
The Vermont Climate Resilience and State Wildlands Act (H.276)
Sowing seeds for Vermont’s future forest 

Zack Porter, Standing Trees
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“We must permanently protect New England’s forest in a mosaic of 

passively managed Wildlands (at least 10% of the entire landscape) 

surrounded by actively, ecologically managed Woodlands, covering at 

least 70% of the entire landscape in protected forest... In principle, a 

full 20% of the region (8 million acres of forest) or more could be 

dedicated to Wildlands while still achieving the sustainable wood 

production targets we have outlined.”

- “Beyond the Illusion of Preservation” (Littlefield et al 2024)



“We made a promise 
to this mountain – a 
promise that the only 
changes it will ever 
undergo are Spring, 
Summer, Fall, and 
Winter.”
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Amount of state public land in NY in Wildlands: ~65%

Amount of state public land in VT in Wildlands: ~20%
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VT ANR Survey of 
public values in the 
Worcester Range 
Management Unit 
(June-Aug 2020)





“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…

“The quality of [today’s] forests is not 
the same as the pre-Settlement old 
growth forests.”

Old, intact forests enhance water quality 
and protect downstream communities 
from flooding. Ninety percent of 
Vermont’s state-managed lands are in 
forested headwaters.



“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.”



Mount Mansfield Natural Area

Vermont Natural Areas Statute (10 V.S.A. § 2607):
“’Natural areas’ means limited areas of land that have 
retained their wilderness character… Areas so designated 
may be removed from such designation only by approval of 
the Governor following public notice and hearing.”

Vermont Natural Areas: 
• Not durable
• Not designed for ecological restoration



Act 59
Act 59 sets quantitative goals to:
• Permanently conserve 30% of VT by 2030
• Permanently conserve 50% of VT by 2050

The Act also sets qualitative goals to:
• Rebalance conservation between each of 

the following categories, guided by VT 
Conservation Design:

1) Ecological Reserves (Wildlands)
2) Biodiversity Conservation Areas
3) Natural Resource Management Areas

Act 59 Implementation:
• Phase I: Make an official inventory of 

conserved lands (completed fall 2024)
• Phase II: Craft a plan to realize the goals 

of Act 59 (due by Dec 2025)



“’Ecological reserve area’ means an area having permanent 
protection from conversion and that is managed to maintain a natural 
state within which natural ecological processes and disturbance 
events are allowed to proceed with minimal interference.” (Act 59)

Birdseye Wildlife Management Area



CC Putnam State Forest



The Vermont Climate Resilience and State Wildlands Act:

1) Adds an essential tool to Vermont’s conservation toolbox:
Creates a durable and permanent designation for ecological reserves on 
state lands, regardless of the condition of those lands at the time of 
designation



The Vermont Climate Resilience and State Wildlands Act:

2) Protects approximately 268,000-acres of VT state lands:
• All existing state lands that are: 

• Land Management Classification 1.0 (Highly Sensitive Management)
• Natural Areas
• Core Areas
• Vermont Conservation Design highest-priority natural communities 

and habitat features on state lands
• Contiguous blocks of FPR land (State Forests and State Parks) of a 

minimum of approximately 1,000-acres or greater to provide for interior 
forest habitat and to allow natural processes to guide forest development



The Vermont Climate Resilience and State Wildlands Act:

3) Allows one-third of VT state lands to continue to be actively-
managed by both the Dept of Fish and Wildlife and the Dept of 
Forests, Parks and Recreation



The bill does not impact:
• Recreational trails, motorized or non-

motorized, existing or future
• Public access roads and trailheads
• Campgrounds, cabins, and other 

developed recreation, communications, 
or administrative sites

• Leased ski areas and designated 
backcountry ski zones

• Hunting, fishing, foraging, gathering 
medicines, practicing ceremony Camel’s Hump State Park



“Old forests should operate under natural disturbance regimes and need to be maintained in patches 
large enough to accommodate natural disturbance regimes without compromising old forest 
characteristics. In most forests, passive restoration will result in old forest.” 

- Vermont Conservation Design Summary Report for
Landscapes, Natural Communities, Habitats, and Species (2018)

When it comes to wildlands, bigger is better
*Acreage in table 
includes lands 
excluded from 
wildland 
designation, 
including 
campgrounds, ski 
resorts, trailheads, 
parking, and other 
developed sites







Vermont today:
• 4% of VT is in Ecological Reserves

With passage of H.276:
• 7% of VT would be in Ecological Reserves

Peacham Bog Natural Area and Groton State Forest





- State lands provide just 
~2% of the timber 
harvested each year in 
Vermont, on average. 

- With the bill’s passage, 
one third of VT state lands 
will continue to be 
available for active 
management, including 
timber harvest.

- On average, Vermont 
harvests ~50% more wood 
than is consumed within 
Vermont each year.

Wood products and the Vermont 
Climate Resilience and State 

Wildlands Act



“It was so pleasant, as we laid down to reflect, that 
we were in the heart of a tract of virgin timber about 
40 miles square… And yet, we could not help 
regretting that there should be so very few of such 
tracts left, due to the almost criminal lack of 
foresight of our legislatures of the 19th century.” 

– Bob Marshall, August 1923
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