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“The forest is us. We have to treat it that way. It’s Family.”
- Rich Holschuh, Elnu Abenaki“The forest is us. We have to treat it that way. It’s Family.”

- Rich Holschuh, Elnu Abenaki, Director of the Atowi Project
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Source: VT Fish and Wildlife

We are living through 
three great crises in VT:
• Extinction
• Water Quality
• Climate



Natural Solutions



“One of the penalties of an ecological education is that one lives 
alone in a world of wounds. Much of the damage inflicted on land 
is quite invisible to laymen. An ecologist must either harden his 
shell and make believe that the consequences of science are none 
of his business, or he must be the doctor who sees the marks of 
death in a community that believes itself well and does not want to 
be told otherwise.”

- Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac



Source: “Wildlands and Woodlands”



“The native species of Vermont evolved 
in a landscape dominated by old 
forest…the closer the target is to the 
historic old forest condition, the greater 
the likelihood that the landscape will 
support all of Vermont’s native forest
species and fully provide the forest’s 
ecological services.”

“Although there are small patches of old 
growth scattered around the state, old 
forest is absent in Vermont as a 
functional component of the landscape. 
In most forests, passive restoration will 
result in old forest conditions.”



“[Older forests] simultaneously 
support high levels of carbon 
storage, timber growth, and species 
richness. Older forests also exhibit 
low climate sensitivity…compared 
to younger forests… Strategies 
aimed at enhancing the 
representation of older forest 
conditions at landscape scales will 
help sustain [ecosystem services 
and biodiversity] in a changing 
world.”



“There may be a tendency to assume that lands in 
forest cover are resilient to the effects of flooding 
simply by virtue of their forested status. However, 
forest cover does not necessarily equate to 
forest health and forest flood resilience.
Headwater forests of Vermont include a legacy of 
human modifications that have left certain land 
areas with a heightened propensity to generate 
runoff, accelerate soil erosion, and sediment 
streams. These legacy impacts affect forest lands 
across the state [emphasis added]... 

“The quality of [today’s] forests is not the same as 
the pre-Settlement old growth forests. The legacy 
of early landscape development and a history of 
channel and floodplain modifications continue to 
impact water and sediment routing from the land 
[emphasis added].”



Source: Woods Hole Research Center

Aboveground carbon storage in the
contiguous US. Dark green = highest levels.
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From “A Contemporary Carbon Balance for the 
Northeast Region of the United States.”

(Lu et al 2013)

30% of all aboveground carbon in the Northeastern US is stored in just 5% of the land area



Source: Wildlands and Woodlands 2017

VT Forest Carbon Facts:
• Vermont forests 

sequester an amount of 
carbon each year equal 
to approximately half of 
the state’s annual 
emissions

• Studies by UVM 
researchers show that 
New England’s forests 
could store 2-4 times 
more carbon than 
present levels if allowed 
to grow old.



Source: Wildlands and Woodlands 2017
Duveneck and Thompson 2019

“Among land uses, timber harvesting [had] a larger effect on [aboveground carbon] storage and 
changes in tree composition than did forest conversion to non-forest uses… Our results 
demonstrate a large difference between the landscape’s potential to store carbon and the 
landscape’s current trajectory.”



Source: Wildlands and Woodlands 2017

86% 
of all carbon lost from forests per year in the Northeast US

is from timber harvest. 



It’s critical to be aware of greenwashing. 
New England forests are healthiest when left unlogged.



Source: Vermont Digger
McNeil Biomass Electricity Facility

• Vermont’s single largest source of carbon emissions is the McNeil Biomass Power Plant
• This facility has talked about increasing its efficiency for forty years but has failed to do so
• Biomass power plants produce 1.5x the amount of carbon as a coal-fired power plant for 

an equivalent amount of electricity
• Encircled in red, above, are whole trees waiting to be burned at McNeil.



Full letter available here: http://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/Policy-and-Advocacy/Health-organizational-letter-health-impacts-of-biomass.pdf



Full letter available here: https://sites.tufts.edu/gdae/files/2020/05/Forest-Letter-to-Congress.pdf



Full letter available here: https://sites.tufts.edu/gdae/files/2020/05/Forest-Letter-to-Congress.pdf





Flawed science in Vermont’s Climate Action Plan:
• Considers biomass electricity and timber harvest as 

low carbon or even carbon neutral

• Overstates the amount of carbon that can be stored 
in wood products, and the benefits of substituting 
wood for other building materials or energy sources

• Erroneously suggests that sequestration rates are 
declining, and misleadingly asserts that 
sequestration rates are more important than the 
total amount of carbon that is stored in forests

• Fails to analyze a pathway or scenario that puts a 
significant portion of Vermont forests  (at least 10%, 
as proposed in Vermont Conservation Design) into 
wildlands management.





Clearcut logging in Vermont’s Groton State Forest. Does this look like management for the 
greatest good, for the greatest number, in the long run?



• Trees grow easily in Vermont. Growing forests is something entirely different.
• A forest does not produce high levels of ecosystem services until it begins to acquire the 

characteristics of an older forest, on average after 100-125 years of age.





Moomaw et al 2020

• Only 3% of Vermont land is managed to restores Vermont’s natural forests.
• 10% of New York is managed to restore its natural forests.
• Climate and biodiversity scientists suggest at least 30% should be managed in this way 



Policy Considerations:
• Vermont’s Forest Future Plan should be 

implemented in coordination with the goals of 
Vermont Conservation Design and the latest 
science on forest carbon

• Good stewardship of our forests involves
using fewer – not more – wood products 
from live trees. The Forest Future plan should 
seek to dramatically increase efficiency in how 
we use and reuse wood products to reduce 
consumption

• Future forest management in Vermont should 
seek greater balance between forests 
managed for wood products and those 
managed as wild forests. Current Use should 
be amended to allow wild forests. Public lands 
should be managed to emphasize public 
goods like clean water, flood risk reduction, 
carbon storage, and quality wildlife habitat, 
not wood products.

• Where active management is practiced, 
Vermont policies should focus on 
encouraging ecological forestry
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