Ti nber Harvesting & Forest Sustainability

Note: The following article is excerpted and adapted fromrenmarks originally
titled "Cbservations of Forest Sustainability" and nmade by State Forester Janes
R Grace, Director of the Pennsylvania Bureau of Forestry. His remarks expand
upon one of the mmjor themes of the PA Forest Stewardship Program sound
harvesting practices focus on the residual forest stand — what remains to becone
the future forest; poor practices focus on what is being renoved and how rmuch
noney it's worth.

Silviculture is the theory and practice of controlling forest
est abl i shnent, conposition and growth. Fromthe silvicultural perspective,
cutting trees is the primary nmethod of establishing and tending forest stands to
neet a woodl and owner's objectives. Depending on the | andowner, these
obj ectives mght include water, wildlife, recreation, or tinber and other forest
products. |In nost cases there are multiple objectives.

A silvicultural harvest is designed to either inmprove the residual stand
(intermediate treatnments) or to harvest with the intent of establishing a
growi ng new forest (reproduction or regeneration cut). The key to either type
of treatment is there is as nuch or nore concern given the residual stand than
there is about the trees being removed. 1In non-silvicultural harvests, the
enphasis is primarily on the econonic value of the trees being harvested. There
is less or no concern for the residual stand.

The Persistence of Dianeter-Limt Cutting

Unfortunately, the predom nant type of harvest operation carried out on
private land in Pennsylvania is dianeter-limt cutting. This harvesting
techni que has the characteristic of removing individual trees larger than a
specified diameter. The m ni num di anet er - at - br east - hei ght usually ranges from
12 to 16 inches. In nost cases, this systemof harvest is not silvicultural
It is popular because it is sinple and easily understood, and its application
results in a one-tinme economic return to both the operator and the | andowner
Furt hernore, because it is a partial ("selective") harvest, it usually |eaves a
resi dual stand (although one of poor quality), and the site renmains green
Proponents of dianeter-linmt cutting, also know as hi gh-grading or
selective cutting, frequently rationalize that they are renmoving the old trees
and | eavi ng behind the younger trees to grow for future harvests. In reality,
diameter-limt cutting is conmonly applied to even-aged stands, where the
smal l er trees are about the sane age as those being removed. Usually the
smal l er trees are slower grow ng, damaged, genetically inferior, and | ess
vi gorous species and individuals. Mst of the trees |eft standing were grow ng
underneath the biggest and best trees in the original stand and, nuch to the
| andowner's dismay, will not respond to their release with substanti al
addi ti onal grow h.

The Long-Term Ef fects of H gh-G adi ng

Repeated dianeter-limt cutting will eventually renove all the high-val ue
speci es of good form and | eave behind a stand of poor genetic character
occupi ed by poorly forned, |ow value species. At first the effects of this type
of harvest are subtle, but over tinme they are devastating. Depending on the
site and speci es conposition, a given stand may be able to support two or three
dianmeter-limt harvests over a course of 20 to 50 years. By that tine, there
are no managenment options left other than to clearcut the residual stand for



pul pwood or firewood and hope that a new stand of seedlings will regenerate and
grow. In nost cases, though, these degraded stands are left to occupy the site
indefinitely. The econonic value of such stands increases little or not at al
over tine.

Dianeter-linmt cutting is frequently being applied in situations where
| oggers or procurenent staff fromvarious lunber mlls buy tinber wthout the
supervi sion of a professional consulting forester. The compn rationale m ght
be: "this is the type of harvest the | andowner wanted," or "this is the only way
to practice econonic forestry." Overall, the assunption exists that high-
grading is the only way to harvest trees for high econonic return

In reality, the practice is destroying the biological integrity of our
forested stands, and in any tine frane of nmore than a year, high-grading nakes
poor econonic sense. Over a period of 20 to 60 years it will prove to be
econom cal ly devastating to future | andowners and the forest products industry,
which is so dependent on high-quality sawl ogs and veneer

Who i s Responsi bl e?

Very few of the people in the forestry community are intentionally
practicing bad forestry. Mst are genuinely trying to do a good job and are
consci enti ous about the way they do their work. Nevertheless, over tine we have
devel oped a large class of individuals who are harvesting forest stands in a way
that will lead to their economc ruin.

In the long run, good silviculture will produce better econom c returns
than dianmeter-limt cutting, high-grading or "selective" cutting.

The irony is that the practice of dianeter-linmt cutting (or known by its
associ ated noni kers) is not an issue with the environmental conmunity. In fact,
many environnentalists are proponents of this type of harvesting. "Let's just
harvest the big mature trees and let the 'young' trees grow." The stands stay
green and "we certainly don't want to clearcut!" Many have the nisguided idea
that dianmeter-limt cutting i s uneven-aged managenent, which is a whol e other
subj ect .

If we are concerned about forest sustainability, then we shoul d work
towards stopping the practice of dianmeter-linmt cutting in Pennsylvania. |If we
don't, the end result will be forests of poor quality, |ow econom c val ue, and
few vi abl e nanagenent options. \Wile we may not have all the answers to
practice perfect silviculture, we should certainly realize that good managenent
is nore conplicated than nerely counting to 12 or 16 and then cutting everything
| arger!!
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