Farm Woodlot Management Plan Template
(notes and instructions for completing the template)

Introduction

A plan is defined as a method (or a program of action) for achieving an end. Planning is central to good forest management and a woodland management plan is an invaluable tool.

A woodland management plan is a written document which includes:

· woodland description
· woodland inventory

· landowner’s goals and objectives
· description of strategies designed to meet the landowner's management objectives, including where applicable:

· activities

· location

· timeframe

Landowners may decide to develop a woodland management plan on their own, or may decide to seek assistance from other sources including Forestry Consultants and Woodland Owner Organizations located throughout the province.
This document provides some instructions on how to complete a template for a simple Farm Woodlot Management Plan which is attached.
A woodland management plan should be reviewed and updated at regular intervals.
Landowners may undertake to complete management plans for a variety of reasons – a guide to future actions, describe intent to future generations, manage risk of change in dynamic environmental systems, etc.  If one of the reasons to complete a management plan is to demonstrate eligibility for agricultural tax status for municipal property tax, the management plan should include objectives and strategies consistent with a “farming operation” as defined below.

Alberta Regulation AR 203/2017 pursuant to the Municipal Act of Alberta states:

“farming operations” means the raising, production and sale of agricultural products and includes

(iv) an operation on a parcel of land for which a woodland management plan has been approved by the Woodlot Association of Alberta or a forester registered under the Regulated Forestry Profession Act for the production of timber primarily marketed as whole logs, seed cones or Christmas trees.
Note: any number of other multiple uses of your property could also qualify it as a farming operations (e.g. grazing of cattle, bee keeping,); however, other uses such as recreational use, provision of environmental benefits, etc. do not.  The focus in this document is on the definition described in sub-section (iv) above.

Instructions for Completion of the Template
Any item in the template that is marked with an asterisk (*) is to be considered mandatory information.  However, the level of detail provided may vary quite significantly, depending on the intent of the plan and knowledge of the plan writer. Other items may be considered as optional.  Notes that follow provide suggestions as to appropriate level of detail for both.
Section 1.1 Owner Information

Most of the required information (owner name, contact information, legal description of property, etc.) is self-explanatory.

Area of the property.  As a minimum, provide the total area of the property described and the estimated area of the forested portion of the property.  A more detailed breakdown of land area by other categories (e.g. wetland, farmland, residential or other use) is optional but you may choose to complete this information to demonstrate overall land use.  By the way, if any portion is properly characterized as farmland, you probably don’t need a woodland management plan to qualify as a farming operation.

County or municipality and tax roll number of the property are useful references for WAA to have in communicating approval of your management plan to applicable parties for the purposes of property tax assessment.
Section 2.1 Owner Objectives

Your reasons for owning the property and your objectives for it could be varied.  They could include such things as: financial return, biodiversity, wildlife management, recreational use, residential use; family heritage, etc.  Describing your priorities in terms of what you want from the property is the first step towards outlining planned strategies that are designed to improve your likelihood of meeting those objectives.
If you want to qualify as a farming operation, then one or more of your objectives should align with “the production of timber primarily marketed as whole logs, seed cones or Christmas trees”.

Section 3.1 General Description of the Property
The intent of this section is to provide an overview of the property and a general description of key bio-physical attributes (e.g. topography, water features, soils, and non-timber forest resources). You should try to describe those attributes that are most significant to your objectives – either because they are key to meeting your objectives or because they present challenges in meeting your objectives (e.g. wet areas that impede access or steep slopes present an obstacle to planned activities). Any sensitive areas or areas of unique features (e.g. a salt lick, or a heritage cabin) that would impact how you manage the property should be described.
Further notes by some characteristics follow. Depending on level of detail, you could address those that apply in a few descriptive paragraphs in your management plan or you could choose to provide more detail under a series of sub-headings such as the topics below.
Water and Water Features

Water is a federally regulated resource and there may be some restrictions on what you can do in and around water bodies. Water features may interfere with some planned activities (e.g. limit access to portions of the property).  Water features may also contribute to your management objectives or enjoyment of your property (scenery, wildlife, recreational use, etc.). As a minimum, your management plan should describe and map (see section 3.4) any streams, lakes (or significant sloughs) and any significant wetland areas.

Landscape 
Can you describe the landforms, geology or terrain of your property in terms that add to the understanding of its characteristics (e.g. knob and kettle topography on terminal moraine complex)?  If so, go ahead and use the appropriate terms.  However, you do not need this level of detail, particularly if it’s not likely to impact your management activities.  Rolling, hummocky terrain with a series of small ponds is just as good a description for most purposes.  

The key is to describe your property in enough detail to provide relevance to your objectives and strategies. If a significant portion of your property is on steep slopes leading to a permanent stream, this feature is significant; describe it. If the property is gently rolling property with no significant features, that is enough of a description.
Soils

Do you know where to find soils maps and how to interpret them?  If so, you might want to include this information in your management plan.  If not, general descriptions (e.g. mostly medium textured, moderately well drained soils) will suffice.  If you know of any soil conditions that are likely to be of concern (e.g. wet or erodible soils), this is the kind of thing that should be mentioned in your plan.

Wildlife

You could describe wildlife species that are important to you – because you like to see them, or they are important to you or they are rare.  That said, unless you are an expert in this wildlife biology, it’s not likely that you can describe all wildlife on your property with any degree of accuracy.  Still, it may be important to list species significant to you and/or wildlife habit features of significance in your woodlot (e.g. nests or nesting areas, salt-licks, winter range, etc.) – this particularly so if your management strategies include any activities intended to improve wildlife habitat for certain species.
Special Features

You should list and describe any unique or special features that are significant because of their value to you and/or because they are sensitive to any activities that you plan for your woodlot.  Examples of special features could include walking trails, raptor nests, water course crossings, cabins or other infrastructure that need special attention for fire protection, and so on. Most of these special features should be included on your woodlot map (section 3.4).
Section 3.2 History of the Property

This section of your plan should include a brief history of your woodlot.  This could include: how long you’ve owned the property, what it has been used for in the past (e.g. farming, grazing, recreation), history of wildfire and/or management activities such as clearing, logging or tree planting.

This history is useful from several perspectives.  It provides a context for future use; it may serve as a record for future owners; and, it may be useful in demonstrating that the property is already being actively managed as a woodlot.

Section 3.3 Description of Forest Stands / (Management Activities)
A forest stand is defined as a group of trees that are or more or less* homogenous in terms of species composition, age, density (or crown closure) size and sometimes habitat. 

*NB: – few stands are truly homogenous, so this is a relative term.  If you tried to map every little difference in age or species composition, the result would be a confusing mosaic of units that are too numerous and too small to be of use for management purposes.  Focus on larger units (minimum 0.5 ha) that are different enough from each other that they may need different management.

A timber type map is a must for all woodland management plans.  This is a tool that a woodlot manager uses for all management of the woodlot.  The timber types (or stands) should be delineated on the woodlot map (section 3.4). This section of your plan is used to describe the characteristics of the stands you have delineated.
The most important characteristics of a forest stand to describe include: species composition, age, height, a description of site occupancy (e.g. density or crown closure), structure (e.g. even-aged or single layered versus uneven-aged, complex stands)  and, where possible, some notation of the condition of the stand (healthy, declining, threatened by significant pest infestations, etc.).  

These characteristics can be summarized in a simple sentence.  For example, a healthy, immature, dense stand of aspen and poplar that is approximately 10 meters in height. Or, you may choose to describe forest stands using labels that depict these characteristics using strings of alpha-numeric characters in a standardized fashion.  In Alberta, the common standard for description of forest stands is called Alberta Vegetation Inventory (or AVI).  See Appendix 1 for a brief description of that standard.
Secondary characteristics of forest stands include diameter of the trees (average and range), estimates of volume and presence/abundance of understory vegetation that may give clues as to other site characteristics such as soil moisture or nutrient status.

It is worth noting that many guidebooks on woodlot management go into significant detail on how to estimate the volume of forest stands, usually with a view towards obtaining management information for marketing of timber resources and/or more detailed estimates of revenue.  That said, it is difficult for an untrained person to obtain reliable estimates of timber volume and unless your marketing decisions are based on classes on specific timber products or specific thresholds of revenue , it is rarely worth the added expense for a woodlot owner to hire a professional to obtain detailed volume estimates.  You may get to the point when you decide to sell timber products but, it is probably not worth the effort for the level of management planning that is required here.
Your management plan should include strategies intended to help you meet your objectives (see section 4.0 for a more detailed description of strategies). Since forest stands represent management units and different management units require different strategies or activities, you should use this section of your management plan to describe activities that are particularly applicable to each stand.  
Remember, woodlot management is a long-term undertaking.  There are many times when doing nothing (or next to nothing) for long periods of time is appropriate.  So, a general statement such as, periodically inspect for forest health conditions might be all that you need to say.  If the stand described has particular opportunities or concerns relative to your management activities, it is appropriate to describe those in general terms in this section (e.g. stand is overmature and breaking up but has insufficient value to consider harvest activities; monitor for natural regeneration and/or consider underplanting).
A table or spreadsheet that summarizes all the stands you’ve described may be a useful tool.

Section 3.4 Woodlot Map(s)
A good management plan must have a map that depicts the size and spatial arrangement of forest stands and other key features of the property (e.g. water features, fences, property boundaries, trails, etc.).  The map should be of applicable scale (e.g. 1:10,000 or larger) and have enough detail to support the resource descriptions or special features you have described in your management plan.  If your map becomes too busy (i.e. too much detail to distinguish it all), it may be useful to have a series of overlapping maps of the same scale with different features on each of the maps.  For example, you could map forest stands on one map and fences, infrastructure or water features on another.
Air photos are a good base from which to begin your mapping efforts.  With training and experience you can use stereoscopic pairs of air photos to distinguish vertical relief (e.g. hills and valleys and heights of forest stands).  However, even an untrained professional can make good use of single air photos to trace out planimetric detail such as the boundary between a cleared area and the forest, the location of streams, ponds, trails, etc. 

With practice, you can learn more. For example, why does this portion of your forest look different in color or resolution? Draw some boundaries on a preliminary map, then walk through your woodlot to see if you can find answers to those questions.  You may have just mapped differences in age or species composition of two different stands.
Once you are satisfied with boundaries that you’ve drawn you can use a dot grid to estimate areas of specific parts of it.  A dot grid is simply a clear plastic sheet covered with dots of uniform spacing.  (You can make one by overlaying a clear plastic sheet over a piece of graph paper and marking a dot at each intersection).  To use a dot grid, place it over your map and count all the dots that fall within a known area.  Then count the number of dots in the unit you are wanting to measure.  You can estimate the area by the correlation of the two counts.

For example, there may be 640 dots within a quarter section.  So, there are 4 dots per acre.  If the unit you want to measure is covered by 28 dots, the estimated area is 28/4 or 7 acres.
While steps above should be useful in developing a map for your woodlot, you should never overlook the map resources that may already exist.  For example, you might want to get soil maps that already exist from Alberta Agriculture. Or, purchase topographical maps with contours and water features from any number of commercial sources in Alberta (use internet to search out these sources).  Even more valuable, AVI maps do exist for significant part of the white area of Alberta. Ask government staff at Alberta Agriculture and Forestry or enquire with local forest companies to see whether AVI maps are available for your area. 
Section 4.0 Management Strategies
A strategy may be defined as a method or plan of action intended to bring about a desired future.  Or more specifically in the case of a woodlot management plans, these are the strategies that you intend to employ to increase the likelihood of meeting your management objectives for the property as outlined in in section 2.1 of your management plan.  

Without management strategies, your plan isn’t really a plan – it is simply a list of resources, including a wish list of intended outcomes for them.  That said, your management strategies do not need to be detailed or complicated.  
If your forest is thrifty and it is already meeting most of your management activities as is, then management strategies aimed at monitoring for undesirable change and/or protecting what you already have may be all that you need.  You should give some thought to risk from wildfire and/or damaging agents such as insects or diseases.  If there are some actions that you intend to take, you should describe them in this section.

Are there any other actions that you have taken or intend to take within the time frame of this management plan?  If so, this section is where you should describe that intent.  Examples could include, but are not limited to such things as:
· Planting or other stand improvement activities to increase value, composition or diversity of forest stands (or for stand renewal following harvest operations);
· Improvements such as new trails for recreational use or to improve access to improve wildfire protection;

· Any stand treatments intended to improve or modify habitat for specific wildlife species;

· Harvest of any woodland resources – logs, firewood, berries or special forest products.

It is not necessarily better to list lots of strategies. You should not list management strategies that you don’t really intend to do. The strategies that you do choose to employ may be quite general in nature, but they should be consistent with your objectives.  If you want to use your management plan to qualify as a farming operation for the purposes of property tax assessments, then at least one of your management strategies should be directed towards the production of logs, seed cones or Christmas trees.  It is not necessary for you to provide detailed operational plans for annual production, estimates of revenue or other details related to your business plan for these products.
As noted earlier, it is appropriate to outline some management strategies by stand type.  Use this section to briefly summarize the management strategies for the overall woodlot.  Use section 3.3 to list management strategies that may apply to any specific stands or stratum. (A stratum is a group of stands that are different enough to be mapped separately but similar enough that the same management strategies apply).
Section 4.1 Signature Page

This section is a summary or “sign off” of the detail contained in the plan. The date of the plan, landowner name(s) and landowner signature are required elements of the plan and are self-explanatory.

The management period is optional but useful information.  All plans become obsolete over time and the further into the future that you are planning for, the more unknowns there are (also more likely that your resource descriptions are no longer valid).  For these reasons, we recommend that you define the end of the planning period that this plan applies to.

Plan writer and professional signoff.  This may apply if you have employed a forest practitioner to assist in resource inventories or mapping or to write the plan.  If not, these headings should be dropped from your plan.  NB: If your plan was written by a Regulated Forestry Professional and they sign off on it, it is important that the landowner sign as well (as indicated above).
Statement of management intent is a statement that owner acknowledges the detail contained in the plan and intends to employ the management strategies described therein. It can take the form of a statement like, “the owners commit to employing the standards and strategies outlined in this plan”. (If the plan doesn’t describe any particular standards of practice delete this portion of the statement).
A statement of management intent is a required element of any sustainable forest management plan certified by any third-party certification system in the world   It is not a requirement for this template, but it may be a useful addition, particularly if you intend to use this plan to convince a third-party of its credibility.
Appendix 1

Alberta Vegetation Inventory (AVI) is the inventory standard commonly used by the forest industry in Alberta.  The following information describes how to interpret (or create) a simple stand label that is consistent with AVI.

An example of a simple stand label   C22Aw5Pb3Sw2-94 

describes a moderately dense, deciduous leading mixed- wood stand that is 22 meters in height, consists of aspen, poplar and white spruce and has an estimated age of origin in the 1940s (i.e. approximately 75 years old in 2020).

Breaking this label into component parts:

The first letter (“C”) is crown closure where


A = 30% crown closure or less (i.e.  an open stand);


B = 31-50% crown closure (i.e. a moderately stocked stand);

C= 51-70% crown closure; (i.e. a fully stocked natural stands with some gaps);

D= 71% + crown closure; (i.e. a dense stand).

NB: The crown closure is based on amount of ground that shows when looking from above.  Stand stocking is a different measure of site occupancy and, while they are roughly related the correlation between the two is not exact. (So, the stocking descriptions provided for each class of crown cover are rough at best).

 For example, a spruce plantation with that has 1600 stems per ha would be considered fully stocked.  At 1 meters in height, the plantation might only have 40% crown closure because the crown of each tree isn’t too large yet; however, the same plantation at 10 meters in height might have over 80% crown closure because at that stage of development the crowns are much larger and are touching each other.

The first number (“22”) represents the average height of the codominant trees in the stand in meters

The next series of letters and numbers represent species composition in ascending order from the most common species to the least common species in the stand.  The letters represent the species; the numbers in post-script format represent the relative occurrence in percentage, rounded to the nearest 10%.  Species that occur in the stand but make up less than 10% are not included in the composition label.

AVI abbreviations for common species are as follows.


Sw = white spruce


Sb = black spruce


Pl = lodgepole pine


Pj = jack pine


Fb = balsam fir


Lt= larch (or tamarack)


Aw = aspen (or white poplar)


Pb = balsam poplar (or black poplar)


Bw = white birch (or paper birch)

So, the portion of the stand label “Aw5Pb3Sw2” means a species composition that is 50% aspen, 30% black poplar and 20% white spruce.

The final number in this stand label “94” is the estimated decade of origin of the major component of this even-aged stand (unless it is a complex, multi-aged stand the or a distinct two-layered stand, AVI label usually only describes the trees that make up the overstory layer). 94 means in the 1940s (estimated range 1940 to 1949).  So, assuming the stand originated in the middle of this range (i.e. 1945), it estimated age in 2020 would be 75 years.

