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Balancing act: Habitat enhancement

One of the largest habitat enhancement structures at Big Rock Valley, the new hibernaculum measures 25 
feet wide, 90 feet long and is 16 feet high at one end. Large stones have been placed at the bottom of the 
hibernaculum to help with thermal regulation of wildlife.                            — Photo by Mike McCuistion

Among recent projects, the 
foundation’s land stewardship 
team removed 2,300 feet of  

fencerow from a northeast parcel of  
Big Rock Valley (BRV). The goal: to 
improve crop production and enhance 
wildlife habitat.
     Comprised of  walnut, black cherry, 
hackberry, ash and mulberry trees, the 
fencerow measured about 40 feet wide 
and produced a 90-foot shadow on 
eight acres of  cropland. In addition, 
the trees’ roots took a toll on the field’s 
water supply and adjoining crops’ 
nutrients. 
      “Although the fencerow supplied 
some habitat to wildlife, it had a greater 
negative effect on the cropland,” says 
Jay Suseland, the foundation’s grounds 
maintenance manager. “By using 
byproducts from the fencerow, we were 
able to create a large hibernaculum and 
several other wildlife cover structures.”
     The hibernaculum is especially large. 
“In fact, it’s probably the largest animal 
habitat structure we’ve ever built,” says 
Mike McCuistion, the foundation’s 
vice president of  physical resources. 
“Because of  its size and structure, 
the hibernaculum can support a wide 
variety of  mammals as well as turtles 
and snakes. It’s like a huge apartment 
complex.” 
     To construct this habitat, Suseland’s 
team first excavated an area 25 feet 
wide, 90 feet long and 8 feet deep, 
which they filled with a layer of  stumps. 
Next came a layer of  logs, which was 
topped with soil and planted with 
cover grasses. Approximately 880 
cubic yards of  stumps and logs were 
used throughout the structure. As the 
dirt breaks down over the logs, holes 

enhancement structures including 
four lateral log piles and two stump 
piles. These structures feature multiple 
cavities at different levels, which help 
with thermoregulation. If  it’s a hot day, 
wildlife can migrate down to the ground 
where it’s moister and cooler, or they 
can move to the sunny side on cold 
days. Some animals, such as chipmunks 
and squirrels, like high places for 
feeding so they can watch for predators.  
     “The stump piles may attract larger 
mammals, such as coyote, badgers and 
raccoons because their cavities aren’t as 
tight as the lateral log piles,” says Suseland. 
“In contrast, the lateral log piles, which 
have smaller voids, may better protect 
salamanders, snakes, insects and small 
mammals from larger predators.”

develop and create additional access 
points for wildlife.
     Two-thirds of  the hibernaculum is 
level with the surrounding field, and 
one-third is built 8 feet above ground. 
This elevated zone measures up to 
16 feet in total height with varying 
temperature zones from top to bottom. 
A 30-foot ramp slopes down into 
the lower level of  the hibernaculum, 
directing rainwater runoff  that will 
benefit reptiles and amphibians. Large 
stones at the bottom of  the ramp help 
with thermal regulation — acting as a 
heat sink during the day and providing 
extra warmth for animals at night. 
     In addition to the large 
hibernaculum, remaining material from 
the fencerow was used for other habitat 
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      Over time, the logs and stumps will settle, shift and 
eventually deteriorate, but this extends the environmental 
benefits. As wood decomposes, it increases the soil fertility 
and moisture retention on the site, which encourages greater 
plant diversity. 
      The log and stump piles are located in different woodland 
and grassland sites, which should attract new species to the 
area, Suseland observes. “This should also play out with plant 
diversity following decomposition in the two differing habitat 
types, woodland versus grassland.” 
      In addition to the new hibernaculum, remaining stumps 
from the fence row were used to create erosion control 
structures in two areas of  BRV where there are sharp drop-
offs. One of  these structures was installed above a ravine 
where there is a nearly 100-foot decrease in elevation over 
one-quarter of  a mile. “The stumps will prevent washout 
by slowing down the flow of  water, especially in large rain 
events,” Suseland says. 
      To mitigate the removal of  the fencerow, Suseland’s team 
plans to plant strips of  prairie grass on the perimeter of  the 
crop field. This will create corridors that connect multiple 
habitats at BRV, enabling wildlife to more easily emigrate 
from one area to another.
      “We don’t usually take out fencerows because they 
are good corridors for wildlife to travel between different 
habitats, but this one wasn’t,” McCuistion observers. “In fact, 
it either directed wildlife into a street or an open field where 
they didn’t have adequate cover.”
      The new strips of  prairie grass will run parallel to 
woodlands, so wildlife can not only travel the corridor but 
also have access to the woods the entire time. Grassland 
provides better cover for some wildlife, while some species 
like deer and box turtles will transition back and forth 
between habitats.
       “These types of  habitat enhancement projects are critical 
to maintaining good populations of  wildlife,” McCuistion 
says. “Each century, the world is losing thousands of  
species to extinction. Although extinction is a natural 
process, scientists estimate that today’s rate is increasing at 
an unprecedented pace. For many of  these disappearing 
species, it’s because of  habitat loss — either total habitat loss 
or habitat fragmentation. By enhancing existing habitat, we 
can provide better areas to support more species and sustain 
healthy populations.”

(Top to bottom) One of four lateral log piles built from 
fencerow remains. These log piles provide lots of heights 
and cavities to accommodate a variety of wildlife. Stump 
piles may allow a home for larger mammals, as the 
open spaces are not as tight as with the lateral log piles.


