The Economics of
Forest Fragmentation
According to Ralph Alig, research
forester at the Forest Service’s Pacific
Northwest Research Station, the region is
growing rapidly, and in the next 50 years
is expected to take on more than its share
of the 120 million new people projected

for the United States. The same factors that

make the region ecologically productive for
trees, plants, and animals also draw people

from around the country. “We have unique
“We have unique

mountains, rivers, and
forests in the Pacific
Northwest,” says Alig,
“and that’s part of the
reason both salmon and
people migrate here.

It’s an attractive place
to live.”
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In a national examination of the
possible effects of housing density on
America’s private forests, parts of the Pacific
Northwest such as western Washington
stands out as some of the most affected
places. Research is underway to assess the
risks and tradeoffs across a wide range of
forest-based goods and services. These
kinds of large-scale assessments of land use
change provide a context for smaller scale

inquiries and help address policy issues.

Ralph J. Alig is a team leader and
research forester at the U.S. Department
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Increasing rates of development in forested areas
are projected for the future.

In a forthcoming article in the journal
Forest Ecology and Management, Alig
and cooperators used western Oregon as
a case study to advance understanding of
how the economic environment affects
forest fragmentation. “Certain land uses,”
says Alig, “will correlate on the landscape
with the pattern of land quality.” Namely,
areas where the economic value of land
is fragmented are more likely to have less
connected parcels of forest land. Part of
Alig’s work for the Sustainable Wood
Production Initiative (SWPI) involves
describing the economic factors that affect
forest fragmentation and figuring out what
that means for sustainable wood production.
With a growing human population,
conversion of some forest land to other uses
over time is inevitable. Local jurisdictions
and states can target efforts to prevent or
reduce conversion of the most valuable
forest lands to keep private working forests

resilient and productive for the future.
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