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Forest harvesting, when carefully planned and 
implemented, can be compatible with the management of 
many forest resources. By utilizing forest practices that 
mimic natural occurrences, biodiversity and wildlife 
habitat can be maintained or even enhanced. 

Forests do not remain the same forever. Natural processes 
and disturbances, such as aging, disease, insect 
infestations, windstorms and wildfires, ensure that forests 
continually change. 

Natural disturbances are unpredictable events. They can 
occur anywhere from every few years up to several hundred 
years apart, depending on climatic conditions and the type 
of forest ecosystem. 
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Disturbances can occur at two levels -- stand or 
landscape. A stand is a relatively small group of trees of 
similar age and species mix. A landscape is a much larger 
area, generally an entire valley or watershed, that includes 
many stands as well as non-forested habitats such as 
streams, lakes, wetlands, meadows and alpine areas. The 
magnitude and frequency of disturbances determines the 
age, structure and size of forest stands within a landscape. 
  

Within stands, disturbances that affect individual trees or 
small groups of trees create gaps in the forest canopy. This 
encourages new growth and promotes biodiversity. These 
small natural disturbances can be mimicked by various 
harvesting techniques and silvicultural systems such as 
selection or small patch cutting. More significant 
disturbances can be mimicked by larger cutblocks that 
retain some trees and other habitat attributes characteristic 
of natural disturbances. 
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In nature, stands are either even-aged (most 
trees approximately the same age) or uneven-aged 
(trees of variable ages). The silvicultural system 
chosen for a cutblock will determine the post-
harvest forest structure. Clearcutting, seed tree 
and shelterwood silvicultural systems result in 
relatively even-aged forests, while selection 
silvicultural systems maintain or create uneven-
aged forests. 
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Forest interior habitat 
conditions generally occur 2-4 tree 
lengths into a stand. The forest 
interior is cooler, moister, shadier, 
and less windy than the edge. Such 
habitat protects plants and animals 
from snow, wind and freezing 
temperatures in winter, and extreme 
heat in summer. It can also provide 
protection from predators. Some 
species are specifically adapted to 
forest interior habitat and depend on 
it for their survival. This critical 
habitat can be maintained by keeping 
some large leave areas. 

 

Edge habitat is found at the boundary 
between a forest and a newly 
harvested patch. Many species, such 
as deer and elk, thrive in this habitat 
where forage is plentiful and the 
protective cover of the forest is 
nearby. Edge habitat can be created 
by harvesting many small patches 
within an area. To balance the habitat 
requirements of both edge and 
interior species, cutblocks should be 
harvested in a variety of sizes to 
mimic a wide range of natural 
disturbances. 
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Riparian ecosystems (streamside, 
wetlands and lakeshore) account for 
some of the most biologically diverse 
areas in a forest, and provide critical 
habitat and travel corridors for 
wildlife. Streamside vegetation 
protects water quality, stabilizes 
streambanks and supplies nutrients 
to the stream. Lakeshores and 
wetlands are important feeding and 
watering sites for wildlife. Riparian 
ecosystems can be protected by 
creating reserves of unharvested trees 
around lakes, wetlands, and streams, 
and/or by applying modified 
management practices, such as partial 
cutting or limited road building, to 
minimize disturbance. 
  

Page 1 of 2Forest Harvesting -- Following Nature's Lead

2007-02-13http://www.for.gov.bc.ca/hfp/publications/00062/page6.htm



 

 

Wildlife trees are standing dead or 
dying trees that provide critical 
habitat, such as food, shelter and 
nesting sites, for approximately 80 
species of birds, mammals and 
amphibians in British Columbia. 
Generally, the larger the wildlife tree, 
the more valuable it is to wildlife. 
Wildlife trees can be retained in 
riparian areas, in designated patches, 
or as individual trees within harvested 
cutblocks. 
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Patches of deciduous and 
immature trees are important 
elements in the structural and biological 
diversity of a forest. Deciduous trees are 
a preferred habitat for many wildlife 
species, especially cavity-nesting birds. 
Immature patches are also valuable to 
wildlife, both in their present state and as 
a future source of large wildlife trees. 
Retaining individuals or patches of 
deciduous and immature trees can help 
maintain valuable biodiversity and 
wildlife habitat attributes within 
cutblocks. 

Windthrow (trees blown down by wind) 
is a natural event in all forests. Through 
this process, a downed tree enters a new 
phase of its life cycle as coarse woody 
debris. Unless windthrown trees pose a 
significant forest health risk or conflict 
with other management objectives, they 
can be retained on site to provide wildlife 
habitat and a source of nutrients for the 
soil. 
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Coarse woody debris provides shelter, 
nesting and denning sites, and foraging 
opportunities for many organisms 
ranging from fungi, salamanders and 
squirrels, to black bears. As downed 
wood rots, it slowly releases valuable 
nutrients into the soil. Coarse woody 
debris can also help stabilize slopes and 
act as nurse logs for young seedlings. 
Retaining large pieces of scattered wood 
on the ground after harvesting, rather 
than yarding them to landings or 
roadsides, increases coarse woody debris 
and helps maintain site productivity and 
biodiversity. 
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