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DNR’s Old-Growth Field Assessment Process



Short History:
• The 2004 Washington Legislature directed 

DNR to inventory old-growth forest stands on 
state lands as defined by a panel of scientists. 

• Old-Growth Definition Committee: Dr. Jerry 
Franklin, Dr. Thomas Spies, Dr. Robert Van Pelt 
with Dr. Paula Swedeen and Dr. Rex Crawford 
assisting alongside DNR Scientists (2005). 
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DNR’s Old-Growth Definition



• Stands in the most structurally complex stage of 
stand development, sometimes referred to as 
fully functional; and

• A stand with a natural origin date prior to 1850. 

• Five acres is the minimum size for an old-growth 
polygon. Areas less than 5 acres are protected 
utilizing other procedures.
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DNR’s Old-Growth Definition



• The DNR’s old-growth policy also recognizes single, 
very large diameter, structurally unique trees as 
important habitat elements.

• These trees, sometimes referred to as old-growth 
remnants, are often characterized by a large 
diameter (60+ inches DBH) and possess large 
limbs, open crowns, broken tops and deeply 
furrowed bark. 

• These trees are the focus for retention to meet 
HCP requirements for large diameter, structurally 
unique trees. 
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DNR’s Old-Growth Definition



Led by Forest Resources Division
and Dr. Dan Donato

Each west-side region has trained OG 
“designees” 

OG trainings are conducted every ~1-3 years 

Approach: 
- Expose a lot of staff to training to increase 

awareness  
- “Designee” status conferred only after 

several assessments are completed 
satisfactorily   

Structure of DNR’s Old-Growth Program
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What triggers an OG assessment?

1. Forest Inventory Data 
• Weighted Old-Growth Habitat Index
model scores also known as “WOGHI” 
scores

          

* Unlikely

Moderate likelihood
High likelihood

Probability of OG

Proposed 
harvest units
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What triggers an OG assessment?

1. Forest Inventory Data 
• “WOGHI” scores 

          (Weighted Old Growth Habitat Index) 

• Model developed by original old-growth 
expert panel (Franklin, Spies, Van Pelt, Pabst, et al.) 

• Statistical regressions based on 
abundance of: 

- Large trees 
- Large snags 
- Down wood 
- Diameter diversity (canopy layers) 

* Unlikely

Moderate likelihood
High likelihood

Probability of OG

Proposed 
harvest units
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What triggers an OG assessment?

1. Forest Inventory Data 
• “WOGHI” scores 

          (Weighted Old Growth Habitat Index) 

• Model developed by original old-growth 
expert panel (Franklin, Spies, Van Pelt, Pabst, et al.) 

• Statistical regressions based on 
abundance of: 

- Large trees 
- Large snags 
- Down wood 
- Diameter diversity (canopy layers) 

• Moderate & High points in or next to 
proposed activity trigger an assessment* Unlikely

Moderate likelihood
High likelihood

Probability of OG

Proposed 
harvest units
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What triggers an OG assessment?

1. Forest Inventory Data 
• “WOGHI” scores 

          (Weighted Old Growth Habitat Index) 

2. Observations on the ground
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What triggers an OG assessment?

1. Forest Inventory Data 
• “WOGHI” scores 

          (Weighted Old Growth Habitat Index) 

2. Observations on the ground

3. Aerial/remote sensing data
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What triggers an OG assessment?

1. Forest Inventory Data 
• “WOGHI” scores 

          (Weighted Old Growth Habitat Index) 

2. Observations on the ground

3. Aerial/remote sensing data

4. Other sources
      (e.g. neighbor/public input)
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Field Work in an Assessment
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Field work begins in the office.



Field Work in an Assessment
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Create geo-referenced maps.



Field Work in an Assessment

March 2024 16



Evaluate stand for: 

• Structural development 

• Pre-1850 age 

• Acreage 

Field Work in an Assessment

old-growth 
definition
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Visit WOGHI points 

Walk, walk, walk the stand (spatially thorough) 



Field Work in an Assessment

March 2024 18

Evaluate Structural 
Development

Utilize the Stand Development 
in Western Washington Key
(Van Pelt 2007)
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(Van Pelt 2007)



Field work in an assessment
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• Stand Origin Assessment

• Individual Tree Age Score 
Key 

                                          (Van Pelt 2007)



Epicormic branching
Lower bark texture and char

Lower branch indicators
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Field Work in an Assessment

March 2024 24

• Stand Origin Assessment

• < 2 Biomass 
Accumulation/Stem 
Exclusion

• 2-3 ..Maturation I

• 4-5… Maturation II

• >5… Old-Growth



Field Work in an Assessment
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• When close to an1850 stand age?



Field Work in an Assessment
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• When close to an 1850 stand age?

• If necessary, Intensive Plot Grid Coring
• Minimum 10 cores
• Can be >50 cores
• Extra levels of statistical rigor when pre-

1850 call is less certain initially.



Field Work in an Assessment
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• When close to an 1850 stand age?

• If necessary, Intensive Plot Grid Coring
• Minimum 10 cores
• Can be >50 cores
• Extra levels of statistical rigor when pre-

1850 call is less certain initially.



Field Work in an Assessment

March 2024 28

• When close to an1850 stand age?

• If necessary, Intensive Plot Grid Coring
• Minimum 10 cores
• Can be >50 cores
• Extra levels of statistical rigor when pre-

1850 call is less certain initially.



Some outcomes are simple…
Clearly NOT Old Growth Clearly Old-Growth
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Some are challenging…
Clearly NOT Old Growth Clearly Old-Growth

Maturing stands
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Not all outcomes are simple…
Clearly NOT Old Growth Clearly Old-Growth

Maturing stands

Low productivity sites, 
logging history
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Not all outcomes are simple…
Clearly NOT Old Growth Clearly Old-Growth

Maturing stands

Feathered edges

Low productivity sites, 
logging history
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Some are challenging…
Clearly NOT Old Growth Clearly Old-Growth

Maturing stands

Feathered edges

Low productivity sites, 
logging history

Multi-cohort stands
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Documented on an Assessment Form
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Outcomes

1. When an assessed area meets all old-growth 
policy criteria 

The stand is delineated and deferred 
from harvest  
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Outcomes

1. When an assessed area meets all old-growth 
policy criteria 

The stand is delineated and deferred 
from harvest  

2. When old trees or small patches with old-
growth components are present, but less 
than 5 acres 

Not an OG stand deferral
BUT, trees/patches emphasized for 
retention under different procedures.
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Outcomes

1. When an assessed area meets all old-growth 
policy criteria 

The stand is delineated and deferred 
from harvest  

2. When old trees or small patches with old-
growth components are present, but less 
than 5 acres 

Not an OG stand deferral
BUT, trees/patches emphasized for 
retention under different procedures.

3.    When no old-growth components present
Activity proceeds, standard per HCP

March 2024 37



A Summary of Old-Growth Field Assessments

Old-Growth Assessments completed to date
in Western Washington…

 320 field assessments  
 1,700 points assessed

2,450 acres in 91 Old-Growth stands protected.

Are there other old-growth stands on DNR lands?
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Old-Growth Field Assessment Summary

Yes, there are areas yet to be evaluated and lands already 
in conservation status.

 Areas yet to be evaluated
 WOGHI points needing assessment

Permanent conservation status
 Marbled Murrelet Long-Term Conservation Strategy
 Northern Spotted Owl Long-Term Conservation Strategy
 Riparian and Wetland Management Zones
 Natural Area Preserves (NAPs) and Natural Resource 

Conservation Areas (NRCAs)
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Wolf Creek, Black Diamond Unit, King County
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Wolf Creek, Black Diamond Unit, King County
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The Kitsap NAP and Stavis NRCA, Kitsap County
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The Kitsap NAP and Stavis NRCA, Kitsap County
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Thank you, questions?
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