Harvesting & Regeneration: Adapting to NL’s Landscape

With careful planning and silviculture activities when required, a new-growth forest will appear on the landscape within a decade of harvesting, providing healthy habitats for wildlife and an economic future for the forest industry.  While most of our forests regenerate naturally following a harvest, more than 15 million trees are planted every year where nature needs help to regenerate.

It’s a fact of life – you can’t have a forest industry without cutting down trees. Unlike some natural resources, such as oil or minerals, the forest is a renewable resource. With proper planning, timber is harvested in a sustainable manner that maintains the scenic and ecological integrity of our landscape and ensures a strong forest sector for generations to come. 

Forest managers apply a variety of landscape design tools and practices when harvesting timber. In sensitive areas, techniques such as digital terrain modeling – using computer simulations to ensure a harvested area blends in with the landscape – allow forest managers to plan harvest activities based on terrain, structure of forest stands, and their position on the landscape. To maintain visual quality, harvesters may leave sections of forest stands throughout an area to conceal resource roads or extraction trails. This practice can also provide habitat and connectivity for birds and other wildlife. When such methods are used, it is difficult to distinguish harvested areas from natural disturbances or other features such as bog or barren. 

“With today’s computer technology, it is possible to ‘harvest’ an area on a computer screen and generate a very realistic viewscape of what one would see from different vantage points, and project how this viewscape would change over time,” says Wayne Brown, silviculture and fibre quality superintendent with Corner Brook Pulp and Paper. “Different scenarios or options can be explored and tested until the right solution is found. These tools are excellent for both planning and communications.” 

Clear cutting facts
The words “clear cutting” often evoke images of a ruined landscape. But clear cutting, also known as “regeneration cutting,” does not destroy forests. When environmentally sound cutting techniques are conducted, a properly managed cutover is a micro-forest of new growth ready to replenish the harvested area. When older trees are removed from a forest stand, young spruce, fir, pine and other species have access to sunlight and water, and a chance to grow. A complete forest ecosystem exists on a smaller scale – a blueprint to a new, thriving forest. 

“Most of Canada’s boreal forests develop through large-scale catastrophic, but natural disturbances including wildfire and insect infestations,” says Brown. “While some of these events may have economic repercussions, or may not be cosmetically appealing, they are nonetheless natural and even essential for maintaining these ecosystems. Forest management practices that mimic these disturbance types, such as clear cutting and prescribed burning, are therefore seen as ecologically appropriate.”

In Newfoundland and Labrador, most cutovers regenerate naturally. In fact, more natural regeneration occurs in this province than anywhere else in Canada. Only in areas where regeneration does not occur is reforestation required through silviculture programs.  

Since inception of the provincial silviculture program in 1978, more than 200 million seedlings have been planted in Newfoundland and Labrador.

Most of today’s forests are regenerated cutovers, and careful management ensures future forests for generations of Newfoundlanders and Labradorians to come. Many of these previously harvested forests are now comprised of different age classes of trees, created through a long history of harvesting. In fact, many areas have already been harvested twice and are on their third time around.

“Since they originate from natural disturbances, boreal forests are typically described as being in a specific age class at any one particular point in time,” says Brown. “All of the trees in a given stand are more or less of the same age reflecting the time of the disturbance. Having a relatively even age class structure or a good mixture of all age classes is considered to be very positive for virtually all aspects of forest management.” 

These forest stands may include relatively new cutovers with three- to five-year-old natural regeneration, young stands that are 20, 30 and 40 years old, and trees that are more than 80 years old. This mix of trees is good for wildlife, and ensures a sustainable fibre resource base well into the future as young forest stands reach maturity and become ready for harvesting again.
Designing the landscape

Landscape design involves carefully planning and removing forest stands to preserve the natural flow on the landscape. It requires leaving tracts of uncut forest strips that may be harvested at a later date after adjacent areas are grown up. 
These practices are often incorporated into the forest planning process to accommodate other values and public concerns about the effects harvesting may have on visual quality, wildlife or tourism. 
“Today, forest management planning has to incorporate the views and values of other stakeholder groups,” says Brown. “This is achieved through the formal involvement of these stakeholder groups and the general public in a public planning process where, through many planning team meetings, a consensus is reached on harvesting and forest management activities. This process is quite valuable as it allows for two-way communications and provides a forum for meaningful discussion and compromise.”  
For example, a landscape architect was retained in the Main River area of Forest Management District 16 to develop a harvesting pattern that would not intrude on the clients of a popular outfitters camp in the area. 
Managers in Forest Management District 2 incorporated concerns about the visual effects of harvesting in the district’s 2001-2006 forest ecosystem management planning process. This district included two areas of concern: the west side of Southwest River, near Port Blandford; and the south side of Clode Sound, near Bunyan’s Cove. These active commercial logging areas are also located in an area that depends on tourism, an industry that could be affected when harvesting activities could be observed from Terra Nova National Park, the Trans-Canada Highway, and the Trans-Canada Trailway. 

The district’s management plan addressed public and tourism industry concerns by monitoring and re-evaluating harvesting within these publicly sensitive areas. Landscape design has been practiced in both areas since 2001 in an attempt to organize cut block shapes, sizes, and orientation on the landscape, and to curtail the negative image often associated with clear-cutting. 

By managing for multiple values, appropriate steps are being taken to ensure future harvesting is done in a manner that will minimize the impact on the community.
For more information on Sustainable Forest Management in Newfoundland and Labrador, please contact Forest Resources Headquarters, Fortis Building, P.O. Box 2006, Corner Brook, NL, A2H 6J8. Phone: 709-637-2349/2284 or visit www.gov.nl.ca/forestry.
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