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13. Woodlot Thinning to Achieve Landowner’s Goals 
 

By Peter Smallidge 

Private forest landowners love their forests 
and woodlands and often have a long-term 
vision for their property.  Sometimes the love 
for the forest seems incompatible with 
cutting trees or logging, a much-maligned 
activity.  However, in many circumstances, a 
landowner’s vision and goal is best achieved 
through the judicious and well-guided 
cutting of trees. Thinning trees from your 
woodland is a process of cutting low vigor or 
undesired trees.  Thinning 
may well serve the 
landowner’s interests because 
it can enhance the growth of 
the desired species and trees 

and generally improve the health, vigor, and 
quality of the residual forest.  Thinning 
differs from the non-sustainable practice of 
selective cutting where the big trees are cut to 
let the little ones grow.  Thinning also differs 
from regeneration cuttings that establish the 
next forest through natural reproduction of 
seedlings from desired species. 

Call (and Think) Before You Cut 

Landowners should heed the adage “haste 
makes waste” when they consider cutting trees.  
All trees are not created equal, and the selection 
of trees as the winners and the losers during a 
cutting operation depends on the vision you have 
for your woodlot.  A stewardship plan for your 
property will guide you and the foresters and 
loggers you hire when it’s time to start cutting 
trees.  The stewardship plan, prepared for free by 
your local DEC forester, describes your vision for 

your property, the types of 
forests you have, the quality of 
the soils, the wildlife that might 
exist, a schedule of activities, 
and outlines these features on a 

variety of useful maps.  In anticipation of working 
with a forester to prepare a stewardship plan, you 
and anyone else who has a vested interest in the 
property should think about your vision(s), your 
motivation for obtaining and retaining the 
property, what you like and dislike, and those 
areas you would like to see changed.  Ask 
yourself if there are barriers to fully enjoying your 
property.  What resources do you have to invest, 
such as time on weekends, a tractor or ATV, 
chainsaw, money to hire assistance, local youth 
groups looking for conservation projects, etc.  If 

What are your decided 
objectives for your 

forest? Thinning will be 
based on these 

predetermined goals. 
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you would like some guided assistance in 
thinking about these questions or tips on 
landowner educational materials, contact a 
Master Forest Owner volunteer through your 
county’s Cornell Cooperative Extension 
(CCE) office for a free visit or see who’s in 
your county from the MFO web site.  So, 
before you begin cutting, think about your 
vision and call for assistance. 

Improvement Cutting 

Improvement cuts, which include 
thinning, are done for several possible 
reasons: (1) to change the mixture of species 
in the woods by removing undesirable 
species; (2) to change how your forest looks, 
for example you might wish to remove 
saplings in an area to improve visibility; (3) 
to improve forest health by removing 
diseased, insect infested or dying trees; or (4) 
to improve growth and reduce competition 
by freeing the crowns of desired trees.  Think 
of your forest like your garden.  Your garden 
produces crops such as flowers for butterflies 
or tomatoes or carrots for human 
consumption.  If your gardening objective is 
butterflies you favor certain species that you 
likely wouldn’t favor if your gardening 
objective was vegetables.  Your garden is 
most productive and healthy when you 
ensure that each plant has plenty of sunlight 
and that heavily diseased plants are 
removed.  You tend or culture your garden 
by weeding and thinning long before you 
expect to produce a crop.  If you pick your 
crop early, for example when your beefsteak 
tomatoes are the size of golf balls, you miss 
out on the quality and quantity you would 
receive if you waited until the tomatoes 
matured.  Forests are similar to gardens 
because they are groups of plants that grow 
in soil, require sunlight and nutrients, and 
produce things (like beauty, wildlife habitat, 
and timber) that we want.   

Improvement cuts fall into a category of forest 
management known as intermediate cutting, or 
cutting that occurs during the middle stages of a 
forest’s development with the purpose of 
improving and shaping the current forest.  In 
contrast, regeneration cutting practices are 
designed to produce the next forest and applied 
when the forest or groups of trees are mature.  
Because many NY forests developed on 
abandoned agricultural land or as the result of 
previous heavy cutting, trees in our forests are 
often all about the same age even-though they 
may be of different sizes.  The variation you see in 
tree diameters results from differences in the 
growth potential of one species versus another 
and the competitive struggle for sunlight and soil 
resources among trees.   For example, black 
cherry and eastern white pine can grow very fast 
and need full sunlight while American beech, 
sugar maple, and eastern hemlock can survive in 
shade and often grow more slowly.  You can 
shape the future of the forest if you allow full 
sunlight to the crowns of certain species and trees 
by cutting adjacent trees that create shade.  The 
destiny of your woodlot, and thus the trees you 
cut or retain, should depend on whether you 
want to someday produce wildlife food crops 
(like acorns or cherries), timber, aesthetic vistas, 
or some combination of these goals. What you 
want to produce determines the species you 
should favor versus the species to cut.   


