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Interest is growing among foresters and forest owners on the 
potential application of continuous cover forestry (CCF) 
systems to Irish forests. CCF is relatively new to Ireland but 
has been practised widely throughout Europe for many years. 
Given the right site conditions, CCF can offer an alternative to 
clearfell and replant. It is suitable to both conifers and 
broadleaves and allows for the production of commercial 
timber while retaining a forest cover at all times. CCF 
encompasses a number of silvicultural systems (such as 
selection and shelter-wood systems), each suited to different 
circumstances.  
 
WORKING WITH NATURAL FOREST PROCESSES 
CCF offers a way to integrate production and permanent forest 
habitat conservation, making use of natural processes and for 
this reason is also known as close-to-nature forest 
management. In this way it can integrate a high level of 
ecosystem services while creating a “conveyor belt” of timber 
as  trees reach maturity at different times. Sawlog is harvested 
at regular intervals and trees are naturally replenished without 
loss of forest habitat at any stage.  
 
CCF ultimately aims to create a regular income for the owner 
while minimising costs through the development and 
maintenance of balanced forest structures and the use of 
multiple species. Harvesting therefore generates a sustained 
yield income, but also rejuvenates the forest and makes room 
for new generations of trees to grow into the canopy.  These 
usually come from in-forest seed germination (natural 
regeneration) but can also come from tree planting 
(enrichment planting). 
 
BENEFITS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Under the more conventional clear cut system, trees are 
harvested and replanted at the end of the rotation while under 
CCF systems, timber is harvested instead in regular instalments 
with progressive regeneration and canopy maintenance. This 
approach has a range of potential benefits but also a range of 
constraints. 
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Continuous cover forestry  
CCF is an attractive silvicultural option for 
forest owners who wish to avoid clearfelling 

Foresters and forest owners discussing CCF 
application to Irish forests at a ProSilva 
field Day. ProSilva Ireland, an NGO 
established in 2000, is involved in the 
practical implementation of CCF in Ireland 
and it is part of a wide European network 
of similar organisations.
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BENEFITS 
•     Regular harvest with proportion of quality sawlog  
       increasing over time. 
•     No large-scale / open field replanting requirement 
•     Larger intermediate income  from thinnings 
•     Continuous soil-carbon and water quality protection 
•     Wildlife and landscape enhancement 
•     Increased opportunities for non-timber forest uses  
       (e.g.: eco-tourism, game shooting, etc.) 
•     Potential greater forest resilience 
•     Maintaining asset value for succession and legacy 
 
CONSTRAINTS 
•     No single large timber sale / payment  
•     Continuous monitoring required  
• Requires continuous deer control  
• Requires wind firm sites 
• Possible higher level of road density/maintenance  
       required 
• New skills and competencies for all operators required 
• The greater species range and larger dimensions of  
       timber (>50cm diameter) typical of CCF might be more  
       difficult to market to current Irish sawmills 
 
PLANTATION TRANSFORMATION PROCESS 
Most current Irish forests are young, single-aged stands. To be 
managed as permanent canopy forests, a transformation into 
a more complex, stable structure is required.  
 
Transformation involves early and repeated selective thinning, 
where trees are removed primarily from dominant/co-domi-
nant competitors (thinning from “above” or “crown” thinning) 
to favour better-formed trees of target species.   
 
Stand stability is a very important factor in considering trans-
forming to CCF. It is not an option for all sites as issues with 
elevation and soil quality might undermine forest wind stabil-
ity during the transformation. 
 
Sheltered sites with free-draining soils are most suited. High 
deer density sites can also be difficult to transform to CCF 
due to browsing of young trees if adequate deer management 
is not in place. 
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Stand stability is a very important factor in 
considering transforming to CCF. 
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The transformation process can be summarised as follows: 
•     Select for quality by thinning early and selectively where  
       trees of good quality are retained. 
•     Improve breeding of forest stock through the selection  
       and retention of high quality trees from which natural  
       regeneration will be derived. 
•     Grow the quality forest stock to optimum volume/tree  
       dimensions to suit available markets 
•     Harvest a regular volume of quality timber and  
       rejuvenate the forest at the same time. 
•     Learn from your forest and refine management over  
       time. 
 
CCF IN IRELAND  
A number of private forest owners across Ireland have already 
commenced transforming their plantations to CCF. Also in 
recent years, a number of CCF monitoring sites have been 
established. Of particular interest to CCF transformation is 
the current TranSSFor project which is funded by Teagasc and 
jointly managed with UCD. As part of this work, a thinning 
experiment was initiated in 2011 in two Sitka spruce stands 
on contrasting soil and site types. The experiment is designed 
with low, crown and graduated density thinning treatments. 
Coillte and a private woodland owner are active supporters 
of this project. Research linked to training and skills develop-
ment in CCF is also in progress. Check https://www.tea-
gasc.ie/crops/forestry/research/transformation-of-sitka-sp
ruce-to-ccf/) 
 
To assist private forest owners with the costs of transforma-
tion management of suitable plantations, the Department of 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine  aims to fund a new pilot 
CCF scheme beginning in 2019. The new scheme will offer 
three payments of €750/ha as part of a 12-year forest planta-
tion transformation plan. For further information on CCF 
management application in Ireland see  
https://prosilvaireland.com/ 
https://www.teagasc.ie/crops/forestry/ 
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