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I love being around trees. I love hiking in forested 

natural areas. I love looking into a forest opening from my 
hunting blind. I love pulling my clubs down the fairways at 

my favorite northwoods golf course. Ifl had my own land to 

manage, I'd be interested to incorporate all these elements! 

Deciding what do on your land can be easy if your ob

jectives are clear and limited. For me, perhaps, after talking 

to my husband, we want to manage our land for deer hunting 

( and no golf course unfortunately). After discussing this with 

our local forester, we developed a plan to harvest 25% of our 

land area every 30 years. This works well for our family 

and the generation to come. This sounds fairly simple, but 

what if you have diverse goals and many objectives? Maybe 
you want a portion of forest managed for timber products, 

another portion for wildlife habitat, and another portion left 

alone. Well, irregular shelterwood might be your silvicultural 

approach! 

Haven't heard of irregular shelterwood? Don't worry, 

it's a newer term for professional foresters, too. Irregular 

shelterwood was developed in Europe and has recently been 

adapted for North American forests. Practicing foresters 

tell me that they have been doing irregular shelterwoods for 

a while primarily on private lands, but just didn't have the 
right terminology for it until recent times. So, let's dig into 

the details of the irregular shelterwood silviculture system, 

because I. know you might have a few questions, such as: 

What's in the word? 

Irregular shelterwood sounds a bit odd, so let's break it 
down. 

The "shelterwood" part means a partial harvest to re

move mature trees and allow tree seedling regeneration. The 

harvested trees are sold for forest products and create canopy 

openings that allow sunlight to reach understorytree seedlings. 

The remaining/residual trees continue to grow and are used 
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as seedling shelters to moderate microclimate from extreme 

events such as frost or high heat. One or more follow-up 

harvests is/are planned to remove residual trees and release 

the understory trees. 

The "irregular" part means the shelterwood system, 

described above, is not implemented uniformly across the 

stand. There are multiple harvests that may be spread un

equally overtime and across the stand such that the new future 

stand has tree ages that spread over decades. This means that 

the stand does not have the even or balanced look of a plan

tation; rather, it looks horizontally and vertically irregular, 

because the trees are at different stages of development and 

are intermixed with different densities of residual trees. 

Word on the street? 

You can 'like' this one, because foresters tell me it's 
a favorite with private landowners. Flexibility, flexibility, 

flexibility seems to be the selling point. The variation of 

irregular shelterwood is often considered visually pleasing. 

The approach also works well to create wildlife habitat, a 

common objective for private landowners. 

What is it exactly? 

If you use irregular shelterwood, this means you can har
vest trees on your property because the harvested trees would 

meet the objective of 1) tree maturity, 2) enhanced growth 

for the residual trees, or 3) regeneration of tree seedlings. 

Harvesting trees at maturity would be defined by economical 

and/or biological criteria such as tree size or vitality status. 
Harvest for residual tree growth would be defined by regional 

thinning guides. And, harvests for regeneration would be 

within-stand partially-harvested or entirely-cleared patches 

that are sized to allow for appropriate levels of sunlight to 

support tree seedling survival and growth. These simultaneous 

objectives would be allocated across the stand area and in time 
to work with current and desired future conditions - usually 
this means unequal area and harvest timing if the irregular 

shelterwood is used. The resulting stand has multiple tree 

age classes or tree sizes. Instead of waiting full rotation or 

tree lifetime (e.g., 100 years), harvests occur at irregular time 

intervals and create uneven character ( or multiple age classes/ 

Variable stand density as the result of irregular shelterwood. 

Photo credit Mike Demchik. 



tree heights). In contrast, a "REGULAR" shelterwood has 

the entire stand is harvested at the same time and creates 

even-aged character (or one age class/tree height). 

Where should irregular shelterwood be used? 

In the Lake States, forests with longer-lived species are 
candidates, such as northern hardwood, oak, and white pine 
forests. Avoid forests with sun-loving species like aspen or 

disease issues ( with seedlings growing under mature trees) 

such as red pine. 

But, my forest is a plantation. 

No problem! If your management goals do not align 
with the plantation condition, you could use an irregular 

shelterwood to convert the uniform stand to an irregular stand 

to meet your goals. 

But, my forest looks really variable. 

Still, irregular shelterwood is a great option to consider! 

Okay, then, what is NOT an irregular shelterwood? 

Anythingharvest- ormanagement-wise that isunplanned, 

exploitive, or degrades or limits the stand's future options. 

Sign me up! How do I apply the irregular shelterwood? 

Contact a reputable, local forester. The forester will help 

you develop management goals, objectives, and a plan. Based 

on what you learned here, mention irregular shelterwood 

if you think it might meet your goals. Try Find a Forester 
through Michigan DNR (1 ). 

There's practical evidence that this system is sustainable 

from its long-term use in European forests. Moreover, the 

outcomes of natural disturbance on a stand are often irregular 

in space and time. Consequently, natural models also provide 

some evidence to use irregular shelterwood. If you love the 

nerdy details on the science behind this, please contact me, 
read a recent research article (2) or listen to a recent podcast 
(3). 

In summary, the irregular shelterwood offers flexibility 

to adapt to the variable conditions in a forest and/or meet 

multiple and diverse management goals. While the term 
itself is a bit awkward, it might be the right term to bring up 
to your reputable, local forester and see if it is an option for 

your forestland. +
(I) Michigan.gov> Managing your Resources> Forestry> Assistance for Private Forest Land 
Owners (or browse "Michigan Forest Stewardship Program") 
https://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,4570,7-350-79136 79237 80945 81361-298690-- 00.html 
(2) Raymond, P., Bedard, S., Roy, V., Larouche, C� & Tr�mblay,-S. (2009). The \rregular 
shelterwood system: review, classification, and potential application to forests affected by partial 
disturbances. Journal of Forestry, 107(8), 405-413. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233584456 The Irregular Shelterwood System Re-

. view_ Classification_ and _potential_ Application _to _Fores�_ Affect.;;i _ by _Partial_Disturba-;:,ces 
(3) Silvi Cast Podcast, Season I, 11/15/2020 "It's OK to be Irregular" 
https://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/WFC/Pages/WFC/Research-and-Development/Its-OK-to-be
Irregular.aspx 

Tr.ailer: Christel Kern is a Research Forester for the U.S. 

Forest Service Northern Research Station, located in Rhine

lander, Wisconsin. She can be reached at christel.c.kern@ 

usda.gov. The title photo is by Azael Meza. 
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