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In a continuing effort to promote upland and bottomland 
hardwood management, the spirit of cooperation lives on. 
May 5, 2015, marked another opportunity for staff from 
several state and federal agencies, as well as some private 

landowners, to meet, discuss, and learn more about upland hard-
wood management. Landowner Steve Rice hosted the event on 
his property located in Marshall County in north Alabama.

One of a series of trainings that takes place every two years or 
so, the original workshop was the brainchild of Natural 
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) State Staff Forester, 
Tim Albritton. With his guidance and suggestions, a group of us 
has held together over the years to keep this course alive, dem-
onstrating the true spirit of cooperation between agencies. Those 
involved through the years, and presently, are:

• Dr. Callie Schweitzer / USDA Forest Service
• Jim Schrenkel / Wildlife Biologist / Alabama De-

partment of Conservation and Natural Resources
• Dr. David Mercker / University of Tennessee 

Extension Service
• Tim Albritton / USDA Natural Resources Conser-

vation Service
• Jeff Thurman / USDA Natural Resources Conser-

vation Service
• Lynn Washington / Alabama Forestry Commission
• Jim Jeter / Alabama Forestry Commission

This year’s training, as in the past, was primarily targeted to 
help agency personnel who work with private landowners. The 
goal was to provide management recommendations as well as a 

better understanding of how to direct the landowner through the 
process of cost-share assistance while meeting their specific 
management objectives.

By James P. Jeter, BMP Forester/Hardwood Specialist, 
Alabama Forestry Commission

Is Your Hardwood Stand Ready to Thin?   
An Example of Calculating Basal Area 

Dr. David Mercker, University of Tennessee Extension Forester 
 
As forest stands develop, they become overstocked.  Overstocking leads to 
reduced growth rate, mortality, susceptibility to diseases and insects and lowers 
the return on investment.  Thinning is a forest management practice that removes 
some trees while redistributing growth and maintaining proper stocking. 
 
Stocking = amount of anything relative to what is considered optimum; in 

forestry, it is an indication of growing space. 
 
Basal Area (BA) = one measure of stocking, it is the surface area of a tree stump 

measured in square feet at 4.5’ above the ground 
  = can be measured as an individual tree or as a group of trees 
 
    Ex.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For simplicity, think of basal 
area this way. Pretend that an 
acre of land is delineated and 
every tree located on that acre 
is cut off at 4.5 feet above the 
ground level. Then the stump 
surfaces are measured to 
determine their area (as in the 
area of a circle).  
 
   

Diameter  BA (sq. ft.)
8”  0.35
14”  1.07
20”  2.18
28”  4.28

Figure 1
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Located in a very nice 23-year-old, multi-species, hardwood 
plantation established by the landowner and family, the first tour 
stop topic was titled, “Is Your Hardwood Stand Ready to Thin?” 
Dr. David Mercker conducted a lively discussion about seedling 
survival, stocking rates, form class, grade, landowner objectives, 
and what to consider in making the manage-
ment decisions to move forward. He present-
ed us with four very good, simplistic 
handouts [figures 1-4] that should help the 
average landowner make decisions by pro-
viding methods to figure stocking rates and 
determine growth.

Taking place in a much older natural stand 
of hardwood located on the transitional slope 
of the Cumberland Plateau, the second tour 
stop was led by Dr. Callie Schweitzer. Again, 
the discussion was lively and very informa-
tive. She asked us many questions regarding 
how to regenerate this particular stand. Did it 
need regenerating, or should it be left alone 
to grow? We talked about how to look at the 
growing stock and the terms used [figure 5], 
and she explained how naturally regenerated 
red oak seedlings react/survive when under a 
shaded canopy vs. being in a disturbed 
(thinned) stand [figure 6]. Last but not least, 
we discussed the process of decision making 
[figure 7].

At this same station, Jim Schrenkel talked 
about wildlife needs and how this particular 
stand varied from the earlier stand. He also 

Measuring Basal Area 
Angle Gauge = a tool used by foresters to determine which trees are to be 
included in a forest inventory; prisms are also commonly used 
 

Procedure = in a circle plot, all trees that are larger than the width of 
the angle gauge are counted in the inventory.  Trees are measured at a height of 
4.5 feet. This In today’s example, the width of the gauge is .75” (or 19mm) and is 
held 25” from the eye.  This is equivalent to a 10 factor prism, meaning that each 
tree tallied is equivalent to 10 square feet of basal area per acre. The eye must 
remain over the plot center.  Trees are either out, in, or   borderline. For a cursory 
inventory, count every other “borderline tree” as in. 
 

Stand Basal Area =   
 
So when using a 10 factor gauge, 8 trees tallied is 80 sq. feet of basal area; 12 
trees tallied is 120 sq. feet of basal area, and so forth. 
 
Take Home Message ‐ When the average number of trees tallied is 11 or more 
(110 sq. ft. of basal area), it is near time to thin. So see a Forester. 

   OUT 
IN

Borderline 

(Continued on page 20)
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discussed managing for target wildlife species based on spe-
cific landowner objectives, the differences of hard-mast spe-
cies and soft-mast species, and their benefits to different 
animal species. 

As always, the topic of burning in hardwood stands came 
up. I am biased, but I think we all agreed that if a landowner 
is growing hardwood for timber production, fire has no place 
in timber stand improvement (TSI) activities of a hardwood 
stand. On the other hand, if the total objective is for wildlife 
management and there is no desire to grow quality sawtimber 
– burn away! Jim has completed many acres of prescribed 
burns in upland hardwoods and will be happy to talk to any-
one about the results. 

After lunch, Tim Albritton led a discussion about NRCS 
cost/share programs that deal 
with hardwood establish-
ment or wetland restoration. 
[To get further details about 
these programs, please visit 
or call your local NRCS 
field office.]

As always, it was a plea-
sure to be a part of this 
group, and I think all 35 par-
ticipants should have been 
able to take home some new 
thoughts about hardwood 
management. As with any 
event, it takes many people 
working behind the scenes 
to make it successful. 
Thanks to consulting forest-
er Brian Bradley and all the 
folks that helped him, and 
thanks to Lynn Washington 
and his staff of Alabama 
Forestry Commission folks 
as well. Without the knowl-
edge of how to make work-
shops such as this happen, they would not take place.

It’s always interesting to see who will show up at these 
training events. One landowner who resides in Autauga 
County, Alabama, and also owns land in Kentucky, attend-
ed in preparation for a meeting with a forestry consultant 
in Kentucky. You just never know how far reaching these 
events will be!

Hardwood Corner
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