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BOTH PROFESSIONAL FORESTERS
and the general public are increasingly
interested in an ecosystem-based ap-
proach to forest management. This
emerging interest raises the question of
how such an approach might apply in a
landscape that is dominated by numer-
ous nonindustrial private forest (NIPF)
ownerships. This article reports on the
results of a pilot study of a voluntary, in-
centive-based program in one town in

western Massachusetts.
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Background

An ecosystem-based approach to
management (EBAM) involves consid-
eratton of a forest beyond its actual
property boundaries and the context in
which it is located (Hornbeck and
Swank 1992; Society of American For-
esters 1993). It requires sensitivity to a
larger landscape scale and to whether
practices on a given property will have
“ripple” effects on ecological processes
beyond those boundaries. Ecological
functions such as nutrient and hydro-
logic cycling, pollination, regeneration,
and habitat use are not restricted by
property boundaries. Just as foresters
have been concerned about the down-
stream (off-property) effects of their
practices on erosion and sedimenta-
tion, an EBAM calls for more sensitiv-
ity to other ecological patterns and
processes (Gordon 1994).

Instead of focusing on one output
such as timber, an ecosystem-based ap-
proach to management is concerned
with desired future conditions in the
forest. Outputs are generated as the
forest is managed in the direction of
these desired future conditions (Rowe
1992; Gordon 1994).

In concept, an EBAM is not diffi-
cult to apply when oné or several pub-
lic agencies own and control the eco-
system. But this approach can poten-
tially be more complicated when the
ecosystem is composed of hundreds of
NIPF ownerships, as is typically the
case in the northeastern United States
(Brooks et al. 1993). Under these cir-
cumstances, myriad different owner-
ship goals can complicate management
at the ecosystem level (Irland 1994;
Ticknor 1994).

Because of this disparity, successful
application of an EBAM in the
Northeast cannot depend on all
landowners cooperating fully to create
integrated desired future conditions
across the landscape. The whims of
human nature, a diversity of attitudes,
and the independent spirit of
landowners virtually guarantee less
than 100 percent voluntary participa-
von And a regulatory approach is un-
likely to succeed due to high imple-
mentation costs and the complicating

factor of landowner rights. This does
not mean, however, that this ap-
proach is inappropriate or will fail.
But an EBAM is most likely to suc-
ceed when landowner participation is
encouraged through incentives and
educational programs (Sample 1994).

Studies of NIPF owner attitudes
suggest that wildlife, recreation, and
acsthetics are their primary interests;
timber management is not generally a
high priority (Kingsley 1976; Mac-
Connell and Archey 1982; Birch
1989). Concerns for wildlife, recre-
ation, and aesthetics are not incompat-
ible with an EBAM; in fact, they can
be enhanced by such an approach. The

An ecosystem-based ap-
proach to management
is most likely to succeed
when landowner partic-
ipation is encouraged
through incentives and

educational programs.

challenge is to design incentive and ed-
ucational programs that appeal to
landowners and incorporate a sensitiv-
ity to ecosystem-level issues.

Plainfield Pilot Project

Plainfield is a small, forested town
in the western part of Massachusetts. It
had a population of 571 in 1990 and
covers 13,622 acres, of which 85 per-
cent are forested (MISER 1994; Mac-
Connell et al. 1991). Like many small
towns in southern New England, it
underwent significant growth in the
1980s, exemplified by a 10-year popu-
lation growth of 34 percent and an in-
crease in residential land use of 33 per-
cent between 1971 and 1984 (Mac-
Connell et al. 1991). Currently 266
landowners hold properties of 10 acres
or more.

Four elements form the cornerposts

of this experiment to introduce a vol-
untary EBAM approach to a commu-
nity:

* an existing program for NIPFs
whose broad framework allows a diver-
sity of landowner objectives (in this
case the Massachusetts Forest Steward-
ship Program);

* a receptive community and local
leadership (the Plainfield Conservation
Commission);

* a university-supported natural re-
source training workshop for commu-
nity conservation leaders (the Coverts
Program, run by the Department of
Forestry and Wildlife Management at
the University of Massachusetts); and

* GIS as a tool for analyzing and
displaying landscape values and infor-
mation to the community.

Each of these elements was vital for
the success of the Plainfield Project.

Massachusetts Forest Stewardship Pro-
gram. This state-run program, funded
by the USDA Forest Service, encour-
ages private landowners to practice
long-term guardianship of their wood-
lands and recognizes the wide range of
ecological and social values of privately
owned forests across the state. All 50
states have similar programs. The
Massachusctts Department of Envi-
ronmental Management runs this par-
ticular program.

Technical expertise and financial in-
centives motivate landowners to con-
sider objectives and goals for their land
and to translate these into specific ac-
tions with the help of private natural
resource consultants. A standardized
plan format—the entry point to the
program—requires blending a detailed
resource inventory and stand descrip-
tions with landowner objectives. The
product is a forest stewardship plan,
which includes a 10-year schedule of
stewardship activities. The forest stew-
ardship plan also requires noting the re-
gional context of the property, includ-
ing local land-use patterns; the location

Opposite: An aerial view of north-
western Massachusetts depicts the for-
est and agricultural landscape typical
of Plainfield, site of a community
stewardship project.
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of the property on its watershed; and
the location of nearby lands that will
remain forested. This landscape infor-
mation was designed to focus the at-
tention of landowners and resource
professionals on resource concerns be-

yond property lines. The program pays
75 percent of the plan preparation cost,
up to an established ceiling. The Forest
Stewardship Program has been in full
operation since 1992, and by the fall of
1995, 866 properties were participat-
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ing, encompassing 78,770 acres.

Once a forest stewardship plan 1s
approved, landowners are eligible for
additional costsharing on practices to
diversify habitat, attract wildlife, im-
prove future timber stands, create
trails, improve aesthetics, and stabilize
soil erosion. Owners must comply
with normal state and federal regula-
tions related to forest cutting and wet-
lands, but are not legally bound by
their forest stewardship plans.

Local leadership. A Plainfield
landowner, who also served on the
local conservation commission, started
an informal program to make his
neighbors aware of the threats of un-
planned residential development to the
scenic, ecological, and economic
health of their town. He feared that
rampant development would fragment
habitat, ruin scenic vistas, and impair
the ability of local dairy farmers to pro-
duce forage. This landowner, a resident
for more than 15 years, had extensive
prior experience and local credibility
on land-use issues.

Training community leaders. On the
strength of his leadership, this
landowner was selected to participate
in the Coverts Program, a statewide ef-
fort to enlist community leaders as ad-
vocates for forest stewardship (Snyder
and Broderick 1992). Participants re-
ceive intensive training in forest ecol-
ogy and management, wildlife biology,
and communication skills. In return,
they agree to become spokespersons
for forest stewardship in their respec-
tive communities.

Inspired by this training, the Plain-
field landowner collaborated with the
Forest Stewardship Program coordi-
nator. He sought to encourage fellow
landowners to prepare their own for-
est stewardship plans and to consider
cooperating with neighbors in a form
of ecosystem-based management A
pilot program was designed that
blended information/education and
financial incentives.

GIS as a landscape rool. One impor-
tant tool to assist landowners and nat-
ural resource professionals in under-
standing the role of an individual par-
cel in the greater forest ecosystem 1s



spatial information. Through the Re-
source Mapping Program at the Uni-
versity of Massachusetts, 1985 aerial
photographs of Plainfield were inter-
preted for land-use classes. Forest was
categorized as softwood, hardwood,
or mixed; and seedling/sapling, pole,
or sawtimber size classes. This inten-
sive typing enables the landscape to
be analyzed for wildlife habitat
(Hunter 1990; DeGraaf et al. 1992).
Photointerpretation was then digi-
tized in a GIS environment. All
property boundaries in Plainfield
were also digitized to enable
landowners to understand the role of
their parcels in the greater landscape.
Other information on hydrology,
rare species habitat, and protecred
land (i.e., protected from develop-
ment) depicted key natural resources
in the community.

The Implementation Phase

In the fall of 1994, the landowner
and the Forest Stewardship Program
coordinator organized two programs to
make Plainfield citizens aware of com-
munity-wide stewardship. A slide show
presentation, titled “Plainfield: From
Satellite to Salamander,” employed
concepts of wildlife ecology to discuss
the importance of resources at different
scales. It featured GIS maps that de-
picted landscape values such as corri-
dors and the diversity of forest struc-
tures. A second workshop described
how to apply some of these landscape
concepts to individual properties,
through the Forest Stewardship Pro-
gram and the pilot incentive project.
The first program attracted 65 resi-
dents and the second 35.

In addition to the standard costshar-
ing in a forest stewardship plan, a spe-
cial costsharing incentive was devised
for the Plainfield Project to encourage
neighboring landowners to consider re-
source values beyond their properties
and the possibilities for working to-
gether. Rather than devising a derailed
plan for several abutting properties,
supulating what must be done, a less
constraining approach was offered.

Three or more neighboring NIPF
owners were eligible to participate as a
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Stewardship Neighborhood. When all
participating properties had individual
forest stewardship plans, additional
costsharing was made available to fund
development of a “checklist” of possi-
bilities for cooperation among abut-
ting owners at the ecosystem level. The
checklist was prepared by one or more
natural resource professionals after re-
viewing individual plans and proper-
ties. The landowners had to find a lead
consultant to develop the work. Cost-
sharing was set at a rate of 75 percent,
not to exceed $100 per property in the
neighborhood cluster.

The format for the neighborhood
checklist is intentionally simple and is
merely a list of possibilities; landown-
ers are not required to adopt the prac-
tices. The “Neighborhood Checklist”
sidebar on page 27 shows the steps
that a forester takes to complete this
checklist, with several examples of
management activities that might be
listed therein.

The “Stewardship Neighborhood
Opportunities” sidebar on page 26
provides a generic list of opportunities
to cooperate across boundaries. The
list was given to landowners and con-
sultants to stimulate thinking about
their properties. The possible benefits
are not guaranteed, and they may or
may not apply for any given project.
However, the list enables landowners
to think broadly, beyond their individ-
ual properties, and to consider ways
that neighbors can benefit from joint
planning. Cross-boundary cooperation
possibilities include establishing recre-
ational trail networks; siting habitat
enhancement or protection projects to
optimize the intended outcome; shar-
ing access for timber sales to reduce
costs and environmental impacts; and
dovetailing timber sale schedules to
achieve higher economies of scale and
better stumpage prices.

Results

Nine months have passed since the
two presentations introduced Plain-
field landowners to the EBAM and a
program allowed them to put these
ideas into action on their properties.
Since then, two Stewardship Neigh-
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borhoods have begun that involve
eight landowner families, 457 contigu-
ous acres, and three private consul-
tants. These landowners have received
a list of suggestions to pursue in coop-
eration with neighbors. Activities may
be initiated this year or at any time in
the future.

As in any pilot project, it is impor-
tant to measure results in order to de-
termine whether to expand the pro-
gram. The chief criterion of success in
the short term will be the number of
neighborhoods, landowners, acres, and
natural resource consultants involved;
and whether a change in awareness or
understanding of options has occurred.
The long-term measure of success will
be how many neighborhood checklists

result in genuine cooperative activity.

Questions and Issues

This pilot project involved one
town. It was undertaken to test the fea-
sibility of this approach in encouraging
voluntary collaboration among abut-
ting landowners. As the pilot unfolded,
a number of unforeseen questions and
issues arose. For example, what about
landowners who own less than the 10
acres needed to receive costsharing for
an individual forest stewardship plan?
It is possible that a group of small own-
erships could reach the critical acreage
and then participate.

This pilot was pursued through
landowners, although we invited for-
esters to workshops and sent them in-
formation on the project. Such an ap-
proach can result in an extra layer of
coordination if several interested
neighbors have different consultants.
In one cluster, the landowner who ini-
tiated the Stewardship Neighborhood
also persuaded the group to use his
consultant for the development of the
neighborhood checklist. Another ap-
proach could focus on consultants,
urging them to approach the neighbors
of their existing clients. This could
streamline the neighborhood checklist
process since the consultant might al-
ready be familiar with each of the plans
and would contract future work.

Feedback from key landowner par-
ticipants indicates that although the

workshops stimulated community 1n-
terest in the concept and the project,
followup by consultants has not been
as eager and prompt as needed to build
on landowner enthusiasm.

Ultimately, leadership by landown-
ers is critical if cooperation is to occur
The Plainfield approach depends on
landowner interest and a desire to par-
ticipate, rather than on resource-de-
fined priorities such as timber produc-
tion targets or specific habitat 1m-
provement goals.

Applications beyond
Plainfield

It is not a new idea for consulting
foresters to seck forest management
business from the neighbors of existing
clients. The pilot project being tested 1n
Plainfield may help encourage this out-
reach elsewhere and make explicit the
values of planning, managing, or at
least coordinating a cluster of properties
at one time. In the past, landowner co-
operatives typically focused on jointly
producing and marketing timber prod-
ucts. The EBAM approach is possibly
more compatible with landowner inter-
ests in other forest benefits (eg,
wildlife habitat and outdoor recreation)
that are best considered at a larger level
than the individual property. This is es-
pecially true for a landscape in which
the average NIPF ownership is 10 to 15
acres (Brooks et al. 1993).

In North Orange, a rural commu-
nity 45 miles from Plainfield, the 1dea
of a Stewardship Neighborhood arose
independently among eight abutting
landowners with more than 650 acres
In this case a consultant presented the
idea, requesting financial assistance to
coordinate and review plans. This con-
sultant was granted the same costshar-
ing amount for development of a
neighborhood checklist as in the Plain-
field Project, as long as at least one
other professional from a different re-
source discipline provided input.

If this pilot proves worthwhile, a
good method to spread use of this ap-
proach is to ask a local watershed asso-
ciation, land trust, or other resource-
defined conservation group to sponsor
and publicize the incentive mecha-



msm. It is critical that local communi-
ties drive the adoption and implemen-
taton of this concept.

The low level of response by consul-
tants may be tied to a lack of markets
for the area’s low-quality wood and
thus the marginal economics of work-
ing 1n this timber-poor area. Because
stewardship may involve improvement
work and noncommercial habitat or
aesthetic operations, local solutions to
poor markets must be found. When
consultants are not available, service
foresters or volunteers trained in a
Coverts (or similar) Program might be
able to complete the neighborhood
checklist and help landowners pursue
cooperative projects.

Is the EBAM approach effective at
encouraging NIPF owners to manage
or cooperate at the ecosystem level? At
this point it is too early to say. Educat-
ing landowners about wildlife ecology
and habitat requirements helps them
understand how their forests fit into
the greater landscape. We know that
landowners  generally  appreciate
wildlife and frequently list it as an im-
portant reason for owning land. Pro-
viding spatial information (GIS) en-
ables owners to see how their parcels fit
into the complicated jigsaw puzzle of
the greater forest landscape.

The costsharing incentive to de-
velop voluntary opportunities for col-
laboration imposes no obligations, nor
does it remove any landowner rights. It
merely opens the eyes of individuals to
mutually beneficial possibilities beyond
thetr property lines, and it becomes a
catalyst for people to get to know their
neighbors and think on a larger scale.
We believe this approach of combining
education, information, and incentives
should be investigated as we attempt to
encourage management of forested
ecosystems in a landscape dominated

by NIPF ownerships.
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