Chapter 13

Evaluating and Mitigating the Impact

of a High-Speed Railway on Connectivity:
A Case Study with an Amphibian Species
in France

Céline Clauzel

Abstract The aim of this study is to evaluate and mitigate the impact of a
high-speed railway (HSR) line on functional connectivity for the European tree frog
(Hyla arborea), an amphibian species highly sensitive to habitat fragmentation. The
method consists of modeling its ecological network using graph theory before and
after the implementation of the infrastructure and of evaluating changes in con-
nectivity. This diachronic analysis helps visualize the potential impact of the HSR
line and to identify areas likely to be most affected by the infrastructure.

Keywords Impact assessment - Landscape connectivity - Ecological network -
Graph theory - Amphibians

Introduction

Among world’s vertebrates, amphibians have the highest proportion of threatened
species, currently estimated at 32% by the IUCN Red List (IUCN 2016). This
proportion could increase in the future because at least 42% of all amphibian
species are declining in population (Stuart et al. 2008). Habitat loss, degradation
and fragmentation are the greatest threats to amphibians. Fragmentation is a spatial
process which affects habitat patches by decreasing their size or increasing their
isolation (Fahrig 2003), making landscape less permeable to wildlife movements
and gene flow (Cushman 2006; Forman and Alexander 1998). Amphibians are
particularly affected because of the importance of movements during their life cycle
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(Joly et al. 2003). Most species occupy an aquatic habitat for breeding and during
the larval period, and a terrestrial habitat after breeding and during hibernation.
Daily movements and seasonal migrations across the landscape matrix connect
these two types of habitat. Furthermore, many species are structured into
metapopulations, in which several subpopulations occupy spatially distinct habitat
patches separated by a more or less unfavorable matrix. Dispersal events allow
individuals to colonize new ponds or to recolonize sites where the species is nearing
extinction. A literature review about amphibian dispersal (Smith and Green 2005)
showed that the median distance is less than 400 m but 7% of observed species may
reach 10 km.

The major causes of landscape fragmentation are farming practices, urban
development, and the construction of transportation infrastructures (Forman and
Alexander 1998). Apart from direct loss of suitable habitats and road-kills, linear
infrastructures cause the loss of landscape connectivity (Forman and Alexander
1998; Geneletti 2004), which is recognized as a key functional factor for the viability
of species and their genetic diversity (Fahrig et al. 1995). Major infrastructures such
as motorways or high-speed railway lines act as barriers to the movement of animals
and isolate organisms in small subpopulations which become more sensitive to the
risk of extinction (Forman and Alexander 1998). This is especially the case for
populations of amphibians whose daily movements, seasonal migrations and dis-
persal events mean they regularly cross the landscape matrix (Allentoft and O’Brien
2010; Cushman 2006; Fahrig et al. 1995; Scherer et al. 2012).

Several case studies have contributed to identifying and quantifying the effects
of linear infrastructures on species distribution in many regions of the world, using
various methods. Authors have related data describing species (e.g. abundance,
collisions) to proximity of infrastructures (Brotons and Herrando 2001; Fahrig et al.
1995; Huijser and Bergers 2000; Kaczensky et al. 2003; Li et al. 2010) and to the
degree of habitat fragmentation (Fu et al. 2010; Serrano et al. 2002; Vos and
Chardon 1998). These studies measure the real impact of the infrastructure using
data on species collected after its construction. However, before the construction
phase, an impact prediction stage is also necessary to compare alternative infras-
tructure routes (Fernandes 2000; Geneletti 2004; Vasas et al. 2009) or to guide the
mitigation measures from the beginning of the project (Clauzel et al. 2015a, b;
Girardet et al. 2016; Mortberg et al. 2007; Noble et al. 2011).

Reviews by Geneletti (2006) and Gontier et al. (2006) show that the effects of
landscape fragmentation are more difficult to predict than the direct loss of habitat.
According to these authors, current assessment methods are often restricted to pro-
tected areas or to a narrow strip on either side of the infrastructure. However, land-
scape fragmentation may have consequences on a far broader scale (Forman 2000).

To assess the long-distance effects of linear infrastructures on species distributions,
models must include connectivity metrics that take into account both structural (ar-
rangement of habitat patches) and functional (behavior of the organisms) aspects. With
this aim in mind, the development of methods based on graph theory in landscape
modelling is promising (Dale and Fortin 2010; Urban et al. 2009). For our purposes, a
graph is a set of habitat patches of a given species (called “nodes”) potentially
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connected by functional relationships (“links”). It provides a simplified representation
of ecological networks and is considered an interesting trade-off between information
content and data requirements (Calabrese and Fagan 2004). Several metrics can be
computed at global level to assess connectivity for the entire graph or at local level for
individual nodes or links (Galpern et al. 2011). Graph-based studies have been used to
identify the key elements for connectivity (Bodin and Saura 2010; Saura and
Pascual-Hortal 2007), to evaluate the importance of connectivity for species distri-
bution (Foltéte et al. 2012a; Galpern and Manseau 2013; Lookingbill et al. 2010), to
assess the impact assessment of a given development on connectivity (Clauzel et al.
2013; Fu et al. 2010; Girardet et al. 2013; Gurrutxaga et al. 2011; Liu et al. 2014)
or to propose mitigation measures for improving connectivity (Clauzel et al. 2015a, b;
Girardet et al. 2016; Mimet et al. 2016).

In this case study, we propose to assess and to mitigate the potential impact of a
HSR line on connectivity for the European tree frog (Hyla arborea) in eastern
France. Populations of this species are declining in western Europe due to several
causes: climate change, increased UV-radiation (Alford and Richards 1999), pre-
dation or competition, pollution and eutrophication of ponds (Borgula 1993),
road-kill (Elzanowski et al. 2008), and above all the destruction and fragmentation
of its habitat (Andersen et al. 2004; Cushman 2006; Vos and Stumpel 1996). In the
region under study, the development of the HSR line and consecutive changes in
connectivity may therefore impact the viability of tree frog populations.

The analysis consists of modeling the ecological network of the European tree frog
with and without the HSR line in the landscape map. The presence of the HSR line
probably entails a loss of connectivity among suitable habitats thus restricting the
potential movements of the species. Comparison of the connectivity values between
the two graphs provides an assessment of the changes in connectivity induced by the
HSR line. The analysis is supplemented by a search for the best locations for
amphibian crossing structures in order to improve connectivity. This study is based
on a predictive modelling approach that estimates a potential impact but does not
measure a real impact. This approach is therefore put in place before the construction
of an infrastructure and allows areas potentially affected by isolation to be mapped.

Materials and Methods

Data Preparation

Study Area

Our study was carried out in a zone of 4600 km? in the Burgundy-Franche-Comté
region of eastern France (Fig. 13.1). In this zone altitude ranges from 184 to 768 m,
the landscape mosaic is dominated by forests (42% of total area), intensive agri-
culture (27%) and grasslands (20%). This area is strategic for environmental con-
servation because it contains many threatened species of birds (such as the little
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Fig. 13.1 Landscape (a) and ecological network of the tree frog (b) in the
Burgundy-Franche-Comté region

bustard, Tetrax tetrax), mammals (lesser horseshoe bat, Rhinolophus hipposideros),
reptiles (European pond turtle, Emys orbicularis) and amphibians (European tree
frog, Hyla arborea) (Paul 2011).

In December 2011, a high-speed railway line came into service in the region
after 4 years of construction. It is part of a larger project that improves connections
for eastern France with both Paris and the south of France. This infrastructure is
140 km long and 30 m wide on average and crosses the study area from west to
east following the Ognon valley. The line includes a total 1300 m of viaducts and
2000 m of tunnels. In this study, this infrastructure is considered as impassable
either because it forms a physical barrier or because traffic noise can disrupt the
animals’ behaviors (Eigenbrod et al. 2009; Lengagne 2008) even when the
infrastructure is on a viaduct. This simplified representation of reality is used to
better predict the potential impact of the infrastructure on landscape connectivity
and by repercussion on tree frog populations.

Study Species

The tree frog is widely distributed in Europe from Spain to western Russia, but its
populations have declined in north-western Europe over the last 50 years (Corbett
1989). The species is classified as endangered and is on the IUCN Regional Red
List of Threatened Species for Burgundy-Franche-Comté where it is mainly present
in the Ognon valley (Fig. 13.1) (Pinston et al. 2000).

The tree frog has a two-phase life cycle with aquatic and terrestrial stages. The
breeding pond consists of shallow and sunny ponds, marshlands, gravel-pits or river
pools. Pond size does not appear decisive and ranges from 1 to 4000 m* (Grosse
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and Nollert 1993). In fact, the presence of the tree frog does not seem to be related
to pond size but rather to the amount of terrestrial habitat surrounding the pond
(Vos and Stumpel 1996). Although the aquatic habitat is essential for reproduction,
the species spends most of its time in terrestrial habitats. In agricultural environ-
ments, the species often prefers edge habitats like ponds located on river banks,
ditches, fields and forest edges (Pellet et al. 2004).

The seasonal migrations between this terrestrial habitat and the breeding pond
range from 250 to 1000 m (Stumpel 1993). These dispersal events are very
important in the tree frog’s life cycle. Juveniles disperse from the breeding pond
into the surrounding landscape to access other ponds. Despite the fidelity of the tree
frog to its breeding ground, some adults may disperse and change ponds (Fog
1993). Observed dispersal distances are generally less than 2000 m but may reach
up to 4000 m (Vos and Stumpel 1996).

Landscape Data

The study required the creation of two landscape maps, the first describing the
initial state before construction of the HSR line, the second including the linear
infrastructure. Except for the HSR line, the land cover was identical on both maps
so only the impact of the infrastructure was estimated. Different data sources were
combined using ArcGis 10. The 1 m-accuracy vectorial landscape databases pro-
vided by French cartographic services (DREAL Franche-Comté, BD Topo IGN)
were used to represent wetlands, hedgerows, forests, buildings, roads, railways and
rivers. In agricultural areas, the French Record of Agricultural Plots were used to
separate grassland and bare ground. A morphological spatial pattern analysis was
also applied to the forest category to identify forest edges. All these data elements
were combined into a single raster layer with a resolution of 10 m. In this raster
layer, the HSR line was represented by a 3-pixel wide line to reflect its actual size. It

Table 13.1 Landscape Landscape categories | Function Cost values

categories and cost values - -
Ponds Aquatic habitat 1
Hedgerows Terrestrial habitat 1
Forest edges Terrestrial habitat 1
Rivers Suitable 10
Wetlands Suitable 10
Wooded grasslands Suitable 10
Grasslands Unfavorable 100
Roads Unfavorable 100
Railways Unfavorable 100
Bare ground Highly unfavorable 1000
Forests Highly unfavorable 1000
Buildings Highly unfavorable 1000
Motorway (A36) Highly unfavorable 1000
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also avoided potential discontinuities induced by the conversion of linear elements
in a raster format (Adriaensen et al. 2003). Altogether, thirteen landscape categories
were obtained (Table 13.1).

Landscape Graph Construction

The nodes of the graphs corresponding to the habitat patches were defined as the
aquatic habitat units (breeding ponds) adjacent to an area of potential terrestrial
habitat. The quality of the habitat patches, i.e. capacity, was defined as the amount of
terrestrial habitat and suitable elements around ponds. The links between nodes were
defined in cost distance because the ability of the tree frog to disperse depends
greatly on the surrounding matrix. The ecological literature and expert opinions were
thus used to classify each landscape category according to its resistance to move-
ment (Table 13.1). Radio tracking experiments (Pellet et al. 2004; Vos and Stumpel
1996) have concluded that wooded grasslands and linear elements like hedgerows or
forest edges facilitate movement and often provided the species’ terrestrial habitat.
Rivers and wetlands are less favorable because their permeability depends on the
density of vegetation. Conversely, grasslands, roads and railways tend to constrain
movement. Finally, the cores of forest patches, bare ground, buildings and motor-
ways are considered highly impassable and are mostly avoided by the tree frog.

Clauzel et al. (2013) performed several tests by varying the cost values and the
number of classes to find the model that best explained the occurrence of the tree
frog in the Franche-Comté region. The results showed that highly contrasting
values between favorable and unfavorable landscape categories were the most
relevant. Consequently, in the present study (Table 13.1), aquatic and terrestrial
habitats were assigned a cost of 1. Suitable elements such as wetlands or wooded
grasslands were assigned a low cost (10), unfavorable landscape elements a cost of
100, and highly unfavorable elements a high cost (1000). In the second landscape
map including the HSR line, a cost of 10,000 was assigned to the infrastructure so
as to remove any links crossing it, i.e. considering it as an absolute barrier. From the
two landscape maps, without and with the HSR line, two graphs were built and
thresholded at a distance of 2500 m corresponding approximately to the dispersal
distance for the tree frog. This distance was selected in line with the results by
Clauzel et al. (2013), where several maximum distances were tested. The model
using the distance of 2500 m proved the most relevant. Consequently, only links
shorter than this distance were kept.

Landscape Graph Analysis

For each graph, connectivity metrics were calculated, and then compared over time
by computing their rates of variation. The magnitude of the difference between
metric values provided an assessment of the impact of the HSR line. Two levels of
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analysis were investigated. The regional-scale analysis provided an assessment of
changes on the overall connectivity throughout the study area. The local-scale
analysis provided a finer assessment by identifying the most severely affected
patches and corridors, i.e., those that experienced the largest changes in local
connectivity or that removed by the infrastructure.

The identification of the best locations for potential wildlife crossings was based
on a cumulative method developed by Foltéte et al. (2014) and Girardet et al.
(2016). The method consisted of testing each graph link crossed by the HSR line
and to validate the one maximizing the global connectivity of the tree frog network.
In the first step, all links cut by the HSR line were removed and the global con-
nectivity was calculated. Then, an iterative process added each link and computed
again connectivity. After testing all links individually, the one that produced the
biggest increase in the connectivity was validated. The process was repeated until
the desired number of new crossings was reached by integrating changes in the
graph topology induced by the addition of previous crossings.

For all analysis, connectivity was quantifying by the Probability of Connectivity
(PC) developed by Saura and Pascual-Hortal (2007). The PC index is a global
metric given by the expression:

PC = (Z”:i:aiajp;;) / A?
i=1 j=1

where g; and q; are the capacities of the patches i and j, pj; is the maximum
probability of all potential paths between patches i and j, and A is the total area
under study. The maximum pj; is obtained from p; which is determined by an
exponential function such that:

pij = exp(—ody)

where dj; is the least-cost distance between these patches and o (0 < a < 1)
expresses the intensity of the decrease of the dispersal probabilities resulting from
this exponential function (Foltéte et al. 2012a).

From the global metric PC, a patch-based metric was derived, the PCq,x (Foltéte
et al. 2014), which is the contribution of each patch to the global PC index. For a
given patch j, PCqyy; is given by:

PChux(j) = (Z aﬂjPZ}) / A?
P

where a; and a; are the capacities of the patches i and j, p;; is the maximum
probability of all potential paths between patches i and j, and A is the total area
under study.
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Graphab 2.0 software (Foltéte et al. 2012b) was used to construct landscape
graphs and perform all analysis (Software available at http://thema.univ-fcomte.fr/
productions/graphab/en-home.html).

Results

The graph modeling the ecological network of the tree frog contains 1464 nodes
ranging in size from 0.01 to 86 ha (mean 0.6 ha) and 2624 links (Fig. 13.1). The
network is highly fragmented with 264 components, i.e. the subparts of the graph
within which the species may move from one patch to another at the dispersal scale.
The largest components are located in the Ognon valley, where landscape is
dominated by wetlands and grasslands. This area has the largest number of sites of
this species in the region.

The diachronic analysis of the global PC value without and with the HSR line
shows that the infrastructure has a low effect (—1.36%) on connectivity at the
regional scale. This is explained by the already high level of fragmentation.
However, as the HSR line runs through the Ognon valley, a much stronger local
impact can be expected. Indeed, the implementation of the HSR line removes 61
links and let to a decline in local connectivity in 339 habitat patches (23%) mainly
located in the Ognon valley (Fig. 13.2). The decrease in the PCp,, values on these
impacted patches is, on average, —71%, with a maximum of —99%. Some patches
located more than 12 km north also experience a decline in their connectivity
(about —77%).
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Fig. 13.2 Rate of variation of the PCp,, values (%) due to the implementation of the HSR line
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Fig. 13.3 Location of ten new wildlife crossing structures maximizing connectivity. The top left
inset shows the curve of the increase in connectivity provided by new amphibian passes. The
numbers 1-10 refer to the rank of crossings according to the gain in connectivity they provide

The search algorithm tests the 61 links removed by the HSR line to select the 10
best locations for new amphibian crossing structures, i.e. those maximizing the
global connectivity. The curve in Fig. 13.3 shows that the PC value increases
greatly with the first two new crossing structures (+60%) and tends to gradually
stabilize from the seventh one. The construction of only 4 amphibian passes is
theoretically sufficient to restore 85% of the initial connectivity. These 4 first
crossing structures reconnect several components to the main one along the Ognon
valley. The combination of these four amphibian passes provides the greatest
increase in connectivity because it concerns the largest components of the network.
The other crossing structures reconnect smallest components or reinforce connec-
tions inside the main component.

Discussion

This study proposes an integrative approach to assess the potential impact of a
high-speed railway line on connectivity for the European tree frog in the eastern
France. The analysis can improve knowledge in the fields of environmental impact
forecasting and species conservation.
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The diachronic analysis of the local connectivity values shows that the impact of
the HSR line ranges from a few meters to several kilometers. The impact is often
located near the infrastructure but, in some sections, it may occur up to 12 km from
the line. This variability is related to the landscape configuration and the initial state
of the connectivity of the habitat patches. Indeed, all impacted habitat patches are
into components fragmented by the HSR line. The extent of disturbance therefore
depends on the size of these components, with a large component increasing the
distance of the impact as in the north-east of the study area. This highlights the
value of a regional-scale analysis for taking into account the long-distance effect of
an infrastructure on connectivity. From this perspective, graph-based methods are
interesting because they include both structural and functional aspects of connec-
tivity. Our results are consistent with several previous studies that highlighted the
importance of integrating the barrier effect in addition to the direct loss of habitat in
environmental impact assessment (Clauzel et al. 2013; Forman and Alexander
1998; Fu et al. 2010; Girardet et al. 2013; Liu et al. 2014).

This graph-based approach provides an approximation of the potential impact
but not a hard and fast measurement of the true impact. In order to validate our
approach, these findings could be confirmed by field observations to test whether
the real impact of the infrastructure is similar to that predicted by the model. In June
2011, a specific field survey was conducted in the Ognon valley to observe the tree
frog presence after the construction of the HSR line. A total of 227 sites was visited
with 42 presences and 185 absences. The results from this survey were compared
with the connectivity changes predicted by the model. All presence points were
located where there was no impact according to the model. The absence points were
located in more or less affected areas, with a potential connectivity change between
0 and —90%. These survey results should be considered carefully because the
Spring of 2011 was very unfavorable for the tree frog due to early drying up of
water bodies. These climatic conditions could therefore explain the many points of
absence of the species. Furthermore, the time delay between the construction of the
HSR line and the surveys was not sufficient to assess the real impact of the
infrastructure. Other field surveys should be conducted in the coming years to
assess precisely the conservation status of the tree frog populations and of their
habitats in the region. These surveys will also identify the causes of extinction of
breeding populations, as several environmental factors may lie behind the extinc-
tion process, and be compounded to the long-distance effects of the infrastructure.

The method used to identify the best locations for new amphibian crossings goes
beyond the prioritization of candidate sites developed by Garcia-Feced et al. (2011).
It is cumulative and so includes changes made to graph topology by adding pre-
vious links before searching for the next one. Graph modelling is used to include
broad-scale connectivity as a criterion to be maximized, which is a key factor for
the ecological sustainability of landscapes and for the viability of metapopulations
(Opdam et al. 2006). In this study, the tested locations corresponded to the links, i.e.
corridors potentially used by the tree frog, cut by the HSR line. Relying on the
initial network of the species increases the likelihood of functional crossings
because these links already connected habitat patches before the implementation of
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the infrastructure. In addition to cartographic results, a curve of the increased
connectivity provided by new crossings is generated. This graphical tool indicates
the number of potential crossings to be created in order to reach a given level of
connectivity or to detect levels above which crossing creation fails to increase
connectivity sufficiently. The method used here can also be applied to other species
with different ecological requirements, or to other perspectives such as habitat
restoration as in the study of Clauzel et al. (2015a) for the tree frog conservation.

Conclusions

The methodological approach used appears to be a handy tool for planners in
forecasting the impact of linear infrastructures at different spatial scales, including
the regional level, which is recognized as a gap in current methods (Fernandes
2000; Geneletti 2006; Mortberg et al. 2007). The map of connectivity changes can
help optimize the location of new protected areas or mitigation measures by
identifying the areas most affected by the infrastructure. The results also provide
information about the maximum distance of the impact, which is often difficult to
assess. In the case of the HSR line in the Burgundy-Franche-Comté region, the
environmental assessment studies focused only on a strip of 800 m on either side of
the HSR line, which allowed the creation of new ponds to replace those destroyed
by the construction of the infrastructure.
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