
Forest Stewardship:
Planning for Beauty and Diversity

forestland, identify resources, and develop
a management plan based on scale and
diversity. In addition, you will learn several
different ways that you can manage for
diversity including using open spaces, man-
aging forest edge, using prescribed burn-
ing, caring for roads and trails, and con-
ducting a final harvest to regenerate your
forest.

Setting Goals

Before you begin improving forestland for
recreation or appearance, you should
specify objectives and formulate a plan to
achieve them. Remember, however, a man-
agement plan is valuable only when it
matches the needs and resources of the
landowner or forest manager. Goals should
be clear, direct, and attainable. For ex-
ample, one goal might be to maintain a
forested appearance around your home or
along access roads. Another goal might be
to manage timber stands for scenic beauty,
recreational trails, and reasonable profits.
Once goals are defined, you should review
your options to see if they are compatible
with other land uses. Include several op-
tions during the planning phase to allow for
changing markets and future resources.

Taking the First Step

The first step in stewardship planning is to
develop a complete resource inventory of

Getting Started

People own forestland for a variety of rea-
sons. Some think of their land primarily in
terms of timber production or investment
potential. Others value the land primarily
for its recreational or aesthetic value. Fre-
quently, landowners seek a combination of
benefits, using the land for wildlife habitat
and recreation as well as a source of
income from timber production. At the same
time, most owners want to be good stew-
ards of the land they own—that is, they
want to protect and enhance their forest
resources.

Good forest stewardship can be
achieved through careful forest planning
and management. Some landowners may
not realize that most forestry activities are
compatible with maintaining the aesthetic
quality and recreational value of their land.
In fact, properly planned forestry activities
can enhance visual appearance, improve
recreational opportunities, and sustain and
often increase wildlife populations.

Managing forestland to achieve mul-
tiple objectives requires careful planning
and an understanding of the methods avail-
able. Often the assistance of forestry pro-
fessionals is needed to achieve the best
results. As a starting point, this publication
explains some common techniques that
can be used to enhance the natural beauty
and diversity of forestland. These tech-
niques will help you set goals for your
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your property. One of the best ways to take inventory
is through the use of aerial photographs, which provide
bird’s-eye views of the land uses and vegetative cover
within your boundaries and on adjacent land. Resource
professionals can even use aerial photos to measure
bodies of water, seasonal changes in vegetation,
timber stands, fields, clearings, and boundaries.

Your tax department, local Natural Resources Con-
servation Service (NRCS), or Consolidated Farm Ser-
vices Agency (CFSA) offices should have aerial pho-
tographs of your land on file. Once you obtain an aerial
shot of your land, you can use a sketch or photocopy
to develop a working map that can be taken into the
woods for a closer survey.

Preparing a Resource Map

Before heading into the field, know which resources
you plan to catalog on your map. The features you
select likely will guide future activities on your land. A
useful resource map might include clearings; property
boundaries; prominent land and water features such as
ponds, creeks, ridges, or swamps; and current or past
land uses. It might also include roads, trails, and
developed areas such as houses or recreation sites;
soil types or classes; unique and sensitive areas such
as waterfalls or vistas; and the location of special
projects such as wildlife improvement areas, firewood
reserves, or wildflower meadows.

Fitting all of this information onto a single map can
be difficult. Choose a workable map scale, and be
selective when compiling the map. Put the most
important features in plain view. To avoid clutter, you
may choose to make several copies for separate

resource maps, or create separate, clear acetate
overlays and use transparent markers to highlight
features. Overlays are especially useful, as they put
the total resource puzzle together and simplify your
management decisions. Regardless of your approach,
always display and record resources with enough
detail to make sound decisions later.

 Note that not all resource information is suitable for
map display. Timber and other high-value resources
usually require detailed inventories. Seek professional
assistance when establishing tax value, timber basis,
and boundary lines. Likewise, registered foresters and
consultants can provide valuable help when marketing
timber and establishing a basis or timber value.

Planning the Forest Landscape

Integrating forest management for scenic beauty and
diversity can be viewed as landscaping on a grand
scale. Just as you might consider the size, color,
arrangement, texture, and form of plants in your home
or business landscape, so should you consider these
factors when surveying forestland.

Defining Scale

Forestland can be viewed at two levels or scales at the
same time—as a number of small microlandscapes or
as one of a few macrolandscapes (Figure 1).

Microlandscapes are distinct areas within a forest
that are usually visible from a single vantage point. For
example, a dense pine stand, a shady oak grove, or the
view of a hillside are all considered microlandscapes.
Microlandscapes break up the uniformity of the forest.

Figure 1. A microlandscape, or close up view (left), as compared to a macrolandscape, or broad view (right).
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Slight differences in light, tree density, and species
composition characterize the forest and affect the way
the land is viewed and appreciated.

Macrolandscapes, on the other hand, refer to primary
landforms and their scale, texture, contour, shape, and
space. Macrolandscapes are fixed by natural formations
and by the vegetative patterns established by traditional
land use. They are usually visible from many vantage
points and thus should be managed carefully. Evaluate
the effect that topography has on your management
options. In mountainous forest terrain, management ac-
tivities are elevated and on display for all to see. Visual
and spatial impacts must be considered during the
planning process before any harvesting occurs. Remem-
ber, management activities that affect or alter the visual
appearance of familiar landscapes must conform to the
macrolandscape.

One way to visualize the outcome of various manage-
ment options is to make photocopies of panoramic
photographs. With colored pencils, you can mark pro-
posed clearings and harvest areas on these fresh copies
(Figure 2). This inexpensive process depicts potential
visual impacts without physically removing any trees.
Use this simple method to orient and create openings on
hilltops, ridges, and adjacent roadways before making
final decisions.

Defining Diversity

Your aerial photograph can also be used to create a
diversity map, which can help identify areas where more
than three vegetational or successional types1 converge.
These areas are associated with high wildlife activity and
can be easily managed or reworked to improve diversity.
The map can also help you identify and maintain corri-
dors, important travel routes for large game animals and
songbirds.

Methods of Protecting and
Enhancing Forest Beauty

Protecting, Shaping, and Creating
Open Spaces

Forest openings, pastures, cropland, clearings, and young
stands have important ecological and visual value. Planned
spaces can enhance views, improve wildlife habitat, and

increase plant variety. Large tracts of similar age or
species composition can be made more diverse using
well-planned clearings. Openings and clearings are ben-
eficial in that they can accentuate vistas and other natural
sites, concentrate or attract wildlife, maintain historical
and traditional landscapes, create and maintain habitat
diversity, add to recreational opportunities, and soften
existing linear spaces such as roadsides or utility rights-
of-way.

Note, however, that establishing new forest clearings
can be costly. Therefore, try to avoid creating new
clearings by protecting existing open areas and farmland.
Several maintenance methods are:

Mechanical clearing — Periodically mow or disk
strips on an alternating 2- to 3-year basis to keep woody
vegetation in check. However, restrict mowing in the
spring to allow ground-nesting wildlife to rear young
without disturbance.

Herbicide control — Use selective herbicides to
control woody vegetation and maintain clearings and
fields. Select an herbicide known to control target spe-
cies, as well as one that is safe, effective, and not
excessively costly.

Controlled burning — Conduct prescribed or con-
trolled burning of target areas and repeat the burn at 2- to
7-year intervals based on a cycle compatible with wildlife,
aesthetics, and timber objectives. Ask forestry or wildlife
professionals for help when constructing firelines, prepar-
ing a burning plan, or checking weather conditions.

Farming — Use farming techniques to maintain fields
and open spaces throughout the property. Modify or
intensify edge treatments to meet wildlife, aesthetics,
and diversity objectives.

Figure 2. Sketch the outline of proposed harvest
operations on photocopies or photographs during the
planning process.

1Successional types include grass, weeds, brush, trees, or
other plant stages starting from bare ground and continuing
until a final, stable community is reached.
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Harvesting — Thin young trees or harvest mature
timber to create additional openings within the forest. Plan
and lay out the sales area to meet aesthetic and wildlife
objectives as well as other constraints such as product
markets, logger availability, or cost factors. Logging
decks, skid trails, roads, and accumulation areas may
provide adequate openings, although preplanning en-
sures that openings are placed in optimal locations.

Controlled Grazing — Graze to control growth in
pastures and fenced clearings.

Managing the Forest Edge

 The shape or outline of a harvest area, field, or clearing
has a dramatic effect on the visual appeal of a forest
setting. A natural forest edge may have indentations,
such as scalloped edges or irregular shape. The tree
density may decrease from forest to field edge, and
additional shrubs and open-field species may grow in the
border area. Outlying trees sometimes grow in small
clusters near the edge, softening the boundary.

While many forest edges are set by existing fences
and property lines, their function and appeal can still be
enhanced. One good way to manage the forest edge is to
imitate the natural patterns just described (Figure 3).

The primary goal in managing the forest edge for
scenic beauty and some game species is to minimize the
contrast between openings and forested stands. This
results in a softer transition, with mature trees tapering to
low shrubs and then to grass. For other wildlife species,
try to maximize contrast by creating an edge between
extremely different types of vegetation or successional
stages in which areas of high edge contrast will exist
where grasses and forbes meet mature trees.

Integrating Forest Edge Management
with Ongoing Activities

Managing the forest edge should be a part of your ongoing
management activities. With proper planning and layout,
all thinning, harvesting, prescribed burning, and refores-
tation activities can be tailored to meet your needs (Figure
4). Here are some options to consider when harvesting
timber.

Increase removal operations near the forest edge to
foster a park-like transition from dense forest to open
spaces or fields.

Favor a mixture of hardwood and pine species for
variety, especially near stand edges.

Figure 3. The use of indentations along forested roads
has a dramatic visual effect.

Alter harvest selection criteria on forest edges to
retain residual trees of varied form, shape, blossom or
autumn color, and wildlife value rather than selecting
solely for greatest timber or fiber value.

Create scalloped edges or indentations during thin-
ning operations.

Introduce irregularity to straight forest edges.

Establish irregular, outlying clumps of trees to create
a natural appearance of the forest edge.

Conduct firewood cuttings and timber stand improve-
ments in a way that will enhance the forest edge and
interiors.

Reforesting

Reforestation activities will set the direction, shape, and
appearance of the ensuing stand. The reforestation pro-
cess provides an opportunity to establish attractive,
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diverse forest edges by adjusting the mixture of species
planted, the spacing, the new alignment, and the intensity
of site preparation and competition control. One primary
goal of reforestation activities might be to regenerate
native species in their natural position in the landscape.

 Existing incentive programs aimed at reducing soil
erosion and protecting water quality can provide financial
assistance for beneficial landscape and wildlife improve-
ments. Seek professional assistance in planning your
reforestation activities for multiple benefits. To minimize
the “man-made” appearance of a managed forest, follow
these guidelines:

Vary site preparation techniques. (Less intensive
methods will minimize investment costs and favor greater
species diversity.)

Plant seedlings in rows that follow the natural contour
of the land.

Mix the species composition where practical.

Vary planting density, leave openings, and opt for
mixed stands, especially where economics and soil
productivity dictate.

Establish and protect streamside management zones.

Practicing Prescribed Burning

The controlled use of fire for beneficial purposes is the
least expensive tool available for forest management.
Prescribed burning helps remove underbrush that can fuel
a wildfire and help it spread. In the coastal plain and
piedmont, the method is widely used for silvicultural and
wildlife purposes. Prescribed burning offers greater visual
penetration into forest stands, increased numbers of
flowers and annual plants, and increased diversity and
variety of fire-dependent plants (including many endan-
gered species). It also offers improved access for recre-
ation and disposal of unsightly logging trash.

Prescribed burning should be conducted only after a
plan has been prepared by trained professionals. A
prescribed burning plan lists desired outcomes, proce-
dures, and the safe weather conditions under which the
burn can take place. When aesthetics are a consideration
for prescribed burning, be sure to:

Leave unburned islands around critical wildlife cover
and high-value hardwood areas.

Level and reseed plowed firelines with “wildlife friendly”
mixtures following the burn.

Scallop or weave the fireline to mimic a natural
transition, or edge, around the burned area.

Maintain fire breaks around buildings, structures, and
other sensitive cultural resources.

Match the season (timing) of the fire with expected
outcomes. (Growing season burns are hotter, but they
green up faster than winter burns.)

Constructing Roads and Trails

Well-constructed access roads and trails are essential to
the enjoyment, use, and management of forest resources.
Planned roads should be designed and constructed with
proper drainage systems and adequate slope and grade
to minimize erosion and maintenance. Proper road place-
ment can optimize tract coverage while minimizing har-
vesting and other forest management costs.

Control unwanted use of your logging and access
roads with gates or highly visible cables. Placing gates
across access roads reduces road maintenance costs by
restricting access during wet periods. Restricted access
also minimizes wildlife disruption, poaching, and littering.
For best results:

Manage roadsides with perennial vegetation to en-
hance wildlife and visual quality.

Figure 4. Creative forest edge schemes use scalloped
edges, a mix of tree species, and selective harvesting.
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Instead of roads, develop hiking or horse trails into
environmentally sensitive areas.

Preparing for Regeneration or Final Harvest

A final or regeneration harvest is more than just a way to
obtain timber to sell. It must produce a new, vigorous
forest composed of desired species. Knowledge of the
various methods of regenerating a forest can help avoid
undesirable outcomes. Regeneration systems are sum-
marized in Table 1 and illustrated in Figure 5.

Plan road placement to minimize the number and
extent of roads and skid trails.

Keep slopes below 10 percent to minimize erosion and
maintenance.

Expand openings adjacent to roads (daylighting) to
enhance wildlife habitat and improve beauty and diver-
sity.

Place roads along the contour, taking advantage of
natural curves within the landscape.

Table 1. Regeneration Systems and Their Consequences

Regeneration
System Features Disadvantages Favored Tree Species

Single-tree Best in small or confined Very Expensive. Because of Favors shade-tolerant species,
selection areas. Aesthetically pleasing. frequent entry, many roads including red maple, dogwood,

Part of multiaged and multi- are needed. Soil becomes sourwood, and beech.
sized forests. Provides compacted and trees can be
continuous cover. damaged. Planning is required,

and undesirable shade-tolerant
trees must be controlled.

Group-tree More economical than single- Expensive. Frequent entry Species vary depending on
selection tree selection. Shares features but with fewer roads than the size of the opening created

of single-tree selection but to single-tree selection requires. during harvest. Openings that
a lesser extent. Larger openings than single- are less than ¼ acre favor

tree selection. shade-tolerant species. Larger
openings favor the same
species used in clearcutting.

Shelterwood Best for species that need Moderately expensive. Risk Sparse overstory permits
partial shade. Produces higher of windfall. Not good for medium to low shade-tolerant

volume than systems above. shallow-rooted species.
species to regenerate.

Two-aged cut Majority of overstory harvested. Overstory left in place until Sparse canopy benefits
(irregular Herbicides needed to control next rotation. Windthrow and medium shade-tolerant
shelterwood) undesirable stems and sprouts. stem sprouting. Reduced species including oaks and

growth. maple, depending on the
understory.

Seed-tree Selected trees left to reseed. Resembles a clearcut forest. Shade-intolerant (sun-loving)
system Trees can be left in clusters or Risk of wind, lightning, insect species favored. Primarily

as individuals. attack, and logging damage used with light-seeded pine.
to residual trees.

Clearcut Results in even-aged stands. Larger openings. Aesthetically Favors pioneer, fast-growing,
system Good utilization. Least expen- displeasing. No canopy cover. shade-intolerant species such

sive logging costs. Efficient. Can as loblolly pine, yellow poplar,
convert mature, exploited stands sweetgum, locust, cherry, and
to productive forests. maple.
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Single-Tree Selection System Group-Tree Selection System

Two-Aged Cut System (Irregular Shelterwood)Shelterwood System

Clearcut SystemSeed-Tree System

Figure 5. Regeneration systems.
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When harvesting for aesthetics and diversity, avoid
rectangular cuts whenever possible. Where rectangular
grids exist, schedule modifications during future opera-
tions. Then, favor teardrop-shaped harvest areas that
taper away from prominent viewpoints, roads, and paths.
Next, maintain “connected islands” within harvested   areas.
These “fingers” can minimize the appearance of an abrupt
forest edge and also maintain a protective corridor where
wildlife can travel between stands. Finally, keep harvest
blocks as small as economic goals, wildlife goals, and
visual constraints allow.

Summary

Properly planned and executed forest management ac-
tivities can improve and enhance the aesthetics and plant
and wildlife diversity within the forest. Attention to detail
and exposure to natural and managed forest activities will
help you select the practices that will best meet your
objectives and needs. In addition, professional assis-
tance and advice can help you take advantage of your
natural resources while protecting them for the use and
enjoyment of future generations.
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