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CASE EXAMPLE: SOUTHERN UNITED STATES

TIME PERIOD: 1920 to mid-1960s 

AREA RESTORED: 6 million hectares (net)1

TYPE OF RESTORATION: Mix of active and passive 
restoration

SUMMARY
The forests of the southern United States stretch east-to-west  
from Virginia to Texas and north-to-south from Kentucky to Florida. 
In the early 1600s, the dawn of European settlement in the region, 
forests covered approximately 140 million hectares (Wear and 
Greis 2002). Agriculture gradually chipped away at the forest 
over the next four centuries, with large-scale logging accelerating 
forest clearing from 1880–1920. By 1920, the forest reached its 
lowest area coverage since European settlement, totaling 85 million 
hectares (Hanson et al. 2010). 

During the subsequent decades, however, southern U.S. forests 
experienced a period of restoration. Forest cover in the U.S. South 
increased to 91 million hectares by 1960, a net increase of 6 million 
hectares from 1920 levels. Restoration occurred with native species, 
primarily hardwoods in the interior of the region and softwoods—
including the economically valuable pines—in the coastal plain 
areas. 

Forest recovery contributed a number of benefits. For instance, 
soil erosion was significantly reduced. The region’s forest products 
industry was revived. Today, the U.S. South is a globally significant 
source of timber and pulp, providing around 18 percent of the 
world’s pulp on only 2 percent of the planet’s forests.2 Furthermore, 
numerous forest-rich national and state parks were established on 
former logged-over land, creating recreational opportunities for 
citizens and habitat conservation for iconic wildlife such as black 
bear (Hanson et al. 2010). 
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WHICH FEATURES AND KEY SUCCESS 
FACTORS WERE EXHIBITED? 
The restoration era of the southern U.S. forests exhibited a 
number of the features and key success factors of forest landscape 
restoration.

Motivate
Governments, timber companies, and family forest owners became 
motivated to replant trees and allow natural regeneration in areas 
previously cleared due to several factors:

 ▪ BENEFITS. Supporters of restoration saw that it could provide 
a number of economic and environmental benefits. For instance, 
some restored trees could be sold into timber and pulp markets, 
providing income for landowners. In addition, restored areas 
reduce soil erosion and improve the quality of downstream water.

 ▪ CRISIS EVENTS. By the 1920s, soil erosion was a 
prevalent phenomenon across much of the region, driven by 
unsustainable agricultural, lumbering, and mining practices 
that affected vegetation patterns on many slopes and riparian 
areas. In addition, concern started to emerge about a regional 
timber shortage in the early 1900s. The U.S. South was heavily 
logged between 1880 and 1920, with primary forest remaining 
only in remote mountainous and swampy areas. By 1920, most 
of the primary (virgin) forest had been cleared (Williams 1989). 
Furthermore, during the Great Depression of the 1930s, U.S. 
national unemployment levels were in double digits, reaching as 
high as 25 percent in 1933 (Levine 2009). As a result, there was 
pressure on the government to create jobs for able-bodied workers.

Enable
Many enabling conditions were in place that facilitated the restora-
tion of vast areas of forest, namely:

 ▪ ECOLOGICAL CONDITIONS. Soil, water, and climatic condi-
tions remained suitable for native tree recovery. Federal and state 
forest agencies initiated efforts to suppress fires. This approach 
facilitated tree recovery. However, it also shifted the ecological 
succession dynamics of the region’s longleaf pine forests (as 
well as some other native forest ecosystems), which had histori-
cally evolved with periodic low-intensity fires (Macie and Her-
mansen 2002; Houghton et al. 2009). In addition, the U.S. Forest 
Service, state forest agencies, and the private sector sponsored 
seedling development and nurseries (Hanson et al. 2010).

 ▪ MARKET CONDITIONS. During this period, competing de-
mands for alternative uses of the degraded forest lands declined. 
Many of the cleared forest areas turned out to be marginal for 
row crops. Thus farmers abandoned them when crop prices 
dropped, when the boll weevil (an insect pest) infested the cotton 
industry, when more attractive industrial jobs in urban areas 
arose, or when demand for soldiers to fight in World War II took 
off (Hanson et al. 2010). Likewise, demand for wood for energy 
declined precipitously during this period. In the early 1930s, less 
than 15 percent of households in the rural South had access to 
non-wood-fired electricity; by 1955, 94 percent did (Wolman 

2006). Moreover, as landowners increased the amount of trees 
on their lands, value chains emerged—including mills, wood 
processing facilities, roads—that allowed forest products to 
get from the restored forest to the end consumer (Hanson et al. 
2010). Finally, productivity per hectare increased during this time 
period through improved forestry management practices. Thus 
one hectare in 1970 could generate much more timber and pulp 
than a hectare in 1920.3

 ▪ POLICY CONDITIONS. Land and natural resource tenure were 
secure. U.S. property rights law ensures that people with proper 
title own their land and the trees on their land. Furthermore, 
starting in the early 1900s, the federal government started buying 
land to create a network of “national forests”—land managed by 
the U.S. Forest Service to be maintained as forests for a variety 
of purposes including timber production and recreation. Many of 
the national forests in the U.S. South were created on woodland 
that had been clear cut for timber or on degraded farmland 
(Conner and Hartsell 2002, Hanson et al. 2010). Through 
government efforts, these lands were subsequently reforested via 
a combination of active planting and natural regeneration.

 ▪ SOCIAL CONDITIONS. Landowners had the ability to enjoy the 
benefits of having restored trees on their land. For instance, land-
owners could harvest their trees, sell non-timber forest products, 
and use their restored forests for recreational use (e.g., hunting, 
fishing, hiking). Likewise, decisions about what trees to plant 
and where to plant them on their land were made by landowners, 
sometimes in consultation with external experts (Hanson et al. 
2010).

 ▪ INSTITUTIONAL CONDITIONS. Responsibility for forest 
restoration was relatively defined and coordinated. U.S. federal 
government policies set the context and aspiration for restoration. 
The federal government managed and financed efforts of the U.S. 
Forest Service and the Civilian Conservation Corps, and also 
helped support state government activities through subsidies or 
co-financing (see “Finance and Incentives” below). State forestry 
agencies drove restoration on state lands and provided techni-
cal assistance to citizens on private lands. The private sector 
also played a strong institutional role by engaging government 
agencies with technical assistance and policy input as well as by 
engaging family landowners with technical assistance. 

Implement
Likewise, capacity and resources for implementation came into place 
that facilitated restoration, including:

 ▪ LEADERSHIP. Government, particularly the federal government, 
provided the vision and leadership for restoration on a sustained 
basis during the 40–50 year period. And individuals—such 
as Secretary of Agriculture Ezra Taft Benson—championed 
innovative programs such as the Soil Bank Program (see below), 
building support and securing finances for it. 

 ▪ KNOWLEDGE. During this period, universities, federal and state 
government agencies, and forestry companies invested heavily in 
research on how to restore vegetation to degraded areas, improve 
land management practices, and increase the productivity of 
wood production in restored forest landscapes. In addition, the 
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Clarke-McNary Act of 1924 authorized the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture to engage other government agencies and universities 
to support private landowners with restoration. Likewise, forest 
product companies started providing private landowners with 
technical assistance and rural extension on tree planting and 
restoration (Hanson et al. 2010).

 ▪ FINANCE AND INCENTIVES. A number of incentives emerged 
to accelerate restoration. For instance, the federal government 
provided matching funds to support state forestry agencies 
through policies such as the Woodruff-McNary Act, Clarke- 
McNary Act, and other legislation introduced during the 1910s 
and 1920s.4 The federal government created and financed the 
Civilian Conservation Corps in the 1930s, a “back-to-work” pro-
gram that implemented natural resource conservation activities 
such as tree planting on municipal, state, and national govern-
ment lands. Starting in 1956, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
created the Soil Bank Program, which paid farmers to take mar-
ginal farmland out of production and restore it with native vegeta-
tion, including trees (Hanson et al. 2010). This incentive proved 
quite attractive; during the program’s first four years, nearly 0.8 
million hectares in the South were enrolled (Dangerfield et al. 
1995). Furthermore, timber companies created “out grower” 
programs where they helped finance forest restoration on lands 
owned by private families in return for guaranteed purchases of 
the timber once the trees matured (Hanson et al. 2010).

LOOKING FORWARD
The era of net forest regeneration, however, was not sustained. In 
the 1970s, net forest area in the U.S. South started to decline as the 
amount of forestland converted to other uses outpaced the amount 
of land restored back into forest. The end of the era essentially 
exhibited the reversal in status of one of the key success factors:

 ▪ MARKET CONDITIONS. By the 1970s, suburban expansion 
emerged as a competing demand for use of forestlands, including 
restored forests. By 1984, suburban expansion surpassed agri-
culture as the primary driver of forest conversion in the southern 
United States (Conner and Hartsell 2002). The lesson here is that 
for forest landscape restoration to lead to long-term net forest 
gain, pressure for alternative uses of the forest land needs to 
remain low and efforts to curtail forest clearing need to address 
new drivers of deforestation as they arise.  
 
Moreover, the species mix of standing forests in the U.S. South 
also has been changing. Most notable is the conversion of 
natural pine forests, pine-hardwood mixed forests, and upland 
hardwood forests into productive planted forests (especially 
plantations of loblolly pine and slash pine) managed on short 
rotations for the forest products industry (Hanson et al. 2010).5 
By 2006, productive planted forests comprised around 20 percent 
of total southern U.S. forest area (Smith et al. 2009). The lesson 
here is that while forest landscape restoration may increase 
net forest cover in a region, the species composition and the 
ecosystem services generated in some areas may be different, 
sometimes vastly different, than the forest that was there before. 
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ENDNOTES
1. The gross amount of restoration is likely much higher, but 

available data provides only net area of forest cover per decade.

2. Global statistics from the Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations (FAO) website. Global production for 
industrial roundwood—which includes saw logs, veneer logs, 
pulpwood, roundwood, and other industrial roundwood—was 
115.5 billion cubic feet in 2006. The southern U.S. statis-
tics come from the TPO regional report (2006). The South 
produced 3.3 billion cubic feet of pulpwood and a total of 8.6 
billion cubic feet of wood in 2006.

3. Bragg, D. 2014. pers. comm., 16 October.

4. Bragg, D. 2014. pers. comm., 16 October.

5. Bragg, D. 2014. pers. comm., 16 October.
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