INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE AQUATIC HABITAT QUALITY INDEX

The Vegetation Ad Hoc Committee, as part of the Upper Mississippi River Conservation Committee (UMRCC) is promoting a new aquatic vegetation survey called the “Aquatic Habitat Quality Index” or AHQI.  This new survey replaces the former Vegetation Ad Hoc qualitative survey of aquatic plant communities.  Unlike the former survey that could be filled out from memory at the end of the field season, the AHQI will need to be brought into the field with the investigator to be completed.  The intention of the AHQI survey is to obtain a more quantifiable data set, collected on an annual basis, for as many areas on the Upper Mississippi and Illinois Rivers as possible. River researchers and managers can then assess gross long-term change per surveyed area.  It is the hope of the Vegetation Ad Hoc Committee to survey as many areas within each navigation pool as possible, with an obvious focus on areas that you feel would be important to resurvey on an annual basis.  Each area can then be divided into definable sectors (based on tree line, channel locations, power lines, UTM coordinates, or whatever is available) that can be surveyed and given an index value or site score (e.g. Reno Bottoms is 1 area divided into 30+ definable sectors).  

The surveyed sector is given an overall site score based on an accumulation of points given per vegetation community type, water depth and substrate type.  Certain portions of this survey are for the benefit of the investigator only and are not necessary to completely fill out (i.e. comments, species and percent composition).  Other portions of the survey directly affect the site score, and as a result it is absolutely necessary to complete sections of the data sheet that contain a number in parentheses (e.g. ”(2)”).  The investigator can simply circle the category that best fits the characteristics of the vegetation communities within the surveyed sector.  The numbers in parentheses are the points that are added together and recorded at the bottom of the data sheet to give the overall SITE SCORE.

To get the maximum benefit from this survey as a means of achieving a long-term dataset, it will be important for investigators to resurvey as many sites as possible on an annual basis.  Equally as important, investigators should make a special effort to maintain the same definable sectors (use the same boundaries) from year to year.  As a general rule of thumb, areas of great diversity would benefit by having many sectors; a more homogenous area could easily have many fewer sectors for the same amount of area surveyed.  The size of a sector is entirely up to the discretion of the surveyor.

DATASHEET

Identifying information:  Most identifying information about the observer and location should be self-explanatory.  However, included in this area is space for two sets of UTM coordinates that can be recorded and eventually placed onto an Arc View or other GIS coverage.  If a GPS is available to you, please consider recording UTM coordinates to help permanently define the sector that is being surveyed.  If more than two sets of coordinates are needed, the area at the bottom of the survey sheet listed as General Comments can also be used.

Entire Sector:  

Record the percent cover of emergents and open water for the entire sector being surveyed.  The open water area is defined as any area without emergents, and can include floating leaved and submersed species.  The two percentage values should add to 100%.  This portion of the survey is for the benefit of the investigator, and allows researchers and managers to track changes in an area over time (i.e. an expansion or loss of emergents over time, resulting from sedimentation or other causes). 

VEGETATIONS TYPES

Emergent Vegetation

Cover: Circle the category that best fits the percent cover or the spatial extent of emergent species relative to the entire sector.


Comments: self-explanatory


Diversity:  circle the category that best fits the number of emergent species present in the sector.

Invasive plant abundance:  If there are invasive plant species in the area, circle the category that best describes its abundance within the emergent plant bed (< 50% or >50%).  This category primarily refers to purple loosestrife, but can be used for any invasive emergent plant species. 

Species and percent composition:  This section is for the benefit of the investigator and is not necessary to complete, but may provide a future benefit.  The recorder can place the dominant species present and their relative percent composition in this location.

OPEN WATER AREA:  refers to the area not occupied by emergent vegetation

Floating-leaved vegetation: rooted floating leaved only
Cover:  Circle the category of percent cover of floating leaved vegetation relative to the open water area.  Percent cover is the spatial extent of floating leaved vegetation relative to the rest of the open water area.

Comments:  self-explanatory

Submersed Aquatic vegetation
Cover: Circle the category of percent cover of submersed vegetation relative to the open water area.  Percent cover is the spatial extent of submersed vegetation relative to the rest of the open water area.

Comments:  self-explanatory

Diversity: circle the category that best fits the number of submersed species present in the open water area.

Species and percent composition:  This section is for the benefit of the investigator and is not necessary to complete, but may provide a future benefit.  The recorder can place the dominant species present and their relative percent composition in this location.

DEPTH

Max Depth: Circle the category that best fits the maximum depth (in feet) of the entire sector

Max Depth of observed vegetation:  circle the category that best fits the maximum depth (in feet) where vegetation occurs in the entire sector.  This measurement should be corrected to the normal depth experienced during most of the growing season (especially during flooded situations).

Substrate Composition:  Circle the category that best describes the substrate type.

SITE SCORE:  Add up all of the circled numbers in parentheses and record the total.  

General Comments:  self-explanatory, but may be a good place to put extra UTM coordinates.

When the surveys are completed for the season, please send a copy of the datasheets to the Vegetation Ad Hoc Chair by September 15.  The results will be compiled as quickly as possible with hopes of having the information available via the Internet.  Please send datasheet to:

Joe Lundh
Mississippi River Project

PO Box 534

Pleasant Valley, IA  52767

joseph.s.lundh@usace.army.mil
Thank you for your time.

