DIAMETER-LIMIT HARVESTING

IT WAS NEVER REALLY OKAY

he time has come for forest owners

and practitioners to stop harvest-

ing woodlots to diameter-limits.
For a century and a half, some form of
“high-grading” (the removal of the big-
gest and best trees or entire species) has
continued to occur in Ontario’s forests.
Diameter-limit cutting (DLC) has been
used as a simple way for anyone with a
diameter tape to pick the largest trees
to be harvested in a logging operation.
Itis based on its simplicity, not science,
and is not recognized as an appropriate
method of harvest in any silviculture
guideline. Simply put, a minimum stump
diameter is set, sometimes by species
and any trees larger than that diameter
are cut. Repeated DLCs progressively
degrade woodlands and steadily re-
duce growth rates, while diminishing
both species diversity and ecological
integrity. Recovery often takes special
inputs over many decades without any
economic returns.

WHY DOES DIAMETER-LIMIT
CUTTING EXIST?

“Go cut all the white pine bigger than 20
inches at the stump”, was an extremely
simple prescription used during the for-
est exploitation phase of the 1800s and
early 1900s. In those days, almost all
tree harvesting was a form of high-grad-
ing or DLC (sometimes referred to as
“commercial harvests”). In southern
Ontario, these abuses continued along
with burning and grazing in the remnant
forest patches that were becoming so
scarce due to aggressive farm and town
development. The barren state of these
previously forested landscapes became
aconcern, with eroding soils, declining
forest productivity, dried-up wells, and
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dwindling wildlife providing the real im-
petus for reforestation. In the 1920s On-
tario’s first Provincial Forester, Edmund
Zavitz, worked closely with Premier E.C.
Drury and others, to develop legislation
establishing reforestation agreements
with municipalities. Replanting efforts
over the next three decades restored
conifer plantations across Ontario’s
“blow sand” areas. Still, unregulated land
clearing, high-grading, over-harvesting,
and woodlot grazing continued. Even-
tually public concerns and the advice
of provincial foresters led to regulating
tree cutting on private land. In 1950 the
provincial Trees Act allowed munici-
palities to enact Tree Cutting Bylaws
on private land with approval from the
Minister of Natural Resources. Unfor-
tunately, to help in its enforcement, all

bylaws as of 2010.

the original bylaws used Diameter-limits
(also known as Circumference-limits) to
regulate cutting. The principle behind
it was that if only the large trees were
removed, the area could still be retained
as a “woodland” (as opposed to grass
or pavement). These same arguments
are used today to justify the continued
use of DLC.

Presently, legislation within the Ministry
of Municipal Affairs & Housing enables
any municipality to pass bylaws (and
apply permits) regulating tree removal
on private land. Today, 22 of 30 upper
tier municipalities (or 73%) have tree
bylaws (Yung, 2018) that regulate the
harvesting of trees and/or the retention
of forest cover in anticipation of urban
development.
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The negative aftermath of typical diameter limit cuts.

WHY IS DIAMETER-LIMIT CUTTING
SO BAD?

DLC is not arecommended silvicultural
treatment as it tends to remove those
trees that are healthier, larger, and grow-
ing faster than what is left behind. Used
repeatedly DLCs degrade genetics, forest
health, species diversity, and the sustain-
ability of the woodlot. Early in my career
| heard a harsh analogy: “a DLC is like
using the losers in a horse race as your
breeding stock and sending the winners
to the glue factory”. Genetics are very im-
portant. An important consideration for
all silviculture systems is where your seed
and next generation is coming from. For
example, the selection system favours
the development of healthy, high-quality
trees while removing diseased and low
vigour trees. DLC is the reverse of this,
where the poorest trees are left behind
to reproduce. The shelterwood silvicul-
tural system also carefully cultivates the
best trees as the seed producers. These
superior overstory trees are thinned to
provide appropriate light and increased
seed production. The end of rotation,
“removal cut” under shelterwood may
look like a DLC to some, as most of the
largest trees are removed, but this is
only after multiple treatments (thinning,

planting, tending, etc.) and only when
the new cohort is fully regenerated and
“free to grow”. Silviculture, practiced
properly, using accepted methods with
qualified professionals and trained tree
markers, results in sustainably managed
forests. DLC is not part of that culture.

ARE TREE BYLAWS WORKING?

Over the first 30 years of the Trees Act,
it was the larger, more urbanized mu-
nicipalities who passed bylaws. These
bylaws met the initial goal of keeping
woodlots on the land; however, they also
legitimized the use of DLC as an accept-
able forest harvesting method. Over-har-
vesting continued to be a problem, and
beginning in the 1980s development
pressures (primarily in the GTA) resulted
in the loss of many woodlots - “Trees
Act” bylaws were becoming difficult to
enforce and outdated.

Inthe early 1990s, | was part of a group
that included Mike Rosen, R.P.F. and
other MNR and municipal experts. We
worked with provincial lawyers on a tem-
plate for municipalities wishing to pass
bylaws or improve existing ones. With a
focus on modernizing these regulations,
we communicated with municipalities,
and hosted bylaw officer training cours-

UNDERSTANDING SILVICULTURAL
SYSTEMS

es. A new idea, was to have bylaws that
required landowners (and loggers) to
follow a “good forestry practices” (GFP)
approach when harvesting in woodlands.
In this case, through a permitting pro-
cess, the landowner needed to prove
they were practicing “good forestry”
before harvesting would be allowed.
This would often include: Registered
Professional Forester (R.P.F.) approved
prescriptions, tree marking by qualified
tree markers and restrictions on the
timing of operations.

Over the past 35 years, new bylaws were
passed (now under the Municipal Act),
new bylaw officers (some R.P.F.s) were
hired, a committee of provincial munici-
pal tree conservation bylaw officers was
created (meeting annually for past 25
years) and the overall need for and un-
derstanding of tree conservation bylaws
improved within the community.

Unfortunately, the details are not so
rosy. Fortuitously, a few municipalities
have bylaws that are regulated entirely
through GFP. Some still use DLC regula-
tions and there are many municipalities
that have no tree conservation bylaw at
all. Most municipalities, however, allow
a landowner to choose to harvest with
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either a DLC or by following GFP. This has
resulted in far too many DLCs. The root
cause is that the two legal approaches
have different up-front costs, and many
landowners are unaware of how each
affects the health, sustainability, and
long-term economics of their woodlot.
One approach, GFP, requires accepted
sustainable forest management but has
costs for planning, prescription writing,
and tree marking, and the other, DLC, is
an unsustainable administrative prac-
tice that degrades woodlands and only
requires a diameter tape and no R.P.F.s
or tree markers.

Our study of tree cutting permits in Huron
and Perth Counties showed that land-
owners were choosing DLC over GFP.
There were 1,108 tree cutting permits
(with 7,714 ha of harvested area) issued
between 1997 and 1999, only 8% of
the woodlands were harvested using a
recognized silvicultural system and the
rest were DLCs or hybrids (Schwan and
Elliott, 2010). One of the worst scenarios
is where a woodlot managed long-term
(25-30+ years) under the selection sys-
temis then cut to the diameter-limit by a
new landowner. The beautiful large trees
restored and grown through the selection
system, vanish in one cut. Add to the mix,
an unscrupulous logger, who underpays
the landowner and also causes damage
to the residuals, and the past 30 years
of dedicated silviculture are lost, and
recovery will take up to an additional 40
or 50 years. Adding GFP to the regulation
system for tree conservation bylaws was
a good first step and the benefits are
clear, however allowing DLCs to legally
persist is clearly at odds with this. In my
opinion and that of all of my colleagues,
the DLC option should be removed from
current and future bylaws.

THE END OF THE DIAMETER-LIMIT
CUTTING ERA

The province mostly stopped using DLC
on Crown lands in the 1970s. They are
not found in the provincial silvicultural
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A well managed forest stand under the Single Tree Selection Silvicultural System.

guidelines, other than to mention that
they are a bad practice and should not
be used. The provincial Managed Forest
Tax Incentive Program (MFTIP) has an
outright ban on the use of DLCs and
high-grading. Landowners who use these
approaches, may be removed from the
program and be required to pay back
the taxes that the program had saved
them. All the existing forest certification
schemes require that practices follow
accepted standards and do not condone
the use DLCs.

Good forestry practice and effective
silviculture are grounded in emulating
natural ecological processes. A farmer or
maple syrup producer who knows their
woodlot and understands basic forest
ecology and genetics will strive to keep
healthy mature seed trees, maintain bio-
diversity, create opportunities for regen-
eration, discourage invasive species, and
maintain wildlife habitat while protecting
wetlands and water features. Many of
these folks and other woodlot owners
seek further learning and join groups
like the OWA while hiring R.P.F.s to help

with management planning, prescription
writing and operations. Unsustainable
DLCs are no longer acceptable and their
continued use in Ontario’s woodlands
disrespects the forests and the large
number of neighbouring high calibre
forest stewards that Ontario is so lucky
to have. The time has come to finally
leave diameter-limit cutting behind.
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