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Annual expenditures by the federal government in the US for agricultural conservation programs increased about 80% with passage of the 2002 Farm Bill. However, environmental benefits of these programs have not been quantified at the national level.  Several of these conservation programs provide funds and other inducements to encourage landowners to retire lands from production or to manage riparian zones to obtain ecological services.  A large project is underway to estimate the effect of conservation practices on environmental resources (i.e., water, soil, and air quality; water conservation; and habitat quality).  Although the major impairments to aquatic ecosystems in many watersheds consist of physical habitat degradation, the computer models designated for the aforementioned national project have minimal capability to assess habitat conditions.  Described here are approaches for adding components to these models to allow primitive stream habitat quality assessments.  At least five types of variables will be examined: stream flow, water temperature, stream bed material type, large woody debris, and hydraulic conditions at base flow.   Algorithm development will include consideration of the existing software capabilities and data structures.  Generation of ecological or habitat quality indices might provide a stepping stone between habitat evaluation and quantification of ecological service values.

