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KriStiNa Ferrare aNd gregg SargiS 

Helping Landowners 
Choose a Resilient Forest

Lately, forest landowners have 
been hearing quite a bit about a 

concept called “climate resilience.” 
When it comes to stewarding woodlots, 
resilience means making decisions 
now that will improve the ability of 
our forests to respond to changing 
conditions in the future. With climate 
change projected to bring increased 
weather extremes like flooding and 
drought and more frequent storms, 
it is important for our forests to 
maintain and, in some cases, regain the 
ecological functions and services they 
offer people and nature.

The Nature Conservancy (TNC) 
has been working on a restoration 
project on the Tug Hill Plateau, 
with an eye toward long-term forest 
resilience. The Tug Hill Plateau is New 
York’s third largest forest. Although 
these woods are well-connected and 
relatively unfragmented, they have 
been subjected to decades of heavy 
selective cutting, which has reduced 
tree species and structural diversity and 
quality regeneration. Add to that legacy 
the arrival of beech bark disease and 
close proximity of invasive pests like 
hemlock woolly adelgid and emerald 

ash borer, and it becomes clear that the 
forest is vulnerable to climate change  
and the region’s economic security is 
threatened.

When considering a management 
plan for its Tug Hill property, TNC 
managers are in a position similar to 
that of other private forest landowners 
in the region. TNC decided to first 
focus its restoration efforts on a 
400-acre property the organization 
acquired in 2015. The project, which 
is ongoing, involves planting up to 
45,000 seedlings to encourage future 
species diversity and using silviculture 

The tool assesses the level of risk in categories such as forest diversity and composition, and offers corresponding 
considerations for management to lessen risk and improve resilience.
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to build structural characteristics — 
such as leaving snags and large coarse 
woody debris on the forest floor — that 
can help the forest adapt to change. 

“What we learn about managing a 
forest for climate resiliency can then 
be shared and scaled up not only across 
the Tug Hill, but also in other northern 
hardwood forests.” says Gregg 
Sargis, TNC’s director of ecological 
management in central and western 
New York.  “We think all landowners 
should have access to tools to 
determine if their property is more at 
risk and where it lies on the resilience 
continuum,” explains Sargis. “So, 
we worked with Cornell Cooperative 
Extension (CCE) on an assessment tool 
to help landowners figure that out.”

From there, Kristina Ferrare of 
CCE – Onondaga County worked 
with Peter Smallidge, the NYS 
Forestry Extension Specialist and 
Maria Janowiak of the Northern 
Institute for Applied Climate Science 
to develop a “forest scorecard” to 
help landowners assess their woodlots 

with a peer forest landowner or 
forester.

Landowners will be pleased to 
learn that that the same management 
practices that keep a forest healthy 
and productive can make it more 
resilient, including forest diversity 
and composition, forest structure, 
and regeneration. An additional 
category for site-level risks (e.g. soil 
type or location within floodplain) 
helps landowners consider the special 
conditions of their own landscapes. 
Because the scorecard requires only 
observations made on a woods walk, 
the tool can be used easily on any 
property and be applied at the parcel 
level or stand level, depending on 
the size of the property and the 
landowner’s interests.

After rating the conditions in your 
forest in all categories, the checklist 
also offers options for discussion with 
a forester that can lower the risk for 
your forest and increase its ability to 
recover from increasingly frequent 
and sometimes extreme disturbances.

You can help
We need forest landowners to 

help us beta test the forest scorecard 
and offer feedback. The scorecard 
is designed to be used on a woods 
walk with a peer landowner, such as 
Master Forest Owner, or with your 
forester. You can request a copy by 
email or phone from Kristina Ferrare 
at CCE Onondaga: kaf226@cornell.
edu or (315) 424-9485 ext. 231.

We will send you the draft packet, 
which includes the scorecard, a link 
to request a visit from a Master 
Forest Owner if desired, and a link 
to answer some questions after you 
have used the tool. This project is 
funded by the Wildlife Conservation 
Society (WCS) through WSC’s Climate 
Adaptation Fund—a fund established by 
a grant from the Doris Duke Charitable 
Foundation. 
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