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10-Year Maine Wildlife Action Plan 2015  

Fails to Meet Minimum Standards in State-wide Habitat “Assessment” 
By Steve Young, Certified Wildlife Biologist, NRCS Wildlife Conservation Activity Planner, 

Upper St. John River Organization, and Habitat Planning at One World Artisans, Frenchville, Maine 

July 30, 2015 

Concerned Citizens are Encouraged to participate during the Public Comment Period, which is open to August 

12, 2015 at the following link http://www.maine.gov/ifw/wildlife/conservation/action_plan.html  

Every 10 years, Congress allots funding to states who develop a Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy 
(CWCS) for Species of Greatest Concern (SGCN) and wildlife in general, called the State Wildlife Grant Program 
(PDF).  Maine calls their CWCS the Wildlife Action Plan, which was last done in 2005.  

The 2015 Maine Wildlife Action Plan utilized a new New England Terrestrial Wildlife Habitat Classification 
(NETWHC), which was recently assigned with a GIS layer to every acre of Maine and elsewhere throughout 
New England.  Map of these ecosystems were used for State-wide “assessments” of Forest Habitats.  The 
NETWHC recognizes the same number of forest types (site based) as Society of American Foresters (SAF) 1969, 
and other forest typing of the Acadian Forest (a.k.a. the Northern Forest). 

The 2015 Maine Wildlife Action Plan is Fatally Flawed in that the “relative condition of key habitats and 
community types” as contained in Required Component 2 of a CWCS was not assessed.  This should have been 
done by including measures of relative condition such as forest Canopy Cover and forest development stage. 

The following quote from “New England Terrestrial Wildlife Habitat Classification”, 2008 by Susan Gawler 
clearly shows that the NETWHC mapping itself was not intended for habitat assessments without measures of 
forest habitat condition, she states “Because most habitat systems can incorporate substantial variation in 
vegetative species dominance, successional stage, and other characteristics that are relevant to wildlife use, 
the classification superimposes a set of structural modifiers”. Table 6. in that document shows that 
“structural modifiers for habitat systems” includes Canopy Cover, a Standard from the 2005 plan. 

 

Trustworthiness of Government and TNC Wildlife Representatives? 
The Wildlife Action Plan Steering Committee included representation from the State and Federal Wildlife 

Departments, The Nature Conservancy, and the forest products industry. Some were past participants in the 

Maine Forest Biodiversity Project that produced Biodiversity in the Forests of Maine:  Guidelines for Forest 

Management, which can be downloaded at http://upperstjohnriver.org/BFM.pdf.  Mark Stadler, former head 

of the Wildlife Division who I worked on Habitat Management Area standards and plans years ago, came out 

of retirement to lead this WAP process, as I believe that he had done in 2005.   

Despite expressing the need to assess forest condition, no-one from the Steering Committee or others ever 

revealed that an assessment of “relative condition” of habitats was a requirement of a State CWCS, or that 

the NETWHC maps were supposed to be used with measures of condition such as Canopy Cover, which the 
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2 
 

NETWCH calls Structural Modifiers.  The Steering Committee did not respond to my report regarding the need 

to use these Structural Modifiers for habitat assessments. 

Also very importantly, no one mentioned that the existing plan from 2005 included >75% Canopy Closure 

Standards for Forest Habitats, which was abandoned from habitat “assessments for the 2015 WAP without 

reason or mention. 

In the 2005 WAP, Forests had to provide >75% canopy cover to be considered Deciduous & Mixed Forest 
Habitat, or Coniferous Forest Habitat. “Forestland” with >50% forest canopy (overstory) removed was 
categorized as Shrub / Early Successional and Regenerating Forest.   

Table 1. Forest Canopy Cover Standards for Habitat from 2005 Plan 

 

Since all NETWHC ecosystems / habitat types were shaded, and because the condition of forest habitat was 
not assessed, all forested types in all conditions were incorrectly assumed to provide forest “Habitat”.  This 
does not meet minimum standards, and does not provide a reasonable assessment of forest habitats and risk. 

For all of these reasons, I do not believe that these people were dealing in Good Faith in the best interest of 

Maine wildlife habitat for the people of Maine.  I could speculate as to the reasons for this decay, but in any 

case, it is simply not acceptable, and I have lost trust in them and in this important process that will drive State 

wildlife activities for the next decade.  

The mapped NETWHC habitat types should be assessed with Canopy Cover habitat standards from the 2005 
plan to assess the relative condition of forest ecosystem habitats, and assign sections with >50% canopy 
removed as Shrub / Early Successional and Regenerating Forest.  When this is done, I have no doubt that 
forest habitat needs will be identified, which will hopefully lead to conservation, restoration, and 
enhancement efforts for forest habitats in Maine. 
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Appreciate the Northern White Cedar – Eastern Arborvitae – Arbre de Vie 
In addition to forest development stage, intensive management is declining the component of all long-lived 

tree species, including Northern White Cedar.  Unfortunately, the NETWHC typing in Maine did not mention 

Northern White Cedar by name.  Other long lived trees such as Tolerant Hardwoods, Hemlock, and White Pine 

are also at risk in the forested landscape without appreciation of their longevity and values. 

Northern White Cedar, recognized as a Forest Ecosystem in Maine, In Focus Species Forestry by Maine 
Audubon and Maine Department of Conservation in 2004, and also recognized as a separate “type” in Maine’s 
State-wide habitat gap analysis by the CFWRU at the University of Maine.  Northern White Cedar must be 
mentioned by name in Northern White Cedar forest ecosystem types, as other States have done (see table 
below).  Cedar is very long-lived, slow-growing, is an important wetland tree of northern Maine, has high value 
to many wildlife in northern Maine, and is being seriously depleted on the landscape of northern Maine.   

  

 

 

 

 

So… in Summary 

No Assessment of Forest Habitat Conditions = you guessed it 

No Identified Problems with Forest Habitat Conditions  

No Identified Problems means = you guessed it again 

No Conservation Activities to Address Problems, so  

No State Efforts to Restore, Conserve, or Enhance any forest habitat conditions in Northern Maine 
for the next decade! 

Not Acceptable! 

NETWHC vs. 2009 Photography Shows Need for Assessment of Condition 

Following are side by side comparisons of NETWHC ecosystems, and aerial ortho-photography of the 
same area.  As you will see, the shading of forest ecosystem type is not suitable for forest habitat 
assessments without measurements of the relative condition of the habitats.  The forest type is 
shaded not the habitat condition! 
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