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by I. Jack Stout

The theme of biodiversity seems to
permeate just about every issue con-
cerned with the environment today. The
relatively new area of applied science
known as conservation biology is very
much focused on biodiversity — mostly
on how to preserve it. In fact, it is safe to
say the whole field of conservation
biology (its evolving science, the practi-
tioners, and the academic programs) is
a response to the perceived crisis associ-
ated with the loss of species and ecosys-
tems. Clearly many approaches are
being taken to maintain biodiversity at
all levels of biological organization.
From alocal view of our neighborhood
or county, each biodiversity problem,
regardless of how it is framed, seems to
require a unique solution. However, the
public agencies responsible for the
maintenance of our natural resources
must step back and take a broader view.

A promising methodology receiving
much attention today is called “gap
analysis”. Gap analysis is defined by
Machlis et al. (1994) as ...”the general-
ized technique of creating GIS datasets
of various biological and socioeconomic
factors, and using them to identify criti-
cal components and areas of unpro-
tected diversity”. (GIS makes reference
to a computer “tool” or application
known as geographical information
system.) A starting point with GIS
would be to create a data base of the
area of Florida from some form of aerial
imagery, e.g., Landsat satellite imagery.
The imagery would be interpreted to
yield a map of the vegetation or plant
communities of the state. These data
may now be used as a “layer” of infor-
mation that could be printed as a map.

This is only the beginning of the
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work. Additional layers might show the
distribution of species of plants within
the state. Finally, layers that show the
distribution of conservation lands
(county, state, federal, or private) must
be created.

At this point “gap analysis” can
begin to take on practical meaning.
Persons skilled in GIS are able to mix
and match the various layers to deter-
mine if particular plant or animal spe-
cies of interest are, in fact, being con-
served by existing public lands, or if
“gaps” in protection do indeed occur.
This very elementary explanation of gap
analysis does reveal the incredible po-
tential of this technique to quickly as-
sess how well existing public lands offer
protection of biodiversity.

For an in depth discussion of gap
analysis by the founding workers, I
recommend Scott et al. (1993). We in
Florida may be very proud of Jim Cox,
and others in the Office of Environmen-
tal Services, Florida Game and Fresh
Water Fish Commission. A very impres-
sive first cut at gap analysis for Florida’s
declining wildlife species and rare plant
and animal communities has been com-
pleted by Cox et al. (1994). The National
Biological Survey, U.S. Department of
Interior, is currently engaged in an
extensive gap analysis of the state.

Gap analysis offers a course filter
approach to mapping so-called bio-
diversity hot spots when large numbers
of biological species co-occur. Our re-
sponse to this knowledge may be to
move to fill the gaps by land acquisi-
tion; however, this may not be practical
in periods of declining resources for
land purchase. Issues other than bio-
diversity may be of great concern in
specific cases. A recent (February 1994)
workshop, entitled “Socioeconomic

The PALMETTO, Spring 1995, Page 17

Factors and Biodiversity: An Advanced
Research Workshop”, was conducted in
Semiahmoo, Washington (Machlis et al.,
1994) to review the medley of views,
opportunities, and potential conflicts
associated with gap analysis. This work-
shop identified the lack of economic and
cultural components in current gap
models as a major shortcoming.

Gap analysis is almost certainly here
to stay, but we must recognize that the
approach is undergoing rapid changes
both in the technical aspects as well as
in the components of the models.
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Assist in all areas of non-profit Native Plant Nursery operation.
Student of horticulture/botany or related field preferred.
On-site housing and stipend provided.

Send resume and 2 references to: The Sanibel-Captiva
Conservation Foundation, Native Plant Nursery, P.O. Box 839,
Sanibel, FL 33957. (813)472-1932.




