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During the old-growth wars of the late twentieth century, a multitude 
of voices protested, planned, persuaded, and preached around this divi-
sive issue. Although it seemed then that only two ideas prevailed—trees 
were for cutting or trees were for saving—the passing of time has allowed 
complexities and details to be teased out of the various perspectives, ren-
dering considerably more nuanced ideas about old growth. Our body of 
knowledge about old-growth forests continues to expand, and our under-
standing of how we as individuals and as a society relate to them continues  
to evolve.

This book introduces the idea that one of the lasting products of the old-
growth wars is the politically untouchable icon of big, old trees. The icon 
had the short-term effect of hardening the outlines of what many people 
conceive of as old-growth forests and creating a glare that made it difficult 
to see important complexities and subtleties of meaning central to the big-
ger problem of conserving forest biodiversity in a socially sustainable man-
ner. It also had the effect of binding us to some principles of conservation 
that have arguably backed us into a tight corner when it comes to taking 
actions in the forest to restore and maintain biological diversity and human 
connections to the land. Although most of the authors in this book did not 
directly address the notion of old-growth forests as icon, all responded to 
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304  synthesis

these consequences of the “iconization” of old growth. Questions continue 
to swirl around old-growth forests. We wonder if these questions represent 
a much larger twenty-first-century struggle to understand the tangled and 
messy connection between ourselves and our environment.

Three overriding themes emerge from the twenty-four invited  
chapters:

	 •	 Old-growth forests achieved their status as icon through a conver-
gence of scientific complexity and spiritual mystery.

	 •	 Unlike the static view of old-growth forests as “complete,” these for-
ests continually manifest both ecological and social change.

	 •	 Issues related to old-growth forests reflect social values and how 
they play out in a context of science, economics, and politics.

Our changing understanding of these themes, especially the increased 
understanding of environmental complexity, suggests a twenty-first-century 
renaissance in the way we might manage old-growth forests. This chapter 
will first synthesize the findings of the authors and then consider some of 
the ideas that were not mentioned.

Complexity Meets Mystery

Old-growth forests achieved their status as icons—objects of uncritical 
devotion—through the convergence of our increasing scientific understand-
ing of complex systems with the sense of awe and mystery many already feel 
in the presence of big, old trees. Scientists increasingly view old growth as 
a manifestation of complex systems, one that challenges the way we tradi-
tionally practice and think about science and forestry. Instead of trying to 
understand all the “parts” of old-growth forests—species and vegetation 
types, for example—in the hope that the sum of those parts will tell us 
about the whole that is the forest, scientists are recognizing the importance 
of scale, time, and space as dynamic variables that affect how we perceive 
the forest. And, as in most complex systems, forests have emergent prop-
erties—structure, functions, and habitats—that are not predictable across 
scales because of the particular relationships among the parts, processes, 
and context. To scientists, old-growth forests represent the myriad intrica-
cies and diversity of ecosystems.

Although old trees are a necessary component of diversity, they are 
only one part of the web that is the forest and are not sufficient by them-
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Old Growth in a New World  305

selves. New scholarship reinforces the importance of each successional 
stage, not just old growth, in the life of the forest. The idea of abandoning 
the exclusive focus on old growth as a stage in forest development emerged 
strongly from several of our chapters. Indeed, in the view of many authors, 
simplifying forest types in any fashion serves to endanger complexity, and 
thus, by default, to endanger biodiversity, which appears to depend more 
on forest complexity than it does on forest age. And complexity, as it is 
now better understood, ought precisely to be the most cherished aspect of 
any forest not managed for exclusive industrial use. Multiage management 
and intentionally managing forests to contribute to complexity are comple-
mented by recognition of the importance of the natural young forests that 
have been as dramatically reduced across the Pacific Northwest landscape 
as old growth—another example of the danger in simplifying forest types. 
These forests make crucial contributions to regional biodiversity that are as 
critical as those from old growth.

Each old-growth forest also has what we might call a vintage—a term 
borrowed from the wine industry that reflects not just a time when it was 
born or came of age but also a place. No two old-growth forests will ever 
be exactly the same because each developed through a unique environment 
and history. To complicate factors even more, we are also starting to see a 
change in the rates and patterns of change itself as humans speed up (e.g., 
rates of disturbance) or truncate (e.g., fire frequencies, invasive species) 
processes critical to forest development. Scientists are wondering which, 
if any, characteristics of old growth are invariable across place and time. 
Structural complexity or “messiness” may be the best distinction between 
old and young, managed and unmanaged forests that we can devise at  
this time.

The excitement generated as scientists increase understanding of 
complex forests is matched by a sense of wonder that many nonscien-
tists feel when entering a grove of old-growth trees. To nonscientists, the 
complexity of old-growth forests can represent a refuge for the imagina-
tion in a materialistic world where everything is counted and accounted 
for. Even the language used to talk about old trees—ancient, cathedral, 
old growth—reflects a traditional, mythic understanding of the world that 
holds respect for elders and their experience-based knowledge. As Moore 
reminds us in her chapter, 

Old-growth forests are old. At least in the Pacific Northwest, they are tall. 
They are complex. They are unspoiled. They are quiet. They are beautiful. 
They are all of these at once. These are their sources of spiritual value.
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306  synthesis

We wonder what those trees, some standing since before Columbus crossed 
the Atlantic, have seen over the centuries. If they could speak, what would 
they tell us about our history and our future as users of the forest?

At the height of the old-growth wars, early scientific understanding 
of the complexity of forests converged with the spiritual and aesthetic 
understanding of the place that forests hold in our history, imagination, 
and culture to create an icon of old-growth trees as something special to be 
protected at all costs. If old-growth forests are effectively irreplaceable, as 
many believe, should we not protect them now and into the near future? 
And, until science could give us a better explanation of how forests actually 
worked, putting old-growth forests into reserves that protected them from 
human encroachment seemed a reasonable approach. Ultimately, however, 
the iconic status of old growth could not protect forests from ecological 
change or evolving social values.

Change Is Now and Forever

A strong component of old growth as icon is the notion of constancy—once 
an old-growth forest, always an old-growth forest—ignoring the realities of 
both ecological and social dynamics. Yet the importance of change was a 
substantial element of almost every chapter and surfaced as a key theme 
for the book. The dynamic nature of forests has emerged as one of the 
most compelling new perspectives of ongoing ecosystem research during 
the past three decades.

As noted by many authors, the primacy of the idea of a “climax” forest 
has run its course, and the concept is now frequently used as an illustration 
of how far we have traveled from earlier understanding of forests as staged 
and ordered. The static idea of a “climax” old-growth state was misleading 
in several respects and can be discerned behind the ecological and social 
consequences of policies such as “multiple use,” continuous harvest, and 
even the more recently imposed old-growth reserves of the Northwest For-
est Plan.

If we are convinced that old growth is a final “stage” in a linear sequence 
of forest development, we can comfortably lock up that specific group of 
trees for protection and move on. If, instead, we think that old-growth 
characteristics typically occur in a web of change in which the forest moves 
forward, backward, sideways, and inside out in response to disturbance and 
ecological development, we need to find new ways to manage the forest 
and also ways to understand change itself.
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Old Growth in a New World  307

Several of the chapters point out that active management is needed 
to restore old-growth diversity in many cases; solving the issues of forest 
conservation and restoration cannot be addressed through isolation and 
preservation of a single stage of the forest. When we reframe the issue as 
encompassing multiple stages and types of forests, it is more apparent that 
forest conservation is something to which all landowners can contribute. 
Young, managed stands can be manipulated in ways that enhance the biodi-
versity of elements that are often characterized as old growth (e.g., species 
distributions, vegetation types).

Politics, economics, and cultural conditions, interacting with each 
other and the environment in various combinations, have also changed over 
the past thirty years, creating an equally strong dynamic affecting what we 
expect from forests. And, as noted by many authors, resistance to change 
has informed most environmental action, and the conflict over old growth 
is no exception. Ironically, this observation explains both the industry and 
the environmentalist positions: Industry supporters did not want to see 
their economic circumstances change in the drastic ways they anticipated, 
and environmental supporters did not want to see the timeless symbols of 
the region changed beyond recognition through continued clearcutting of 
old trees.

One outcome of the old-growth wars, courtesy of the Northwest Forest 
Plan, was to develop Adaptive Management Areas, where this wicked prob-
lem was to be taken on incrementally, in a learn-as-you-go mode. However, 
this experiment to manage continuous ecological and social change has not 
lived up to its promise. To date, AMAs have foundered on the risk-averse 
orientation of stakeholders, including many managers, environmentalists, 
and regulatory agency personnel. Challenges to the status quo, even ones 
that attempt to apply place-specific learning, are rebuffed through delay, 
denial, and outright hostility to new suggestions. This phenomenon is not 
unique to the forestry realm but rather one of the negative consequences of 
formalizing and institutionalizing practices that for the most part do help 
in getting work done efficiently and effectively.

Even as the old-growth wars heated up, technological changes were 
already playing a part in new approaches to forest management and were 
symptoms themselves of ongoing social change whose effects are just as far-
reaching as those of large wildfires, regionwide insect outbreaks, or a new set 
of reserves in the affected ecosystems. The move by the end of the 1980s to 
an “agricultural model” of private forests (e.g., improved genetics, fertiliza-
tion, density optimization) produced trees that could be processed by new 
and highly efficient mills that used second-growth timber grown on private 
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308  synthesis

lands to produce uniform logs for emerging markets. Thus, a complicated 
combination of private land management and mill ownership patterns, plus 
federal rules prohibiting export of federal logs, had created a thriving wood 
processing industry that depended on the larger older logs from federal land. 
When the federal timber supply dried up at the end of the old-growth wars, 
many mills without access to private timber were unable to retool quickly 
enough to compete for private timber. The Northwest economy as a whole 
grew strongly during this period, but as the older mills closed, some rural 
communities went into economic and social tailspins as they grappled with 
declining jobs, populations, and economic opportunities.

Social Values, Institutional Values, Whose Values?

The strong role of science in the old-growth debate gives the impression 
that this is a scientific problem, perhaps crossed with economics. Ulti-
mately, the authors tell us, the old-growth wars were not about scientific 
advances or specific stands of trees. They were about values and the compli-
cated humans who hold those values. In many ways, the social resonance of 
old-growth forests reflects the need humans have for experiences that take 
us beyond our immediate materialistic world. This moves us into the realm 
of spiritual values, which only amplifies the force of the old-growth icon in 
social debates.

It is not difficult to imagine that the future of old growth will remain 
dependent on social factors, not scientific or technological ones. Forests in 
general, and perhaps old growth in particular, have long been defining fac-
tors in the sense of place of the Pacific Northwest, for both rural and urban 
inhabitants of the region. And therein lies the rub. Forests are valued dif-
ferently by people who earn their living through forests and their products, 
people who reside near them, and people who live in removed or even dis-
tant urban settings. As environmental values extended their reach into both 
urban and rural communities, many Americans were first learning about 
public forests through the lens of the old-growth icon.

The idea that people with different values could have a say in the fate of 
federal forests generated a great deal of anger among both rural and urban 
residents. Rural communities had become accustomed to living on the rev-
enues provided by nearby national forests and resented those who wanted 
to “lock up” the forests for nonutilitarian purposes and what were often 
viewed as personal reasons. Urban environmentalists tended to characterize 
rural residents as exploiters of the common good and despoilers of the “last 
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Old Growth in a New World  309

great places.” These polarized positions contributed to and were modified 
by the growing general public expectation that federal lands could provide 
values other than timber. As a consequence of the public shift in preferences 
for noncommodity use of national forests (e.g., habitat protection, recre-
ation, aesthetics), the stability rural communities had realized through reli-
able federal timber harvests disappeared and is proving difficult to replace 
in many locations.

New methods for valuation of old growth and other natural resources 
are starting to emerge to address peoples’ different views of both commod-
ity and noncommodity forest products and services. As our authors sug-
gest, any revaluation should reflect the mystery and enchantment that many 
people feel in the presence of old trees if it is to reflect the full range of 
individual and social responses to old growth.

The old-growth turmoil of the last decades of the twentieth century is 
a symbol of large changes in our scientific and social understanding of the 
world. Considerable agreement exists among our authors that old growth 
as icon was solidified through changing ecological understanding of the 
complex forests that many viewed with awe approaching the religious. 
Changing technology as well as political alignments exacerbated the social 
change driving a reassessment of the value of forests for many who neither 
lived near nor were reliant on forests for revenues. The cross-cutting issues 
identified by these authors provide a thoughtful examination of the current 
state of our understanding of old-growth forests. Several issues, however, 
were either only briefly discussed or not mentioned at all and are worthy 
of consideration.

Emerging Issues

Among the core drivers of landscape change, increasing human population 
in the Pacific Northwest and the very nature of human behavior must surely 
be considered key to the likely future of most natural resource management. 
Whether growing cities and increasingly urbanized rural areas lead to a vast 
encroachment on resource lands, including forests of all kinds, or a more 
intense focus on the high value of remaining old-growth stands, the point 
is that old-growth forests will be affected either way. Population growth 
will have an impact on how and whether we manage these forests, and we 
would be foolhardy to imagine otherwise. Furthermore, we should not be 
ignoring the forces that affect public policy; individual and collective human 
decisions—typically acquisitive rather than conservative—tell us more 

Old Growth in a New World, edited by Thomas A. Spies, and Sally L. Duncan, Island Press, 2008. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/sou/detail.action?docID=3317542.
Created from sou on 2017-06-05 23:10:06.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

8.
 Is

la
nd

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



310  synthesis

about the future of old growth than any polls supporting or opposing their  
preservation. Changes in land use, changes in climate, changes in popula-
tion, and changes in values all get writ large upon the landscape.

The old-growth debate was conducted in some quite novel ways and 
forums, testing new ideas and bringing into question the potential for  
managing future natural resource issues. The power of new knowledge  
communities—interest groups that formed around either the whole old-
growth issue or local pieces of it—has been growing during the past three 
decades. A great many factors contributed to this. Social ones include 
changes in values, strengthening senses of place, shifts in financial resources 
available to nonprofits at the national level, and new skills in issue identifica-
tion and litigation. Technological factors include the spread of the Internet 
and all its communication capacities, new capabilities such as geographic 
information systems, and data mining contributing to new knowledge. The 
rise of small activist/collaborative groups and their ability to network via 
the Internet to know they are not alone, to build community and momen-
tum, and to coalesce to form tangible political power suggest that they 
are becoming a force—albeit little recognized—driving significant social 
change. They will certainly be a continuing part of the old-growth issue, 
and the fact that some of them do not necessarily last very long is simply 
part of their narrative. Their mere existence raises questions about current 
and future knowledge management, its meaning for democracy, and its role 
in any twenty-first century decision- and policymaking.

The challenge of managing forests across ownership boundaries also 
has a quiet but powerful role to play in how we think about conserving 
native forest diversity, including old growth. A recent change in tax law, for 
example, has shifted thousands of acres of former industrial timber lands 
into the portfolios of private equity firms and related entities. How will the 
management intentions of such entities affect the trajectory of forest devel-
opment across the larger landscape? How long these lands stay forested is 
more frequently a decision based on return on investment than on ecology. 
Policies for mitigating climate change are turning attention to the value of 
forests as carbon sinks, an ecosystem service that can be bought and sold in 
markets around the world. These issues help us remember that, in address-
ing social change, we tend to think in terms of economics, not ecosystems. 
We are as yet far from integrating those two large arenas in any meaningful 
way and certainly not in how they operate together or separately in the 
future and the management of old-growth ecosystems.

These, then, are some of the issues that swirl around the old-growth 
debate as it now stands, contributing a volatile mixture of complexity and 
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further uncertainty to a dialogue that continues to energize some sectors of 
the regional and national population every time it’s mentioned. What the 
future holds is unclear, but we do know that the multitude and reach of 
events that have occurred since the environmental legislation of the 1970s 
has led us into a deeply changed era. Can this convergence of ideas and 
events be part of a larger renaissance in views about the environment and 
our increasingly complicated relationship with it?

Reconceiving the Forest:  
A Twenty-First-Century Renaissance?

The old-growth crisis fomented vigorous argument and changed many of 
the ways we understand forests. But the development of the old-growth 
icon almost guaranteed the narrowing and hardening of arguments, chal-
lenging our ability to come to any kind of agreement on the future. One 
example of such narrowing can be seen in demands to protect large swaths 
of the federal forest regardless of their age, structure, or health. When an 
icon becomes as powerful as old growth has, people can and will use it for 
all sorts of purposes. The thirty years since the beginning of the old-growth 
wars suggest that we could limp along without a policy fix for some time 
yet. But does our collective indecision reflect a far more troubling inability 
to think clearly about this and multiple future environmental tasks?

It does appear that we have many of the compass points required to 
define a renaissance of ideas about forest management: a fundamental 
upheaval in entrenched forest practices, a challenge to strong sets of exist-
ing scientific and social beliefs, a major shift in values both geographically 
and socially, new social and political communities, and a recognition that 
policy-making skills are not always up to the task. The old-growth wars 
may just have been a jolt that emerged at a time of multiple small revolu-
tions, leaving us with the impression that they were the genesis of change, 
when in fact they were merely one symptom. And if indeed they were a 
symptom of fundamental change in how we think about environmental 
conflict and management, then it will be important to consider what new 
compass points we might follow for improving our orientation toward the 
future of managing ecosystems.

Complicating any future efforts to find solutions for complex environ-
mental problems will be our ability to make decisions when complexity and 
uncertainty increasingly refuse to dissolve with time. Pursuit of knowledge, 
through the scientific method, as well as through less-formal or structured 
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means, will continue to generate numbers, ideas, and questions. Indeed, 
the growing masses of data may bury us under their sheer volume. If we’re 
thoughtful about it, however, they can help more rigorously outline the 
scope of the questions we must address.

This is clearly the challenge with how to manage, or even think about, 
old-growth forests. For wicked problems such as how to conserve old 
growth and at what level, decision making is not typically rational. The 
most likely solutions will probably be “clumsy” attempts to cobble together 
policies that are acceptable to a wide range of constituents. Our ability 
to grapple with complex issues is poorly developed, and the classic fall-
back position of symbolic politics—more gesture than substance—has been 
shrewdly utilized in the old-growth management realm, a clear indication 
that it is too difficult to address directly.

But address it we must, for we are facing relentless social and envi-
ronmental cycles that cannot be stared down. People will not abdicate 
their positions on old growth any time soon, and no matter how fervently 
some scientists may believe it, providing more scientific information will 
do little to change opinions. Furthermore, even supposing climate were a 
completely stable concept, the forests themselves will continue their cycles 
of change, established through millennia as the inevitable forces by which 
ecosystems evolve. If we add in whatever degree of climate change emerges 
in coming decades, a renaissance in how we think about forests will not 
only be likely, it will be essential. We need to think about forests as enti-
ties that change, all the time—at different rates, with no fixed ages or fixed 
structures. We need to think about social values that change, all the time, 
fluctuating around multiple and dynamic cultural, political, economic, and 
scientific ideas. We need to embrace the idea that science can provide us 
with many questions and many, although not all, answers. Science, how-
ever, cannot measure awe or mystery, and we are continuously reminded 
that it does not own all the measuring tools.

So we need not just to reconceive the forest as a dynamic and diverse 
system but to take our cue from what we have learned about old growth 
and reconceive forest management as a dynamic process that draws on mul-
tiple and often divergent knowledge, practices, and social expectations of 
natural resources. Changes in the way we think about both old growth and 
management have the potential to revitalize the role forests play as critical 
natural resources with the power to meet ecological, economic, and cul-
tural needs of society. The challenge now is to move past the obsolete terms 
of the old-growth wars, prepared to embrace new and more demanding 
ways of thinking, and to explore untested approaches.

312  synthesis
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The most recent notion of old-growth forests captured the public imagina-
tion thirty years ago. An icon emerged, often as a romanticized vision of 
big, old trees, and environmentalists, policymakers, and scientists grabbed 
onto it to promote various competing agendas. But despite three decades 
of battles, conservation plans, and declarations of victory, there is no social 
consensus on old growth. It remains a mystery to many, a conundrum to 
managers and policymakers, and an unsure bet for those hoping to “pre-
serve” it without change. Though the fires of old-growth conflict have died 
down, the issue still smolders, always threatening to flare up again.

The old-growth quandary will continue to dog us because it is so com-
plex: there is little agreement on definitions and never will be, there is a 
great deal of geographic variation in old-growth forest structure and com-
position, the continuous changes within forests themselves foil attempts 
to manage exclusively for old growth, and no one knows how mounting 
human impacts will affect forests in the future. And most challenging of all 
are the fundamental differences in personal worldviews.

These problems make it difficult to get agreement, inventory the 
remaining areas of old forest, and sort out the “save it or cut it” arguments 
that have driven the old-growth wars in the past. We’re coming to realize 
that the overwhelming challenge for land managers—public and private—
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is not to maintain old-growth forests at any cost, but instead to protect and 
foster complex forest ecosystems in a world of unending social and envi-
ronmental change. Policymakers who cannot stay on top of those waves of 
change may be plunged once again unprepared into future upheavals.

And the upheavals will come.
To even begin preparing for the future, we need to understand several 

difficult things:

	 •	 Society will never agree on a definition of old growth;
	 •	 The use of icons for complex ecological/social phenomena leads to 

one-size-fits-all short-term solutions and static thinking, and comes 
with ecological and social costs; and

	 •	 Current policies are layered and limiting, tattered and failing, and 
have many unintended consequences.

Our remaining old forests are both inspiring for the opportunity they 
provide for learning and humbling for revealing our inadequate under-
standing of the mysteries of forest ecosystems and how humans can best 
live with them.

Definitions

Given the diversity and dynamism we document in this book, we do not 
believe it will be possible to define old growth in a way that is agreeable to all 
parties. No one person or group “owns” the definition of old growth: it is a 
logical expression of the diversity of ways humans view forests and the diver-
sity of the forests themselves. “The belief that nature is or can be measured and 
described before one decides what is important . . . is a dangerous illusion” 
(Norton, 1998). This belief might lead to defining old growth very simply—
either by a single age (e.g., 200 years) or by a diameter of the tree (e.g., greater 
than twenty inches)—but such an approach does no justice to ecological and 
geographic diversity (fig. 27.1). Defining old growth and our goals for it will 
have to be a continuous process that engages managers, society, and scientists. 
Working definitions based on structure, composition, and processes are still 
needed by managers, but the idea of a final consensus is a fantasy. Provisional 
definitions should also recognize that the forest world is not black and white, 
that there are many shades of gray when it comes to old forest diversity, both 
in terms of the social landscape and the ecological landscape.
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Moving Past the Icon

We are challenged to come to terms with a number of annoying facts, not 
the least of which is the geographic variation in old growth and the impor-
tance of disturbance in its development. Old growth is not only seas of huge 
and ancient trees. We can certainly find examples of these in the region, and 
landscapes where the stumps bear witness to their existence in the past. If 
we keep traveling mindfully through our unlogged forests, however, for 
every acre of iconic old forest we find another acre where the big trees aren’t 
so big, numerous, or old, and also patches where disease, wind, and fire 
have created openings and young forests. Further probing leads to whole 

Figure 27.1. Fire frequency and forest-type regions of Washington, Oregon, and 
Northern California. Old-growth forest structure, dynamics, and definitions would 
differ across these regions. The need for active management to reduce fuels and 
modify structure would be greatest in the mixed conifer, pine, and oak types.
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watersheds untouched by modern humans, other forests that are young or 
middle-aged, and still others where no old trees can be found except per-
haps as decayed fragments of wood from previous forests. And then the pine 
forests of central Oregon or the mixed-conifer forests of northern Califor-
nia show us other expressions where old trees are fugitives from fire, either 
mingling among patches of younger trees or hiding out in groups on moist, 
north-facing slopes. The aversion that many have to the death of trees at 
the hands of either nature (e.g., through fire or insects) or humans (e.g., 
through harvest) demonstrates that our innate preferences for life and sta-
bility impose a socially inflicted set of blinders. For example, the iconic view 
of old-growth forest as irreplaceable might drive an attempt to keep patchy 
fires, fuel reduction, or thinning out of all old-growth forest reserves.

Our fascination with old growth also might lead us to believe that 
it is the only stage of forest succession that is important to native forest  
diversity—it is not. Other biotic communities, such as open semiperma-
nent meadows and young ecologically diverse forests, are also important 
and even rarer than old-growth forests in the Pacific Northwest region. 
When we put conservation dollars and efforts into protecting old-growth 
conifer forests, are we neglecting the needs of other threatened ecosystem 
types such as oak woodlands and lowland riparian forests, which are both 
threatened by development, or are we focusing too much on the public 
lands without considering the entire forest landscape?

Unintended Consequences of Current Approaches  
and Policies

Policies based on simple thinking and icons can lead to ironies and unin-
tended consequences such as these: The forest industry—often seen as the 
problem—is essential to restoring and maintaining old growth; protecting 
spotted owl habitat in some fire-prone landscapes can increase the risk of 
high-severity fire in old growth; and protecting our older forests in the 
Pacific Northwest has just shifted U.S. sources of wood to natural older 
forests in Canada. Furthermore, our current federal policies were intended 
to resolve the controversy over how to protect the remaining old growth 
and provide some income and jobs for local communities. But they are 
not working that way. The recent policy may be a victory for old-growth 
conservation in the short run, but it generates mounting pressure (e.g., the 
lawsuit that forced the development of new plans that would cut more old 
growth on Bureau of Land Management lands) to produce more wood 
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from federal forests, so it could backfire for old-growth conservation in 
the longer run. In short, our policies are a patchwork of Band-Aids with 
unintended consequences.

Strategies to protect forest diversity that rely heavily on listed species 
may be politically powerful but ecologically weak and unrealistic. Species 
approaches can give the impression that stability is the norm when in fact 
stability is not characteristic of natural populations any more than it is of 
natural ecosystems. The case of the spotted owl, whose populations are 
now threatened by both the barred owl and habitat loss, demonstrates that 
the use of single indicators or flagship species for whole ecosystems has 
severe limitations. Species approaches do still have an important role to 
play, and a species can be a useful barometer of ecological change, but if we 
rely too heavily on them we may miss other signs and other measures that 
are equally if not more important in our struggle to conserve our native 
forest diversity.

Finally, another type of icon needs to be addressed here. It is the icon 
of the perfect “answer” to the old-growth conservation question, wherein 
we are bedeviled by the expectation that neat technical solutions can be 
found to such complex ecological and social issues. This delusion further 
complicates the wild and messy social and ecological landscape that is  
old growth.

Opportunities and Uncertainties

Despite the logging and burning of more than twenty-five million acres of 
forest in the area in the past 100 years, the Pacific Northwest and northern 
California are relatively rich in centuries-old forests: at least three to eight 
million acres, depending on how you define old growth. This forest legacy 
of nature and the decisions of humans who have gone before us create val-
ues and opportunity. The values—both ecological and social—derive from 
the national and global rarity of old-growth forests and their distinctive 
biodiversity and appearance. The opportunity lies in creatively using knowl-
edge of these forests to improve the sustainability of all forest management 
in our region.

But these learning opportunities are tempered by some significant 
conceptual puzzles and uncertainties. For example, forest time is a mys-
tery. We can speak of the age of a Douglas-fir forest in western Wash-
ington as being 500 years—the time since the large fire that started the 
canopy cohort of this sun-loving species. This “500-year-old” forest is  
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actually composed of organisms that range from less than one to over 500 
years (most are much younger than 500 years), and organic matter that 
ranges from less than one to over 1,000 years in age. It is even more dif-
ficult to speak of the “age” of the drier forests, where the age of the “old” 
trees spans hundreds of years, reflecting numerous patchy fires. No one can 
say when the forest actually “began.” For the human mind and a modern 
society founded on the concept of beginnings and endings and short-term 
thinking, forest time is not easily comprehended. Perhaps aboriginal peo-
ples, like those of Australia, who believed in different forms of time—for 
example, dreamtime—could more easily fathom forest time.

How can we have the audacity to think that we can manage and con-
serve a complex natural process that requires thinking over centuries about 
many different things? Management often requires shortcuts and simpli-
fications to make actions feasible or economical, but such efforts can be 
antithetical to ecological complexity. On the other hand, given the amount 
of change we have already brought to the forests and landscapes of this 
region, how can we assume that these forests will be just fine if we quietly 
walk away and leave them alone with benign intent? Many old trees in fire-
prone landscapes have been lost to fire and insects because of the effects of 
past human actions—effects that often now require rectification. There is 
no right answer to the questions posed above. No experiment can be done 
that will run for 500 years and then tell us how we should have done it in 
2008 or should do it in 2508 after centuries of environmental and social 
change.

Such uncertainty may suggest we be guided by the precautionary prin-
ciple, which puts the burden of proof for environmental decisions on those 
who would take action. But what if no action—for example, not reduc-
ing the forest fuels we contributed to by suppressing fire—is itself a pro- 
found action?

Despite these enigmas and uncertainties we find hope in the millions 
of acres of unlogged older forest that remain. This land lets us hope that 
we have sufficient viable old-forest ecosystems with which to face grow-
ing human populations, fire, development, and climate change. Without 
these large tracts, the questions of viability and significant restoration 
would be moot; for in most settings, when modern human societies 
impose themselves on old forests, the results are inevitable. We believe 
our millions of old-growth acres in the Pacific Northwest can help us 
achieve a different outcome.

In this final chapter, we want to consider our management options, 
blinders off.
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Reinventing Management

We propose that any future old-growth management strategies have four 
elements:

	 •	R ethinking reserves
	 •	 Thinking across landscapes and ownerships
	 •	 Developing a new economics
	 •	 Learning from and adapting to change.

Rethinking Reserves

Reserves or areas dedicated to the protection and restoration of old forest 
will always be part of an old-growth conservation strategy. But we need many 
kinds of reserves. For example, strict reserves are needed where natural pro-
cesses can operate without the direct influence of humans. Such places can 
provide for old growth in forests where ecological processes are relatively 
unaltered by human activity, serve as controls for human-dominated forests, 
spread risk associated with the uncertainty of our management plans, and 
provide places of mystery and spiritual connection. Such reserves are most 
appropriate in wetter forest types where fire is infrequent (fig. 27.1). But 
many old-growth reserves will still be directly influenced by external pro-
cesses such as wildfire, insects, invasive species, and climate change. A newer 
type of reserve, the ecological reserve or conservation area, is also needed, in 
which the particular ecological goals are identified and active management 
is used carefully to help achieve those goals. Active management in these 
reserves could include several tactics: thinning and mechanical removal of 
smaller diameter trees and eventually prescribed fire to reduce fuel levels and 
the risk of high-severity fire, planting or reintroduction of species that have 
been lost because of past human activities, and removal of invasive species 
either mechanically or even through chemical means.

Generally, in the case of ecological reserves, the larger and the more 
numerous the better. This assumption guided the development of the North-
west Forest Plan, where large (100,000+ acre) reserves were established in 
a network that was thought to have enough of a safety factor to allow old 
forests to persist. At first look, during the first ten years of the plan this 
assumption seems to have been borne out. The plan assumed some losses 
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