
T he latest survey of Alabama’s
forest resources is complete!!
This phrase is  being ut tered
with exci tement  by a diverse

group of forestry related organizations.
Forest  industry,  environmental  groups,
and state agencies all  use survey data in
formulat ing their  long-term strategies .
So, what is the “survey” and what are the
latest  resul ts .  The purpose of  this  ar t icle
is  to  answer these quest ions.

History of the Survey

Agriculture,  Forest  Service,  Southern
Research Stat ion (SRS) conducts  contin-
uing inventories  of  13 southern s tates .
The first  survey of Alabama was com-
pleted in 1936.  The ini t ial  survey con-
sisted of quarter  acre sample plots laid
out  county by county on paral lel  l ines
spaced 10 miles apart .  The second sur-
vey (1953) established a network of per-
manent  ground plots  located on a three-
mile grid across the state.  All  subsequent
surveys used this  plot  gr id .  Subsequent
surveys were performed in 1963, 1972,

The Forest  Inventory and Analysis 1982, 1990, and fina IlY
(FIA) unit of the U.S. Department of The latest  survey in
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in 2000.
solved  4,443 plots
with forested
condit ion and
took three years
to complete.

Thus, seven
surveys have
been conducted
in Alabama.
Along the way,
different  sample
designs and tech-
niques have been
used. Every
change was made
in order to
increase the effi-
ciency of the sur-

vey, uti l ize latest  technologies,  or answer
new questions. However, there are sever-
al  key i tems that  have remained
unchanged since 1953. The network of
plot  locat ions and the methods of  deter-
mining forest area have remained con-
stant  for  50 years.

Rlesults of the 2000 Survey
There are currently 22.9 million acres

of forests in Alabama (figure 1).  This
represents a one mi l l ion acre  increase
over the 1990 est imate.  This increase
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proves this  to be an incorrect  assump-
t ion .

est- types in the state.  The latest  survey

Total forest area has increased over
7% since 1972 (Figure 3). This figure
illustrates that  forest  area has gradually
increased across the state for the past 30
years.  The impact of plantation forestry
is seen in this graph as well .  The area of
planted stands has increased 225% since
1972, when planted stands accounted for
I .7  mil l ion acres.  Today,  planted stands
occupy 5.6 million acres, almost one-
fourth of the total  forest  area of the state.
I t  is  important  to  note  that  while  planta-
tions occupy nearly one-quarter of the
state’s forestlands,  they contain 35% of
the s ta tes  s tanding sof twood inventory.
Plantat ions also are responsible for  half
of  al l  softwood growing-stock growth
and 30% of al l  softwood removals .

1982, average annual growth of soft-
woods has r isen.  A decline in softwood
growth occurred between 1972 and
1982.  Removals  of  l ive softwoods have
increased as well ,  increasing 107% since
1972. Softwood removals exceeded
growth during both the 1982 and 1990
surveys, a fact that caused some concern
in the past .  This trend is  reversed for the
latest  survey, as once again, growth
exceeds removals.

Average annual growth of l ive hard-
woods has always exceeded removals
(Figure 6).  Removals of  l ive hardwoods
have increased 83% since 1972.
Currently, 390.6 million cubic feet of
hardwoods are removed each year in
Alabama. This is offset  by the fact that
560.8 million cubic feet are grown each
year,  a 75% increase over the 1972 esti-
mates .

The s tanding inventory of  both soft-
woods and hardwoods has increased as
well (Figure 4). All-live softwood vol-
ume has risen 21% over the four-survey

resulted from 1.7 million acres of previ-
ously non-forest  land being converted to
forests,  and 703,000 acres of t imberland
being diverted to other land uses.  The

The Future of the Survey
Historically,  surveys were performed

on an 8- 12 year cycle. Any event or
major cause of def*or-
estat ion in Alabama is
derived from urban-
related issues.

Volume of Timber in Alabama3  Forest
Urbanizat ion is  responsi-
ble for 68% of the
forestland clearing in the
state.  The establishment
of  plantat ions was a  pr i-
mary factor for the
increase in forestland.
The Conservation
Reserve Program (CRP)
alone was responsible
for planting around
200,000 acres a year
during the 1990’s.  Many
of these plantings were
on lands that  were previ-
ously in crops or  pas-
ture. Today, 71% of the
sta te  is  in  forests .
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period, while l ive hardwood volume has
gone up 69% over the same time frame.
In 1972,  the volume of softwoods
exceeded that of hardwoods. Since then,
the inventory volume of hardwoods has
always exceeded the softwood inventory.

quest ions that
arose between
surveys could not
be addressed unti l
the next  survey.
To help  provide  a
cont inuous  data
source, FIA and
the AFC have
teamed together
to perform an
annual  inventory
system.  With  th is
sys tem,  s ta te
crews will  gather
data on 20% of
the FIA plots
each year. In 5
years,  a complete
survey wil l  have
been performed.
At  this  t ime,  the

Private  landowners (non-industr ial)
own 78% of Alabama’s forests (Figure
1).  Forest  industry owns 16%. The
remaining 6% is shared between
National  Forests  and other  publ ic  lands.
The majori ty of the state’s forests ,  46%,
are classified as hardwood stands (Figure
2).  Softwood stands account for 35% of
the forest area. The remaining forests are
classif ied as  mixed.  Many individuals
will find this information surprising. It is
often stated that  softwoods,  pine planta-
t ions in part icular ,  are the dominant for-
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Average annual growth and average
annual removals refer to the amount of
wood that is grown or cut each year.
Between 1990 and 2000, 923.4 million
cubic feet  of l ive softwood volume grew
each year (Figure 5).  This is a 20%
increase over the 1982 value. Since

state wil l  continue gathering data on
20% of the plots,  creating a “roll ing
average.” This will  enable decision mak-
ers,  both public and private,  to have cur-
rent  information on the state’s  forest
resources,  ensuring that  Alabama will
always have forests for future genera-
t ions .

For more information on the annual
inventory system, or  the latest  survey of
Alabama,  visi t  the nat ional  FIA website
at: http://fia.fs.fed.us.  Q
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