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      Forestry practices often get a bad
reputation from how the woods look
afterwards, with clear-cutting being
most infamous. Removing trees can
drastically change a woodlot, but
there are plenty of misconceptions
about forest health that unfairly
malign this practice. Timber
harvesting is seen as just a way to
make money off the land, and clear-
cut forests are used as a symbol of
“greedy loggers” ruining wild lands.
However, this harvesting method can
can be used as a tool to improve the
future health of a forest, and help
provide better wildlife habitat over
time.

      To provide some context on why
clear-cutting is seen as a bad thing
today, we need to look back on the
history of the lumber empire of
Michigan. The logging era of Michigan
was between about 1850 to 1910,
and during that time most of the
lower peninsula's forests were clear-
cut. The trees were taken rapidly for
lumber, and anything unusable was
left behind, leaving the formerly
wooded land appearing to be a
wasteland. This process had lasting
impacts, leading to massive soil
erosion, habitat degradation, and the
removal of almost all old-growth
forest in the state. Following this era
came the “Era of Conservation”,
where sustainable forestry became a
necessary concern due to the
dwindling resources available. People
were beginning to understand the
lasting effects of their actions on the
land, and started setting aside land
to let the forest grow naturally.
While there are good intentions with
leaving the land alone, this practice
isn't the best for all the native tree
species of Michigan. In fact, many are
adapted to disturbance event similar
to clear-cutting.

      While clearing an entire forested
area may be a bit extreme, clear-
cutting areas of a forest can have
great benefits for plant and animal
species alike. For example Southwest
Michigan has great soil for oaks, but
acorns need help germinating by
getting access to exposed soil. If the
land is left alone, we often see other
species come up to replace our
wonderful oak trees. In the past, fire
would come in and kill smaller
plants, and burn the leaf litter off
the forest floor, and leave a perfect
ground for oaks to germinate. In fire's
place, we can simulate this effect by
clearing off a bit of woods. Oak
forests aren't the only habitat to
benefit from clear-cuts, other early-
growing species such as Poplars,
Pines, and Birch.

      Harvesting timber does not have
have to be all or nothing, and there
are many options that can be
considered for managing your woods.
Clear-cutting not right for every
forest, it is merely a tool in the
toolbox for us to use to manage the
land we love. It can be very good to
help improve the biodiversity of your
woods by giving new trees a chance
to grow. It can also be very bad if
you have old-growth forests which
do not take such aggressive activities
well. It can be difficult to know what
management style is right for your
woods without expertise, and the
Forestry Assistance Program can
help! The Barry, Allegan, and Ottawa
Conservation Districts have a forester
on staff to provide expert advice and
referrals to local forest industry
professionals to help you make the
best decision for your woods. You can
reach District Forester Ben Savoie at
269-908-4134, or send them an
email at ben.savoie@macd.org to set
up a site assessment at no cost to
you.
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In Defense of Clear-Cuts

Open Referrals:

03-22-01
 

20 Acres of mixed hardwoods,
divided by power line. Majority
of valuable oaks on Southern
portion of property. Manlius
Township, Allegan County


