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Invoking A Vision for Our Forests

by Robert O’Connor

Forests are among the Commonwealth’s greatest and most abundant natural
“resources, supporting wildlife, the economy and outdoor recreation while protecting and
purifying our air and water. The future of something so valuable and crucial to our
health, culture, wildlife and landscape cannot be left to chance.With more than three of
our five million acres covered in trees, Massachusetts is one of the most forested of all
the states: the eighth most forested in fact, as well as the third most populated. There
are few places in the world where so many people are surrounded by so much forest.
Most of our forests have roots dating to the early 1900s. They are growing vigorously
as they approach middle age — so vigorously that, from 1985 to 2000, the volume of
wood contained in our forests increased by nearly 50%! In the part of the state west of
Worcester County, the area that our forests cover actually increased by 2% over the
past 15 years.

Although land development is proceeding rapidly in many regions of the state, the
Commonwealth’s state environmental agencies, in partnership with our land trusts,
municipalities and federal agencies, have protected and opened to the public nearly
150,000 acres of open space over the past four years (50,000 more acres than were
protected in the previous eight years). Much of that acreage is in forest. A recent study
estimates that our forests generate a value of $1,500 per acre per year by contributing
to our tourist economy, our forest and recreation industries, and by protecting and
cleaning our water and air.

Sound like a pretty rosy picture? To the casual observer, Massachusetts forests
certainly seem to be doing very well. Look more closely, however, and the future
sustainability of our forests immediately comes into question.

From 1985 to 2000, Worcester County lost 54,000 acres of forest; the state as a
whole lost nearly 100,000 acres. While this rate of loss is cause for apprehension, a
matter of even greater concern is that the pattern of forest-destroying development is
fragmenting our blocks of forest. This greatly reduces their value for wildlife and makes
sustainable management of forests ever more difficult. For example, in the region north
of Quabbin Reservoir (a relatively slow growing area in terms of development), the size
of the average forest block declined from 1,100 acres to 800 acres in a recent 15 year
period. This reduction allows detrimental “edge effects” (including invasive species, road
mortality, and nest predators/parasites) from surrounding development to reach ever
more deeply into our important “forest interior” habitats. Even more shocking are the
results of a recent USDA Forest Service inventory of Massachusetts which found that
75% of the forest areas sampled on a statewide grid were within a quarter mile of
development.

The continuing trend of dividing large blocks of forest into smaller and smaller parcels
also makes it ever more challenging to manage the economics of the resource. It is
estimated that an ownership any smaller than 15-20 acres is not economically viable as
a “working forest.” When parcels get smaller than this, commercial interest in any
logging operation is markedly reduced. Smaller parcels also make the job of land
conservation more complex and difficult. Think of it: would you rather attempt to



purchase a conservation restriction and/or put together a cooperative management plan
for 200 acres of forest owned by one or two people, or dozens of people? Currently,
there are more than 212,000 persons that own the 2.4 million acres of private forest
land in Massachusetts — an average ownership of approximately 10 acres. According to the U.S. Forest
Service, the number of people owning less than 50 acres of forest land has doubled since 1973.

While our forests continue to grow vigorously, the amount and percentage of
important successional habitats is stagnant or declining. Early successional (young)
forest, for example, is critical habitat for many species of birds and mammals, yet has
steadily declined for decades. This habitat type made up 40% of our forests in 1960,
but by 1985 it had shrunk to only 5%, and in the latest 2000 inventory it fell below 4%.

This trend indicates both an under-utilization of many areas of “working forests” and a
tendency of continual “partial” cuts where the forest is rarely opened enough to allow
significant areas of young forest growth to occur. For example, DEM cutting plan
statistics for private and state land indicate that logging has occurred on nearly a half
million acres of land since 1985. However, rather than adding early successional forest,
the state lost this important habitat type during the same period.

Old forest habitat — tracts that are 150 years and older — compose much less than
1% of our forests. These “old growth” forests are not only inspiring to see, but also
provide necessary habitat for certain lichens, forest herbs and invertebrate wildlife.
Managing forests to maintain wildlife — biodiversity — will clearly require that we
increase the percentages of these two successional stages in our forests.

As if these challenges were not enough, invasive exotic species — aggressive, non-
native plants, forest insects and diseases — are threatening large forest areas by taking
over space for native trees, shrubs and herbs, and by attacking -our native forest trees.
Invasive plants such as honeysuckle, barberry, and bittersweet are especially
troublesome in forests that are close to suburban development. The wooly adelgid, a
tiny insect native to Japan, is now menacing the survival of our hemlock forests. Though
it has received the most publicity, it is only one among many insects and diseases
capable of changing our forests in ways we can barely imagine.

With these threats and challenges as a backdrop, Bob Durand, Secretary of
Environmental Affairs, pulled together a dozen people representing the state’s forest
advocates, landowners, scientists, educators, professional foresters, and conservation
organizations. This group, led by David Kittredge, the University of Massachusetts’
Extension Forester, quickly assessed the condition of the Commonwealth’s forests and
the many challenges their management presents. The group then agreed on a bold vision
for Massachusetts forests. The vision included five key directives:

1. a systematic effort to make private forest ownership an effective

alternative to land development
2. aggressive forest protection
3. inventory of large forests and related significant natural resources
4. establishment of a network of large forest blocks
5. evaluation and reorganization of the agencies that manage forests

In an effort to gain wider input into this “Forest Vision,” the Secretary presented the
group’s findings to a public meeting of the Legislature’s Special Commission on Forestry
in the fall of 2001. This meeting was well attended and provided a wide range of ideas
on how to implement the Forest Vision. The meeting also generated additional issues
such as:
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1. the impact of poor harvesting practices (such as “high grading” — the removal of
only the most commercially valuable trees from a woodlot during a logging operation);
2. the need to revamp Chapter 61, the state’s forest tax law, to make it more
attractive to forest landowners (currently the acreage in this program is stagnant at

between 10 and 15% of eligible forest land);

3. the need to increase forest management on state lands so that they can serve as a
model for private
landowners;

4. the need to expand local forest product markets, especially for species and trees
with low or no commercial value. (Currently, many Massachusetts
forest products are shipped to Canada and beyond, leaving the residents of one of the
nation’s most heavily
forested states to import 98% of the wood and paper products they usel)

Secretary Durand began implementing a series of innovative programs to address the
key vision elements shortly after the Forest Vision was presented. A new program, the
Private Forest Land Initiative, was launched in the Tully River Valley north of Quabbin
Reservoir, one of the largest unfragmented forests remaining in southern New England.
Through this state-funded program, Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust and the New
England Forestry Foundation negotiated to purchase Working Forest Conservation
Restrictions (CR’s) with hundreds of landowners in a fourtown area. The CR's
encouraged forest management that enhanced the wildlife habitat values of the forest
while keeping the ownership in private hands. Nearly 9,000 acres in over 200 parcels
have been protected through this program in less than two years. This model of “de-
fragmenting” the forest landscape, in partnership with nonprofit organizations, is now
being expanded to other heavily forested sections of the state.

To address the need to conserve a network of large forest blocks, the Secretary
created the state’s first bioreserve, recently codified by state law. The Southeastern
Bioreserve is a partnership of Environmental Affairs agencies, the City of Fall River and
the Trustees of the Reservations. This first bioreserve protected 4,000 acres of private
tand and 4,000 acres of city water lands, both adjacent to the 6,000 acre Freetown
State Forest. A management plan for the entire 14,000 acres is near completion. The
plan calls for active forest management to meet habitat goals, with more fragile sites set
aside from active management. The bioreserve concept will be expanded to several other
appropriate areas of the state {zce article on page __).

The Secretary has made land conservation his top priority to address the need for
aggressive protection of forest land from the threat of development. Over the past four
years, nearly 150,000 acres has been protected, in partnership with conservation
organizations, municipalities and the federal government. More than half of this acreage
was protected using Conservation Restrictions (CRs). This approach respects the
commitment of private individuals to properly manage forestlands. Ultimately, the bulk
of the 2.4 million acres of private forest lands will be conserved and managed because of
the good work of thousands of private landowners.

To address the need to inventory large forest areas and related significant natural
resources, an Open Space Plan for Massachusetts was created in partnership with dozens
of nonprofit conservation organizations and municipal and federal government natural
resource staff. This plan includes forest areas mapped in over 25 statewide and regional
conservation plans, including MassWildlife’s BioMap, the Nature Conservancy’s Forest
Matrix study, and the Commonwealth Connections, Department of Environmental



Management (DEM) and the Appalachian Mountain Club’s plan for greenways and trails in
the state.

The Open Space Plan shows a network of large forest blocks connected by greenways.
Secretary Durand set a goal of conserving an additional one million acres of land over the
next 20 years, in partnership with land trusts, private forest landowners, municipalities,
and federal agencies. The plan calls for one half of the Jand to be protected by
conservation restrictions, once again emphasizing the importance of private land
ownership.

To address the issue of increasing coordination of management of forest land held by
the three state environmental land holding agencies, the Secretary has called on them to
jointly undergo independent “green certification” under the auspices of the Forest
Stewardship Council. This evaluation is already underway, led by a “Green Certification
Team” of nationally renowned experts in silviculture, wildlife and landscape ecology, and
forest economics. The team has been asked to specifically look at ways the three
agencies can improve coordination, especially where they manage forests within the
same landscape areas.

If successful, Massachusetts will be the first state to gain green certification of ail state
environmental lands held by the various forest, wildlife and watershed agencies. The
report issued by the team will include a set of recommendations that must be
implemented by the agencies in order to maintain this prestigious certificate.

While active forest management has occurred for decades on many areas
of state land under DEM, MassWildlife and MDC (Metropolitan District
Commission) control, it is generally agreed that sustainable forest
management that would benefit the state’s biodiversity and its local, rural,
wood-based industries could occur on many more acres each year.
Accomplishing such management has been hampered in the past by a lack
of detailed forest management plans which outline how to implement
sustainable management. Completion of forest management plans for all
state forested lands has therefore been made a priority. The process has
been accelerated through the funding of a forest inventory for
MassWildlife’s 110,000 acres, and a project to map the forests on DEM’s
285,000 acres of land.

The forest plans that result will guide sustainable forestry and — where
sensitive resources such as old growth forests and examples of a range of
representative unmanaged forest types will add to the diversity of habitats
across the landscape — will also set aside appropriate forested areas from
management. Where planning has been completed, the DEM and MDC will
supplement their existing staff of foresters and contract with licensed
professional foresters across the state to implement forest management
activities.

It is critically important that state agencies take the lead and set the example for
sustainable forest management so that landowners won’t have to go far to see its
benefits. To supplement this effort, Environmental Affairs is funding the University of
Massachusetts with $100,000 per year for 5 years in order to establish state-of-the-art
demonstration forests on 2,000 acres of forests surrounding the Amherst campus.
UMass, for its part, has filed legislation that will permanently dedicate these 2,000 acres
to forest conservation.
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Demonstration forests are well worth promoting across the Commonwealth. Noting
that many communities within the state have their own “town forests,” Environmental
Affairs has initiated a program that will offer them forest stewardship plans and
practices to protect and enhance water and wildlife resources in exchange for permanent
conservation restrictions on these local forests. With nearly 500 parcels of municipal
land totaling almost 20,000 acres classified as town forest, this program could create
dozens of demonstration forests from the Cape to the Berkshires.

Addressing the need to make private forest ownership an effective alternative to land
development, Secretary Durand is launching one of the most intensive outreach efforts
to private forest land owners in the nation. Over the next two years, 7,000 persons
owning approximately 500,000 acres of forest will be contacted and offered a free
forest stewardship plan. These plans will be conducted by private licensed professional
foresters. The initial contact letter will also contain a wealth of information on the
benefits of good forest management and land conservation. This project is being
conducted in partnership with several nonprofit conservation organizations — including
the Trustees of the Reservations and the New England Forestry Foundation — that have
committed to hold landowner workshops and offer landowners free estate planning (one
of the most critical needs to achieve good land conservation).

This project will also be supplemented by federal funding from the new Farm Bill, which
will greatly increase funding for the Forest Stewardship Program to offer landowners
cost-sharing for forest practices called for in plans to protect water resources and
enhance wildlife habitat. It is anticipated that federal funding will be on the order of
$350,000 annually for the next 5 years.

Addressing the lack of local forest product markets, Environmental Affairs has launched
a new grant program for local sawmills to fund pilot projects that find innovative new
uses for low quality wood products. Environmental Affair’s Watershed Initiative is also
funding UMass to help Massachusetts’ first forest landowner cooperative expand local
markets for low quality products. The agency is also helping to fund feasibility studies
for two future “biomass” projects — one at the Massachusetts Water Resources
Authority’s new drinking water treatment plant, and one for the Hampshire College
Campus. The biomass projects have the potential to use thousands of tons of wood
chips for heating, cooling and electricity at these facilities.

Biomass is an emerging technology that uses renewable forest products for commercial
and industrial heating and electricity generation. It has the benefit of lower emissions
than coal-fired plants, and unlike all fossil fuels, it actually produces a zero net emission
of green house gases because it is generated from sustainable forest management.
Additionally, biomass supports local green economies and avoids the environmental risks
involved in shipping fossil fuels across the globe. Environmental Affairs hopes to find
additional sources for biomass energy so that much more of the sustainable harvest of
1.4 million tons per year of low quality wood products can be utilized. Imagine the
benefits to air quality, global warming, and the local green economies if even one of our
“filthy five” coal-fired electric generating plants were replaced with local biomass!

Over the coming year, Secretary Durand has committed to make measurable progress
on other important forestry issues raised through the Forest Vision public process. DEM
staff are close to significant revisions to the Forest Cutting Act policy that will work to
better educate landowners of the benefits of long-term forest management and the
detriments of short term management practices (such as high grading). In the coming
legislative session, Environmental Affairs will work with forest advocates to gain



consensus on key changes to Chapter 61 so that incentives for joining and staying in the
program are increased. Through implementation of “Green Certification,” agencies will
move quickly toward more active sustainable management of state lands. MassWildlife
will be actively working to increase the acreage in early successional forest cover to
enhance and maintain biodiversity. By showcasing these types of management and
management incentives, we can demonstrate the benefits to both biodiversity and local
economies.

When people across the country think of forests, they probably think of Maine,
Minnesota or Oregon. They should think of us, however: with 62% of Massachusetts in
forest cover, we actually surpass two of those states in percentage of forested.land!
What are the benefits of sustainably managing our three million acres of forests?

Massachusetts can save its forests by putting them to work. Good forest management
creates value for land activities other than sprawl development. Good forest
management adds to the local green economy. By processing and manufacturing forest
products locally, we enhance these economies and make Massachusetts more self-
sufficient.

With well over half of our state covered with forests, we can do better than filling only
2% of our wood and paper needs locally. A realistic goal through increased management
of state and private forest lands and reduction in demand for paper and wood products
would be 40 - 50%. This ambitious goal is supported by analysis done by David Kittredge
at UMass, David Foster at Harvard Forest, and by MassWildlife's own Chief Forester, John
Scanlon. Just as the “buy local” mantra has been successful for the state’s agricultural
industry, the same approach can be applied to conserving and utilizing our forests.
Through implementing aggressive stewardship forestry on private lands and moving
closer to sustainably managing state lands, we can move towards better supporting local
forest economies while enhancing the biodiversity, recreation and water supply values of
our forests into the future.

Robert O’Connor is the Director of Land and Forest Policy at the
Executive Office of Environmental Affairs. Prior to this appointment he
was the Director of Natural Resources and the Superintendent of the
Quabbin Section at the Division of Watershed Management within the
MDC.





