By GLENN COLLINS

T is as if you were Lewis, or Clark, '

and the land had never been
spoiled. )
Only an hour from Manhattan,

vou can experience the profound si-

lence of the Upper Reservpir between

Whiiehouse Mountain and Mount Wis- .

ery in New York’s Black Rock Forest.

Or'track the hawks wheeling over pris-
tine hills at the Pine Paddy outlooks in
Narvin Green State Forest in New Jer-
sey, or find lonely trals in the Pine
Barrens of Long Island.

Even seeming wilderness — give or
take 8 fire tower — is available to hik-
ers at, say, the 1.300-faot level at Rattle-
snake Hill in Black Rock, Foreats cover:,

nearly 60 percent of New York, New

Jersey and Connecticut, and therg is no
question they will continue {o exist. .

" But a concern is growing: What will
they look like?

Will the forests of the future resem-
bla today's, or will they be a'green tan-
gle of alien plants devoid of native
oaks, maples and heeches? - :

That is the worst-case scenario envi-
sioned by experts like Dr. Emile DeVi-
to, manager of sclence and steward-
ship at the New Jersey Conservation
Foundation.

- The pressure of development, the

exploding deer population and the pro- .

. liferation of invasive plants and insects
on native species is threatening the
woodlands of New York, New Jersey

- Forests in

W

and Copmacticit, say J0rest managars,

scientists and pubiic offjclals.,

“It.is a quiet crisis,” said Carl P
Schulze I, divector of the division of
plant industry in the New Jersey De-
partment of Agriculture.

“The average person sees that the

woods are green,” he said, “and
doesn't understand that foreign spe-
cies - a form of biclogical pellution —
are outcompeting” native vegetation.
For now, the big trees are gtill there.
But Dr. DeVito said it is the changes in
the understory, the layer of vegetation
beneath the forest canopy, that are
causing the most concern. -

From stete to state and forest to for-

est, the situation is variable and dy-
namic. “There is a lot of healthy forest
left,” said Dr. Joan Gardner Ehrenfeld,
an expert on invasive species who is a
professor in the Department of Ecol-
ogy, Evoluticn and Natural Rescurces
at Rutgers University. , '

. But in some areas, multiple threats
“are coming together as a sort of a per-
fect storm,” she said. “There are too
many different preblems all converg-
ing at the same time in the same place,
and the multiple effect makes the situ-
ation all the maore serions.”

" These threats, experts say, include
suburhan sprawl, the impact of ma- ~

rauding invasive plants and insects,
climate change and not only acid rain

but alse, contrarily,lack of rainfall. But .

in many locales, the implacable brows-

‘ing of deer on young trees is kiling re-
. placement saplings, depleting shade

and prometing the growth of invasive
plants that smother netive species.

So some forests are increasingly' a -

Potemkin village concealing a Subtle,
but  devastating, . (ransformation.
“Many of the forests in ihis avea are

‘old-age homes, full of aging trees that
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MAKE WAY FOR SEEDLINGS

In New Jersey’s Pine Barrens,
hopes that new cedars, above,
can replace dying ones,

top foregrouind.,



have no. offsprm g mearby,” said Leglie

Jones Sauer, authior of “The Once and Fu-

ture Forest,” a guide tp forest restoration.
Bnt while nursing homes for people will

survive, “we may be seeing the last gener-

stion of thede trees,” she said.

_And while the forests will not die, Mr.,
Schulze said, “a demraded forest ceuld
have large fimpacts on water quality, and
habitats for wildlife in the forests.” -

Such threats may seem surprxsmg, since
a generatmn of improvements In the re-
gion's air'énd water guality has benefited
forests, animals and humans alike. And
Wondlands have been increasingly valued
as a bulwark against global warming,

8o accustomed are hikers to the ssem-
ingly infinite variety of the region’s more
than 2,000 miles of blazed trails, they may
take for granted the astonishing 22.4 mil-
lion acres of local forest — 18.5 milton in
Wew York, 2,1 million in New Jeraey and 1.8
million in Connecticut, according to tha
Umted States Forest Service,

* Some 46 percent of New Jersey’s land
area is forested, according to the national
forest service, and, in the nation's most
densely populated state, “pecple inostly
dom’t have a sense that New Jersey has so
much,” said Ed Lempiclki, head of the New
Jersey Forest Service.

Torests produce large amounts of oxYy-

gen, cool landscapes and filter out air and
water pollutants. They act as vast spong-’
es, storing rainwater so it can flow down .

into aguifers instead of quickly running
- out to streams. And through photosynthe-
gis the forests absgorl carbon, “locking it
up.and taking it o1t of atmospheric cxrcu1a~
tion,” Dr, Ehrenfeld said,

Given decades of environmentsal con-
sciousness and the push for land acquisi-
‘tion by public and. nonprofit entities < not

to mention forast regeneratlon on-aban-

ddned farms — the region’s woodlands are
undeniably “healthier now than they were.
30 vears ago,” said Edward X. Goodel], ex-
ecutive director of the New York-New Jer-

sey Trail Conference, which maintains

1,700 Tiles of trails,

In recent years, large tracts have come
under the protection of publie.ahd nonprof-
it agencies, In 2004 New Jersey designated

' 398,000 of the 800,000 acres of the New Jar-
gey Highlands as a preservation area to
limit overdeveioprnent.

Since the Laurentide ice sheet retreated -

some 18,000 years dgo, local forests have
endured- a complex. and irresistible pro-

cess of munch and crunch, of competition

and succession, declinesnd recovery, . .
The first settlers encounteréd the dense

historic Eastern decidnous ferest, and,

profaptly cut it down not once, but many
times, for farmiand, pasture and lumber,
and for fuel for homesteads brickimaking,
mining and a cornicopia ofmdusmes

Since the late 1800s, though, when agri-

cultural land began to be abandoned, the
amount of woodlands in the regwn started
growing steadily.

Despite such & trénd, there is mcreasmg
concern for what foresters call fragmenta-
tion, the carving up of vast contigucus for-
est areas into liffle patches, replacing

large, complex ecosystems with a smatter-.

ing of smaller, sinipler ones.

‘Researchers are especially concerned

. about. fast-Gisappearing-- Heonservative”

native spacies, in specialized habitats deep
in contiguous forests, which cannot sur-
vive the disruptlons of humen DPresence-or
competition from invasive species. Beyond
this, proliferating herds of white-tziled
deer are devastating woodlands.

In some areas the impact is so profound
“that it looks like someone took a hrown
crayon and used a ruler to draw in a browi
line and a green tine,” Dr. Eliranfald said.
“The green above stops at a steady line at
the height that deer can reach.” Increas-

- ingly, “suburbia is umque]y designed to

. grow and harbor deer,” Vs, Sauer said, '

“because lawns and flower gardens are

high-quality deer delis, ahd the deer are

- safe from hunters.” She added, *We have

created a physical enwronment where
ihere is no limit to their growth.”  °

Tven a rare virgin tract of primeval oak

in the William L. Hutcheson Memorial For-

est in Somerset County “has alimost com-

pletely lost its native ‘understory to deer .

browse, and is now heavily invaded by ex-
otic species,” Dr. Ehrenfeld. said. :
Forests can heal themselves when they
have a population of 5 to 10 deer per square
mile, “but now 85 per square mile js com-
mun, it’s well over 50 In some places, and
in a few places in New Jersey it can be 250
or even more,” Dr. DeVito-said. "One over-
abundant speaes is sacrificing théusands

of other species. We have to recogmze .
. that, and deal withit> =

In certain regions, “huntng lE ‘eritical to )
" having tree regeneration or not haying it,”

said Robert XK. DB.VJeS fhe New York State -

forester.
‘Local concern in ma.ny areas of the re

glon is exemplified by recent protests in |

Warran Township, wheré neighbors — cit-
ing a riging number of cases of Lyme dis-

ease — have called for local, county and

state action on culling deer herds

Deer, as well as invasives, are laying
waste to native wildflowers' and herba-
cecls plants “at an increasing rate,” Dr.
DeVito said, Fast disappearing are native

species' like jack-in- -the-pulpit, - trilivms

and orchiid species like lady- slippers.

And newer invasives are perennially
joined by older stalkers. This year some
320,000 acres of New Jersey trees were de-
foliated by gypsy moth.caterpillars, the
most since 1080, when more than 431,000
acres of trees experienced leal loss. &
growing concern is the appearance of lnd-
Zu, a climbing perenma.l vine that can
reach heigits of close to 100 feet and has
cansed hundreds of millions of dollars in
damage to Southern woodlands,

Coordinated forest management is an-
other problam, experts say. Although in re-
cent vears the focus has been on forest ac-

. quisition and land-hanking, “the challenge

now is to have enough rangers and valin-
teers to be good stewards of protectad
lands,” Mr. Goodell said,

Public lands are often managed with
threadbare resources. The three states for
gether have only 139 foresters, one for ev-
ery 161,000 acres of WOOd]EJ]dS. But hiking
trails, for example, are being overrun by il-
legal off-road vehicles. The states receive
federal grants for forest stewardship, fire
protecuon and other activities. But “inva-
sives aren't just a state orregional issue —

this is a federal issue,” Mr. Davies said. |

"States can't act mdependeuﬂy »
- Stil; spune forest managers fear a future
of “boring forests” or “trash forests,” with

fewer hardwoods and more species hke ai-

lanthus and cottenwoods that may trens-
form the region's wildlife pepuiation,
In'the worst case, “we dre looking for-
ward to forests that look like the land-
scapes of vacant lots,* Ms..Sauer said.

“allen species, and nc complexity. And
thar level of simplification will affect birds, .

mamyials, butterfiles, everything.”
Te Dr. DeVito, "if we do nothing, the big
mature trees will survive one human gen-
eration, and then eventually the oversto-
ry” — the canopy of oeks and maples —
“will. go, They'll ba succeeded only by
allen weeds and animals from other parts
of the world.”
But efforts are under way to forestall
such doom. Conservation groups through-

out the region are working to restore for-.

ested areas. Volunteer groups of vine-
cutters have taken up loppers and shears
to attack invasive vines.

To counter the tide of exotics, other vol-
unteers are contributing to the Plant Stew-
ardshlp Index database, a growmg A

. code inventory of existing native plants in

New Jersey and Pennsylvania that is 2 tool
for forest stewardship, compiled by the.
ponprofit Bowman's Hill Wildfiower Pre-
serve in New Hope, Pa. (bhwp.erg/psi/).

Technology, too, is being employed in
managing state and local woodlots, Towns
like Greanwich, Conn., are using globai po-
stticning systeras to keep records on trees’
location and health,

Town maintenance workers use hand-
held computers to dial up specific trees,
view their digital images, and even check
out pruning records and the condition. of

" endangered trees.

Novel strategles also keep deer at bay
long enough for forests to grow, In fencing
them out with “exclosures,” forest rangers
in the New Jersey Pine Barrens are rely-
ing on Kiwi solar-powered electric fences,
whiich have been effecuve in fending off
kengarpos In Australia. They produce an
attention-getting, but not ha.rmfui shock of
4,000 t0.8,000 volts.

The fences part of the Aﬂantlc White
Cedar Rgstoratmn project of the New Jer-

" sey Forest. Servme, are essential because
“in wintertime, cedar saphngs are a great
food supply for the deer,” sald David M.
Finley, the regional forester for New Jer-

* 58Y's southern lands,

* Rot-resistant and light in waght Aflan-
tic white cedar was “the wood that built
Philadelphia and Atlantic City," Mr. Finley
sald, used for everything from siding to

"roaf shmgles It once- mhabltecl 130,000
acres in New Jerzay, but now, he said, it
covers less than 30,000 acres. '

WLth 10 deer per square
mile, forests can revive.

But not with 250,

In the reforestation project in the Bass
River State Forest in the Pinelands Na-
tional Reserve, the land is cleared with
hyge mowing machines that cut the ex-
Isting brush — to remove competition for
the cedars ~ and turn it into wood chips,

. left on the ground as muleh and fertilizer.

The  oldest test seedlings, planted ‘in
2000, are. now .seven years old. Cedar
grows quickly and shades out its competi-
tion, Mr Finley said. Mature cedars can
take 50 to 75 years to grow 50 to 100 feat,

The pilot project is being coordinated
with other reforestation efforts in New Jer-
sey, a8 well as with other states in the re-

‘gion. It can cost $2,000 to $4,000 an acre to

" restore cedar-forest, and so far the project

tas cost more than $300,000, mostly in

" state funds, The Forest Service has

brought back 11 fenced-in areas amounting
to about 8C zcres, znd foresters plan ‘to
grow cedars in four nore restoratlon

" projects that will add 70 acres,

Forest managers in the regwn say they

. have no grand {antasy of putting every-
- thing back the why it was in the 1600s. The.

. realistic hope, sald Dr. William Schuster,
. executive director of the Black Rock For-

est Consortium, would be to stabilize for-
2515 that are dominated by native species,
“ﬂEhEEE !ME' car] ]-dentjﬁf and D[Elfeﬂf the
magt critical threats.” -

After all, Ms. Sauer said: “We live in a
forest, even if it doesn't look that way ail

-, the time. Many people in the area think

they live'in suburhia, but they live in a for-

. e8t It doesn't look like forest, but it wants

to, be. Given its temperate climate, this
landscape is trying to grow forest ali the
time, So that's why we have to spend ali
that money and energy on lawns, just try-
ing to grow. grass. If left alons, our land
would become forest very quickly.”
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