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Habitat Loss & Fragmentation

The term habitat refers to an area with the resources and conditions present to produce occupancy by a given
organism.' These resources and conditions include food, water, cover, and any special factors needed by a
species for survival and reproductive success.” Since habitat is organism-specific, the appropriate mix of
abiotic and biotic components necessary for successful reproduction and survival varies by species.'

Habitat fragmentation occurs when a large expanse of habitat
is transformed into a number of smaller patches of smaller total
area, isolated from each other by a matrix of habitats unlike the
original.” Habitat fragmentation describes changes in habitat
configuration and can be independent of or in addition to the
effects of habitat loss—a reduction in habitat abundance.’

Habitat fragmentation and loss affect wildlife in a variety of
ways. Though changes in habitat quality and composition
occur naturally, human manipulation of landscapes has
increasingly served as a source of habitat changes—some
with overall negative effects to wildlife. Fortunately, there
are numerous techniques biologists can use to mitigate these
effects and manage habitats to benefit a diverse array of T e e P ey ey e e TR
wildlife species. and limit access to vital resources’ (Credit: Matt Clark).
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Effects of Habitat Loss & Fragmentation on Wildlife

Patch-Size Effects

When fragmentation occurs, it reduces the total area of continuous habitatand creates
barriers for movement between habitats. This can negatively effect many species,
particularly those species that have large territories or home ranges.’

Edge Effects

By breaking habitat up into smaller parts, this increases the amount of edge—perimeter
area surrounding a patch. This increased edge can change both the biotic and abiotic aspects
of the interior habitat and could potentially reduce habitat quality for some species.®
However, given the organism-specific nature of habitat, landscape changes that are
detrimental to the habitat of one species may benefit the habitats of others and thus have a
positive effect on biodiversity.*

Isolation Effects

Fragmentation often isolates habitat and prevents wildlife from moving back and forth
between patches. This can cause inbreeding, limit access to resources, and increase
mortality for organisms unable to cross the non-habitat portion of land between patches.*




Sources of Human-Caused Habitat Loss & Fragmentation

Food Production Urban Development Roads & Railways Energy Development
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Humans contribute to habitat loss and fragmentation in a variety of ways. As the worldwide human population and
demand for food production continue to grow, the intensity of our land-use increases.” Whether for economic
productivity or urban development, humans alter the landscape matrix in ways that effect the spatial density,
diversity, and quality of wildlife habitat."’ As habitat patches become smaller and more isolated, this affects the ability
of wildlife to disperse—a factor further compounded by physical barriers like fences and roadways that bisect the
landscape." However, with knowledge of the habitat requirements for a particular species of interest (or group of
species), land managers can make informed decisions as to how landscape alterations will influence ecological
communities and then take appropriate steps to manage those habitats in a way that provides benefits to wildlife."

Techniques to Prevent/Mitigate the Negative Effects of Habitat Fragmentation and Loss "
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