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EARLY SUCCESIONAL FOREST MANAGEMENT TO BENEFIT WILDLIFE
The Indiana Chapter of The Wildlife Society (ITWS) supports sustainable and science-based forest management that benefits wildlife.  There are many ways to manage a forest, and different circumstances, objectives, and goals warrant different management strategies and techniques.  While ITWS acknowledges there are many different types of forest that benefit wildlife, recent work highlights a scarcity of early successional forest (i.e., “young forest”), especially of the oak-hickory type on both public and private lands.  It is estimated that 80% of Indiana’s forests are either middle-aged or mature, being between 20 and 100 years old while less than 10% are under 20 years old and could be considered young.  It is important to have middle-aged and mature forests, but we also need young forests to grow alongside them and eventually take their place, while providing important habitat that wildlife need.
Recent science suggests hardwood forests managed to have canopy gaps provide critical habitat for a variety of wildlife species such as shrubland and young forest songbirds, small mammals, reptiles, and invertebrates.  Such forests often have higher avian diversity than other forest types.  Young forests are critical areas for various species of greatest conservation need in Indiana including Indiana bat, northern long-eared bat, ruffed grouse, golden-winged warbler, cerulean warbler, eastern whip-poor-will, black-billed cuckoo, worm-eating warbler, timber rattlesnake, and eastern box turtle.  Young forests are even more valuable when they are in proximity to forests of varying structure, age, and composition.  This is because most wildlife species thrive in a diverse landscape where they can meet their needs throughout the seasons and at various life stages.  Active forest management can achieve the goal of creating such a diverse forest landscape to meet the needs of both people and wildlife.  
Young forests are created and maintained through various natural (e.g., windstorms, fire, flood events, extensive insect or tree disease outbreaks) and anthropogenic (e.g., timber harvests, prescribed fires) disturbances that reduce or remove the mature tree canopy and allow increased sunlight to reach the forest floor.  These areas of disturbance may be large or small, and both are important.  They are oftentimes most beneficial to wildlife when they are part of a landscape mosaic of other successional stages and forest types (e.g., mature and old growth forest, middle-aged forest, riparian areas).  After a canopy disturbance, the area may either be maintained in an open or semi-open herbaceous state such as a forest opening, savanna, or woodland with periodic management, managed for a desired new stage or forest type, or left alone without any management intervention.  
Oak-hickory forests are the most common forest type in Indiana and have been throughout much of the area’s history.  These forests are vital for wildlife, biodiversity, and humans.  While natural disturbance has always been one source of regeneration for oaks and hickories, they are unable to affect the same disturbance patterns they did in a pre-industrial world.   It is well documented that human-caused disturbance was once common across Indiana, and it was critical for regenerating oak-hickory forests.  Throughout Indiana’s history, humans have burned, cut, and manipulated the vegetation of Indiana’s forests.  Plant and wildlife species native to these forests adapted and have coexisted with human influence across landscapes.  Without these human-caused disturbances, some of these species fail to survive.  In the last half century, fire suppression, reduced timber harvest, and invasive species have significantly altered the landscape to the detriment of oak-hickory forests and the wildlife that depends upon them.  Wildlife habitat needs are diverse, which means our forests should be diverse in age, structure, and composition.  Active stewardship through forest stand improvement, timber harvest, and prescribed fire can achieve this diversity.  Such activities mimic historical natural processes and are planned and implemented to account for multiple resource goals.
Active forest management is often cast in an unfavorable light.  Aesthetically, large trees and an open understory are pleasing to the human eye, while activities like timber harvest seem “messy,” and prescribed fire comes with safety concerns.  Active forest management recognizes that vegetative disturbances, whether human-induced or natural, are the mechanisms that maintain the diversity and vitality of forest ecosystems.  Each disturbance is a renewal point for new growth, new habitat niches, and replenishing plant and animal richness. 
ITWS supports multiuse forest management objectives which benefit both wildlife and people.  Biodiversity, water filtration, carbon sequestration, wildlife watching, hunting, fishing, camping, hiking, trail riding, foraging for edibles, and timber harvest are all valued by the citizens of Indiana.  These interests should be supported on behalf of stakeholders.  ITWS believes no one objective supersedes another and that most are compatible. 
In the interest of wildlife conservation, ITWS:
· Supports management of forests on a landscape scale that aims to create a mosaic of varying ages, compositions, structures, and types.  Doing so maintains higher regional biodiversity and creates more resilient forests able to withstand climate shifts, disease outbreaks, and other unforeseen landscape-scale threats.   
· Management activities should be timed to minimize impacts to sensitive wildlife species and critical habitats.
· Encourages opportunities to improve wildlife movement and migration corridors by connecting fragmented habitats.  
· Supports active management of Indiana’s public forests to provide a diversity of young, middle-aged, and mature forests.  ITWS believes this management strategy balances the needs of people, wildlife, and the environment.  
· Supports use and maintenance of timber harvest BMPs to maintain water quality and reduce soil erosion which ultimately protects aquatic areas and water quality.  While timber harvest is an integral part of forest management, doing so irresponsibly can damage a site for years and reduce recruitment of desirable tree and wildlife species.  Following BMPs has been demonstrated to significantly reduce these negative impacts.  
· Supports the creation of forest stewardship plans that include stakeholder goals with expertise from expert wildlife professionals. These plans should include a monitoring component. Current programs and planning mandates should continue to be codified and funded.
· Encourages cooperative management of public and private forests.  As average parcel size continues to decrease on private lands, it is imperative that management transcends ownership boundaries.
· Encourages timber harvest practices that consider stand regeneration, wildlife habitat, and long-term ecosystem health.  Using such practices is good for people, industry, and wildlife.  
· Encourages the promotion and incentivization of early successional forest management.
· Supports active management practices like shelterwood harvests, forest stand improvement, and prescribed fire. 
· Supports prescribed fire in Indiana as a forest management tool, especially in oak-hickory forests.  Efforts should be made to educate the public, train practitioners, minimize concerns around liability, and develop programs to support the proper use of prescribed fire.
· Supports the use of peer reviewed research and strongly encourages continued research and monitoring of early successional forests and the wildlife species associated with them.
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