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Conserving Ecological Function 
 
It is important to note that the goal for all of these areas is to maintain the ecological functions 
provided by that landscape element. For example, the goal for Interior Forest Blocks is to 
maintain the unfragmented, interior forest of these areas that provides critical habitat for many 
species of plants and animals. There is considerable leeway on what can happen within a forest 
block and still maintain interior forest function. For example, most forest management 
activities are compatible with maintaining the long-term interior forest functions for these 
blocks, providing these activities are thoughtfully planned.  
 
Many tools can be used to achieve the overall goal of retaining ecological function. With 
approximately 80% of Vermont’s land privately-owned, management and stewardship of 
private lands will be an essential path to success. Other tools include conservation easements, 
local planning and zoning, state regulations, and ownership by a state or federal agency or a 
private conservation organization. This document and these maps do not provide the detail as 
to which of these tools are best suited to specific places, but there are recommendations for 
further prioritization filters that users can apply to make these decisions. 
 
Each section below provides guidelines on what is needed to maintain ecological functions for 
that element. 

 
Landscape Element Descriptions and Maps 
 
Interior Forest Blocks 
Definition: Areas of contiguous forest and other natural communities and habitats (such as 
wetlands, ponds, and cliffs) that are unfragmented by roads, development, or agriculture. 
Forest blocks were identified, mapped, and ranked by Sorenson and Osborne (2014). 
 
Ecological Function: Forest blocks provide many ecological and biological functions critical for 
protecting native species and the integrity of natural systems (Austin et al. 2004), including: 

 Supporting natural ecological processes such as predator-prey interactions and natural 
disturbance regimes; 

 Helping to maintain air and water quality and flood resilience; 

 Supporting the biological requirements of many plant and animal species, especially 
those that require interior forest habitat or require large areas to survive; 

 Supporting viable populations of wide-ranging animals by allowing access to important 
feeding habitat, reproduction, and genetic exchange; and 

 Serving as habitat for source populations of dispersing animals for recolonization of 
nearby habitats that may have lost their original populations of those species. 
 

In addition, large, topographically diverse forest blocks will allow many species of plants and 
animals to shift to suitable habitat within a forest block in response to climate change within 
the next century without having to cross developed areas to other forest blocks (Beier 2012). 
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Priority Areas for Maintaining an Ecologically Functional Landscape:  

These are highly ranked forest blocks from all biophysical regions that provide important 
interior forest habitat and provide ecological support to the highest priority Forest 
Interior Blocks. 
 
Highest Priority: These are the largest and/or highest ranked forest blocks from all 
biophysical regions that provide the foundation for interior forest habitat and 
associated ecological functions. 
 

Guidelines for Maintaining Ecological Function: The primary goal is to maintain the interior 
forest conditions that forest blocks provide by avoiding permanent interior forest 
fragmentation resulting from development. Limited development on the margins of existing 
large forest blocks may not have significant adverse effects as long as it does not reduce 
connectivity between blocks and does not encroach into the forest block interior. Forest 
management that maintains forest structure within the block and results in a distribution of all 
age classes is compatible with maintaining interior forest conditions over the long term. 
 
Further prioritization for conservation could be achieved using the following filters:  

1. Areas also mapped as highest priority Connectivity Blocks. 
2. Forest blocks with high “total weighted block scores” or high scores for any of the 11 

individual biological or physical diversity factors (Sorenson and Osborne 2014). 
3. Presence of rare or Vermont-responsibility geophysical settings, such as calcareous 

bedrock or clay soils. 
4. High score in regional resilient sites analysis (Anderson et al. 2012). 
5. High score for forest productivity (Vermont Land Trust 2007). 
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Map 1. Interior Forest Blocks showing Priority and Highest Priority blocks.


