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Objectives of Qualitative Habitat Assessment of Wadeable Streams
Water quality characteristics, and physical habitat features and conditions are primary factors that influence the biological potential and current conditions of streams.  Collection of physical habitat, water quality, and biological data can provide a comprehensive evaluation of stream health, and help identify limiting factors.  
Quantitative habitat assessment methods (e.g. Simonson et al. 1994) typically provide more accurate and precise measures than qualitative habitat assessments, but depending upon the specific data needs, qualitative assessments may provide worthwhile and cost-effective habitat information.  
General Sampling Procedures
Ideally, habitat assessments should be done at “normal” water levels and during the same time frame and in the same sampling station as the fish surveys.  Station length for qualitative habitat assessments like for fish and quantitative habitat surveys are based on a stream reach 35 times the mean stream width (MSW), with a minimum station length of 100 meters (for streams less than 2.9 m MSW), and for Clean Water Act (CWA) sampling, the maximum station length for fish assemblage and habitat surveys is 400 m.  Visual observations of habitat conditions can be made while conducting fish assessments and the qualitative habitat form filled out upon completion of the fish survey.       
Seven different habitat parameters for streams less than 10 meters wide (E-form 3600 – 532A), and five parameters for streams greater than 10 meters wide (E-form 3600 – 532B) are visually - estimated for a qualitative habitat assessment.  The same habitat measures and scoring criteria used in the quantitative habitat assessment in Simonson et al. are used for the qualitative survey.  Each habitat parameter is given a rating of excellent, good, fair, or poor, and the associated individual numeric scores are summed to provide an overall rating of stream habitat quality.  
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