Comments on the Draft Version of “Good Forestry in the Granite State”

November 30, 2009 by Craig Birch, Proctor Hill Forestry & Logging L.L.C.

First, let me make some general comments about the document.  There is some very good information in the document and it is well written.  At times I was concerned that there was some negative tone towards timber harvesting, giving the reader the sense that much of the timber harvesting that occurs is not done well.  This automatically makes the reader feel that timber harvesting activities need more regulation.  It is important to note that there is already a great deal of good forestry happening in NH by people who have never read this document.

Second, the document should make it extremely clear that all of the recommendations in this manual may not be practical to carry out on smaller properties.  I also think that the document makes the reader believe that if the practices suggested are not followed, that the landowner is not practicing good forestry.  Landowners have the right to have different objectives for their properties.  Just because they do not believe in encouraging beaver habitat, does not make them poor stewards.

Third, documents like this tend to be picked up by local governments and are considered “gospel” and then wind up in local zoning ordinances.  Many times the people who institute these ordinances do not fully understand the consequences and they put an undo burden on the landowner.

On page 28, there is a chart showing recommended buffer zones along streams.  I checked some of the references that I could find on the Internet.  None of them mentioned a 25-foot no-harvest buffer, in fact, some of the references indicated that some occasional removal of the trees in the buffer would be beneficial to the wetland.  I believe that the no-harvest buffer be removed.  I do believe that harvesting along streams, lakes and rivers should be lighter than 50%, but to say no harvesting within 25 feet is not advisable.

Sometimes it is beneficial to remove trees along riverbanks, since the roots become eroded and eventually the large trees topple into the river.  While this is beneficial to fish, it is not beneficial to recreational uses.  By removing some of the large at risk trees many rivers can be maintained for recreation and it will also help prevent major bank erosion.

It is well known that most erosion that occurs in timber harvesting occurs on truck roads, not on minor skid roads.  Many streams and large wetlands are in outwash plains with sandy permeable soils.  Soil movement on skid trails on sandy level sites is virtually non-existent.  The adjacent wetlands on these sites are not at risk of silting.  A 100-foot buffer may be overkill, since many of the streams are out in the middle of a shrub swamp and are already in full sunlight.

Page 36 mentions using biodegradable bar and chain oil.  It is twice as expensive as normal bar and chain oil.  I am not aware of any studies showing that fish and algae have suffered from bar and chain oil emitted from chain saws.  Even regular bar and chain oil is broken down over time by microorganisms.

Section 3 has some good recommendations for habitat management.  I have a problem with encouraging beaver habitat on small woodlots.  Many landowners with 10 to 20 acres would not be happy to see half of their woodland under water.  Some would, but that should be their decision, not encouraged as “Good Forestry”.

The beaver section also misleads one to believe that water control devices are cheap and easy to install and maintain.  Twenty-five years of experience has taught me that these devices are not cheap or easy to maintain.  No one method works in all situations.  It is also extremely difficult to control where beaver construct their dams.

Most of the recommendations in Section 3, I already incorporate into management on larger ownerships, if the landowner is interested in wildlife management.  If wildlife management is not high on the landowner’s list of priorities, however, it does not make them poor stewards if they do not incorporated all of these practices.

On page 69, under considerations, it states, “vernal pools typically represent a very small proportion of a forest”.  This may be true, but when you add in the buffers that are being recommended by many wildlife ecologists today, it adds up to a very high percentage on some woodlots that I manage.  This manual recommends a 50-foot buffer around vernal pools, but many ecologists are recommending 600-foot buffers.  A 600-foot buffer around even a small vernal pool adds up to 25 acres.

I can think of some woodlots that I manage that would lose up to 50% of the land area to vernal pools, buffers and special habitats.  Remember, many of these special habitats and vernal pools were in the middle of sheep pastures 150 years ago, and somehow most of the species are still here today and may be increasing in populations. 


Many of the best “mud lots” occur where vernal pools exist.  These lots are necessary to allow loggers and landowners to continue operating during wet periods.

In summary, I would again mention that there is a great deal of good information in the document, but the average person would be overwhelmed by the information and would not be able to determine the situations where exceptions should be made.  I believe that many landowners would shy away from a conservation easement that requires them to follow all of these recommendations if they were aware of the consequences.  Many of the restrictions recommended are made without good documentation and would unnecessarily reduce a landowner’s ability to make a profit from their land.
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