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Silvicultural Decisions|V -

Treeson the Edge of Clearcutsand other Openings
Ron Mahoney

Whenever forestersand wildlife biologi stsget together
thetalk often turnsto edges- thetrangition zonefrom
one vegetation typeto another. Conventiona wisdom
haslong held that the more edges, the better the
habitat for wildlife. M ore current informati on suggests
that edgeshave been oversold, smilar totheoversell-
ing of wildfire prevention, with somenegative ecol ogi-
cal consequences. Simply stated, edgesaregreat for
somewildlife species, but tend to congregate and
depl ete othersthrough increased predation and
competition during lean years. Nonethel ess, edgeswill
continueto be purposely created as part of timber or
wildlifemanagement, or by natural causesincluding
wildfire, landdides, and avalanches.

Wildlifebiologiststend to favor feathered edges
(gradual edgetrangitions) which provideawider edge
effect with greater plant and animal diversity. They dso
prefer peninsulasof forest that project into clearings,
andidandsof denseforest left within clearings.

Forestersmay try to meet these preferencesfor
wildlife, and may & so try to accommodatefeathering,
peninsulas, and idandsto meet aesthetic and stream
protection gods. However, underlying these objectives
isarealistic concern about the stability and health of
edgetrees. At several recent programswhereinfor-
mation on devel oping edgesfor wildlifewaspre-
sented, therewere mixed opinionsand confusion
about the effects of abrupt vs. feathered edges,

idands, and peninsulason residua edgetrees.

When an edgeisabrupt, aswhere aclearcut stops at
or within adenseforest, thetreesa ong the edge may
initialy seem more stablethan treesscatteredina
feathered edge. However, densetreesalong an abrupt
edge, especialy onethat isopen to the south or west,

haveincreased moisture stressand wind along their
open side, and still havetheroot-zone and light
competition of theresidua forest ontheir closed side.
Because bark beetlesand other pathogens often build
upindashpilesintheclearcut (or in broken and
uprooted treesin natural ly-caused openings) many of
these stressed edgetreesarefrequently killed or
damaged withinayear or two. Another factor creating
instability in abrupt edgetreesisthat therootsand
crownson the open side, wherelesstree competition
exigts, gradualy increasetheir growthrateand size.
Thisresultsinlopsided crownsthat tend to bow and
break during heavy snow or ice storms, or topple
duringwindstorms.

If treesareleft densein peninsulasor idands, they will
suffer the samefate astreesa ong abrupt edges, with
perhapseven greater mortality and weather damage
becausethey are exposed on several or al sides. But
if idandsand peninsulasare thinned aswedo when
we create feathered edges, then theserisk factorscan
be greatly reduced.

Stability and hedlthin feathered edges, idands, and
peninsulas can only beincreased when thetrees|eft
are capableof increased vigor and growth, have been
growing abovethegenera canopy level or are
taprooted species(e.g., ponderosapine, western
larch), aregenerally free of physical defectsincluding
forked topsand |opsided crowns, and arefree of
cankers, stem decay, root-rot, or other pathological
symptoms.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Vol. 8,
No. 1.
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