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Oak woodlands are a quickly vanishing habitat within Washington State. As a result of fire suppression and development, these once vast woodlands have become fragmented, greatly reducing their resiliency. The Nature Conservancy has initiated a program to identify the remaining stands of oak and work with land owners in bringing back this fragmented ecosystem. An organization which has primarily focused on the purchase of land for restoration and conservation, the Conservancy has decided to begin a more integrated approach to conservation. As opposed to simply purchasing land, the Conservancy is working on developing methods which will work with landowners in the preservation of important ecosystems. Within Thurston County many stands of oak woodlands are located on multiple parcels of land, owned by various private landowners. The purpose of my internship at the Conservancy was to identify these fragments and prioritize them on the basis of how many parcels each fragment stands within. In addition, oak stands may also be prioritized on size and distance to other stands of oaks, the presence of invasive species, and the type of land use zoning. By connecting these fragments, stronger oak woodland may be restored. With the oak parcels prioritized, the Conservancy is better able to create a direct plan of action towards working with specific key landowners in helping them protect a vanishing habitat. This method of prioritization may be used in all aspects of conservation and restoration, helping organizations to focus their efforts on key areas and landowners as opposed to randomly selecting areas. By minimizing the fragmentation of ecosystems and habitat, the efforts of restoring these natural systems will be far more effective for long-term success. 

