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The managed 
forest life cycle

Sweden is a country of forests. More than half of the country’s total land area is forest-
land, some 23 million hectares. One hectare measures 100 x 100 metres, about the same 
size as two football pitches. The forests grow in extent every year, and about 80% of 
that annual growth is logged. There are various approaches to forestry today and the 
industry is regulated in general terms by the Swedish Forestry Act, which has been en-
acted in various forms since 1903. About half of Sweden’s forestland is owned by private 
individuals, a quarter by private limited liability companies, 14% by state-owned com-
panies and the rest by other private owners, the Swedish state and other public owners. 

◀ Clearing. Trees and high 
stumps left standing after 
logging will comprise natu-
ral values in the future. 

Swedish Forestry Act
The origins of Sweden’s forestry act came about in 
the 1500s when the crown wanted to ensure that there 
was enough oak timber to build ships. The first mod-
ern forestry act was established in 1903 to prevent the 
deforestation seen in the Swedish landscape. The act 
was a reforestation law, stipulating that new forest 
must be planted after logging. 

The act was amended in 1948, and the amendments 
included regulation of the age at which trees could be 
logged for regeneration and the permitted measures 
to protect the forest against insect pests. 

The current forestry act offers quite a bit of leeway 
in how forests are managed, but environmental and 
production objectives are given equal priority. The 
Swedish Forest Agency is the supervisory authority 
responsible for ensuring compliance with the law.

Patch clearcutting
Patch clearcutting is the most common forest man-
agement method in Sweden and this has been the 
case since the 1950s. This method involves dividing 
the managed forest’s life cycle into different phases 
in which the forest is actively managed to produce 
timber and pulpwood.

Regeneration phase
Following logging, new forest stocks must be plant-
ed. Generally speaking, there are three different 
approaches to regeneration: planting, sowing and 
self-regeneration. Before the forest is regenerated, 
some form of ground preparation takes place, which 
involves disrupting the forest floor in some way to 
provide the best possible conditions for the new gen-
eration of trees. 
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Ground preparation that uses large machines to 
create continuous or intermittent furrows is the most 
common method, but there are also other methods 
such as clearing burns. Planting is the most common 
regeneration method in patch clearcutting and in-
volves planting saplings in the furrows created during 
the ground preparation work. The saplings are sown 
and cultivated at a nursery. Sowing is uncommon, but 
is seen in some parts of Sweden.

Self-regeneration is the oldest method and involves 
leaving standing trees in the final logging phase, 
which can then release seeds and regenerate the 
forest floor. Once the forest has regenerated, the seed 
trees are often logged.

Young forest phase
Following regeneration, the new saplings are allowed 
to grow. A few years later, it may be time to clean 
among the young trees to influence which tree species 
grow and to remove any trees that are damaged or 
show poor growth to ensure that the best possible 
wood is produced. Thin stems are felled with a brush 
cutter and the trees to be left standing until the next 
phase are selected. Deciduous trees competing with 
the conifers are felled. Some deciduous trees are, 
however, spared, such as along waterways. Trees with 
unusual stems are also felled, such as those that look 
more like shrubs than trees, to ensure the best possi-
ble quality. 

Some 300,000 hectares are cleaned in this manner 
each year in Sweden, and the felled stems are left in 
the forest.

Thinning phase
In this phase, the regenerated forest once again starts 
to resemble what most people call a forest. The trees 
now reach heights of up to 20 metres and it may be 
time to thin the forest. Thinning is just what it sounds 
like, a measure to thin the forest stands. It is very 
much like thinning a vegetable patch, such as choos-
ing which carrots to remove to allow the rest to grow 
nice and big. The difference compared to cleaning is 
that thinning is conducted with large forest ma-
chines, and now the trees are mature enough to make 
harvesting the wood and pulpwood profitable. The 
number of times a forest needs to be thinned varies, 
depending on how well it grows. 

If the forest was not thinned, it would take care of 
the process itself, but the landowner would not make 
any money from selling the wood and too much dead-
wood risks attracting various pests.

Final logging phase
This phase comes once the forest has become so old 
that it is legal to log it. The exact legal age varies 
depending on the location and fertility of the forest. 
There are different ways to final log a forest and all 

are preceded by careful planning, which also includes 
deciding how to prepare the ground and regenerate 
the forest afterwards. 

In patch clearcutting, clearcutting is the most com-
mon method, with or without seed trees depending 
on the chosen regeneration method. However, you are 
not permitted to log every single tree as the forestry 
act requires the consideration of natural values and 
the sparing of habitats so that flora and fauna can 
survive until the new forest has established itself. 
Ancient remains and cultural relics are also taken into 
consideration.

Shelterwood cutting
The shelterwood cutting concept encompasses differ-
ent forestry methods that do not involve clearcutting 
the forest. Some of these methods are selection cut-
ting, expanding gap cutting and shelterwoods. All of 
them entail felling some trees, but most often involve 
allowing the forest to regenerate naturally. 

Shelterwood cutting methods are best suited to 
layered forests comprised of tree species that can 
tolerate shade, and in northern Sweden this gener-
ally means spruce forests. The reason for choosing a 
shelterwood cutting method varies, but they can be 

good alternatives for forests near urban centres that 
are used for recreation and where you want a natural 
looking mature forest. If we consider the financial 
aspects, these methods do not offer the greatest yield 
and as such are not particularly widely used in large-
scale forestry. However, for landowners pursuing 

Some 300,000 hectares are cleaned in 
this way each year in Sweden, with the 

felled stems left in the forest.

▲  Shelterwood cutting is not 
suitable for all types of land or 
for all tree species, and is more 
commonly seen in small-scale 
forestry.
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small-scale forestry and prioritising values other than 
high financial returns, they can prove a favourable 
alternative.

Old forest
Not all forest that has reached the legal age for final 
logging is harvested in this way or managed using 
shelterwood cutting methods. Some forests are home 
to such important natural values that they should not 
be logged. If a forest owner is affiliated with an envi-
ronmental certification scheme, the highest natural 
values are to be excluded from logging practices. The 
Swedish Forest Agency identifies key biotopes that, 
with respect to nature conservation, are environments 
worthy of special protection. They are considered 
to be sanctuaries that deviate from the surrounding 
landscape and are of great importance to threatened 
and protected flora and fauna. 

Elements most often found in key biotopes include 
deadwood, old trees and moss-covered boulders, but 
forests can also be classified as key biotopes based on 
other grounds. 

Forest products
What are all the wood and tree products harvested 
from the forest used for? About 45% of the tree is 
used for timber, which is then used to produce fur-
niture, boards, planks, laminated wooden beams and 
more. 40-45% becomes pulpwood, used to produce 
newsprint, packaging and other paper products. Pulp 
production generates many by-products, and some of 
these can be used to produce tall oil, which in turn is 
used to produce more environmentally friendly diesel 
fuel. The remaining parts of the tree, such as the 
crown and branches, can be used as biofuel.

The shelterwood cutting 
concept encompasses different 

forestry methods that do not 
involve clearcutting the forest. 

Project PINUS, a project for innovative experiences in managed forests, aims to gather the tourism industry, the forest industry and forestry 
academia in efforts to create opportunities for tourism in managed forests. Project PINUS began in August 2016 and runs until November 2019. 
The Museum of Forestry in Lycksele is the project owner.


