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MassWildlife's Forest Management Projects:
Responses to Public Feedback, July 2026

Forest Management Projects planned in 2026 were posted on MassWildlife’s website, and the public was invited to provide feedback from May 6 through June 5, 2026. Comments were received from twelve individuals and four organizations. The following is a summary of this feedback, along with responses from MassWildlife’s forest project planning team.
 
Feedback was mixed among the respondents; most individuals and organizations were in full support of all proposals, while a minority were in full opposition to any habitat management. Others were generally supportive of the proposed projects but had questions about the public feedback process and/or specific elements of the management approach. 

Some comments received were addressed in detail during previous feedback periods; responses can be found here for FY 2026 and here for FY 2025. 

MassWildlife staff genuinely thank those who took the time to review the projects and provide comments; the public feedback process is an invaluable early step in our project workflow. These projects will proceed with careful planning and support MassWildlife’s critical mission of conserving freshwater fish and wildlife in the Commonwealth, including endangered plants and animals, and restoring, protecting, and managing land for wildlife to thrive and for people to enjoy. 

General Public Feedback
Much of the feedback was general in nature and not associated with a particular property or project. That feedback has been broken out by topic and listed below; MassWildlife’s responses are provided directly afterward.

Feedback: Most comments noted a clear connection between the proposed management activities and the expected outcomes. However, two responses expressed concern about the level of details provided in the proposals and the public feedback process.

Response: The public feedback period is one of the first steps in MassWildlife’s project development workflow. This step is necessary before we determine project specifications and finalize plans. Trees are not marked, boundaries are not defined, and project infrastructure is not planned before we complete the public feedback process. Forest cutting plans are also not completed and submitted until after we receive public input on proposed projects to allow relevant input to be incorporated into the plans. 

MassWildlife’s habitat project descriptions are designed to be accessible to individuals of all backgrounds and experience levels in a clear and understandable format so the public can best provide feedback. As we move forward with projects, additional information is made publicly available at the same webpage as these projects were posted, including our approved forest cutting plans (see the section “Ongoing Management Projects”) and final inspection checklists (see the sections “Completed Management Projects”). 

There are numerous additional resources on Mass.gov that provide detailed information on habitat restoration and management, critical habitats and the species that rely on them:
· Massachusetts State Wildlife Action Plan (SWAP)
· Why is habitat restoration & management needed on MassWildlife lands?
· BioMap: The Future of Conservation in Massachusetts
· Habitats and Management Recommendations 
MassWildlife’s Featured Habitat Projects webpage also highlights some of the impressive outcomes of past habitat management projects, including benefits to rare and MESA-listed species. MassWildlife uses an adaptive management approach, learning from previous projects, as well as those of other partners in Massachusetts and the northeast, to inform future restoration and management actions.

The public feedback period is announced in the MassWildlife Monthly News, which currently reaches over 300,000 subscribers. It is also often amplified by partners and other organizations (including during this feedback period). The best way to stay apprised of proposed forest management projects is to join the monthly e-news list or regularly visit MassWildlife's forest management projects website where future projects, as well as any project updates, will be posted.

Finally, MassWildlife’s habitat program staff regularly host outreach events to share both the plans and outcomes of habitat management and restoration projects. We will be hosting multiple events this fall, dates and details will be announced on the Masswildlife website and in the monthly e-news. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

Feedback: Multiple comments from both individuals and organizations noted the benefits of these projects to biodiversity and protecting Species of Greatest Conservation Need in alignment with the Commonwealth’s Biodiversity Goals and the State Wildlife Action Plan. Commenters also acknowledged the expertise of MassWildlife staff, the strategic approach to habitat restoration, and the positive outcomes that have resulted from past restoration and management activities. 

Response: MassWildlife habitat biologists and ecologists are deliberate in their project planning, and the team takes a strategic approach when prioritizing projects. A goal of all projects is to have a net benefit to biodiversity. Many of the proposed projects focus on the restoration of open habitats. Numerous species of birds, mammals, reptiles, insects, and plants thrive in or near open habitat types. The continuing decline of open habitats from land use history and development has impacted many wildlife and plant species. In fact, the newly updated State Wildlife Action Plan (SWAP) shows that 45% of our Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN) require or use open habitats at some point in their lifecycle. 
____________________________________________________________________________________

Feedback: One commenter questioned why planting or seeding were not included as part of the proposed projects. 

Response: Most of MassWildlife’s restoration projects do not require planting or seeding. Management sites are typically selected in locations where we are enhancing the existing natural community. There are occasionally projects, such as grassland restorations, where we do plant seeds for native species foundational to the community. However, following most tree cutting or thinning operations, native plants adapted to the target community and conditions naturally regenerate. Many plant species are able to remain dormant in the seed bank for decades; we frequently find plant species populations long absent from a site reemerging after management activities. Our restoration ecologists implement an adaptive management approach for all projects; they monitor after management activities and adjust plans based on the community response and post-treatment conditions of a site. 
____________________________________________________________________________________

Feedback: There were mixed responses on the use of prescribed fire as a restoration and habitat management tool. Several comments were in support of its use to achieve natural community goals, while others had concerns about safety, effectiveness, and timing of prescribed fires. 

Response: The focus of these proposals was the forestry management components of habitat management and restoration projects. The primary restoration actions are developing a forest cutting plan and completing cutting and thinning operations. Prescribed fire may be used in later phases of habitat restoration at some sites; however, it is not the subject of this public feedback period. 

All prescribed fires go through a detailed planning and permitting process. Once fire management plans have been completed and prescribed fire is planned at a site, the site is added to the “Upcoming MassWildlife prescribed fire locations” webpage. Abutting landowners and other interested parties can find notices and signs regarding prescribed fire activities posted on the properties. Local fire departments and community representatives are also notified. Prescribed fires are only conducted under a narrow range of environmental and weather conditions, and all prescribed fire plans have a detailed contingency plan involving local fire departments in the extremely rare instance of escape to suppress any escaped fire and protect nearby communities.

Learn more about prescribed fire, including the ecological processes, benefits to natural communities and species, and the planning and methods involved to complete a prescribed burn. Questions about prescribed fire were also addressed in detail in the FY 2026 and FY 2025 public feedback periods and can be reviewed there. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

Feedback: There were multiple comments calling for increased management above what has been proposed, noting the decrease in open habitat types across Massachusetts and the northeast and their importance to MESA-listed and SGCN species, as well as other benefits.

Response: MassWildlife is currently in the process of revising upland habitat goals. These goals outline the desired habitat composition across lands owned by MassWildlife. Once approved by the Fisheries and Wildlife Board, MassWildlife staff will be working towards achieving those goals. We understand the critical need to maintain an intentional mosaic of habitats on the landscape to support biodiversity. Careful consideration and planning go into all of our projects and reaching the habitat goals will involve landscape scale analysis, identification of priorities, and development of a multi-year workplan. 
____________________________________________________________________________________

Feedback: One letter applauded MassWildlife’s efforts to restore pine barrens, acknowledging the need to thin trees to restore the landscape and reduce risk of southern pine beetle. Another letter advocated that Masswildlife should end all pine barrens restorations on the belief that no species need pine barrens restoration to survive. 

Response: Massachusetts supports the largest globally rare barrens system north of the New Jersey pine barrens. Many rare plants and animals, as well as more common species, benefit from efforts to restore and maintain barrens habitats. There are 135 SGCN identified in the 2025 SWAP that use dry woodlands and barrens habitats. These include birds, such as the whip-poor-will and prairie warbler, insects, such as the barrens buck moth and frosted elfin butterfly, and native bees that specialize on dry, sandy sites. In the absence of appropriate management, barrens and the suite of associated species would continue to decline. Click here for more information about Massachusetts barrens and here to read about some of the amazing biodiversity outcomes achieved at Muddy Brook WMA, an inland barrens site.


Site-Specific Feedback

Ram Hill WMA
Feedback: One comment commended the removal of a failing red pine plantation at Ram Hill WMA due to red pine scale and highlighted the alignment with the Climate Forestry Committee’s support for plantation removal.

Response: As noted by the commenter, the “Report of the Climate Forestry Committee: ” states that “There was Committee consensus that plantations should be converted to more compositionally diverse forests via harvesting…” 

The homogenous nature of forest plantations decreases resiliency and resistance to stressors. The impacts of climate change and the introduction of invasive species increase the risk of plantation decline. Red pine stands across the state have died in recent years due to a combination of factors, but this is primarily driven by infestation of the invasive insect red pine scale (Matsucoccus matsumarae). Active management in declining red pine stands can support the transition of these forests to native plant communities which are more compositionally diverse and have greater biodiversity. 
____________________________________________________________________________________

Frances Crane WMA
Feedback: One commenter was supportive of restoration efforts at Frances Crane WMA but was concerned about heavy forest management activities and prescribed fires taking place during woodcock nesting season.

Response: Active management helps support the conditions required for many SGCN species, including American woodcock. MassWildlife works to balance the impact of these management activities and the outcomes of the work. Due to seasonal rare and endangered species restrictions, MassWildlife only conducts tree removal activities from December 15–March 15 at Frances Crane WMA. Some prescribed fires do occur later in the spring and overlap with the American woodcock nesting period. When completing prescribed fires at Frances Crane WMA, like many of our other fire-influenced sites, we burn only a subset of the habitat and rotate the management units. Most animals found in fire-affected habitats know how to stay safe during a fire; they will fly away, climb trees, burrow, or retreat to nearby areas. Our approach leaves suitable areas for these individuals to shelter and protects the population at large.  Learn more about what happens to wildlife during a fire. 
____________________________________________________________________________________

Montague Plains WMA
Feedback: One commenter had concerns about pre-salvage or sanitation harvest aspects of the proposed projects in Montague Plains WMA. 

Response: MassWildlife incorrectly included salvage operation language in the climate consideration table. The description used in the climate consideration table of the proposal regarding salvage operations did not accurately reflect the project and should not have been included. 
The referenced work is not a pre-salvage timber harvest and is not proposed to maximize timber value. The proposed work includes a limited storm-damage cleanup associated with a roughly 15-acre portion of Montague Plains WMA where a wind event on March 17, 2026 broke and toppled white pine from an abutting property onto the WMA and created additional broken stems and snags within the WMA. The treatment area is adjacent to residential properties and access routes, and the work is intended to address public safety, firefighter access, and fuel conditions in a wildland-urban interface portion of the property.
 
This work is consistent with the site’s fire and habitat management objectives. Montague Plains WMA is a fire-influenced inland barrens landscape where accumulated woody fuels, damaged trees, and blocked access can increase risk to firefighters, nearby residents, and habitat management operations. Removing selected fallen trees and hazardous snags in this location will help maintain access for first responders, reduce heavy fuel concentrations, and support future prescribed-fire and wildfire-response operations.
____________________________________________________________________________________

Feedback: There was also one commenter who submitted a separate letter of support for each of the projects, noting a clear connection between the proposed activities and the expected outcomes for both natural communities and species. These letters also applauded continued investment at multiple sites where the proposed projects build upon previous restoration work.

Response: MassWildlife appreciates commenter taking the time to read each proposal and think critically about how these projects fit into the broader landscape.
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