
Landscape Ecology 
1. Howdy and welcome back to Wildlife Habitat Management.  In this module we are going 

to briefly discuss landscape ecology.  Primarily we will focus on some of the definitions 
and concepts that will help us throughout the semester.  The goal for this module is to 
have a very basic understanding of landscape ecology and some of its concepts. 

2. Landscape ecology is the study of structure, function and change in a heterogeneous 
landscape composed of interacting ecosystems.  Essentially, landscape ecology focuses 
on spatial heterogeneity, broad spatial extents and the role of humans in creating and 
affecting landscape patterns and process. 

3. One of the terms that you may frequently hear in this course is mosaic.  We often talk 
about creating a mosaic habitat or a habitat that is a patchwork of different land cover 
types.  This is a heterogeneous habitat consisting of different stages of succession. 

4. Often we may refer to an area as a patch.  A patch is an area that differs from its 
surroundings and has sufficient resources to allow a population to persist.  An example of 
a patch might be a clearcut in a forest or a burned patch in a rangeland. 

5. As habitat managers, often we are trying to create a mosaic habitat consisting of different 
patches.  We can utilize environmental processes such as soils and climate to create 
different patches and we can also use human activities such as prescribed fire, grazing 
regime or mechanical treatments to create patches.   

6. Patch size and shape vary depending on your management goals.  As far as size, 
generally bigger is better.  Patch shape can be round, elongated or convoluted depending 
on species requirements.  For example if the species you are managing for are interior 
species then round shapes may be more beneficial however if you are managing to 
maximize the amount of edge then a convoluted shape may be more appropriate.  Habitat 
suitability is determined by patch area, size, shape and orientation.   

7. The contact zone between 2 different types of habitat such as a forest and a clearcut 
opening is called edge.  Edge is an important concept in habitat management.  Some 
species are attracted to edge areas for various reasons and some species prefer to remain 
on the interior of an intact habitat. 

8. A clearcut within a forest provides a very definitive edge however edges also occur more 
subtly.  Ecotone is the transition zone between 2 diverse communities where the 
transition between the 2 communities is gradual.  This transition zone creates a species 
rich area that certain species may use or prefer. 

9. There are 2 types of edge: inherent edge and induced edge.  Inherent edges are stable, 
permanent edges determined by long-term natural features and conditions.  These occur 
naturally without management.  An example of an inherent edge is a river flood plain.  
Due periodic flooding and topography a natural edge may be created at the water’s edge.  
An induced edge is man-made.  This is more characteristic of the forest clearcut example 
but another example might be a simple as a strip that has been disked next to an undisked 
area. 

10. As we mentioned earlier, there are species that are attracted to edges for various reasons.  
Species that are often associated with edges include white-tailed deer, cottontail rabbits, 
quail, indigo buntings and several others.  Edges provide species rich zones as well as the 
potential of close cover or protection from predators. 

11. Interior species are those that prefer to inhabit core areas away from edge.  Some interior 
species include the barred owl, scarlet tanager, and pileated woodpecker. 



12. In Aldo Leopold’s book Game Management he discusses edge effect.  The ecological 
result of increasing the amount of edge generally: increases the number of animals and 
increases the diversity of animals.  Of course Leopold was focus primarily on game 
species but many suggest the concept should be true for all wildlife species.  The edge 
effect concept is not without detractors though.  Some suggest that increasing edge also 
increases fragmentation which can have a negative impact on wildlife. 

13.  Leopold also developed the idea of interspersion where he suggested that a species 
density is proportional to the sum of the type of peripheries or the amount of edge.  In 
other words, the more edge equals higher densities of edge loving species like quail, 
turkey, and deer.  If we are trying to create more edge straight lines are not the way to go.  
So the image on the left with straight lines has much less edge than the image on the right 
with non-straight lines. 

14. This concludes our brief discussion on landscape ecology.  Hopefully you have a better 
understanding of some of the basic terms and concepts like mosaic, patches, edge, and 
interspersion.  These are all terms and concepts we will be referring to throughout the 
semester. 


