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The 9.4-million-acre Southern Blue Ridge 

ecoregion is one of the most biologically 

significant regions in North America with 

tremendous species diversity in an 

unbroken network of forests spanning and 

connecting the mountains across five 

states

Southern Blue Ridge 

Ecoregion

Photo Credit: Dennis Oakley

Southern Blue Ridge Forests from the 

Blue Ridge Parkway
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TNC and 
Silviculture

From Southern Blue Ridge Conservation Business 

Plan (2018):

-Build capacity of TNC and public land managers 

to implement and demonstrate successful 

restoration of fire-adapted forests through 

controlled burns and mechanical treatments.

-Increase the pace and scale of forest restoration 

on public lands by engaging in high priority projects 

that can be leveraged across the region.

-Provide science leadership and support for 

key collaborations in order to facilitate 

restoration in the highest priority places in the 

SBR. 
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Changing Forests in the 
Southern Blue Ridge

• Fragmentation

• Non-native 

Invasive Species

• Mesophication

• Changing Climate

Photo Credit: Adam Warwick
American Chestnut at Phoenix Mountain Photo Credit-Greg Cooper

Alexander et al. 2021

Hwang et al. 2020



Resilient and Connected Network

THE NATURE CONSERVANCY 6



Forest Management 
Challenges in the Southern 
Blue Ridge

• Lack of Oak Recruitment

• Lack of Open Forest Structure

• Lack of Early Seral Forest

Photo Credit: Adam Warwick

Photo Credit: Adam WarwickDouble Spring Gap: Schenck Collection



Natural Range of Variability for SBR Ecozones
Structure 
Class

Spruce-Fir Northern 
Hardwood

High Elevation 
Red Oak

Pine-Oak 
Heath

Shortleaf 
Pine-Oak

Dry Oak Dry-Mesic Oak Montane Oak 
(Mesic Oak)

Acidic Cove Rich Cove

Young 0-35 yrs

14-17%

0-15 yrs

5-7%

0-20 yrs

14-18%

0-20 yrs

11-19%

0-15 yrs

8-13%

0-20 yrs

9-22%

0-15 yrs

5-7%

0-10 yrs

4-6%

0-10 yrs

4-5%

0-10 yrs

4-5%
Mid-Closed 36-70 yrs

10-11%

16-75 yrs

17-23%

21-70 yrs

16-21%

21-70 yrs

1-5%

16-70 yrs

1-4%

21-70 yrs

2-7%

16-75 yrs

7-9%

11-80 yrs

12-15%

11-100 yrs

27-32%

11-100 yrs

27-32%
Mid-Open 36-70 yrs

2-4%

16-75 yrs

2-3%

21-70 yrs

11-14%

21-70 yrs

34-42%

16-70 yrs

34-42%

21-70 yrs

12-19%

16-75 yrs

13-17%

11-80 yrs

12-16%

11-100 yrs

4-6%

11-100 yrs

4-6%
Late-Closed 71-120 yrs

9-11%

76-130 yrs

11-14%

71-130 yrs

11-13%

71-130 yrs

1-5%

71-100 yrs

1-4%

71-100 yrs

1-3%

76-130 yrs

7-8%

81-130 yrs

8-10%

101-140 yrs

9-11%

101-140 yrs

9-11%
Late-Open 71-120 yrs

5-8%

76-130 yrs

2-3%

71-130

11-13%

71-130 yrs

20-27%

71-100 yrs

22-26%

71-100 yrs

6-9%

76-130 yrs

7-9%

81-130 yrs

5-7%

101-140 yrs

1-2%

101-140 yrs

1-2%
Old Growth 
Closed

120+

36-45%

130+

40-50%

130+

6-10%

130+

1-3%

100+

1-4%

100+

5-16%

130+

22-28%

130+

27-34%

140+

46-54%

140+

46-54%
Old Growth 
Open

120+

12-16%

130+

11-14%

130+

18-26%

130+

11-26%

100+

16-29%

100+

40-57%

130+

28-33%

130+

20-25%
% Closed 
Forest

61% 78% 39% 8% 8% 17% 41% 53% 90% 90%

% Open 
Forest

24% 18% 47% 80% 85% 72% 54% 43% 7% 7%

% OG Forest 55% 58% 30% 21% 25% 59% 56% 53% 50% 50%



Need for Management

Ecological System Total Estimated Acres in 

SBR

Combined estimated 

percentage of 

management need (on 

Pisgah and Nantahala)

Estimated Acres requiring 

management (on USFS)

Montane Oak 2,016,640 70% 323,988

Dry Oak 617,226 84% 157,331

Dry Mesic Oak 2,142,958 70% 143,003

Low Elevation Pine 625,821 83% 107,050

Pine Oak Heath 489,767 83% 164,144
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Forest Management in the 
Southern Blue Ridge

• Lack of Oak Recruitment

• Lack of Open Forest Structure

• Lack of Early Seral Forest

Thinning, Woodland 
Restoration & RX Fire

Photo Credit- Greg Cooper

Photo Credit: Greg Cooper

Photo Credit: Greg Cooper



Fire Return Interval of 
SBR Forests

FIRE-ADAPTED FORESTS











Southern Blue Ridge Fire 
Learning Network

The FLN helps people work 
together to increase the 
capacity and social capital 
needed to build ecosystem 
and community resilience. 

FLN landscape collaboratives 
engage in a range of multi-
agency, community-based 
projects to restore 
landscapes that depend 
on—or are susceptible to—
fire.













TNC Southern Blue Ridge Fire 
Crew

-23 call-when-need firefighters (Nov-May)

-Part-time seasonal



- 1,430 acre property

- 769 acre burn unit

- 190 acres to receive silvicultural treatments that include midstory 
reduction and gap creation.

- 55 acres will have supplemental tree planting

Upcoming Projects: 

Silver Run Preserve

THE NATURE CONSERVANCY 23

Prescribed burn in a Dry-Mesic Oak Ecozone at Silver Run Preserve (Photo 
Credit: Jim Keepfer)



Silvicultural Decision Tree



Photo Credit: Dennis Oakley



Contact: Greg Cooper, greg.cooper@tnc.org


