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crop. Clearcutting is used to harvest and 
regenerate fast-growing, light-demanding 
species such as loblolly pine, white pine, 
yellow-poplar, and the mixed haFdwoods 
characteristic of Virginia's Piedmont and 
Mountain regions. Fast-growing, shade- · 
tolerant trees such as red maple and white · 
ash will also be highly competitive under 
the open conditions afforded by . -
clearcutting. In poor, slow-grow­
ing stands resulting from a poor seed 
source, past damage, or improper harvest- · 
ing practices are often clearcut to regenerate 
a new, mqre vigorous stand. , . . 

· Upland hardwoods typical of Appala­
chian forests regenerated by the clearcutting 
method usually reproduce naturally. This 
reproduction can come from advance regen­
eration, seeds from harvested trees, .seed , 
stored in the forest floor, and sprouting. In 
contrast, southern pine forests that have · 
been clearcut are typically regenerated 
artificially by planting nursery-produced, 
genetically improved seedlings, or, in some 
cases, by direct seeding. 

The size of a clearcut can vary from a · 
minimum of 1 /2 to 3 I 4 of an acre to more 
than 50 acres, depending on site· conditions 
and objectives. When consid- 1 

ering aesthetic value, watershed constraints, 
and wildlife habitat, a maximum clearcut 
size of 40-50 acres is recommended. In 
many cases, small, cull, and other unmer­
chantable and undesirable species are often 
left standing after a clearcut. This is unde- · 
sirable for naturally regenerating stands ..... 
because of the shading and competition · 

' from these remaining trees. The additional 
cost of removing these trees and their lack of 

· market value are the reasons given for not 
harvesting these trees. Cutting of most 
small, residual trees from one to five inches 
in diameter is generally recommended to 
reduce heavy shade on the forest floor. , 
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Many landowners are he?itant to har­
vest by clearcutting, even when it is the 
method for their management 
objectives. They feel that the only real justi- . 
fication for clearcutting is economic, and 
that this harvesting method will damage 
their land and the future stand. For the 
logging contractor, for example, clearcutting 
is the most economically advantageous 
harvesting method. When clearcutting is 
properly done, however, using correct road­
building, harvesting, and log-skidding 
procedures, it is also .a biologically sound 
method that does not harm the site. In 
addition, overall wildlife habitat and diver­
sity can actually be improved through 
clearcutting, and adequate regeneration of 
many shade-intolerant species can only be 
obtained by clearcutting. The visual impact 
of harvesting, if present, is short-lived. 
Even what may be an unpleasant sight to 
many people immediately after harvest 
quickly changes within three to five years as 
new lush vegetation rapidly becomes estab­
lished (Figure 15). Harvesting by 
clearcutting can thus be a viable regenera­
tion alternative if practiced correctly, de­
pending on the site, species, and landowner 
objectives. 

. Site Preparation and 
InterITiediate Cuttin.gs 

site and intermediate cut­
tings are also important parts of a silvicul­
ture system. They will only be de-fined here, 
however, rather than discussed in depth. 
Site preparation is any operation done be- · · 

regeneration starts that is intended ·to 
change site conditions to favor·regeneration. 
The objectives are to dispose of debris, 
reduce competition from unharvested veg­
etation, prevent or delay new competing 
vegetation, and prepare the soil so that new 
tree growth will be improved. · , 



Figure 15. Development of a young Appalachian hardwood stand in southwestern Virginia: (a) Prior to harvest; (b) 
immediately following a clearcut harvest; ( c) sapling stand after 8 years; ( d) pole stand after 18 years. 



Although sit~ preparation is not dis­
cussed in depth here, it is an important part 
of a regeneration method. It is of particular 
importance with the clearcutting method 
and becomes a major consideration for 
intensive management of southern pines 
when planting or seedil)g is used. Common 
methods of site preparation are drum chop­
ping, root raking, KG-bl~ding, discing or 
harrowing, bedding, prescribed burning, 
and use of herbicides. . -

. . 
Intermediate silvicultural techniques 

include all of the cultural practices that are 
used in a stand before any regeneration cuts 
are made. These. techniques include release 
cuttings, thinnings, and improvement cut­
tings. 

removal of these trees will concentrate the 
growth potent_ial of the site onto the remain­

. ing trees, thus producing larger, higher-

. quality trees in less time. In addition, 
thinnings can provide early revenues to the 
landowner. , . . . 
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. III. CONCLUSION 

For more information on timber harvest-
. ing or general information on managing 
your wpodlot, contact the Virginia Depfi.rt­
ment of Forestry, consulting or industrial 
foresters, or the Virginia Cooperative Exten­
sion office in your area. 

Improvement cuttings remove low- · . · 
quality or undesirable trees from stands 
past the sapling stage. A thinning is an 
intermediate cutting operation in which the 
main objective is to control the growth of 
the stand by changing tree spacing and 
stand density by cutting selected trees. The 

". 

*This is a revision of Virginia Cooperative Extension Publication 420-405, Principles of Regenera­
tion Silviculture in Virginia (1985), byT. J. Nichols, D. Wm. Smith, and M. C. Vodak. · 
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