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In the past 25 years the Chesapeake Bay Watershed has been losing more than 100 acres 

of forest every day. In 2007 the Bay Executive Council (which does not have a West 

Virginia representative) signed the Forest Conservation Directive. This directive was 

reinforced by the 2010 Bay Executive Order that called for the conservation of 695,000 

acres of high-value forest land for maintaining water quality. Protecting forests helps 

sustain drinking water supplies and critical wildlife habitat as well. 

 

Depending on what source you use, West Virginia has @ 1,733,000 acres of forest land 

in the Bay watershed. In support of the directive, we have established a conservation goal 

of protecting 1,200 acres of forests annually up to 2025. (So far, WV has reported almost 

6,000 additional forested acres protected from 2008-2010). Local, state, and federal 

governments have been at the forefront of creating public funding for land conservation. 

On the local side in West Virginia, the funding is mainly through county farmland 

protection boards with money obtained through real estate transfer fees.  There is also the 

WV Outdoor Heritage Conservation Fund, whose board is governor appointed to fund 

private trusts to protect natural resources. Local and regional land trusts are other active 

parties involved in land conservation.  See the article “Information on WV Land Trusts in 

West Virginia” at www.wvca.us/bay/documents.cfm for a complete list of these land 

trusts. When it comes to forest conservation, the West Virginia Division of Forestry 

supports the Forest Legacy program which is largely federally funded. 

 

While we know that forested watersheds reliably yield clean water, the simple act of 

conservation is not the last step. Conserved forests need to be managed to maintain forest 

health and resilience over time. Monitoring for insects and disease and invasive plant 

species are two aspects of forest management. There are many issues as well that relate to 

water quality when it comes to forest management. One such issue is species shift. Forest 

inventory data shows a trend of aging oaks and younger maple forests. In the Chesapeake 

Bay watershed, oak-hickory forests decreased by .3%, while maple-beech-birch forests 

increased by 19.5%. Oak dominated watersheds have lower nitrate releases than maple or 

mixed hardwoods. Oaks also have the greatest rate for retaining nitrogen from 

atmospheric deposition. In unmanaged forests the trend of succession is to a more shade 

tolerant maple-beech-birch stands.  

 

Managing for oaks is not easy and requires tough decisions that involve actions such as 

controlling deer or periodically harvesting timber to allow oaks and other shade intolerant 

species to regenerate. Although harvesting with best management practices (BMPs) still 

increases stream flow and reduces evapotranspiration, increased loads and water yields 

decline rapidly in proportion to regrowth. Another issue for harvesting is the removal of 

suppressed and slow-growing trees to allow for the faster growing and healthier trees that 

provide more nutrient uptake. For more detailed discussion on these issues, see  

http://archive.chesapeakebay.net/pubs/calendar/FWG_04-06-11_Handout_1_11276.pdf 
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