USE GOOGLE EARTH TO EXPLORE YOUR WOODLOT
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An inventory of the natural resources on and near your woodlot is one of the first steps you’ll take in developing a forest management plan. The power of the internet and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) can supplement the “boots on the ground” information that a forester has traditionally provided.

Google Earth is a free, downloadable program that provides access to resources that used to cost hundreds of dollars and required advanced computer skills. All you need is a computer and a high speed internet connection – dial-up will be too slow for Google Earth. Go to http://earth.google.com/ to download the free software. The User Guide can be found at http://earth.google.com/support/bin/static.py?page=guide_toc.cs or just play around with the controls on the right side of the screen to learn how to zoom in and out or move the screen around. You can also enter a town name or full address into the white box on the left side to automatically zoom to that location.

Once you are familiar with the basic controls, zoom in on your property and click the clock face near the top of the screen to explore the different sets of aerial photography available for your location. A series of aerial photos shows you some of the changes that happen over time and may even give you insight into your land’s history, if you recently purchased it. 
One of the most valuable aspects of using Google Earth is that you can easily see your land as part of a whole ecosystem. No one parcel of land can provide all of the annual needs of every species of native wildlife, but several parcels together can certainly provide more options. If you see from an aerial photograph that a nearby landowner has opened up some early successional habitat not far from your land, maybe you would change your harvest plan to focus more on providing mature forest cover, or you might decide to delay your harvest until your neighbor’s land has grown up to a different cover type.

The State of Maine has decided to make an unprecedented amount of public information available through Google Earth, so that people can see for themselves the resources that their land holds as well as be informed about potential sources of pollution in their neighborhoods. Most other states are far behind us. Go to http://www.maine.gov/dep/gis/datamaps/ in your usual web browser (not in Google Earth), then click the Google Earth link to the right of the description for the data that you want to add to your view. In other websites, the Google Earth data might be labeled kml or kmz. These are all forms of Google Earth data.
When you add data from the internet to Google Earth, the name shows up in the “Places” box on the left side of the screen under the “Temporary Places” heading. If the box to the left of the name is checked, the data is visible on the screen. If it is unchecked, that data is loaded, but not visible. The image on the screen stacks the data in the order that it is shown in the Places box, so if you have two sets of overlapping data checked, only the one closer to the top of the list is actually visible. Uncheck that box and the layer below it will be visible. 

The most relevant data in terms of wildlife information are the NRPA bird habitat, NRPA vernal pools, Wetlands (from USFWS), Bald Eagle Habitat and Deer Wintering Areas layers. The Hydrologic Units (Watersheds) layer can also be useful to understand how water moves to and from your land. If you click on the Google Earth link next to “Imagery – orthophotos” you can also access other sets of aerial photography not automatically included with Google Earth, as well as topographic maps, nautical charts and hillshade maps. All of these options give you different ways of viewing the same location.

This brief summary barely scratches the surface of what is possible with Google Earth. Play around with the check boxes and “+” signs in the “Layers” box on the lower left of the screen to see other options that are available. You can also search the internet for other sources of data. 

Being able to see this information doesn’t change anything about what you can or can’t do on your land, or how you harvest your timber. No one knows your woods like you do, but having access to this data can help you understand how your land relates to the rest of the forest, and the hope is that you will use the information to benefit wildlife and the health of the ecosystem, while still accomplishing the goals you’ve had for your woodlot.

For information about how to incorporate this information into a timber management plan or a harvest prescription to benefit wildlife, please contact the Regional Wildlife Biologist for your area. Contact information is at http://www.maine.gov/ifw/contactus.htm#regionalheadquarters, or call 287-8000.
