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Objective: Students will explore the key factors adversely 

affecting the health of New York’s forests: invasive species and 

heavy browse by deer.   

 

What is a Healthy Forest? 
A healthy forest survives as a unit because it can replace the 

trees it loses. It can re-grow! 

 

A forest that is healthy has the 

following traits: 

 High biodiversity. 

 Age diversity in the understory. 

 It can replace the trees it loses. 

 The trees can withstand disease or 

being eaten by wildlife and insects.  

 

A healthy forest has many different 

species of plants and wildlife. The 

understory is a clue to overall forest 

health. The understory of a forest is 

all the space under the tallest trees. A healthy understory has 

trees of all ages and of many species. By having age diversity, 

there are always young trees ready to replace old trees that die. 

 

 

 

This forest has growth in multiple layers of the 

understory. 

<http://www.nps.gov/slbe/planyourvisit/psbeechmapl

e.htm> 

 
http://www.nps.gov/slbe/planyourvisit/psb
eechmaple.htm 



What is an Unhealthy Forest? 
Unhealthy forests typically lack 

an understory with many different 

trees of different ages. Less tree 

diversity means the forest cannot 
re-grow because there are very few 

young trees. And, less understory 

creates unsuitable habitat for 

wildlife.  

If left unmanaged, an 

unhealthy forest will grow smaller 

because it cannot grow trees 

anymore. The forest will be gone for 

wildlife and for people to use and 

enjoy. 

  

What Can Weaken a Forest 

to Unhealthy Levels? 

Invasive species 
What’s an invasive species? 

Unlike a native species, which is a 

natural part of its ecosystem, an 

invasive species is a foreign invader. It 

is from another ecosystem and traveled 

there usually because people brought it 

accidentally or on purpose. 

 Invasive species often grow aggressively and reproduce 

quicker than native species. They also do not have natural 

predators or natural diseases in their new habitat. For these 

reasons, native species cannot coexist with invasive species.  

This forest has very little plant growth in the 

understory: almost all trees are mature and tall. There 

are very few plants at ground level. 

<http://www.flickr.com/photos/29388462@N06/5687586

323> 

Kudzu, native to Asia, grows up to 6” per day! Here it 

smothers native plants in the landscape, depriving them 

of sunlight. 

<http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/invasivetutorial/

kudzu.htm> 

 
http://www.nps.gov/slbe/planyourvisit/psbeec
hmaple.htm 



Why are invasive species a problem for 

forests?  

Invasive species often overtake and 

push out the native species in an area. 

This decreases the diversity of plants in 

a forest understory!  

 

Plant Invaders 
Many plant invaders were brought 

to the US to keep as ornamental plants or 

crops. They spread from there to the 

forest.  

 

Insect Invaders 
Insects are sometimes brought to 

regions where they are not found 

naturally. They hurt forests by harming 

trees. 

 

Mammalian Invaders: Feral Swine 

Feral means a domesticated animal 

that is now wild. Feral swine are 

domesticated pigs and Eurasian boars 

that escaped or were released from 

farms.  

Feral swine are decimating natural 

areas in the US because they root for food by 

pushing dirt with their snouts. This behavior 

severely disrupts the forest floor. 

Additionally, wild swine have big appetites and will eat baby birds 

and eggs, fawns, domestic animals, native plants, and crops. 

The Emerald Ash Borer eats and weakens Ash 

trees. 

<http://www.freshfromflorida.com/pi/enpp/ento/e

merald_ash_borer.html> 

Garlic Mustard, native to Europe and Asia, 

covers the forest floor in many parts of NY. 

<http://ppdl.org/dd/id/garlic_mustard.html> 

 

<http://www.sanantonio.gov/animalcare/

resources/FeralHogs.aspx> 



They also carry a variety of 

diseases that can be passed to 

people.  

 

Native Invaders Eating 

Forests to Death: White-

tailed Deer 

White-tailed deer are native 

to the US, but in some areas, deer 

become invasive because there are 

so many of them.  

 

 

Deer browse in a forest, stripping leaves from branches and 

snipping buds off stems. Forests can tolerate this damage when 

deer populations are at naturally-occurring levels. However, the 

population of deer has boomed because of increases in suburbs. 

Suburbs provide abundant food sources for deer (bird feeders, 

garden plants) and decrease the number of predators, like 

bobcats and coyotes. Deer reproduce 

prolifically in such environments. 

 

 These unnaturally-high 

populations of deer eat young trees in 

the forest understory too much! The 

young trees die becayse they cannot 

re-grow their leaves, which makes the 

forest unhealthy and jeopardizes the 

future survival of the forest. 

 

 What are Some Activities 

That Can Educate About Forest Health? 

Heavy browse causes distinct browse lines where the 

deer eat all available food they can reach.  

<http://www.deeranddeerhunting.com/deer-

news/dramatic-browse-line-in-upper-michigan> 

A doe browsing on a shrub. 

<http://ancientgardenerblog.blogspot.com/2010_12_01

_archive.html> 



 Take a walk through the woods and locate signs of deer 

browse, such as browse lines, deer droppings, and deer trails. 

 Visit a local deer exclosure, where deer cannot enter a fenced 

area, at a state park or nature center. Can you see a 

difference between what the forest looks like in the exclosure 

and what it looks like outside of it? 

 Volunteer with your local nature center to help them remove 

invasive plants from the forest. Bring a bagged lunch and spend 

the day in the forest finding and pulling out invasive plants! 

 

Additional Resources 
 http://www.deerandforests.org/habitat 

 A fantastic resource website that includes an interactive animation of 

what a forests look like under different levels of deer browse.  

 http://www.nature.org/ourinitiatives/habitats/forests/help/invasive-

plant-species-invasive-species-education.xml 

A guide to what YOU can do to stop the spread of invasive species. 

http://www.deerandforests.org/habitat
http://www.nature.org/ourinitiatives/habitats/forests/help/invasive-plant-species-invasive-species-education.xml
http://www.nature.org/ourinitiatives/habitats/forests/help/invasive-plant-species-invasive-species-education.xml

