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Thompson et al 2013 Four Centuries of change in northeastern forests. PlosONE   8(9): e72540.
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A History of Rewilding                A Second Chance 
                                             for New England’s Forests

Swift River -- Petersham, Massachusetts



Why Wildlands?
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“Since there is nowhere enough wilderness to permit the full 
mystery of evolution to flourish, we, as a culture, must begin the 
daunting task of restoring vast tracts of damaged land to a 
condition where they can re-wild themselves. 

To speak of ecological restoration by humans of ecosystems is to 
speak in paradoxes.  Enter at your own risk. Bring a healthy dose 
of humility and recognize that you are doing work that only Mother 
Earth can properly do. 

Be not deterred by the apparent absurdity of the task. The 
alternative is the collapse of the biosphere.”

—Jamie Sayen,  “Notes Toward a Restoration Ethic,” 1990 

Why Wildlands?



Why now?

Our First Report (2005)

Three crises
• Climate change
• Biodiversity loss
• Decline in human well-being





What are Wildlands?
Wildlands are tracts permanently protected from development, in which management is explicitly intended to allow natural 
processes to prevail with “free will” and minimal human interference. 

Humans have been part of nature for millennia and can coexist within and with Wildlands without intentionally altering their 
structure, composition, or function.

Colchester Bog, Vermont Monhegan Island, Maine Muddy Pond, Massachusetts Baxter State Park, Maine



Wildlands Criteria

• Wildland Intent

• Management for an Untrammeled Condition

• Permanent Protection

Mohegan Island, Maine



81% of New 
England is 

forest

3.3% is 
Wildlands



The “Protected” Lands 
of New England



Where are the 
Wildlands?
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Security – Permanence of Protection

High

HighLow
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Katahdin 
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Debsconeag Lakes
Wilderness Area
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Natural Areas

Mount Abraham

Doren Mountain Wilderness
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Recommendation #1

Center Wildlands in an integrated 
approach to land planning and 
conservation that includes actively 
managed forests and farms and 
sustainably designed communities 
supported by demand-reduction 
economy.
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Recommendation #2

Strengthen existing Wildlands

• Develop clear intent
• Reinforce Wildlands management
• Increase Wildlands protection in perpetuity
• Enhance the landscape setting for 

Wildlands
Strongly protected

Weakly protected – Owner Type.            



Janet McMahon

Allagash Wilderness Waterway



Recommendation #3

Advance Wildland conservation 
significantly, thoughtfully, and 
strategically

Each town should have a park, or rather a primitive forest, of five hundred or a thousand acres, where a 
stick should never be cut for fuel, a common possession forever, for instruction and recreation…

Henry Thoreau 1859



1987



1995

Maine Woods
National Park & Preserve





Report Products
• Full Report 112 pages
• Executive Summary 12 pages
• State Summaries one for each state

• Figures, graphs, tables and illustrations

1. Advance research, outreach and policy 

2. Expand the New England Protected Open Space 
database and Interactive Wildlands Webmap

3. Evaluate the goal for Wildlands to 20 percent or more

4. Integrate Wildland conservation, local food and 
resource production, and community development

WWF&C Ongoing Activities



Northern Forest Forum (1992-2002)
Harvard Forest Archives 2021    

Yale University Press
January 2024

From the Ground Up
November 2023

From the Ground Up
Conversations About Conservation, 

Climate, and Community in New 

England 

~ ~ ~

An Online Quarterly
November 2023
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