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Climate change and loss of biodiversity are widely recognized as the foremost
environmental challenges of our time. Forests annually sequester large quantities of
atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2 ), and store carbon above and below ground for long
periods of time. Intact forests—largely free from human intervention except primarily
for trails and hazard removals—are the most carbon-dense and biodiverse terrestrial
ecosystems, with additional benefits to society and the economy. Internationally, focus
has been on preventing loss of tropical forests, yet U.S. temperate and boreal forests
remove sufficient atmospheric CO2 to reduce national annual net emissions by 11%.
U.S. forests have the potential for much more rapid atmospheric CO2 removal rates
and biological carbon sequestration by intact and/or older forests. The recent 1.5
Degree Warming Report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change identifies
reforestation and afforestation as important strategies to increase negative emissions,
but they face significant challenges: afforestation requires an enormous amount of
additional land, and neither strategy can remove sufficient carbon by growing young
trees during the critical next decade(s). In contrast, growing existing forests intact
to their ecological potential—termed proforestation—is a more effective, immediate,
and low-cost approach that could be mobilized across suitable forests of all types.
Proforestation serves the greatest public good by maximizing co-benefits such as
nature-based biological carbon sequestration and unparalleled ecosystem services such
as biodiversity enhancement, water and air quality, flood and erosion control, public
health benefits, low impact recreation, and scenic beauty.
Keywords: biodiversity crisis, Pinchot, afforestation, reforestation, forest ecosystem, biological carbon
sequestration, old-growth forest, second-growth forest

INTRODUCTION
Life on Earth as we know it faces unprecedented, intensifying, and urgent imperatives. The two
most urgent challenges are (1) mitigating and adapting to climate change (Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change, 2013, 2014, 2018), and (2) preventing the loss of biodiversity
(Wilson, 2016; IPBES, 2019). These are three of the Sustainable Development Goals, Climate,
Life on Land and Life under Water (Division for Sustainable Development Goals, 2015),
and significant international resources are being expended to address these crises and limit
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or reforestation on increasing carbon stored in forests in the
Northwest United States. In other regions such as New England
(discussed below), longer harvest cycles and proforestation are
likely to be even more effective. Our assessment on the climate
and biodiversity value of natural forests and proforestation aligns
directly with a recent report that pinpointed “stable forests” –
those not already significantly disturbed or at significant risk – as
playing an outsized role as a climate solution due to their carbon
sequestration and storage capabilities (Funk et al., 2019).
Globally, terrestrial ecosystems currently remove an amount
of atmospheric carbon equal to one-third of what humans emit
from burning fossil fuels, which is about 9.4 GtC/y (109 metric
tons carbon per year). Forests are responsible for the largest
share of the removal. Land use changes, i.e., conversion of forest
to agriculture, urban centers and transportation corridors, emit
∼1.3 GtC/y (Le Quéré et al., 2018). However, forests’ potential
carbon sequestration and additional ecosystem services, such
as high biodiversity unique to intact older forests, are also
being degraded significantly by current management practices
(Foley et al., 2005; Watson et al., 2018). Houghton and Nassikas
(2018) estimated that the “current gross carbon sink in forests
recovering from harvests and abandoned agriculture to be
−4.4 GtC/y, globally.” This is approximately the current gap
between anthropogenic emissions and biological carbon and
ocean sequestration rates by natural systems. If deforestation
were halted, and secondary forests were allowed to continue
growing, they would sequester −120 GtC between 2016 and
2100 or ∼12 years of current global fossil carbon emissions
(Houghton and Nassikas, 2018). Northeast secondary forests
have the potential to increase biological carbon sequestration
between 2.3 and 4.2-fold (Keeton et al., 2011).
Existing proposals for “Natural Climate Solutions” do not
consider explicitly the potential of proforestation (Griscom et al.,
2017; Fargione et al., 2018). However, based on a growing
body of scientific research, we conclude that protecting and
stewarding intact diverse forests and practicing proforestation as
a purposeful public policy on a large scale is a highly effective
strategy for mitigating the dual crises in climate and biodiversity
and ultimately serving the “greatest good” in the United States
and the rest of the world. Table 1 summarizes some of the key
literature supporting this point.

negative impacts on economies, societies and biodiverse natural
communities. The recent 1.5 Degree Warming Report of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2018) was dire
and direct, stating the need for “rapid, far-reaching and
unprecedented changes in all aspects of society.” We find
that growing additional existing forests as intact ecosystems,
termed proforestation, is a low-cost approach for immediately
increasing atmospheric carbon sequestration to achieve a
stable atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration that reduces
climate risk. Proforestation also provides long-term benefits for
biodiversity, scientific inquiry, climate resilience, and human
benefits. This approach could be mobilized across all forest types.
Forests are essential for carbon dioxide removal (CDR), and
the CDR rate needs to increase rapidly to remain within the 1.5
or 2.0◦ C range (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,
2018) specified by the Paris Climate Agreement (2015). Growing
existing forests to their biological carbon sequestration potential
optimizes CDR while limiting climate change and protecting
biodiversity, air, land, and water. Natural forests are by far the
most effective (Lewis et al., 2019). Technologies for direct CDR
from the atmosphere, and bioenergy with carbon capture and
storage (BECCS), are far from being technologically ready or
economically viable (Anderson and Peters, 2016). Furthermore,
the land area required to supply BECCS power plants with tree
plantations is 7.7 million km2 , or approximately the size of
Australia (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2018).
Managed plantations that are harvested periodically store far
less carbon because trees are maintained at a young age and
size (Harmon et al., 1990; Sterman et al., 2018). Furthermore,
plantations are often monocultures, and sequester less carbon
more slowly than intact forests with greater tree species diversity
and higher rates of biological carbon sequestration (Liu et al.,
2018). Recent research in the tropics shows that natural forests
hold 40 times more carbon than plantations (Lewis et al., 2019).
Alternative forest-based CDR methods include afforestation
(planting new forests) and reforestation (replacing forests on
deforested or recently harvested lands). Afforestation and
reforestation can contribute to CDR, but newly planted forests
require many decades to a century before they sequester
carbon dioxide in substantial quantities. A recent National
Academy study titled Negative Emissions Technologies and
Reliable Sequestration: A Research Agenda discusses afforestation
and reforestation and finds their contribution to be modest
(National Academies of Sciences, 2019). The study also
examines changes in conventional forest management, but
neglects proforestation as a strategy for increasing carbon
sequestration. Furthermore, afforestation to meet climate goals
requires an estimated 10 million km2 –an area slightly larger
than Canada (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,
2018). The massive land areas required for afforestation and
BECCS (noted above) compete with food production, urban
space and other uses (Searchinger et al., 2009; Sterman et al.,
2018). More importantly, neither of these two practices is as
effective quantitatively as proforestation in the next several
decades when it is needed most. For example, Law et al. (2018)
reported that extending harvest cycles and reducing cutting
on public lands had a larger effect than either afforestation
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A SMALL FRACTION OF U.S. FORESTS IS
MANAGED TO REMAIN INTACT
Today, <20% of the world’s forests remain intact (i.e., largely free
from logging and other forms of extraction and development).
Intact forests are largely tropical forests or boreal forests in
Canada and Russia (Watson et al., 2018). In the U.S.—a global
pioneer in national parks and wildlife preserves—the percentage
of intact forest in the contiguous 48 states is only an estimated
6–7% of total forest area (Oswalt et al., 2014), with a higher
proportion in the West and a lower proportion in the East.
Setting aside a large portion of U.S. forest in Inventoried
Roadless Areas (IRAs) was groundbreaking yet only represents
7% of total forest area in the lower 48 states—and, ironically,
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TABLE 1 | Comparison of climate and biodiversity benefits of intact (either old-growth forest or younger forest managed as Gap 1 or Gap 2, and thus protected from
logging and other resource extraction) and traditionally managed forests for multiple forest types in the United States.
Location

Forest type

Forest condition with
greater value

References

Density of large trees (>60 cm DBH)

Eastern US

mid-Atlantic oak-hickory forests, northern
hemlock-hardwood forests, and
boreal spruce-fir forests

Intact (81% greater)

Miller et al., 2016

Proportion of old forest

Eastern US

Same as above

Intact

Miller et al., 2016

Basal area of dead standing trees

Eastern US

Same as above

Intact

Miller et al., 2016

Coarse woody debris volume

Eastern US

Same as above

Intact (135% greater)

Miller et al., 2016

Carbon storage

Pacific Northwest US

Douglas fir and western hemlock;

Intact (75–138% greater)

Harmon et al., 1990

Carbon storage

Northeastern US

Northern hardwood conifer

Intact (39–118% greater)

Nunery and Keeton, 2010

Forest fire burn severity

Western US

Pine and mixed conifer forests

Managed (two SEs greater)

Bradley et al., 2016

Tree species richness

Eastern US

mid-Atlantic oak-hickory forests, northern
hemlock-hardwood forests, and
boreal spruce-fir forests

Intact

Miller et al., 2018

Proportion rare tree species

Eastern US

Same as above

Intact

Miller et al., 2018

Hemi-boreal

Intact (12–20% greater)

Zlonis and Niemi, 2014
Lesica et al., 1991

ECOSYSTEM CHARACTERISTICS

BIODIVERSITY

Bird species richness and abundance Northeastern
Minnesota
Trunk bryophyte and lichen species
richness

Northwestern Montana Grand-fir

Intact (33% greater)

Salamander density

Ozark Mountains,
Missouri

Oak-hickory

Intact (395–9,500% greater) Herbeck and Larsen, 1999

Probability of occurrence of invasive
plant species

Eastern US

Deciduous and mixed forest

managed

Riitters et al., 2018

Intact forests range in size and previous disturbance history but they are not under active management and have been allowed to continue growing according to the procedures
described for proforestation.

management of some IRAs allows timber harvest and road
building (Williams, 2000), a scenario happening currently in the
Tongass National Forest in Alaska (Koberstein and Applegate,
2018). These scant percentages worldwide and particularly in
the U.S. are insufficient to address pressing national and global
issues such as rising CO2 levels, flooding, and biodiversity loss, as
well as provide suitable locations for recreation and associated
public health benefits (Cordell, 2012; Watson et al., 2018). In
heavily populated and heavily forested sub-regions in the Eastern
U.S., such as New England, the total area dedicated as intact
(i.e., primary management is for trails and hazard removals) is
even more scarce, comprising only ∼3% of land area. Just 2% of
the region is legally protected from logging and other resource
extraction (Figure 1). A large portion of forest managed currently
as intact or “reserved forest” – and thus functioning as “stable
forest” (Funk et al., 2019) – is designated solely by administrative
regulations that can be altered at any time.
Intact forests in the U.S. include federal wilderness areas
and national parks, some state parks, and some privately-owned
holdings and conservation trust lands. Recent studies reveal
that intact forests in national parks tend to be older and have
larger trees than nearby forests that are not protected from
logging (Miller et al., 2016; Table 1). Scaling up protection
of intact forests and designating and significantly expanding
reserved forest areas are public policy imperatives that are
compatible with public access and with the country’s use
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of forest products. Identifying suitable forest as intact (for
carbon sequestration, native biodiversity, ecosystem function,
etc.) can spawn new jobs and industries in forest monitoring,
tourism and recreation, as well as create more viable local
economies based on wood reuse and recycling. Public lands
with significant biodiversity and proforestation potential also
provide wildlife corridors for climate migration and resilience for
many species.

PROFORESTATION INCREASES
BIOLOGICAL CARBON SEQUESTRATION
AND LONG-TERM STORAGE IN U.S.
FORESTS
Net forest carbon reflects the dynamic between gains and losses.
Carbon is lost from forests in several ways: damage from natural
disturbances including insects and pathogens (“pests”), fire,
drought and wind; forest conversion to development or other
non-forest land; and forest harvest/management. Together, fires,
drought, wind, and pests account for ∼12% of the carbon lost in
the U.S.; forest conversion accounts for ∼3% of carbon loss; and
forest harvesting accounts for 85% of the carbon lost from forests
each year (Harris et al., 2016). Forests in the Southern US have
the highest percentage of carbon lost to timber harvest (92%)
whereas the Western US is notably lower (66%) because of the
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FIGURE 1 | Distribution of forest cover and intact “wildland” forest across six New England states. At left, map of overall forest cover (green) vs. forest
protected legally (red) or managed currently (yellow) as intact in New England. At right, regional and state specific % forest cover (green), % managed as intact Gap 1
(limited intervention other than trails and hazard removals) but not protected legally (yellow), and % legally protected as intact forest (red, designated U.S Geological
Survey (USGS) Gap 1 or Gap 2 and primarily federal and state wilderness areas, and certain national parks). Adapted and compiled from National Conservation
Easement Database (2014); United States Geological Survey (2019a,b), and the University of Montana (2019). USGS Gap level 1 or 2 lands receive the highest level of
protection from logging and other resource extraction and generally correspond with IUCN protected categories 1a, 1b, and II (https://gapanalysis.usgs.gov/blog/
iucn-definitions/).

et al., 2018). Each year a single tree that is 100 cm in diameter
adds the equivalent biomass of an entire 10–20 cm diameter tree,
further underscoring the role of large trees (Stephenson et al.,
2014). Intact forests also may sequester half or more of their
carbon as organic soil carbon or in standing and fallen trees that
eventually decay and add to soil carbon (Keith et al., 2009). Some
older forests continue to sequester additional soil organic carbon
(Zhou et al., 2006) and older forests bind soil organic matter more
tightly than younger ones (Lacroix et al., 2016).
If current management practices continue, the world’s forests
will only achieve half of their biological carbon sequestration
potential (Erb et al., 2018); intensifying current management
practices will only decrease living biomass carbon and increase
soil carbon loss. Forests in temperate zones such as in the
Eastern U.S. have a particularly high untapped capacity for
carbon storage and sequestration because of high growth and
low decay rates (Keith et al., 2009) and because of recent
recovery from an extensive history of timber harvesting and
land conversion for agriculture in the 18th, 19th, and early 20th
centuries (Pan et al., 2011; Duveneck and Thompson, 2019).
In New England, median forest age is about 75 years of age
(United States Forest Service, 2019), which is only about 25–
35% of the lifespan of many of the common tree species in these

greater contribution of fires to carbon removal. The Northern
U.S. is roughly equivalent to the national average at 86%
(Harris et al., 2016).
Proforestation produces natural forests as maximal carbon
sinks of diverse species (while supporting and accruing
additional benefits of intact forests) and can reduce significantly
and immediately the amount of forest carbon lost to nonessential management. Because existing trees are already
growing, storing carbon, and sequestering more carbon more
rapidly than newly planted and young trees (Harmon et al.,
1990; Stephenson et al., 2014; Law et al., 2018; Leverett
and Moomaw, in preparation), proforestation is a near-term
approach to sequestering additional atmospheric carbon: a
significant increase in “negative emissions” is urgently needed to
meet temperature limitation goals.
The carbon significance of proforestation is demonstrated in
multiple ways in larger trees and older forests. For example,
a study of 48 undisturbed primary or mature secondary forest
plots worldwide found, on average, that the largest 1% of trees
[considering all stems ≥1 cm in diameter at breast height (DBH)]
accounted for half of above ground living biomass (The largest
1% accounted for ∼30% of the biomass in U.S. forests due to
larger average size and fewer stems compared to the tropics) (Lutz
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Keeton, 2017)—even after the carbon stored in wood products
is included in the calculation—stands managed with reduced
harvest frequency and increased structural retention sequester
more carbon than more intensively managed stands (Nunery
and Keeton, 2010; Law et al., 2018). Such an approach for
production forests, or “working” forests—balancing resource
extraction with biological carbon sequestration—is often termed
“managing for net carbon” or “managing for climate change”
and an approach that should be promoted alongside dedicating
significant areas to intact ecosystems. Oliver et al. (2014)
acknowledge a balance between intact and managed forest and
suggest that long term storage in “efficient” wood products
like wood building materials (with the potential for less carbon
emissions compared to steel or concrete, termed the “avoidance
pathway”) can offer a significant carbon benefit. To achieve this,
some questionable assumptions are that 70% of the harvested
wood is merchantable and stored in a lasting product, all
unmerchantable wood is removed and used, harvesting occurs at
optimum intervals (100 years) and carbon sequestration tapers
off significantly after 100 years. Forestry models underestimate
the carbon content of older, larger trees, and it is increasingly
clear that trees can continue to remove atmospheric carbon at
increasing rates for many decades beyond 100 years (Robert
T. Leverett, pers. comm. Stephenson et al., 2014; Lutz et al.,
2018; Leverett et al., under review). Because inefficient logging
practices result in substantial instant carbon release to the
atmosphere, and only a small fraction of wood becomes a
lasting product, increasing market forces and investments toward
wood buildings that have relatively short lifetimes could increase
forest extraction rates significantly and become unsustainable
(Oliver et al., 2014).

forests (Thompson et al., 2011). Much of Maine’s forests have
been harvested continuously for 200 years and have a carbon
density less than one-third of the forests of Southern Vermont
and New Hampshire, Northwestern Connecticut and Western
Massachusetts—a region that has not been significantly harvested
over the past 75–150 years (National Council for Air Stream
Improvement, 2019). Western Massachusetts in particular has a
significant portion classifed as Tier 1 matrix forest, defined as
“large contiguous areas whose size and natural condition allow
for the maintenance of ecological processes” (Databasin, 2019).
However, forests managed as intact do not need to be large
or old in absolute terms to have ecological value: disturbances
create gaps and young habitats, and the official policy of the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts Department of Environmental
Management (now Department of Conservation and Recreation)
considers an old-growth forest of at least 2 hectares ecologically
significant (Department of Environmntal Management, 1999).
As shown in Table 1, ecosystem services accrue as forests
age for centuries. Far from plateauing in terms of carbon
sequestration (or added wood) at a relatively young age as was
long believed, older forests (e.g., >200 years of age without
intervention) contain a variety of habitats, typically continue to
sequester additional carbon for many decades or even centuries,
and sequester significantly more carbon than younger and
managed stands (Luyssaert et al., 2008; Askins, 2014; McGarvey
et al., 2015; Keeton, 2018). A recent paper affirmed that
letting forests grow is an effective way to sequester carbon—
but unlike previous studies it suggested that sequestration is
highest in “young” forests (Pugh et al., 2019). This conclusion
is problematic for several reasons. One confounding factor is
that older forests in the tropics were compared to young forests
in temperate and boreal areas; temperate forests in particular
have the highest CO2 removal rates and overall biological carbon
sequestration (Keith et al., 2009) but this high rate is not
limited to young temperate and boreal forests. The age when
sequestration rates decrease is not known, and Pugh et al. defined
“young” as up to 140 years. As noted above, Keeton et al.
(2011) estimate that secondary forests in the Northeast have
the potential to increase their biological carbon sequestration
several-fold. More field work is needed across age ranges,
species and within biomes, but the inescapable conclusion is
that growing forests is beneficial to the climate and maintaining
intact forest has additional benefits (Table 1). We conclude that
proforestation has the potential to provide rapid, additional
carbon sequestration to reduce net emissions in the U.S. by much
more than the 11% that forests provide currently (United States
Environmental Protection Agency, 2019). A recent report on
natural climate solutions determined that negative emissions
could be increased from 11 to 21% even without including
proforestation (Fargione et al., 2018). Quantified estimates of
increased forest sequestration and ecosystem services were
based on re-establishing forests where possible and lengthening
rotation times on private land; they explicitly did not account for
proforestation potential on public land.
Although biological carbon storage in managed stands,
regardless of the silvicultural prescription, is generally lower than
in unmanaged intact forests (Harmon et al., 1990; Ford and
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HABITAT PROTECTION, BIODIVERSITY
AND SCIENTIFIC VALUE OF
PROFORESTATION
Large trees and intact, older forests are not only effective and
cost-effective natural reservoirs of carbon storage, they also
provide essential habitat that is often missing from younger,
managed forests (Askins, 2014). For example, intact forests in
Eastern U.S. national parks have greater tree diversity, live and
dead standing basal area, and coarse woody debris, than forests
that are managed for timber (Miller et al., 2016, 2018; Table 1).
The density of cavities in older trees and the spatial and structural
heterogeneity of the forest increases with stand age (Ranius
et al., 2009; Larson et al., 2014), and large canopy gaps develop
as a result of mortality of large trees, which result in dense
patches of regeneration (Askins, 2014). These complex structures
and habitat features support a greater diversity of lichens and
bryophytes (Lesica et al., 1991), a greater density and diversity of
salamanders (Petranka et al., 1993; Herbeck and Larsen, 1999),
and a greater diversity and abundance of birds in old, intact
forests than in nearby managed forests (Askins, 2014; Zlonis
and Niemi, 2014; Table 1). Forest bird guilds also benefit from
small intact forests in urban landscapes relative to unprotected
matrix forests (Goodwin and Shriver, 2014). Several bird species
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that the severity and size of recent fires are directly related
to the fuels that have accumulated in the understory due to a
lack of forest management to reduce these fuels (i.e., pulping,
masticating, thinning, raking, and prescribed burning; Reinhardt
et al., 2008; Bradley et al., 2016). However, some evidence
suggests that proforestation should actually reduce fire risk and
there are at least three important factors to consider: first, fire
is an integral part of forest dynamics in the Western U.S.;
second, wildfire occurrence, size, and area burned are generally
not preventable even with fuel removal treatments (Reinhardt
et al., 2008); and third, the area burned is actually far less
today than in the first half of the twentieth century when
timber harvesting was more intensive and fires were not actively
suppressed (Williams, 1989; National Interagency Fire Center,
2019). Interestingly, in the past 30 years, intact forests in the
Western U.S. burned at significantly lower intensities than did
managed forests (Thompson et al., 2007; Bradley et al., 2016;
Table 1). Increased potential fuel in intact forests appear to
be offset by drier conditions, increased windspeeds, smaller
trees, and residual and more combustible fuels inherent in
managed areas (Reinhardt et al., 2008; Bradley et al., 2016).
Rather than fighting wildfires wherever they occur, the most
effective strategy is limiting development in fire-prone areas,
creating and defending zones around existing development
(the wildland-urban interface), and establishing codes for fireresistant construction (Cohen, 1999; Reinhardt et al., 2008).

in the U.S. that are globally threatened—including the wood
thrush, cerulean warbler, marbled murrelet, and spotted owl
are, in part, dependent on intact, older forests with large trees
(International Union for Conservation of Nature, 2019). Two
species that are extinct today—Bachman’s warbler and Ivorybilled woodpecker—likely suffered from a loss of habitat features
associated with old forests (Askins, 2014).
Today, forest managers often justify management to maintain
heterogeneity of age structures to enhance wildlife habitat and
maintain “forest health” (Alverson et al., 1994). However, early
successional forest species (e.g., chestnut-sided warbler and
New England cottontail) that are common targets for forest
management may be less dependent on forest management than
is commonly believed (cf. Zlonis and Niemi, 2014; Buffum et al.,
2015). Management also results in undesirable consequences
such as soil erosion, introduction of invasive and non-native
species (McDonald et al., 2008; Riitters et al., 2018), loss of
carbon—including soil carbon (Lacroix et al., 2016), increased
densities of forest ungulates such as white-tailed deer (Whitney,
1990)—a species that can limit forest regeneration (Waller,
2014)—and a loss of a sense of wildness (e.g., Thoreau, 1862).
Forest health is a term often defined by a particular set
of forestry values (e.g., tree regeneration levels, stocking, tree
growth rates, commercial value of specific species) and a goal of
eliminating forest pests. Although appropriate in a commercial
forestry context, these values should not be conflated with the
ability of intact natural forests to continue to function and even
thrive indefinitely and provide a diversity of habitats on their own
(e.g., Zlonis and Niemi, 2014). Natural forests, regardless of their
initial state, naturally develop diverse structures as they age and
require from us only the time and space to self-organize (e.g.,
Larson et al., 2014; Miller et al., 2016).
Intact forests provide irreplaceable scientific value. In addition
to a biodiverse habitat an intact forest provides an area governed
by natural ecological processes that serve as important scientific
controls against which to compare the effects of human activities
and management practices (Boyce, 1998). Areas without resource
extraction (i.e., timber harvesting, hunting), pest removal, or
fire suppression allow for a full range of natural ecological
processes (fire, herbivory, natural forest development) to be
expressed (Boyce, 1998). Only if we have sufficient natural areas
can we hope to understand the effects of human activities on
the rest of our forests. Additional research and monitoring
projects that compare ecological attributes between intact and
managed forests at a range of spatial scales will also help
determine how effective protected intact forests can be at
conserving a range of biota, and where additional protected areas
may need to be established (e.g., Goodwin and Shriver, 2014;
Jenkins et al., 2015).

PROFORESTATION AND ECOSYSTEM
SERVICES: SERVING THE GREATEST
GOOD
In 1905 Gifford Pinchot, Chief of the U.S. Forest Service,
summarized his approach to the nation’s forests when he wrote
“. . . where conflicting interests must be reconciled, the question
will always be decided from the standpoint of the greatest good
of the greatest number in the long run.” This ethos continues to
define the management approach of the U.S. Forest Service from
its inception to the present day. Remarkably, however, even in
2018 the five major priorities of the Forest Service do not mention
biodiversity, carbon storage, or climate change as major aspects of
its work (United States Forest Service, 2018).
Today, the needs of the nation have changed: emerging forest
science and the carbon and biodiversity benefits of proforestation
demand a focus on growing intact natural public and private
forests, including local parks and forest reserves (Jenkins et al.,
2015). There is also a growing need across the country, and
particularly within reach of highly populated areas, for additional
local parks and protected forest reserves that serve and provide
the public with solitude, respite, and wild experiences (e.g.,
Thoreau, 1862). Detailed analysis of over one thousand public
comments regarding management of Hoosier National Forest, a
public forest near population centers in several states, revealed a
strong belief that wilderness contributes to a sense of well-being.
Responses with the highest frequency reflected an interest in
preservation and protection of forests and wildlife, a recognition
of the benefits to human physical and mental health, a sense

PROFORESTATION AND FOREST FIRES
Given the increase in forest area burned in the United States
over the past 30 years (National Interagency Fire Center,
2019), it is important to address the relationship between forest
management and forest fires. There is a widely held perception
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of ethical responsibility, opposition to damage and destruction,
monetary concerns, and a preponderance of sadness, fear and
distress over forest loss (Vining and Tyler, 1999).
Quantifiable public health benefits of forests and green spaces
continue to emerge, and benefits are highest in populations with
chronic and difficult-to-treat conditions like anxiety, depression,
pain and post-traumatic stress disorder (Karjalainen et al., 2010;
Frumkin et al., 2017; Hansen et al., 2017; Oh et al., 2017).
In the United Kingdom “growing forests for health” is the
motto of the National Health Service Forest (2019) and there
is a recognized need for evidence-based analysis of human
health co-benefits alongside nature-based ecosystem services
(Frumkin et al., 2017).

promote the multiple values and services associated with forest
reserves or wildlands (e.g., Foster et al., 2010) and climate offset
programs can be used explicitly to support proforestation. For
example, a recent project by the Nature Conservancy protected
2,185 hectares (5,400 acres) in Vermont as wildland and is
expected to yield ∼$2 M over 10 years for assuring long-term
biological carbon storage (Nature Conservancy, 2019). Burnt
Mountain is now protected by a “forever wild” easement and part
of a 4,452 hectare (11,000 acre) preserve. More public education
and similar incentives are needed.

CONCLUSIONS
To meet any proposed climate goals of the Paris Climate
Agreement (1.5, 2.0◦ C, targets for reduced emissions) it is
essential to simultaneously reduce greenhouse gas emissions from
all sources including fossil fuels, bioenergy, and land use change,
and increase CDR by forests, wetlands and soils. Concentrations
of these gases are now so high that reducing emissions alone
is insufficient to meet these goals. Speculation that untested
technologies such as BECCS can achieve the goal while allowing
us to continue to emit more carbon has been described as
a “moral hazard” (Anderson and Peters, 2016). Furthermore,
BECCS is not feasible within the needed timeframe and CDR
is urgent. Globally, existing forests only store approximately
half of their potential due to past and present management
(Erb et al., 2018), and many existing forests are capable of
immediate and even more extensive growth for many decades
(Lutz et al., 2018). During the timeframe while seedlings planted
for afforestation and reforestation are growing (yet will never
achieve the carbon density of an intact forest), proforestation
is a safe, highly effective, immediate natural solution that does
not rely on uncertain discounted future benefits inherent in
other options.
Taken together, proforestation is a rapid and essential strategy
for achieving climate and biodiversity goals and for serving the
greatest good. Stakeholders and policy makers need to recognize
that the way to maximize carbon storage and sequestration is
to grow intact forest ecosystems where possible. Certainly, all
forests have beneficial attributes, and the management focus of
some forests is providing wood products that we all use. But until
we acknowledge and quantify differences in forest status (Foster
et al., 2010), we will be unable to develop policies (and educate
landowners, donors, and the public) to support urgent forestbased benefits in the most effective, locally appropriate and costeffective manner. A differentiation between production forests
and natural forest ecosystems would garner public support for
a forest industry with higher value products and a renewed focus
on reducing natural resource use—and for recycling paper and
wood. It could also spur long-overdue local partnerships between
farms and forests—responsible regional composting keeps jobs
and resources within local communities while improving soil
health and increasing soil carbon (Brown and Cotton, 2011). The
forest industry as a whole can benefit from proforestation-based
jobs that focus on scientific data collection, public education,
public health and a full range of ecosystem services.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
To date, the simplicity of the idea of proforestation has perhaps
been stymied by inaccurate or non-existent terminology to
describe it. Despite a number of non-binding international
forest agreements (United Nations Conference on Environment
Development, 1992; United Nations Forum on Forests, 2008;
Forest Declaration, 2014) and responsibilities by a major
UN organization [Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)],
current climate policies lack science-based definitions that
distinguish forest condition—including the major differences
between young and old forests across a range of ecosystem
services. Lewis et al. (2019) further note that broad definitions
and confused terminology have an unfortunate result that
policymakers and their advisers mislead the public (Lewis
et al., 2019). Most discussions concerning forest loss and
forest protection are in terms of percentage of land area that
has tree canopy cover (Food and Agriculture Organization,
2019). This lack of specificity significantly hampers efforts to
evaluate and protect intact forests, to quantify their value, and
to dedicate existing forests as intact forests for the future.
For example, the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change and the FAO consider and group tree plantations,
production forests, and mature intact forests equally under
the general term “forest” (Mackey et al., 2015). In addition,
“forest conservation” simply means maintaining “forest cover”
and does not address age, species richness or distribution—or
the degree that a forest ecosystem is intact and functioning
(Mackey et al., 2015). The erroneous assumption is that all forests
are equivalently beneficial for a range of ecosystem services—a
conclusion that is quantitatively inaccurate in terms of biological
carbon sequestration and biodiversity as well as many other
ecosystem services.
Practicing proforestation should be emphasized on suitable
public lands as is now done in U.S. National Parks and
Monuments. Private forest land owners might be compensated
to practice proforestation, for sequestering carbon and providing
associated co-benefits by letting their forests continue to grow.
At this time, we lack national policies that quantify and truly
maximize benefits across the landscape. At a regional scale,
however, some conservation visions do explicitly recognize and
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