cvaluating wildlife hubitat, including HEP.

Of those responding that their agency used LTEP. twerty-one percent had been
using ITEP for the last 3 vears, 47% for 4-7 vears, and 33% For & vears or more. Mean
length of thne an ageney hud been using HEP was 6.05 vears {812=2775 vears) with
ne significant dilferences among the 3 response groups.

The biologists as a group telt thal HITP either was, or would be, w usetul lool for
their agency {(Question 1 {Q 1), see Tuble 1 for all mean response values). with a
significant difference amonyg the 3 groups (P=0.0036). Although both STATES and
the RWS indicated positive attitudes. the FWS wus more so (P=0.0156}. The FS and
the STATES also differed (P=0.0148), with a perceeptual difference between the
FWS and the S as well (P=0,0002). As evidence for the atility of HEP, 7 respon-
dents indicated that their agency (e.g. Pennsvlvania Game Colamission) either used
HEP to form a shorter version, or used its principles to create their own system.
[Others in this group included the states of Arkansas, Colorada, Idaho, New York,
and two Forest Service Regions {Alaska, Colorada).]

In a related question (.21}, the biologists Telt that nse of HEP shouid be
continued within their unit. Group response was neutral when asked it their agencey
expected (o use FIEP regularly in the future (Q.20).

The FWS conducts several training sessions anmually to instruct biologists on
proper use of IIEP. We thus asked whether use of HEP required extensive formal
training (.2). Overall, biologists felt this to be true. A related question asked
whether a qualified wildlife hiologist would provide a more aceurate evaluation
than HEP (Q.3). The total response was non-committal.

As HSI models are largely based upon data gathered from literature sources,
we wished to determine whether biologists {elt enough data were available for
adequate model building. The entire group agreed that data were plentiful for
game species (Q.18), but disagreed with the assertion that duta were plentiful for
non-game species (. 19). There was strong agreement with a stateinent { (.14} that
model developraent to date did not adequately cover 2ll groups of animals. Several
individuals dissented with the validity of the models in general. One state biologist
noted, "HSI models in many cases are nonsense, because they were developed with
the attitude that the literature contains everything yvou need for such a model.”

Published validations of FIST models have been scant {e.g., Lancia etal. 1982,
Cole and Simith 1983, Bart et al. 1984}, Published models generally rely upon use of
species authorities, with little or no ficld validation trials (e. g, Allen 1982, Hamilion
and Nelson 1984, Rorabaugh and Zwank 19533, The surveyed biologists strongly
agreed that IHEP had not beeu widely validated for accuracy of resulls (7)Y, vet
they did feel that species authorities give accurate model validations ((2.13). A
significant minority opinion was evident, however. One state biologist said, ™. . .
the HSI models . . . were never adeqgualely field-lested and improved to the point
where our agency has sufticient trust in the results of using ST models for land use



154

planning.” A FS respondent replied, “Just because species experts review models
doos not enhunce the credibility to any great degree.” All 3 groups strongly agreed
that resource agencies should be fnvolved with model validation efforts ((Q.17).
This seems to indicate that while species authoritics may be appropriate for initial
roodel development and verification, models are still seen as lacking validity until
ficld testid.

Iue to apparent controversy over perceived relationships hetween animal
popularicn densitics and habitat suitability (¢.g., Van Horne 1983), we gueried the
biologists to determine whether they felt 2 positive relationship to hold true {Q.9).
The response was significantly pusitive although there was concern over lack of a
definitive link between HSI model results and densities. Said one KS biologist,
“Critical issues are . . . disclosure of expected relationships between HSI scores and
animal density . . ." Another FS biologist felt that it would be difficult to “transcend
the chusm hetween suitability index values and estimates of animal numbers.”
Whether or not HEP was designed to estimate animal numbers from the Habitat
Suitability Index (it was not, 101 ESM, Sect. 4.4, USFWS 1980) seems irrelevant to
some [EP users. Many seem to feel some link should exist and HEP was not much
help in establishing a desired relationship in field situations.

We also asked if HSI models inaccurately reflected species-habitat relation-
ships {Q.8). The group disagreed, fecling that HSI models were accurate. All 3
agency respondents felt TSI models adequately integrated habitat variables into
one tinal evalvation result (Q.11).

Several questions sought general views on HEP, Overall response was neutral
whenasked if HEP was widely used by both federal and stute agencies (().4), This
was somewhat surprising. 't he impression given is that although a particular ageney
uay use HEP regularly, they had no real notion if others did as well.

Group response was again neutral to the question of whether HEP provided a
fast evaluation result ((2.5), however, the biologists agreed that HEP provided a
reliable evaluation result (Q.8). There were significant differences among the 3
groups on this question (P=0.0086). The FWS more strongly agreed with this
guestion than did the STATES (P=0.0499), who in turn agreed more strongly than
did the FS (P=0.0353). Conscquently, the FWS and the FS also differed (P=0.0034),
It would seemn that HEP is vicwed as a reliable, though not necessarily fast,
procedure.

The group was asked whether HEP models were easily nsed in field evalua-
tions {Q.10}, and the overall response did not differ from neutral. However, the
biologists felt strongly that HEP had to be modified for local conditions (Q.16). The
response was neutral when asked it extensive maodifications were necessary ((Q.12).
Although HEP was designed to allow {or local modifications of HSI models, most
states operate under a limited time frame, thus forcing them either to use valuable
time tor modification or to make inadequate changes. Thus, the ability to modify
HST models for local conditions could prove to be a negative factor under some
tine constraints. We ulso wondered whether data necessary for implementation of
HEP, even without model medification. were easily collected within agency time
constraints ((J.15). The responding biologists felt not. A FS biologist noted, “Our
problem is that HEP is too data intensive. We do not often have the time to collect
the required data.” Many STATES generally agreed with this view. Other respon-
dents indicated that, while not a panacea, HEP was the best option currently
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available. One state biologist remarked, “Although we have heard criticisms of
HEP, we are generally pleased with the results of its use, and feel it is the best tool
we have available to us at this time!”

SUMMARY

This survey served to evaluate initial perceptions and opinions from biclogists
who use the Habitat Evaluation Procedures (HEP}. Likert-type surveys were sent
to all 30 states, 21 U5, Fish and Wildlife Service refuges, and 10 U_S. Forest Service
regional headquarters. HEP has been aceepted for use in many locations and under
varying circumstances and is viewed as a valuable tool in wildlife and resource
management. It is used by state and federal agencies alike and there appear to be
few differences in opinion between the three surveved groups about several as-
pects of IIEP. Perceived problems identified through this survey include the need
for extensive training, a lack of data for non-game species for constructing models,
as well as a general lack of models for many animal groups. Species authority
validation as an initial step was seen as acceptable, although field tests were seen as
necessary, along with agency participation in the process. HEDP was seen as taking
significant effort and resources relative to agency time constraints, but was also
seen to provide an accurate evaluation result. Biologists felt some definitive link
between animal densities and habitat suitability needs to be established.
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Table 1. (Continued)

Question Overall*  Sig®  STATE FwS  FS

17. Resource agencies should be 8.42 * 847 858 R.00
involved with validating HEP .79 1.66 .44 267
models.

18. Data on habitat relationships 6.56 ® 6.57 745 5.50
are plentiful for game specics. 241 2.39 113 321

19. Data on habitat relationships 3.16 # 3.28 3.25 250
are plentiful for non-game 1.90 1.91 186 196
spccies,

20. My agency expects to use HEP 3.05 3.05 6.09 3.78
on a regular basis for the 3.4 312 291 2.3
toresecable future.

21. Use of the Tlabitat Fvaluation 2.75 ° 2.85 2.80  2.00
Procedures should he 231 2.49 215 L.15

discontinued in my agency.

"Values arranged as mean (top) and standard deviation (bottormn).

b[n

dicates a significant difference between overall meun and 5.5 {neutral},

Appendix A.  Questions asked of potential Habitat Evaluation Procedures (ITEP)

users to determine group affiliation and agency characteristics.

1.

What resource ugency do vou represent? {State or Federal)
(Response us § of survey mailed): FWSTI FS90 STATE 98

Does vour agency use the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services” labitat Evaluation
Procedures (HEP) in any form?
(Respondents (n=73]: YES =33 NO=22)

Noes your ageney nse any formal standardized methods tor evaluation of
wildlife habitat quality? If so, what method is used?
(Respondents to initial question:  YES§ =39 NO = [6)

How long has your agency been using HED?
(last 3 years: 11 47 vears: 25 28 vears: 17)

. Hus your agency ever used any other standardized evaluation methods in con-

junction with TIEP or by itself? If so, which methods have been used?
(Respondents to initial question: YES=27 NO =22 NA=26)




