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• What is Old Growth?
• Do we need Old Growth? Why? 
• Managing for Old Growth Characteristics
• Wildlands as Future Old Growth

 

Old-Growth Forests



• What is Old Growth?
• Do we need Old Growth? Why? 
• Managing for Old Growth Characteristics
• Wildlands as Future Old Growth

 

Old-Growth Forests



Old growth forests were the predominant land 
cover in our region prior to European 
settlement, covering  approximately 90% of 
the land area. Less than 0.1% remains today. Harvard Forest Dioramas 1700
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Current 
Forest Age
Most of our forests are 
ecologically-young, 
second growth



Forest Succession
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Adapted from: Franklin, J. F., Johnson, K. N., & Johnson, D. L. (2018). Ecological Forest Management. Waveland Press, Inc.
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WHAT IS OLD-GROWTH 
FOREST?

A forest that has operated under natural 
ecological processes for at least three to 

four centuries, with only minimal 
human activity. 



OTHER TERMS

Primary forest
Original forest
Virgin forest

Forest primeval
Ancient forest 

Ancient woodland 



WHAT SOME OLD GROWTH 
FORESTS HAVE 

Trees of many ages
Some very large, old trees

Canopy gaps 
Down wood in all stages of decay

Standing dead wood
Tip-up mounds

Mycorrhizal networks
Abundant bryophytes, lichens, and 

fungi
Seeming disarray



Trees of many ages



Some very large, old trees



Canopy 
gaps



Down wood in all stages of decay







Standing dead wood (snags)



Tip-up
mounds



Vast, well-
developed 
mycorrhizal 
networks





Abundant 
mosses, lichens, 
and fungi













Howland Research Forest, ME. Photo: Shelby Perry

Seeming disarray
“Mossy and moosey” – Thoreau
…and messy



Photo: David Foster



OLD FOREST

Old forests are biologically mature 
forests with some characteristics of 

old growth forests, exhibiting minimal 
evidence of human-caused 

disturbance. 



OTHER TERMS

Overmature forest
Decadent forest

Middle-aged Forest
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Why we need Old Forests

1. Old forests have inherent value, as they 
were once the predominant land cover in our 
region but today cover less than 1%. 

2. They provide ideal habitat for many 
species such as Blackburnian warbler, barred 
owl, and certain lichens and mosses, among 
others
3. Their complexity creates a diversity of 
habitats which results in greater biological 
diversity  



4. Deep duff layers and abundant down wood 
help them serve better than younger forests 
to provide hydrological regulation 

5. Their dynamic nature—fallen trees—can 
provide protection for regeneration

6. They store more carbon than younger 
forests, and much of that carbon is 
underground

Why we need Old Forests



7. With their complex structure, diversity of 
microhabitats, diversity of species, dense 
carbon, and healthy aquatic systems, they are 
in many ways resilient to climate change
8. They serve as reference sites to help us 
better understand how forests actually work

9. They offer humans places of refuge, and 
mental and physical recharge; they inspire 
awe and a sense of wonder
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1. Old forests have inherent value, as they were 
once the predominant land cover in our region 
but today cover less than 1%. Harvard Forest Dioramas 1700



2. Old forests provide ideal habitat for 
many species such as Blackburnian 
warbler, barred owl, and certain 
lichens and mosses, among others

Photo: Bryan Pfeiffer



Photo: Bob Zaino





3. The complexity of old forests 
creates a diversity of habitats, 
resulting in greater biological 
diversity  

Photo: Shelby Perry







Redington Forest, ME. Photo: Shelby Perry

With their deep duff layers and abundant 
down wood, old forests may serve better 
than younger forests to provide hydrological 
regulation Photo: Shelby Perry

4. Deep duff layers and 
abundant down wood help 
them serve better than 
younger forests to provide 
hydrological regulation 



6. The dynamic nature of old 
forests—fallen trees—can 
provide protection for 
regeneration



6. Old forests store more 
carbon than younger 
forests, and much of that 
carbon is underground





7. With their complex structure, 
diversity of microhabitats, diversity 
of species, dense carbon, and 
healthy aquatic systems, old forests 
are in many ways more resilient to 
climate change than younger forests



8. Old growth forests 
can serve as 
reference sites to 
help us better 
understand how 
forests actually work



9. Old forests offer humans places of refuge, and mental and 
physical recharge; they inspire awe and a sense of wonder

People need wild places…We need to be able to taste 
grace and know once again that we desire it  

      - Barbara Kingsolver
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Anthony D’Amato - UVM
Paul Catanzaro - UMass
https://masswoods.org/caring-your-land/restoring-
old-growth-characteristics

with
Liz Thompson, VLT
Keith Thompson, VT FPR
Ali Kosiba, VT FPR (now UVM)
Caitlin Littlefield, CSP
David McMath, VLT







Active Management

If you need or want to manage, 
you can prioritize areas with:
• Drainage problems: gullies, 

washouts, etc. 

• Plantations of non-native species

• High concentrations of invasive 
plants

• High deer densities



But—Forests Don’t Need Us!

Passive 
Management 
• Nature is the 

manager
• Ecological 

Processes prevail
• Windstorms, ice

storms, flooding, 
insects, disease…
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What are Wildlands?
Wildlands are tracts of any size and current condition, permanently protected from development, in which 
management is explicitly intended to allow natural processes to prevail with “free will” and minimal human 
interference. Humans have been part of nature for millennia and can coexist within and with Wildlands 
without intentionally altering their structure, composition, or function.

Colchester Bog, Vermont Monhegan Island, Maine Muddy Pond, Massachusetts Baxter State Park, Maine



81%
of New England is forest.



3.3%
is Wildlands.











Questions? 


