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Thinning vs. Selection Har vest/Regener ation
Ron Mahoney and Matthew Anderson

Onnumerousfieldtripsover thelast 10 yearswith
forest managerswho wereresponsiblefor the man-
agement practicesbeing viewed, weincreasingly heard
referenceto attaining regeneration asagod of thin-
ning. Thiserroneousnotion hasfiltered through private
forest landowners, professional managers, and many
agenciesand organizations, until it doesn’t seemto
“raiseeyebrows’ asit oncewould. Thisisnot the
result of anew and better definition and implementa-
tion of the practice, but smply misunderstanding the
objectivesand practicesof thinning. We havea so
discerned that thinning and sel ection methods of
harvest/regeneration are often confused with each
other and accordingly misapplied to theland.

Thebasic objectiveof thinningisto regulategrowing
gpacein astand toimprove growth, enhanceforest
hedlth, and recover potentia mortality. Consequently,
eventhough trees selected to leave may improvethe
opportunity for natural regenerationinthefuture,
regenerating new seedlingsis not an immediate
goal of thinning. Regeneration not only increases
competition for growing space, but seedlingsof shade-
tolerant speciesthat will dominateonal but thedriest
stesareoften not desired. Thinningisan extremely
vauablesdlviculturd tool for managing bothevenand
uneven-aged stands between the regeneration period
and harvest. Although thinning is*“ selectivemanage-
ment” inthat sometreesare cut and someareleft, so
isbasicaly every other intermediate and regeneration
method except for clearcutting. Selective manage-
ment or selective cutting canimply variousthingsto
various audiences and can create confusion and
miscommunication. M ost people usethesetermsto
distinguish something from aclearcut, but thereistoo
much variationinthisusage. Thus, thesetermsshould

be avoided and replaced with specifictermsfor the
management option at hand.

ThinningisNOT the sameas selection harvest regen-
eration methodsthat regenerate and regulatean
uneven-aged or all-aged forest stand being managed
under asdlection system. Modern textbooksand
definitionsusethetermsuneven-aged methodsand
systemsto avoid confusing the selection method and
system with the problematic term sel ective cutting.
Uneven-aged forest management isattractive to many
forest ownersfor avariety of reasons, but primarily
becausethere arealwayssomelarger treesinthe
forest, and it tendsto produce more structural diver-
sity. Uneven-aged forestsare never, at least conceptu-
ally, starting over but alwayslook likeaforest with an
abundanceof treesof different sizesand often of
different species.

Devel oping and maintaining mixed ageand species
forestsissomewhat artificial. Historical recordsshow
that such standswererarein our region prior to
European settlement, but becameincreasngly com-
mon asaresult of partialy cutting only thebiggest,
best treesalong with nearly 100 yearsof fire suppres-
sion. Although ecol ogical evidence continuesto unfold
insupport of agreater preponderance of early-
successiond forests, thereareecologically and socialy
desirablefeaturesof forestswith greater speciesand
sructurd diversity that are sustained through uneven-
ageddivicultura systems.

Themost basi ¢ requirement of an uneven-aged system
isdeveloping and sustaining three or more age-classes
that differ by at least 20% of therotation age. A stand
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can be called all-aged when five or more age classes
aresustained acrossthefull age spectrum, from
seedlingsto the oldest trees. The other requirement of
an uneven-aged systemisthat the oldest treesarethe
onesthat are cut in each entry. Thisdoesnot preclude
thinning of younger age classestoimprove hedlth,
speciescomposition, or growth of the stand, but
generdly guidesthemgor commercid harvests
necessary to maintain an uneven-aged structure.
Unfortunately, thisrequirementiscommonly violated,
usually by harvesting the biggest trees, which may not
necessarily bethe oldest.

Therearetwo basi ¢ uneven-aged regeneration meth-
ods, single-treeand group selection. Itisdifficult to
regenerate any but the most shade-tol erant species
with single-tree selection. Thismethod also hasthe
greatest risk of residual tree damage, requiresthe most
frequent logging entries, and isassociated with ahost
of other environmental and economic concernsthat
makeit difficult torecommend and gpply. Achievinga
regulated forest managed under single-tree selection
also requiresvery sophiticated inventory and math-
ematica calculations. Consequently, most professiona
educatorsand published referencesin the Intermoun-
tain Northwest recommend the group selection
method.

Group selection can be much easier to understand and
apply, moreeconomical tolog, and canresultinless
residud tree damageand siteimpact. Inthismethod,
clustersof treesareremoved withtheintent to leavea
large enough opening to regeneratethe preferred
species. These openingscan beanywherefroma
width equal to the height of the maturetreesto aslarge
as3 acres. Whilegroup selection still targetsthe ol dest
trees, it can also target pockets of insect/disease
infestation, poor growth, or less-desired species. This
method should be ableto develop avariety of current
stand conditionsinto asustainable uneven-aged
system. Usually, apercentage of thestand areais
harvested in groupsat specificintervascalled cutting-
cycles. For instance, if therotation (harvest age) is75
years, and the cutting cycleis 15 years, 5 age-classes
would result. Thecutting-cycleherealso equasthe
percentage cut at each entry, 15%. An 80 year-old
stand with a20-year cutting-cyclewould have 4 age-

classes, and 25% of thetotal stand areawould be cut
ineachcycle.

Group selection soundssimple, doesn’'tit? Theonly
contentious aspect isthat some peopleview any
groupscut larger than %2 acre aseven-aged clearcuts.
Non-industrial privateforest owners, aswell as
citizensthat i nfluence public forest management,
overwhemingly favor uneven-aged management over
even-aged systems, especially clearcuts. Conse-
quently, it would seem that therewould be plenty of
examplesto examineto see whether the group-

sl ection method ismeeting regeneration and stand
structuregoals. Infact, several mgjor forest products
industrieswith substantia forest landshaverecently
committed to diminating clearcutsand going to
uneven-aged management. Consequently, wewere
somewhat astounded to find that during thelast 20
years, thismethod wasrarely attempted, and even
morerarely correctly applied.

Because of theemphasisfor several decadeson
uneven-aged management (i.e. no clearcut, seed-tree,
or shelterwood methods of even-aged management),
we decided to document the results of uneven-aged
methods on regeneration applied acrossawidevariety
of forest ownershipsinldaho. We contacted federd,
state, and local forest managers, tribal foresters,
industria forest managers, woodland owners, and
numerous consulting foresters, and found very few
instanceswhere group sel ection has been attempted,
and most of those did not meet the application criteria
described above. In many instances, the groupswere
amply isolated openingswithnored sivicultura
objective. In others, several to many residual trees
wereleftintheopenings’, confounding regeneration
objectives. Severd met theinitid criteria, but the
groups had been planted and subsequently grazed by
livestock. We havefound only three good exampl es of
forest tandswhere the group-sel ection method was
correctly applied.

Group-sdectionisasdvicultura method that meets
many of the complex desiresof forest ownersand
concerned citizensfor healthy, productive, environ-
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mentally sustainable, and socially acceptableforest
conditions. Although the methodisconceptudly
sound, weredlly don’t know if it actually meets

slviculturd objectiveshereinthelntermountain West.

Weresdlly need to examinemore standsunder a
greater variety of conditionsto determinethis.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Voal. 13,
No. 1.
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