
Landscape-Based Forest Stewardship: Planning and Implementing Strategies to Keep Forests as Forests 

According to the Vermont Forest Resource Fact Sheet, more than 70-
percent of Vermont’s 4.6 million acres of forest can be characterized 
as nonindustrial private forest land (NPIF).  This land is divided 
among an estimated 88,000 landowners, independently managing 
their properties with unique private interests. The fragmented nature 
of Vermont’s NPIF ownership means that forest resource planning 
occurs parcel by parcel, while more integrated planning would better 
address the State’s objective of keeping forest land intact to maintain 
habitat connectivity, forest health and productivity, ecosystem quality 
and strong forest products based economic activities. A landscape 
stewardship approach was identified as the most effective way to 
address these concerns and help communities and private 
landowners conserve forest resource values. Regional forest 
stewardship planning will help ensure Vermont’s public and privately 
owned forests are managed in an environmentally responsible way.  

Phase 1 (2011-2012): Planning for Forest Stewardship  
To this end, in 2011-2012 Vermont Regional Planning Commissions 
partnered with the Vermont  Department of Forest, Parks and 
Recreation and the US Forest Service on a project entitled 
Landscape-Based Forest Stewardship Planning - A Regional 
Approach. Regional Planning Commissions involved in the project 
were Addison, Bennington, Lamoille and Two Rivers-Ottauquechee; 
Lamoille County Planning Commission was responsible for 
managing the project and leading the participating RPCs. This 
project used geographic information system (GIS) technology and a 
stakeholder engagement process to inventory and assess forest 
resources, identify specific forest landscape types, and produce 
strategies for each landscape type that will assist regions, 
municipalities, and forest landowners in the objective of keeping 
forests as forests.  Forest resources were mapped and Regional 
Forest Stewardship Plans  were developed for each of the four 
participating regions.  

Why – Importance of Vermont Forests 
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Phase 2: Putting the Plan into Action 

CULTURAL, SCENIC AND RECREATIONAL VALUE 

Vermont’s working landscape supports a 
forest products industry estimated to 
generate over 1 billion dollars annually in 
the state and helps private forest land 
owners cover ownership costs. It is 
estimated that 6,379 Vermonters are 
employed in forest-based manufacturing, 
while approximately 13,000 people are 
thought to be working in some type of 
forest related profession (manufacturing, 
tourism, and recreation). The economic 
value of a forest is assessed based on its 
suitability for sustainable harvests of 
wood to meet a variety of needs, 
including lumber, furniture, specialty 
wood product manufacturing, paper 
production, biomass energy, and/or 
suitability for other economic activities 
such as maple sugaring and Christmas 
tree farming.  The two most important 
factors in determining potential for 
supporting productive forests are soil 
quality and land use, with access  the 
next most important factor in assessing 
an area’s suitability for effective forest 
management.(North East State Foresters 
Association, 2007). 

ECONOMIC VALUE 
Vermont’s expansive and diverse forests 
provide habitat for a wide range of fish 
and wildlife species. The Vermont  
Department of Fish and Wildlife 
conducted a statewide analysis to 
delineate and assess the quality of wildlife 
habitat. Habitat blocks were delineated by 
selecting blocks of forest  20 acres and 
larger from land cover data, and 
subsequently evaluated based on the 
presence and extent of key factors, 
including: size of the habitat block, and 
especially the amount of “core” area that 
is distant from the block edge; the 
presence and extent of important 
“ecological landscape units” (defined by 
elevation, landforms, and bedrock 
geology); known rare species and/or 
significant natural communities; 
significant aquatic features; the relative 
lack of interior roads, and the presence of 
wildlife linkages and corridors. Each of 
these factors contributes to overall 
habitat quality and a weighted average 
provides a regional view of important 
habitat areas, shown in the map  at right. 

The working landscape in large part 
defines Vermont.  As the most rural 
state in the nation, Vermont’s small 
towns and communities have a wealth 
of farms, meadows and forests. 
Economic livelihoods such as farming, 
forestry, sugaring and outdoor tourism 
are linked to the natural landscape. 
Forested lands play an especially 
significant role in our historical and 
current cultural heritage. The forested 
landscape provides a cultural 
connection to the natural environment, 
while at the same time, has the 
potential to provide a way of life that 
has been passed down through the 
generations. 

The state’s forested mountainsides and 
colorful rural valley woodlots provide a vivid 
backdrop, especially during the fall. 
Vermont’s forests are dominated by 
northern hardwood species such as sugar 
maple, birch, and beech.; with other 
common species such as white pine, 
hemlock, aspen and oaks in lower elevations 
and spruce and fir at higher elevations. The 
foliage season significantly contributes to the 
state’s economy by attracting visitors from all 
over the world. 

Forests play an important role in the four-season recreation 
industry; which includes activities like cross-country and 
downhill skiing, road cycling and mountain biking, kayaking 
and canoeing, day hiking and backpacking. With increased 
demand for more diversified facilities like multi-use trails 
that support a variety of activities, public land managers are 
faced with the challenge of maintaining recreational trails 
and structures while managing the impacts on our forests. 

Forest habitat blocks in town and village centers 
rank relatively low due to their small size and 
lack of critical ecological landscape units, 
natural communities, and rare  or  significant  
species. Nonetheless, small forested areas 
contain some important habitat that should be 
recognized and protected - even though the 
habitat block analysis does not assign the areas  
an overall  high  rating. Forested  corridors 
(shown at left) along streams and between 
otherwise separate forest blocks in rural valleys 
provide vital cover and travel routes for 
numerous wildlife species. 

Poster created May 2015 by Lamoille County Planning Commission 

To  effectively   represent   the 
interests of all involved parties, this 
project required collaboration 
between federal, state, local, and 
private   entities.  Regional 
stakeholder   groups   were 
established to guide local efforts.  
Stakeholder participants included 
county  foresters,  state  lands 
specialists,   private   forest 

landowners, consulting foresters, local officials, representatives of 
forest product industries, environmental/conservation groups, and the 
Green Mountain National Forest. 

A Collaborative Approach 

Forests in one form or another dominate the Vermont 
landscape.  These forest lands have been important to the 
historical development of the area, continue to provide 
important resources today, and will be critical assets in the 
development of prosperous and sustainable communities in 
the future. In spite of the prominent role that forests play in 
our communities, they may be overlooked or afforded 
minimal discussion in Town Plans, often lumped into an 
all‐encompassing “Natural Resources” section. Because of 
the extent of forests in our State and because of their 
pervasive significance in all aspects of the daily lives and 
overall economic vitality of Vermont, a more thorough 
“landscape stewardship” approach to forest resource 
planning is warranted. Forest landscapes in the Bennington Region are diverse, ranging from the vast, unbroken tracts in the Green and Taconic Mountain Ranges to smaller 

woodlots in rural valleys and near town and village centers. 

The resulting Forest Productivity and Timber 
Resources map (above) depicts the 
potential for forest productivity as well as 
the location of some current producers.  The 
Forest Productivity layer was developed by 
the Vermont Land Trust, by initially selecting 
forest blocks greater than 500 acres and 
then conducting a weighted spatial analysis 
using the inputs of geology (30%), elevation  
(25%), hardiness zones (15%), landforms 
(15%), slope (10%), and precipitation (5%). 

ECOLOGICAL VALUE 

Phase 2 of the project (2013-2015) puts 
the plan into action. Four additional 
RPCs (see map at right) joined the 
project to develop their own Regional 
Forest Stewardship Plans. All eight 
participating RPCs implemented and 
tested strategies identified in Phase 1 
through statewide, voluntary municipal 
participation. RPCs worked with 20+ 
towns to implement tools and 
strategies that strengthen forest 
stewardship.  Volunteer town boards 
and regional conservation partnerships 
learned about forest management 
issues such as invasive pest 
preparedness and emerging trends such 
as the increasing prevalence of 
backyard saw mills, that can prepare 
them for changing management 
conditions. 

Participating RPCs collaborated with Vermont Agency of Natural Resources to 
develop a new web platform providing access to over 50 forest-related datasets 
organized into six themes - Productivity, Ecological Resources, Water Resources, 
Scenic and Recreational Resources, Human and Environmental Constraints, and 
Stewardship.  

The site allows you to view, identify and query the datasets; print and export 
maps, and output summary reports for selected geographic areas and layers.  
Prior to public release,  the site was tested by regional stakeholders and 
feedback received through an online survey. Based on the feedback, the site was 
adapted by incorporating suggested improvements where feasible. The public 
rollout of the site has been accompanied by significant outreach and education 
to assist town boards, consulting foresters, and private landowners to learn 
about and use the data. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

A major component of Phase 2 was the 
development of a web-based mapping platform 
called the Forest Stewardship Atlas. The purpose 
of the Forest Stewardship Atlas is to provide 
access to geographic data related to forests. Over 
50 forestry-related datasets are organized into six 
different themes (shown at right). Existing 
statewide trails and recreation sites datasets 
were augmented with more recent regional data,  
and a forest products dataset was developed. 

Web accessible forest stewardship data will help 
landowners, towns and forest managers to 
inventory and assess forest resources in order to 
more effectively manage these resources.  Having 
better access to and understanding of landscape 
scale data will assist in keeping forest land intact 
to maintain habitat connectivity, forest health 
and productivity, ecosystem quality and strong 
forest products based economic activities. 

Each region convened a series of 
public/stakeholder work sessions 
to review and discuss the forest 
landscape maps and data and to 
identify issues relevant to each. 
At right are examples of values 
mapping by stakeholders. 
Additionally, regular meetings 
were held with the RPCs, state 
and federal partners to discuss 
progress,  address issues and 
challenges as they arose, and 
facilitate overall coordination of 
the project.  

The Forest Stewardship Atlas: Making Landscape-Based Forest  Stewardship Data  Accessible to All 

A Selection of Strategies to Keep Forests as Forests 

A  useful “Quick Guide,” providing 
information about the site 
navigation and features, was 
developed by SWRPC and can be 
accessed from the site.  A 
“Metadata” document  with 
information about the datasets is 
also available. 

Check out the Forest Stewardship Atlas at http://anrmaps.vermont.gov/websites/ForestStewardship 

RPCs have been working with conservation commissions and planning commissions on important issues such as Emerald Ash Borer preparedness; 
clarifying policies, standards and definitions in Town Plans and zoning bylaws to protect forest industries and reduce fragmentation, and on focused 
conservation and stewardship projects across regions. 

Targeted strategies include: 

•LCPC hosted an Emerald Ash Borer Preparedness 
workshop and provides technical assistance to the 
Regional Invasive Preparedness Team (RIPT). LCPC also  
assisted Hyde Park in the development of a Core Forest 
and Wildlife Habitat Overlay. 

•NRPC, with help from their Steering Committee, developed a map (see left) of 
forest products in the region in 2014, which was compared to a similar map 
showing forest products from the region in 1952, to evaluate changing trends 
over time. 

•ACRPC assisted UVM Extension with tree inventory mapping in Bristol and 
Vergennes, and also assisted Monkton with a ridgeline and scenic area study. 

•TRORC has been participating in a number of meetings, webinars, and 
trainings with regional and statewide partners such as the Vermont Natural 
Resources Council, Upper Valley Land Trust, Linking Lands Alliance and Taylor 
Valley Conservation Partners.  This dialogue has led to an exchange of projects, 
programs, and policies to strengthen the forest products industry and reduce 
forest fragmentation. 

•BCRC and Bennington County Sustainable Forestry Consortium hosted a 
Seeds for Success program with the Manchester Middle School where  
students  learned about forest stewardship and management at a local forest. 

•RPCs worked with 20 towns to integrate stronger forest protections 
into  Town Plans and zoning by-laws   

Besides the numerous forest data 
layers, this platform provides links 
to reports and other websites 
with useful  information about 
forests.  

http://www.wtip.org/drupal/content/usfs-names-new-forest-chief
http://anrmaps.vermont.gov/websites/ForestStewardship

