(In Hayward and Verner, 1994, Forest Service research biologist G. Hayward makes the following observation on land managers’ use of the concept of historic range of variability of forest vegetation, in the context of great gray owl ecology.)





“Scientists and mangers are beginning to focus more attention on landscape history. Managers realize that descriptions of historic environments provide a window, although an opaque view, into the range of variation experienced by organisms in the past. Scientists understand that historical ecology can aid in understanding important ecological concepts such as successional patterns, community theory, and biogeography. Despite increased interest in historical ecology, scientific understanding of the historic abundance and distribution of montane conifer forests in the western United States is not sufficient to indicate how current patterns compare to the past. In particular, knowledge of patterns in distribution and abundance of older age classes of these forests in not available. Describing these patterns is extremely difficult. 





“Current efforts to put management impacts into a historic context seem to focus almost exclusively on what amounts to a snapshot of vegetation history—a documentation of forest conditions near the time when European settlers first began to impact forest structure. Conservation planning for great gray owls must also consider patterns in these forests thousands of years ago. The value of the historic information lies in the perspective it can provide on the potential variation in great gray owl distribution in the past and the forest conditions the species was exposed to. I do not believe that historical ecology, emphasizing static conditions in recent times, say 100 years ago, will provide the complete picture needed to place present conditions in a proper historic context. Conditions immediately prior to industrial development may have been extraordinary compared to the past 1,000 years or more. Using forest conditions in the 1800’s as a baseline, then, could provide a false impression if the baseline is considered a goal to strive toward.”


(Hayward, 1994, p. 209.)
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