Puettmann et al. Forest Ecosystems (2015) 2:8
DOI 10.1186/s40663-015-0031-x

REVIEW

Open Access

Silvicultural alternatives to conventional
even-aged forest management - what limits
global adoption?
Klaus J Puettmann1*, Scott McG Wilson2, Susan C Baker3, Pablo J Donoso4, Lars Drössler5, Girma Amente6,
Brian D Harvey7, Thomas Knoke8, Yuanchang Lu9, Susanna Nocentini10, Francis E Putz11, Toshiya Yoshida12
and Jürgen Bauhus13

Abstract
Background: The development of forestry as a scientific and management discipline over the last two centuries
has mainly emphasized intensive management operations focused on increased commodity production, mostly
wood. This “conventional” forest management approach has typically favored production of even-aged, single-species
stands. While alternative management regimes have generally received less attention, this has been changing over the
last three decades, especially in countries with developed economies. Reasons for this change include a combination
of new information and concerns about the ecological consequences of intensive forestry practices and a willingness
on the part of many forest owners and society to embrace a wider set of management objectives. Alternative
silvicultural approaches are characterized by a set of fundamental principles, including avoidance of clearcutting, an
emphasis on structural diversity and small-scale variability, deployment of mixed species with natural regeneration,
and avoidance of intensive site-preparation methods.
Methods: Our compilation of the authors’ experiences and perspectives from various parts of the world aims to initiate
a larger discussion concerning the constraints to and the potential of adopting alternative silvicultural practices.
Results: The results suggest that a wider adoption of alternative silvicultural practices is currently hindered by a suite of
ecological, economic, logistical, informational, cultural, and historical constraints. Individual contexts display their own
unique combinations and relative significance of these constraints, and accordingly, targeted efforts, such as
regulations and incentives, may help to overcome specific challenges.
Conclusions: In a broader context, we propose that less emphases on strict applications of principles and on stand
structures might provide additional flexibility and facilitate the adoption of alternative silvicultural regimes in a broader
set of circumstances. At the same time, the acceptance of alternative silvicultural systems as the “preferred or default
mode of management” will necessitate and benefit from the continued development of the scientific basis and valuation
of a variety of ecosystem goods and services. This publication is aimed to further the discussion in this context.

Review
Much of the history of forest science and management in
the last two centuries has focused on optimizing the efficiency of commodity production, mostly of wood for timber, pulp, and fuel. Based on the notion that homogenous
products are cheaper to produce and manipulate,
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management practices have typically led to even-aged,
mono-specific or species-poor stands (Puettmann and Ek
1999, Paquette and Messier 2009, FAO 2010, West 2014).
Such practices can include planting or natural regeneration, e.g., through coppice or natural or sown seed,
combined with weed control and timber stand improvement practices to control species composition, tree size
and quality; hereafter called “conventional” forest management. Currently, stands under conventional forest management for commodity production cover about 30% of
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the global forest land base (FAO 2010). At the same time,
silvicultural approaches that can be viewed as alternatives
to conventional management have been developed in various parts of the world, but have received less attention at
a global scale (e.g., Gayer 1886, Kimmins 1992, Gustafsson
et al. 2012, Lindenmayer et al. 2012). However, interest in
these alternative approaches has greatly increased in many
regions over the last three decades (Figures 1 and 2), particularly in countries with developed economies (Brukas
and Weber 2009). Motivations for this recent development have varied across regions, but generally involve
increased public scrutiny (Brunson and Steel 1994, Bliss
2000), impetus from forest certification bodies (Baker
2011), and better understanding of the implications of
conventional forest management practices on biodiversity
and habitat quality (Harlow et al. 1997, Manolis et al.
2000, Bauhus and Schmerbeck 2010), soils, water and
nutrient cycling (Swank et al. 2001; Little et al. 2009),
landscape visual quality (Ribe 1989; Paquet and Bélanger
1997), and other dimensions of natural capital and ecosystem services provision. Especially in countries with developed economies, public landowners, and, increasingly,
many small private landowners do not necessarily rely on
forests as their primary income source. Instead, other
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management goals, including recreational opportunities
and landscape amenities, have gained importance (Butler
and Leatherberry 2004; Hugosson and Ingemarson 2004;
Urquhart and Courtney 2011).
The current variety of alternative silvicultural approaches (Figures 1 and 2) appears to have originated
in two distinct contexts: in Europe and North America.
Aesthetic and ecological critiques of conventional forest
management during the period of 1850–1950 led to an
emphasis on irregular size-class distribution and singletree selection versus clearcuts, thus promoting the plenter
forest (Plenterwald) model (Gurnaud 1882; Biolley 1901;
Schütz 2002) and other “continuous cover” (Dauerwald)
concepts (Möller 1923).
Other early European critiques highlighted concerns
about the environmental effects of monocultures, and
favored mixed-species stands (Gayer 1886). Similar concerns influenced management in other parts of the world,
such as Japan (Marten 2005). Selection and shelterwood
silvicultural systems suitable for the management of tropical moist forests were developed during the British and
French colonial periods and were deployed in forests in
India, Burma, Malaya, and West Africa until the 1960s.
Technical development of these approaches has continued

Figure 1 Examples of efforts to apply alternative silvicultural regimes. Countries with notable examples of alternative silviculture practices
are in red. Associated text boxes display the common terminology used for alternative silvicultural practices in that region. *For more information
about close-to-nature forestry in central Europe see Jacobsen (2001), continuous cover forestry see Mason et al. (2003), ecological forestry in the
USA, see Franklin et al. (2007), ecosystem management in the USA see Kohm and Franklin (1997), multipurpose forestry in China see Lu et al.
(2013), natural disturbance-based management in Canada see Bergeron et al. (2002), nature oriented forestry in Finland see Kuuluvainen (2009),
reduced impact logging in southeast Asia see Putz et al. (2008), retention forestry in Chile see Donoso and Promis (2013), systemic silviculture in
Italy see Ciancio and Nocentini (2011), and variable retention in Tasmania see Baker and Read (2011).
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Figure 2 Examples of alternative silvicultural practices in different locations. (a) Ethiopia, natural regeneration of Juniperus escelsa in gaps,
(b) Chile, recent restoration thinning in second growth Nothofagus dombeyi forests in Llancahue, (c) Japan, single tree cutting in natural Quercus
crispula forest with Abies sachalinensis regeneration, (d) Germany, single-tree selection in mixed-species (Abies, Picea, Fagus) mountain forests,
(e) Australia, aggregated retention in Eucalyptus forests in Tasmania, (f) Canada, removal of overstory Populus tremuloides to release and favor
establishment of Abies and Picea species (g) England, silvicultural development in species-enriched Pinus and Larix plantations, (h) USA, variable
density thinning with gaps and leave islands in Douglas-fir stands in Oregon, and (i) and (j) southern China, Eucalyptus overstory with Pinus
underplanted between Eucalyptus sprouts and dominant Pinus overstory with Quercus griffithii and Castanopsis hystrix understory, respectively.
Photo credit for (f) Philippe Duval, all other photos by the authors.

over recent decades, especially in Indonesia and Malaysia.
The recent prominence in some European countries of
Continuous Cover Forestry (e.g., UK and Ireland; Wilson
2013) and Close-to-Nature forestry (e.g., Germany,
Switzerland, Slovenia, Italy) also reflects these historical
influences (ProSilva 2014).

A second school of silvicultural approaches originated
in the Pacific Northwest of North America under the
banner of “New Forestry” (Franklin and Forman 1987) as
a reaction to large-scale clearcutting in natural forest ecosystems and its impact on wildlife habitats, visual quality,
and other ecosystem functions. Based on an increased
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understanding of how fire and other natural disturbances
invariably leave patches of intact or partially affected
forests in affected landscapes, this approach emphasizes
the importance of residual structures and organisms
(legacies), such as undisturbed vegetation patches, trees,
and dead wood left behind after harvesting. These legacies
are considered crucial for the speedy recovery of forest
ecosystems after human-caused disturbances and thus for
a continuation of ecosystem functioning and biodiversity
and habitat values. Because this approach focuses on what
is actually left behind after harvesting, it has spread to
many regions of the world under the broad rubric of
“retention forestry” (Lindenmayer et al. 2012).
A distinction between these different schools of alternative silviculture is the relative emphasis on management
versus natural disturbances. For example, silviculturists in
Central and Southern Europe tend to see a greater role for
silvicultural interventions, reflecting the longer history of
managed forests in their part of the world. By contrast,
the lack of a long management history and an associated
focus on natural disturbances in parts of North America
and Australia are reflected in an emphasis on natural disturbance patterns as a template for alternative silviculture
(Attiwill 1994; Drever et al. 2006; Long 2009). This is
based on the notion that the historical range of variability
in forest conditions can provide suitable guidance for
management decisions (Higgs et al. 2014).
Despite their wide geographical distribution, in most
contexts alternative silvicultural practices are not yet
considered mainstream. They are often viewed and represented as less accepted alternatives to the conventional
forest management paradigm in teaching and field practice (Puettmann et al. 2009). After long-standing arguments about alternative silvicultural systems, especially
in the European literature of the last century, it appears
that the debate is gaining momentum, as reflected by a
number of recent summaries and overviews that discuss
basic conceptual frameworks for these approaches, including complexity science (Puettmann 2011; Messier et al.
2013; Filotas et al. 2014), natural disturbance-based systems (Bergeron et al. 2002; Franklin et al. 2007), and legacies and retention (Gustafsson et al. 2012; Lindenmayer
et al. 2012).
In many regions, these silvicultural alternatives to conventional forestry are enacted under a variety of social,
economic, and ecological conditions and a wide array of
ownership objectives, as well as legal and regulatory
frameworks. While less applicable to highly intensive,
short-rotation plantations (3% of the total forest area are
covered by “productive plantations”; FAO 2010) and areas
with the primary objective of biodiversity conservation
(12%), silvicultural alternatives are most likely to be of
interest on land that is designated primarily for either
“commodity production” (30%), “multiple use” (24%), “soil
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and water protection” (8%), or “social services” (4%) (FAO
2010). These last four objectives may not be best achieved
by adherence to any single management approach. Instead, a variety of local solutions have developed, including
planted forests and forests that are naturally regenerated
by seed or vegetative reproduction, reflecting the wide variety
of ecological, economic, and social conditions and constraints of different jurisdictions. For an overview of the different efforts and discussions about labels, see Pommerening
and Murphy (2004) and Evans (2006); also see Figure 1,
including the notation with a list of references.
A basic distinction between conventional and alternative
silvicultural approaches is the relative balance of selected
values and objectives. Conventional approaches typically
emphasize commodity production and view other objectives as constraints, e.g., intrinsic ecosystem values, accounting for natural processes, and maintaining species
and structural diversity. In contrast, alternative silvicultural approaches place a unique set of emphases on each
value. They regard all values, including non-commodity
values, as a basic foundation necessary to achieve high
levels and sustainable provision of ecosystem services,
including product extraction (sensu lato) (Evans 2006).
This maturing view of forest management alternatives
expresses itself in a set of five silvicultural principles
(Jacobsen 2001; Schütz 2002; Mason et al. 2003; Bauhus
et al. 2013):
 Partial harvest—use of partial harvesting and

avoidance of large clearcuts
 Natural regeneration—where possible, preferential

use of natural regeneration and native tree species
 Structural diversity and small-scale variability—

varying management approaches across a range of
spatial scales, with a special emphasis on diversity of
stand structures at small scales, including single-tree
and neighborhood conditions
 Mixed species—promotion of mixed-species stands
 Avoidance of intensive operations—minimization of
intensive site preparation, fertilization, and weed
control practices, and reliance on natural process
such as self-thinning of seedlings and small saplings.
These principles correspond closely with the “low” and
“medium” silvicultural intensity categories described in
Duncker et al. (2012), in which management approaches
are aligned along a gradient of intervention intensity.
When applying silvicultural alternatives, the focus on
variability in stand structures across spatial scales typically
results in an emphasis on the development and harvest of
individual trees or small patches of trees. This principle
may appear on the surface to be similar to selective exploitation harvesting approaches, where activities are limited to
harvesting single high-value trees. However, alternative
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silviculture approaches, as discussed in this paper, are
philosophically and practically quite distinct from such
practices. In contrast to early selective exploitation, harvesting decisions in alternative silvicultural approaches are
driven by an appreciation of the economic and ecological
value of retained trees in terms of ensuring the continuity
of ecosystem processes and functions. Thus, the application of all five principles aims to maintain or increase the
growth potential of the site, conforming to traditional
sustained-yield paradigms.
The potential advantages of alternative silvicultural approaches have been hailed in various dimensions, including in terms of biodiversity (Steventon et al. 1998;
Fedrowitz et al. 2014), maintenance of “undeniably better
resilience” (Schütz et al. 2012), general resilience (O’Hara
and Ramage 2013) or, specifically, resilience to climate
change (Schütz 1999a). However, limitations to specific
adaptation strategies may exist; for example, the introduction of selected or improved genetic material may not be
allowed or difficult to achieve in forests managed under
these principles (Brang et al. 2014). Alternative approaches
have also been claimed to provide other benefits compared to even-aged monocultures, albeit under specific
sets of conditions. These conditions include more uniform
cash-flow of harvest revenues (Knoke et al. 2001), higher
income resulting from the production of high-quality
wood (Hanewinkel 2002), more diverse wildlife habitats,
especially for late-seral species (Hyvaerinen et al. 2006;
Rosenvald and Lohmus 2008), increased wind stability of
individual trees (Dvorák et al. 2001, but see Cameron
2002), and improved recreation value and public acceptance (Tönnes et al. 2004; Ribe 2005). This said, there is
still much more work to be done in order to investigate
and quantify the impacts under specific regional conditions (Gustafsson et al. 2010). Given these reported advantages, however, as well as the fact that many of the public
and private landowners who have begun applying these
principles are very satisfied with the results, “it is surprising that [alternative silvicultural approaches] are so seldom applied” (Schütz et al. 2012). In the following
sections, we hope to provide a basis for a discussion about
broader application of alternative silvicultural approaches
and ask the following questions:
 What are the major factors that influence the

decision to apply alternative silvicultural
approaches?
 What is currently limiting the wider application of
alternative silvicultural approaches at a global scale?
 What can be done to remove such limitations?

Methods
The authors have extensive experience dealing with research and teaching of alternative silviculture in various
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parts of the world. An initial collection of arguments by
the authors was based on their own experience and
familiarity with the relevant literature. This collection
highlighted that the answers to questions about factors
limiting wider application of alternative silvicultural
practices vary between and within regions and between
and within ownerships. To improve our insight into
such highly complex decision-making environments and
to better understand the decision factors, we found it
useful to organize the assessment into a framework
structured around the five silvicultural principles listed
above (partial harvest, natural regeneration, small-scale
variability in stand structures, mixed species, avoidance
of intensive operations). Within these principles, we
determined that the challenges to the implementation of
these principles could be grouped into five categories
and structured our results and discussion accordingly:
ecological; economic; logistical and administrative; educational and informational; and cultural and historical.
All authors repeatedly provided insights and feedback
regarding the number and distinctions between the silvicultural principles and categories. At the same time, we
went through repeated iterations in which the authors
interacted to expand and organize the list of challenges.
Thus, even though this does not comprise a systematic
review of all existing literature (which would go beyond
the scope of a single publication), we refined the list of
challenges until we felt comfortable that all influential
topics were covered in the discussion and provided a
solid basis to initiate further discussions.

Results and discussion
Ecological challenges

The emphasis on continuous canopy structures (avoidance of clearcuts) typifies forests growing under natural
disturbance regimes characterized by small scale disturbances, e.g., pathogen-induced mortality or mechanical
damage (Lutz and Halpern 2006). In much of the world,
the spatial scale of natural disturbance regimes can be represented by a J-shaped size frequency distribution, i.e., a
combination of frequent small-scale and fewer large-scale
disturbances (Veblen et al. 1981; Seymour and Hunter
1999; Shorohova et al. 2009; Yasuda et al. 2013). Examples
of disturbances that generate these patterns include wildfires, e.g., in the western United States and Australia, or
windstorms, e.g., in storm-prone regions of Western
Europe (Schelhaas et al. 2003) or in the temperate forests
of southern Chile (Veblen 1985). In such regions, a focus
on any single silvicultural approach will only reflect a
subset of patterns and dynamics found under natural
conditions (Seymour and Hunter 1999). For example,
region-wide applications of a management regime that
focused only on continuous overstory cover would not
promote conditions and patterns associated with severe,
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larger-scale disturbances, e.g., certain early successional
habitat features. In such cases, the emphasis on smallerscale variability in stand structure may reflect natural conditions found in individual stands, but it may not reflect
the overall landscape-scale dynamics. Such concerns are
currently discussed regarding the lack of early-seral habitat on federal land in the Pacific Northwest of the USA
(Swanson et al. 2011; Franklin and Johnson 2012). Since
natural disturbances such as fire and windstorms cannot
be totally prevented or controlled in most forest landscapes, concern about the lack of selected disturbance
effects may be of little practical relevance in the long run.
Exceptions are situations where management artificially
reduces the probability of occurrence of large-scale or
stand-replacing disturbances. Examples of such situations
include the application of short rotations that prevent
trees from reaching heights common in older forests, and
thus may reduce windthrow. Alternatively, density management aims to reduce tree stress to the remaining trees
by ensuring higher light, water, and nutrient levels, and
thus may limit competition related mortality (either
directly due to drought or indirectly, e.g., insect related
mortality due to low vigor, often found in high-density unmanaged stands (e.g., Neumann and Minko 1981). Also,
fuel management may reduce the extent of large-scale fire
disturbances. Hence, practices that change “natural” disturbance regimes must be carefully assessed in terms of
their implications on landscape dynamics, and restoration
may be required in some cases. For example, controlled
burning as a restoration technique can be beneficial for
threatened species in boreal forests where there has been
extensive long-term fire suppression (Kouki et al. 2012).
Lack of large openings and early successional conditions in close-to-nature silvicultural systems operating
with small canopy gaps can be detrimental to maintenance of light-demanding tree species in ecosystems
where these species are mixed with more shade-tolerant
species (e.g., Neyland et al. 2012; Bauhus et al. 2013). On
the other hand, under selected conditions, such as lowdensity stands or species with open tree canopies, intensive management with repeated entries can facilitate survival and growth of light-demanding species, e.g., smallgroup uneven-aged management in Mediterranean pine
forests (Ciancio et al. 1986; Barbeito et al. 2008; Calama
et al. 2008). However, more often the higher mortality of
light-demanding species in shady conditions and the
slower responses of suppressed trees after silvicultural
release can lead to an increasing dominance of shadetolerant species (Lüpke and Hauskeller-Bullerjahn 1999;
Kneeshaw et al. 2002; Drössler et al. 2013). These trends
lead to concerns, as light-demanding species are often
desirable in managed forests because of their fast growth
rates, desirable timber properties, and dependent biodiversity components. They are also of broader interest
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under climate change conditions as they can be more
drought tolerant than shade-tolerant species (Ninemets
and Valladares 2006) and their fast initial growth rates
and associated shorter rotations have the effect of reducing long-term risks.
The focus on small-scale variability in stand structure
means that trees of different species and sizes grow in
close proximity to each other. Such stands may have a
lower probability of extensive crown fires, as they do not
have continuous high density canopies. However, multilayered stand structures can produce ideal fire ladders
(Schoennagel et al. 2004), a great concern in fire-prone
areas. The spread of certain pests may also be facilitated
in such intimate structures, e.g., large infected trees have
the potential to infect nearby regeneration through
higher exposure to inocula (Reich et al. 1991; Shaw et al.
2005). Tree-species diversity tends to restrict this threat,
however, by reducing host-density for any species-specific
pest or pathogen. In addition, smaller trees of one species
may be less vulnerable to specific hosts when hidden by
taller trees of another species (Castagneyrol et al. 2014).
Similar arguments for species diversity at small spatial
scales can be made in regards to other perturbations, as
species differ in their sensitivity to wind, herbivory, and
climatic stresses, such as drought or frost periods (for example, see the mixed species discussion in the Economic
Challenges section below).
Natural regeneration with the consequent avoidance of
the need for financial investments in artificial tree regeneration works well where competitive understory vegetation
is sparse. Although dense stand conditions prior to regeneration cutting can reduce the amount of understory vegetation, numerous forest types in the world have understory
vegetation that is highly shade tolerant and understory species that can respond very aggressively and competitively
to canopy opening, even after partial harvests (e.g. Noguchi
and Yoshida 2004; Donoso and Nyland 2005; Nilsson and
Wardle 2005; Bose et al. 2014; Dodson et al. 2014). In
these forests, regeneration of desirable tree species (especially, but not limited to shade-intolerant species) may be
poor or delayed for years or even decades (Hibbs and
Bower 2001; Axelsson et al. 2014).
In summary, ecological constraints underline the imperative of allowing more flexibility in adherence to the five
principles in order to provide more opportunities for
broader applications of silvicultural alternatives. Based on
local ecological conditions, it may be necessary to deviate or
“stretch” the principles. For example, larger canopy openings
or more intense weed-control practices than preferred
under alternative silvicultural approaches may be necessary
in selected settings to ensure regeneration of desired tree
species. Finally, acknowledging the full diversity of natural
disturbance and development patterns may put the role of
alternative silvicultural practices in a larger perspective.
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Economic challenges

Economic considerations are generally strong drivers of
land-use decisions, as already made clear by Thünen’s
(von Thünen 1842) theory on the spatial distribution of
forestry and agriculture. A strong focus on economics
may not always apply to forestry, where ecological considerations, tradition, social acceptability, culture, lifestyle, and similar factors may dominate management
decisions (Kimmins 1992) and long-term economics of
decisions are not always clear. However, it is unlikely
that alternative silvicultural strategies will be adopted on
large scales if they are not financially compatible with
economic sustainability.
Economic considerations include the expected profit,
uncertainty, and flexibility of management alternatives.
The outcome of such economic considerations strongly
depends on the specific settings of the land ownership
and the services included into the decision matrix
(Amsalu et al. 2014). Any application of alternative silvicultural approaches has to be viewed in the context of
other management options to consider the opportunity
costs for the final silvicultural decisions appropriately. In
many places, especially on larger private holdings in the
tropics, subtropics, and temperate regions of the Southern
Hemisphere, the context includes the economic expectations from short-rotation plantation forestry, generally with
exotic tree species, and often aided by political and economic policies (e.g., Niklitschek 2007; Miller Klubock
2014). Even under optimistic expectations, alternative silvicultural approaches are unlikely to reach the short-term
financial profitability of intensively managed short-rotation
plantations in tropical regions or some temperate regions
(Cubbage et al. 2007; Knoke and Huth 2011). In some settings, however, native tree species may compete with exotic
tree species when managed in a short-rotation plantation
system (Cubbage et al. 2007; Griess and Knoke 2011).
The economic picture for alternative silvicultural
methods is more favorable when viewed in a longerterm context, such as typically used in temperate and
boreal biomes. For example, Tahvonen et al. (2010)
showed the importance of relying on natural regeneration to reduce regeneration costs as a critical criterion
that allowed continuous-cover forestry to emerge as the
option with the highest net present value in Finnish
spruce forests, under nearly all combinations of assumptions used in the study (Note that the study assumed
higher regeneration costs due to artificial regeneration
in even-aged management regimes). Many other studies
support the findings published by Tahvonen et al. (2010)
in principle, for example Chang (1981); Haight (1987);
Haight and Monserud (1990); Pukkala et al. (2010) and
Hyytiäinen and Haight (2010). Another argument often
presented in the discussion of economic outcomes of alternative silvicultural practices is that individual trees
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can be harvested at the time when they peak in terms of
their economic values. This can increase the total net
present value substantially in stands with an existing
wide range of tree values (as determined by species, size,
and wood quality) (Knoke 2012). The advantage of harvesting trees at their peak economic value - versus harvesting
all trees in a stand at the same time - may be reduced or
lost in stands where trees are very homogenous (also, see
the discussion about harvesting costs and staffing needs).
Thus, it is important to note that the economic attractiveness of alternative silviculture is conditional on the initial
state in the short run (Tahvonen et al. 2010). This makes
generalizations about comparisons between conventional
and alternative silvicultural approaches not very useful for
landowners who consider such options for a specific property. The influence of the initial state can be minimized by
using a very long (at best an unlimited) time horizon in
comparative economic analyses; a requirement that certainly poses additional challenges.
The economic comparison may also change towards
alternative silviculture when these approaches result in
an increased resilience to natural hazards, e.g., in mixedspecies even-aged (Griess et al. 2012; Neuner et al. 2015)
or uneven-aged stands (Hanewinkel et al. 2014). Alternative silvicultural approaches may also be more suitable
for forest owners with concerns about economic risks,
as the risk is lower in stands with higher resilience to
disturbances and when timber harvesting is accomplished with multiple operations over time (Roessiger
et al. 2013).
Finally, increased stand-level ecological stability in
mixed and uneven-aged forests also enhances economic
performance of forest operations through improved flexibility because harvest levels can be more easily adjusted to
accommodate changes in market conditions (Knoke and
Wurm 2006). Management flexibility may be of special
importance in a more unpredictable future, e.g., with climate change (Jacobsen and Thorsen 2003; Wagner et al.
2014) or novel pest incidences. Consequently, major issues
in economic assessments of silvicultural approaches are
the relative emphases on economic risks and management
and marketing flexibility.
One argument often used to promote application of
single-tree selection and also for alternative silvicultural approaches is the benefit of the production of high value, i.e.,
large diameter and high-quality trees (e.g., “Dutch cuttings”,
see Schütz et al. 2012) (often in conjunction with the decreased need for non-commercial thinning operations). As
markets have shifted, and in regions where much of the
wood-processing industry has re-tooled to efficiently
process smaller logs, large logs now may have no premium
(per unit of volume), and in some cases may even have
price penalties (Fitzgerald et al. 2013). This issue will vary
by species and may be alleviated by sawmilling innovation
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in response to a higher availability of predicted assortments
from alternative silviculture. In the meantime, in many regions, the theoretically higher mill recovery from larger
diameter logs is often offset by the faster speed when processing homogenous (in terms of size and quality) logs, especially in high-volume sawmills. Concerns also exist about
lower log quality for trees that grow in highly variable conditions throughout their lives. This variability can exhibit itself in somewhat adverse branching patterns, including
large branch sizes and higher variation in juvenile wood,
wood density, and growth rings (Schütz 1999b; Macdonald
et al. 2010; Piispanen et al. 2014).
Harvesting costs per unit volume for similar sized
trees are typically higher in partial harvesting operations,
especially on steep slopes and in mixed-species stands
when different species have to be sorted and marketed
separately (Pausch 2005). These higher costs are partially
due to reduced efficiency of logging when only small
amounts are harvested in a single operation. Early
adopters also may incur higher costs and time delays
when hiring and training specialized logging contractors.
The necessary investments into infrastructure, including
the development and maintenance of road systems, may
also be a financial barrier to managing alternative silviculture, especially for landowners with smaller properties.
Similarly, compared to conventional approaches, the
proper implementation of alternative silvicultural approaches may result in higher personnel costs due to the
higher skill level required, as well as more frequent site
visits to assess progress, mark trees, and develop and
supervise the implementation of often more complicated
management prescriptions. Another economic concern
with partial harvesting may be the risk of physical damage
to the retained growing stock. This issue is of special concern in difficult terrain and when large-crowned species
are felled or species with little decay resistance are left
behind (Nill et al. 2011).
In summary, the ability to rely on natural regeneration,
the limited need for site preparation and weed-control
operations, in conjunction with a higher proportion of
larger, high quality trees at harvest time, are viewed as
major economic advantages of alternative silvicultural
approaches. Thus, ecological conditions that influence
natural regeneration, such as seed production, herbivory
levels, and competitive conditions in the understory are
crucial factors that can determine the financial viability
of alternative silvicultural approaches. Risk and flexibility
considerations may also constitute strong arguments in
favor of alternative silvicultural approaches. However,
the economies of scale of industrialized short-rotation
management may more than balance these advantages
of alternative silviculture in many parts of the world in
the short-term, where the production of large amounts
of homogenous timber is the main aim of forestry.
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Finally, ecosystem services that may be provided more
efficiently in forests managed under alternative silvicultural
approaches, e.g., visual quality, hydrological services, or
wildlife habitat provision, are not necessarily adequately
monetized or evaluated (e.g., Ribe 1999; Daniel 2001).
Whether or not such values compensate for a potential loss
in timber production after conversion to alternative silviculture regimes will vary with the specific situation and
assumptions, e.g., soil quality and interest rates, respectively (Amsalu et al. 2014). In many situations, the application of alternative silviculture would only be economically
viable through measures such as conservation payments
(Cubbage et al. 2007), monetary incentives as part of forest
certification efforts (Nasi et al. 2011), or direct payments
for ecosystem services (Wunder 2006), such as water supply and regulation (Nahuelhual et al. 2007).
Logistical and administrative challenges

Efficient partial-harvesting operations may require highly
trained loggers and specialized machinery. Both can be
in scarce supply, particularly in regions where these practices are only emerging. In some areas, forest managers
may be able to benefit from loggers with experience in selective harvesting in other settings, such as exploitation
cuttings that selectively removed only the highest value
trees. Using inexperienced loggers and unsuitable machinery that is not designed for partial harvest operations
increases the probability of inadequate prescription application and harvesting damage to residual trees (Jones and
Thomas 2004; Putz et al. 2008), both outcomes that can
reinforce a perception that alternative silvicultural approaches are inoperable. The damage to retained trees can
be very high also in regions with a longer tradition of
uneven-aged forest management (Nill et al. 2011). Moreover, advanced regeneration is often cut to improve the
visibility for machine operators during harvest procedures
or damaged during skidding or forwarding operations
(Newton and Cole 2006). In contrast, these concerns can
be less prevalent in parts of the world where logging operations are not highly mechanized. For example, manual
logging operations with extraction by horses or oxen can
be done with relatively little damage to residual trees and
regeneration (Bacardit 2014). However, there are notable
exceptions, for example where logs are thrown downhill
by forest workers through forests on steep slopes, as has
been practiced in some parts of China (J. Bauhus, personal
observations). Even in stands with little harvesting damage, sudden exposure after partial harvesting can lead to
higher evaporative demands (Bladon et al. 2006) and unexpected mortality of residual tress (Yoshida et al. 2006;
Aubry et al. 2009).
Health and safety considerations are always important
during and after partial harvesting operations due to
concerns about the stability of branches and retained
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trees (Schaetzl et al. 1989). The presence of dead
branches or forked trunks leads to safety concerns, but
can be taken into account when selecting residual trees.
Past scarring, possibly during earlier harvest operations,
can also provide indications of possible trunk rot and
thus the likelihood of tree fall (Matlack et al. 1993). Training can also reduce workplace safety risks. For example,
the injury rate dropped - rather than increased - when
variable retention harvesting replaced clearcutting in
coastal British Columbia, because of strong organizational
focus on worker safety. In contrast, at a larger scale, forests with continuous cover are preferred because of their
safety benefits for avalanche protection (Bebi et al. 2009)
and protection from landslides (Dhakal and Sidle 2003;
Noguchi et al. 2011).
Changing management practices to alternative silvicultural approaches requires the development of different
expertise by existing staff and additional educational and
training efforts (see below) or, possibly, restaffing. Applying repeated partial-harvesting operations with decisions
made at the individual-tree level may initially require a
larger workforce until new training programs take effect
to reduce or offset the workload. Planning and monitoring processes and inventory systems may have to be
modified to more efficiently consider and accurately
track the development of tree and stand attributes for
anticipated future treatments (Rice et al. 2014).
Alternative silvicultural benefits from continuity of
ownership and supervisory management personnel who
can oversee the consistent application of silvicultural
prescriptions. For example, these approaches may only
be feasible if concessions are agreed on beyond the
scope of a single harvest to include repeated harvesting
operations, and if concessionaires are held responsible
for reforestation and other silvicultural operations. Especially on larger private ownerships and in areas with limited infrastructure, the supervision of logging activities is
necessary to avoid unauthorized or accidental removal
of higher-valued trees intended for retention. Furthermore, the higher diversity of forest conditions (e.g., treespecies combinations – literally dozens in tropical forests - and various stand structural conditions), and the
associated lack of simple, standardized instructions and
management protocols make it more difficult to cope
with rapid turnover of staff. Even where scientific data
and understanding already exist from long-term silvicultural trials, foresters often appear to heavily rely on their
observations, intuition, and experience when applying alternative silvicultural approaches. Developing and fostering these skills in new personnel is challenging for forest
administrators and land owners.
In summary, staffing challenges will require increased
training efforts, e.g., in reduced impact logging (RIL,
Tropical Forest Foundation 2008). New machinery and
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modification of harvesting practices may help overcome
challenges when implementing alternative silvicultural
practices. New technologies for planning and monitoring
(e.g., GPS, GIS, remote sensing tools) will reduce the
need for staff, but will require a more highly qualified
workforce. Finally, the modification of contracting practices, such as involving concessions, may be necessary in
many places to facilitate a transition to alternative silvicultural systems.
Informational and educational challenges

Over the last century, many educational programs in
forestry schools and continuing professional education
programs have focused primarily on conventional forestry practices and have often provided limited exposure
to alternative management approaches such as selection
systems (Schütz et al. 2012). One reason for this has
been the decline in the availability of experienced silvicultural professionals to impart this knowledge. Practical
examples of alternative silviculture that can be used as
demonstration projects for students and practitioners
are still lacking in many regions. This is true especially
in countries with developing economies, following the
decline of previous colonial and overseas development
forestry practices. Related to the lack of practical field
examples is the limited capture of traditional ecological
knowledge of some indigenous communities (Berkes
et al. 2000), although this is changing in some regions.
For example in the Maya region of Mexico, new silvicultural systems for the regeneration of Swietenia macrophylla were developed as a result of collaborations
among forest scientists and local communities (Menzies
2007).
The amount and type of scientific information available
to support alternative silviculture reflect the bottom-up
development of these approaches. In contrast to conventional forestry operations, which are based on the agricultural model or efficiency paradigm (Puettmann et al.
2009), alternative silvicultural approaches have not received the same level of attention by scientists. Studies
that document the long-term response to alternative silvicultural treatments in terms of the full suite of ecosystem
goods and services are lacking. Instead, in many instances,
foresters adopted these approaches after observing trends
in their own forests or visiting forests on which alternative
silviculture had already been successfully applied. Thus,
the spread of silvicultural alternatives is related to the
availability of examples as well as to scientific progress.
The limited awareness and utilization of scientific studies
covering relevant aspects, such as the physiological basis
for seedling and sapling responses to overstory removals
or natural regeneration of species mixtures (Puettmann
and Ammer 2006), remain a constraint in many regions,
particularly in the tropics. New field installations,
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simulation exercises (Yasuda et al. 2013), and other
research programs are currently beginning to provide
valuable results (e.g., Thorpe et al. 2010; Neyland et al.
2012). At this time, organizations and forest managers
may be (understandably) reluctant to take risks and accept
uncertainties associated with trying out unfamiliar management approaches without being able to rely on extensive scientific literature and empirical results from field
experiences. This is likely one of the major limitations for
a more rapid spread of alternative silviculture.
Just as for forest managers, training opportunities are
often lacking (or too expensive) for loggers to obtain information and experience with these new management
systems. Successful logging operations require a workforce with a good understanding of the reasons for and
basic principles behind different silvicultural treatments.
Harvesting operators may also have limited access to innovative machinery and techniques suitable for partial
harvesting operations that address small-scale variability
in stand structure, are able to deal with a wider variety
of species, tree sizes, and qualities, and are designed to
protect retained trees (including natural regeneration
and site and soil conditions).
Cultural and historical challenges

Schütz et al. (2012) wrote that “willingness” (defined as
“readiness to do something” by Merriam-Webster 2014)
is one of the main factors limiting the wider application
of alternative management regimes. In addition to the
reasons for the lack of “readiness” that have been discussed already, the role of strong intellectual, political,
and administrative leadership is especially important in
shaping public and professional opinions (Brukas and
Weber 2009). The degree to which an organizational
leadership champions alternative approaches influences
the degree to which employees and contractors embrace
and apply the practices. Strong support from upper
management encourages employees and contractors to
overcome operational challenges, as well as prejudices,
enabling successful transition to alternative silviculture
(Baker 2011). Other reasons may have a deeper, historical
background. For example, the expansion of “scientific forestry” (sensu Oosthoek 2007; see also Lowood 1990),
reflected in controlled management of homogenous,
even-aged, mono-cultural plantations from central Europe
at the end of the 19th century, was accepted in other
countries because it fitted prominent economic ideas
about control and efficiency (Lang and Pye 2001;
Oosthoek 2007; Cock 2008; Puettmann et al. 2009; Sears
and Pinedo‐Vasquez 2011). This approach also helped to
elevate forestry as an autonomous discipline at universities
and research institutions, which facilitated its professional
recognition by foresters and society in general. This historical development has led to several phenomena that are
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still influential today. The resulting expectation of simple,
practical operational guidelines cannot easily be met by alternative silvicultural approaches, especially when they
emphasize greater silvicultural flexibility (and outcomes)
in a wide diversity of forest structures and species compositions. Moreover, the educational focus on conventional
forestry has led to “imprinting” or “knowledge lock-in” in
many practicing foresters who may consider only the predominant management model as acceptable. An example
of this can be found in the management history of beech
and black pine forests in the mountains of southern Italy,
where selection felling based on traditional local knowledge
and applied by private landowners during the last few centuries has been and often still is considered “irrational” by
forest administrations and technicians (Ciancio et al. 2006;
Nocentini 2009). Thus, the professional and public perceptions of alternative silvicultural approaches may have a
major influence on the development of policies and implementation strategies (Brukas and Weber 2009).
Forest policies and practices can still be biased against
continuous-forest-cover systems. For example, in Finland
and Sweden, forest authorities and professionals have actively encouraged clearcut operations because selective
cutting methods applied in the past led to political concerns that private forest owners were devastating their forests (Siiskonen 2007; Brukas and Weber 2009). In 1948, a
group of influential Finnish researchers published a
declaration against the destructive impacts of selective
logging on Finland’s forests. Similarly, influential German
forestry professors were successful in discrediting the
“Dauerwald” (continuous-cover forests) efforts, mainly by
stating concerns about the economic performance and
management complexity (Pommerening and Murphy
2004). These arguments may exacerbate an existing lack
of incentives or desire to switch to alternative silvicultural
approaches, given that they are still brought up in current
discussions of new laws and regulations.
The “search for simplicity” in silviculture is often also
encouraged by staff shortages and overly complex, computerized desk-work environments, where foresters have
to deal with multifarious and new, distracting aspects.
The reluctance to try more complicated silvicultural prescriptions is also partly the result of highly visible failures
of alternative silviculture experiences in some regions. For
example, early partial-harvest trials in old-growth Pseudotsuga menziesii stands in the Pacific Northwest were pronounced a failure in the 1950s. As noted later by Curtis
(1998), “partial cutting trials came to an abrupt end”, leading to “the consequent lack of research into alternatives to
clearcutting”, which “severely handicaps current efforts to
meet changing objectives and public concerns”. Similarly,
“European” silvicultural systems and practices were initially implemented in Australia (and other places around
the globe) without an adequate understanding of the
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ecological functioning of the local ecosystems (Florence
1996). For a long time, silvicultural alternatives were only
applied on selected properties, which were viewed as
“unique” and in some cases even belittled, making it
harder for a broader set of professionals to associate themselves with these practices.
Decisions about management activities are typically
the domain of landowners acting within their local ecological, social, and economic contexts. Thus, it is not
enough to educate foresters and contractors; it is also
necessary to convince private landowners and politicians
who have decision power over public land use and policies that impact private landowners. The attitudes of
these decision makers regarding alternative silvicultural
regimes may be influenced by a variety of factors, including their knowledge and prioritization of desired
ecosystem goods and services, as well as the anticipated
revenue constraints due to size of the estate. For example, large public or investor-owned properties can afford to spatially separate the production of various
forest products or ecosystem services over large areas.
This allows them to homogenize portions of their forest
holdings for the efficient production of selected forest
products or services. In contrast, landholders who manage small and/or fragmented properties may need to obtain a variety of products from their property. In
Finland, landowners with small forest land bases often
obtain logs of different sizes for firewood or for construction wood and at the same time may harvest berries,
mushrooms, and game (Siiskonen 2007). Similarly, in
Latin America, campesinos (rural smallholders) may work
under the logic of a diversified production to mitigate potential risks. For example, they collect firewood, produce
charcoal, sell animals, and produce apple cider—activities
that also generate income that may be complemented
with off-farm income (Moorman et al. 2013). Alternative
silvicultural regimes are typically more suitable in such
settings where integrated land use is important because
their emphasis on smaller spatial scales facilitates simultaneous production of various ecosystem goods and
services (Hein et al. 2006).
The regional or national context also influences decisions about silvicultural approaches. For example, high
human population densities may increase the importance of providing high-amenity recreational settings as
an ecosystem service, leading to alternative silvicultural
approaches that are more visually appealing (Rydberg
and Falck 2000). Similarly, mountainous topographies
may lead to an emphasis on protection from landslides,
e.g., in Japan (Noguchi et al. 2011) and Italy (see discussion about safety above). On the other hand, a wellestablished and economic and politically powerful forest
industry sector can influence the availability of wood
processing facility and thus markets for forest products
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(Miller Klubock 2014). This may limit or bias market accessibility towards products (tree species, sizes, qualities)
derived from industrial forest lands through conventional management, effectively reducing the value of a
variety of products that could come from forests managed under alternative regimes (for example, see the
above discussion about the impact of log sizes on wood
value). A strong forest industry sector may also directly
or indirectly influence the focus of educational and research themes according to their management interests
(Benner and Sandström 2000).
A long history of forest management also means that
private and public ownerships are organized and staffed to
accommodate conventional approaches, making any transition more difficult. Furthermore, some of the challenges
mentioned above may actually be legally embedded in forest policy and regulations. For example, well-intentioned
reforestation regulations may specify acceptable tree species and required seedling densities, effectively limiting
the choice of species and discouraging natural regeneration (for example, see the Oregon Forest Practices Act,
Oregon Department of Forestry 2014). It should be
acknowledged that not only environmental conditions,
silvicultural options, and markets determine the implementation of alternative management methods, but traditions and stakeholders' views also affect ongoing political
discourses (Arts et al. 2010).

Conclusions
In summary, the diversity of settings in which alternative
silvicultural approaches are of interest reflects the diversity of challenges that limit their wider implementation.
The range of arguments presented here suggests that
ecological, economic, logistical and administrative, educational and informational, and cultural and historical
challenges are all important. The relative importance of
any of these challenges varies among and within geographical regions and ownerships. We suggest that these
challenges can be addressed at two levels. At a lower
level, each situation can be analyzed for the specific
major challenges or limitations. Any such assessment of
challenges benefits from viewing alternative regimes as a
collection of silvicultural principles. Knowing which
principle specifically is related to the major challenge in
the situation at hand provides detailed insights that will
facilitate discussion of whether that specific principle is
necessary or can be modified or ignored, while still
achieving overall management objectives. For example,
foresters often will forgo natural regeneration if they
foresee regeneration failures, and they will plant seedlings—even in close-to-nature forest operations. Having
such detailed assessments will allow interested groups,
for example landowners or politicians, to initiate efforts
to implement policies, procedures, and/or incentives to
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help overcome these challenges. Examples could include
new laws or regulations, subsidies, and scientific and
educational efforts that are targeted to specific situations. Although this may be successful in individual settings, it may be an inefficient process for tackling overall
problem areas.
At a broader level, our overview provides some general
insights that suggest opportunities for more coordinated
efforts. It appears obvious that in this context, efforts
that allow foresters to take advantage of the widest possible array of silvicultural tools to accommodate a wide
variety of local ecological, economic, and social conditions are especially useful. This would be facilitated by a
more formal shift of alternative silvicultural approaches
away from the focus on desired or acceptable stand
structures, often defined as specific diameter distributions or other visual targets, such as photos or sketches
of desired stand structures (Larsen and Nielsen 2007)
(Figure 2). Instead, a more targeted focus on the suite of
desired ecosystem goods and services will allow foresters
to integrate a broader set of disturbances, stand dynamics, and successional trends into their management practices. Such a focus will allow more flexibility in the
future and encourage practices to be “customized” to
optimally fit specific ecological, economic, and social
settings without the confining restrictions of labels.
For further progress, especially to overcome information deficits and educational, economic, cultural, and
historical challenges, the spread of alternative management approaches would benefit greatly from the continued development of a scientific basis. This basis includes
investigations of specific detailed ecological, social, economic, and ethical issues. In addition, developing a largerscale scientific framework that provides more explicit linkages between basic scientific theories and principles and
practical applications of alternative silvicultural approaches will also facilitate progress by allowing better
coordination—including internationally—of research and
educational activities. This will facilitate an understanding
of the distinctions between idiosyncrasies and regularities.
It also will help provide answers to questions such as
whether experiences are unique to specific situations or
how far experiences in one forest can be extrapolated into
other settings—questions that were already at the heart of
the Dauerwald discussions almost 100 years ago. Furthermore, an expanded scientific basis will be very helpful in
developing a coherent and efficient educational and—
maybe most important—outreach and policy agendas.
Finally, great economic challenges remain for the creation
of economic modeling approaches that are more biologically realistic and thus capture the ecological complexity of
alternative silvicultural management approaches.
While not a formal review of all pertinent literature, the
expertise represented by the authors covering a variety of
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regions and ecological and social settings allowed us to
build a comprehensive framework to provide hypotheses
and suggest opportunities to advance the implementation
of alternative silvicultural regimes. However, we acknowledge that experiences in specific settings may differ or
complement the ones provided by us. We hope that our
arguments and such differences will provide the basis for
further fruitful discussion.
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