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Managing our native forests requires a multifunctional, landscape 
perspective – for forest health, resilience and carbon benefits 

 
Much of Australia’s native forest is in poor condition after decades of inappropriate fire, clearing, intensive timber 
harvesting, impacts of weeds and feral animals and ineffective management of some protected areas. New 
investment is needed to restore health and conservation values, increase carbon stocks, and improve the 
resilience of native forests. 
 
However, there is a prominent view in current media coverage that the only approach to forest management is to 
set aside native forests in protected areas and leave them in a ‘natural’ state that existed before European invasion. 
But we know this state was one largely created by people. Rather than separating people and nature, we need to 
recognise that people and Country are intimately linked. 
 
Unfortunately, simple solutions do not address the increasing threats to forests from catastrophic wildfires, weeds 
and feral animals and other factors exacerbated by climate change. 
 
In Australia and other countries where forest management is becoming more complex1 ‘multifunctional’ forest 
management and more holistic ‘landscape approaches’ are being used increasingly to guide the management of 
forests and other land uses. 
 
Multifunctionality means conserving biodiversity whilst providing a broad range of ecosystem services2, such as 
watershed management, carbon sequestration and recreation, and fibre to meet societal needs. Individual forest 
stands may not provide all these services simultaneously, but multifunctionality can be managed across broader 
landscapes and regions. 
 
As a basis for more investment in sustainable forest management and restoration, the professional body Forestry 
Australia has presented an innovative proposal3 for a new method to generating eligible carbon abatement for 
Australia’s carbon credit scheme. 
 
The proposal encompasses restorative forestry practices, improved utilisation of harvested wood products, and 
active forest management focused on improving habitat values, carbon stocks and resilience to droughts and 
wildfires. 
 
Forest restoration practices, such as assisted regeneration in degraded areas, cultural and prescribed fire, 
thinning for ecological and cultural values, protecting old and big trees, weed and feral animal control can be used 
to restore forests4 across all tenures, including State forests, private forests, areas managed by Traditional Owners 
and, potentially, protected areas. 
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The proposed suite of forest management practices is consistent with the stated position of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), in their latest report5: 
 

“Sustainable forest management can help to manage some of these vulnerabilities [to climate change], while 
in some cases it can increase and maintain forest sinks through harvest, transfer of carbon to wood products 
and their use to store carbon and substitute emissions-intensive construction materials”. 

 
In Canada6, a Federal GHG Offset Protocol for Improved Forest Management on Private Lands similarly provides 
for silvicultural treatments such as reducing competition and thinning, minimising site degradation, rehabilitating 
harvesting access areas, increasing rotation age and reducing harvesting. 
 
Internationally, the not-for-profit voluntary carbon market program Verra has worked with the American Forest 
Foundation and The Nature Conservancy to introduce an Improved Forest Management methodology7, which 
includes the ‘release of natural regeneration via management of competing vegetation’ (thinning or brush cutting), 
reducing timber harvest levels, and altering fire severity via fuel load treatments. 
 
So, what types of projects could the method support? 
 
An example is the need to restore extensive areas of Alpine ash (Eucalyptus delegatensis) forests in National Parks 
and State forests in Victoria and NSW burnt three or more times in major wildfires over the past 20 years. Repeated 
fires have impacted natural regeneration8 of this iconic species as regrowing forests do not produce seed for 15-
20 years, meaning this species has not successfully regenerated in many areas. The proposed method could 
support investment in assisted regeneration9 of ash forests, without which significant areas of these important 
forest ecosystems may be lost forever.  
 
Elsewhere, large areas of native cypress pine forests (Callitris sp.) in western NSW are heavily stocked due to 
altered fire regimes and tree growth has stagnated because they do not self-thin. Mechanical thinning10 could 
increase long term carbon stocks and enhance biodiversity11. 
 
Thinning has been shown to be effective in lowering fire risk across a range of forest types12 and is a widely used 
strategy to improve forest health and resilience13. A recent article14 has shown thinned forests in North America 
and Europe are often more resilient to warmer, drier climate conditions and have improved ecological condition. 
In Australia, studies have shown thinning can increase water availability15 in drought-impacted forests and 
improve habitat outcomes16. 
 
Some continue to characterise the situation regarding forests in Australia as a war. We need to move on from this 
historical mode of engagement and develop new approaches to address complex challenges facing forest 
managers. 
 
Forestry Australia’s proposed carbon method has been developed by a body of forest scientists based on extensive 
academic and applied research, and strongly aligns with approaches identified as carbon positive by the IPCC 
and used in other countries. Carbon investment has driven a significant improvement in the way forests and fire 
are managed in northern Australia. If implemented, this carbon method can provide opportunities for people to 
actively engage with forests across the country to improve carbon stocks and the long-term health of forests and 
communities. 

 
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Burnt Alpine ash forest in Victoria. Image by Thomas Fairman. 

 

Active forest management Nowa Nowa, Victoria. Image by Tony Bartlett. 


