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Forest Exploitation in the 19 th Century

In the mid 19th century New York State led 

the nation in the production of lumber.  But by 

1870 the lumber industry was moving west.  

Public concern over forest exploitation and 

watershed protection led to the creation of 

the Forest Preserve in the Catskills and 

Adirondacks in 1885 ïthe birth of forest 

conservation in the United States

The science of forestry was also 

introduced in NYS at that time, as a 

way to ensure that forest resources 

would be managed in ways that 

would preserve the forest while 

providing benefits including wood, 

water, wildlife, and recreation.



Forest Exploitation in the 19 th Century

Cut the best and leave the rest  

ñBy culling out the most valuable kinds, leaving 
undesirable kinds and poor trees to shade the young 
growth that may have developed, (the lumberman) 
prevents the reproduction of a valuable crop, and 
hence such culled areas, while they still appear as 
forested, have often lost their entire value as 
producers of useful material.ò - Economics of 
Forestry - Bernhard Fernow, 1902



Gifford Pinchot ïChief Forester

Gifford Pinchot was a leading advocate 

for forestry and first Chief of the US 

Forest Service.  In 1919 he wrote:

ñThe fight to conserve the forest 

resources of our public domain has 

been won. The National Forests are 

now firmly established. Another and a 

bigger fight has now begun, with a far 

greater issue at stake.  Destructive 

lumbering on private timberlands is 

working a grave injury to the public 

interest and must be stopped.ò 

Although progress has been made, Pinchotôs last crusade, the challenge of 

improving forest management on private ñfamily forestsò  remains.



The Object of Forestry                          

ñThe object of forestry is to discover and apply the 
principles according to which forests are best 
managed.  Although it is composed of trees, the 
forest is far more than a collection of trees standing 
in one place.  The forest is as beautiful as it is useful.  
Perhaps no other natural agent has done so much 
for the human race and has been so recklessly used 
and so little understood.ò - A Primer of Forestry
Gifford Pinchot, 1905 



Test Your Knowledge ïTrue or False

Over 60% of NYS is forested.                                               

Family forest owners own most of the forest land.         

Landowners with valuable timber usually sell it.             

Most timber is cut selectively (not clearcut).                     

Selective harvesting is good forest management.           

True

True

True

True

Maybe



The Current Situation 

Family forest owners hold 85% of the stateôs private timberland,  or 
about 13 million acres - NEFA 

ñOne of the biggest plagues to sustainable hardwood timber production 
is high-grading. When high-grading occurs several times to a stand it 
can result to a long term loss in value that is hard to regain.ò 

Dr. Jeff Stringer, University of Kentucky 

ñHigh-gradingò is prevalent and seems unlikely to subside unless novel 
approaches are found for encouraging more sustainable management 

Dr. Ralph Nyland, SUNY CESF



What is High -grading? 

High -Grading is a selective logging process by which the 
biggest and best trees are harvested and the rest are left.  
Referred to as the "hidden disaster" of US Forests, high 
grading gradually reduces the quality and diversity of 
the genetics of the trees in the harvested area.       

Pennsylvania Department of Natural Resources

Translation: Selective timber harvesting often 
means ñcut the best and leave the restò - the 
same exploitation as in the 19 th century!



2008 Timber Values

Species
Value of a 

Single Tree
Timber Value 

per Acre*

Black Cherry $200 $2,000

Sugar Maple $125 $1,250

White Ash $41 $410

Beech $11 $110

Hemlock $9 $90

Observation: The species composition of a woodlot 
makes the value per acre highly variable.  If all the 
ÍÏÓÔ ÖÁÌÕÁÂÌÅ ÔÒÅÅÓ ÁÒÅ ȰÓÅÌÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙȱ ÃÕÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ 
timber value and species diversity will be reduced.

*At ten trees per acre spaced about 65ô apart



High -grading ïBefore & After
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High -grading - The Green Lie

Well Managed

Woodlot

High -graded

Woodlot

High-grading is not apparent from a distance, 

so it often goes unrecognized ïthe ñgreen lieò



High -grading - The Green Lie

Better sell now before your trees die/the market 

drops

We wonôt clearcut your woodlot, it will be a 

ñselectiveò harvest

Only the big trees will be cut, and that will give the 

little trees room to grow

The forester missed some trees that should have 

been marked, but weôll pay you for them



Why Landowners High -grade

They donôt understand how high-grading 

damages forest health and long term productivity

Apathy and/or lack of interest in the woodlot

Income ïthe desire to get every dollar out of the 

woodlot in the short term (not the long term)

Save Money - not recognizing the value of a 

professional forester



Management Philosophy

Q - Why not let nature take its course?

A - Because woodlands are threatened by 

non-native pests & climate change.  Forest 

management can help mitigate these threats by 

increasing species diversity and tree vigor.

Q ïWhat if timber is not my objective?

A ïItôs possible to integrate several objectives 

in forest management.  Timber can support 

more important objectives, and is often the 

most cost effective way to achieve them.



Reasons for Ownership: Actual Management:

1. Wildlife

2. Recreational Use

3. Esthetics

1. Timber Harvesting

2. Timber Harvesting

3. Timber Harvesting

The Role of Timber in Woodlot Management

4ÉÍÂÅÒȭÓ +ÅÙ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ -ÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȡ
Timber harvests can be used to develop access for recreation, provide wildlife 
habitat, improve forest health and diversity, and increase the value and quality 
of future timber growth.  There is no direct cost.  Landowners make money 
×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÅÌÌȢ  5ÎÆÏÒÔÕÎÁÔÅÌÙȟ ×ÏÏÄÌÏÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ȰÈÉÇÈ-graded to 
ÄÅÁÔÈȱ ÁÒÅ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÌÅÆÔ ÕÎÍÁÎÁÇÅÄ ÕÎÔÉÌ Á ÎÅ× ÃÒÏÐ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÂÅÒ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÓȢ 



The Current Situation:

ñOnly 3 percent of nonindustrial private forest 
owners have management plans, and only 22 
percent have sought professional advice before 
harvesting timber.ò  - The State of Americaôs 
ForestsïSociety of American Foresters, 2007

New York landowners received estimated 
stumpage revenue of $250 million in 2002 ï
Northeast State Foresters Association, 2004



The Cost of High-Grading

About 20% of the timber harvests over the last 
few decades in the eastern forest are high 
grading, 20% have been/are being conducted 
with silviculture, and the rest are in -between. 
Dr. Chris Nowak, SUNY CESF

Repeated high-grading has been shown to 
reduce the standing value of hardwood forests 
to one fourth to one tenth of the potential value 
that could be obtained through silviculture. Dr. 
Jeff Stringer, University of Kentucky



The Financial Impact

Percent of 
Timber 

Sales

Potential
Productivity

Net
Production

Silviculture 20% 100% 20%

In -Between 60% 60% 36%

High -Grading 20% 20% 4%

60%

Stumpage Value of current harvest = $250 million
This is 60% of $417 million

High-grading has reduced timber revenue 
to NYS landowners by $167 million annually!



The Ecological Impact of High -Grading

Residual trees left after high-grading are often less 
healthy and vigorous.

Undesirable genetic traits in residual trees may be 
perpetuated in new seedlings.

Species diversity is reduced if all of the 
commercially valuable species are harvested.

A less diverse forest with many low vigor trees 
may be more susceptible to insects, disease, storm 
damage, and less able to adapt to climate change 
& invasive species.



Landowners Can Make a Difference

Issue
Landownerôs 

ability to mitigate
in the woodlot

Climate Change Very Limited

Invasive Pests Very Limited

Property Taxes Very Limited

High -Grading Total Control

Observation: By working with a consulting forester
who marks the trees to be cut according to silvicultural

principles , landowners can avoid high-grading and
improve the health and productivity of their woodlands.



The Best Ways to Avoid High-Grading:

Learn About Silviculture and Sustainable 
Woodland Management

Hire a Consulting Forester
Before Selling Timber



An important issue for Landowners

·Silviculture can improve the health, diversity, and 
value of your woodlot for many benefits.  

·If the property stays in the family, future 
generations will benefit from high quality timber. 

·Sustainable forestry supports both the 
environment & the economy.

·High -grading has significant adverse economic 
and ecological impacts, and is unsustainable over 
the long run. 



Summary

·Gifford Pinchotôs ñlast crusadeò a 
century ago was to ensure 
sustainable forest management 
on private forest land throughout 
the United States.

·But today the average woodlot 
only produces 60% of its 
potential as a result of benign 
neglect and past exploitation.

·However, with good silviculture, 
landowners can improve the 
health, diversity, and productivity 
of woodland properties.

Gifford Pinchot



New York Forest Owners Association

Our Mission: 
To promote sustainable forestry 
practices and improved stewardship on 
privately owned woodlands in NYS. 

Contact Information:
website: http://nyfoa.org
Telephone: (800) 836 -3566

http://nyfoa.org/

