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Summary

1 Part of the forest reserve established in Paneveggio Forest (Trento, Italy) in 1992 has
been allowed to evolve without human intervention. Inside this reserve, two 1-ha long-
term monitoring plots were established in subalpine multi-layered forest stands.
2 To investigate the origin, spatio-temporal development and disturbance history of
these plots, the present study combined dendroecological tree ring analysis with histor-
ical evidence.
3 One stand (VB3) had an uneven-aged population in which the oldest trees were more
than 400 years old. Regeneration has been continuous both in time and space over the
last three centuries, during which time the stand has been affected regularly by distur-
bances. This supports the information from historical documents, suggesting that a
selection system was carried out in this area.
4 The second stand (BDO) also had an uneven-aged population, with trees up to
397 years old. Although this plot too had been affected quite regularly by disturbances,
massive regeneration occurred only after 1920, suggesting that the land might previ-
ously have been exploited as pasture.
5 Despite their relatively similar structures, the two plots developed in entirely different
ways. Our study confirmed that biological data can be used to identify the occurrence and
intensity of prior localized disturbances in forest stands, but the precise causes of the dis-
turbances can be determined only by comparing biological data and historical records.
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Introduction

The forests of the Italian Alps are a precious resource,
as well as a social heritage (Mazzucchi 1999; Dotta &
Motta 2000). Traditional silviculture has a strong
empirical knowledge base but is being replaced by
‘close-to-nature’ approaches based on scientific man-
agement practices linking biological, technical and
social data (Kohm & Franklin 1997).

Ideally, these approaches should be modelled on
data from virgin and old-growth forests, together with
their natural disturbance history. However, these types
of forests no longer exist in the European Alps and the

relicts of natural forests are rare and of limited size
(Hillgarter 1971; Kalhs 1974; Leibundgut 1982). The
only remaining European old-growth forests are
located in the Scandinavian boreal forests (Hofgaard
1993; Linder et al. 1997) and in the mountains of East-
ern Europe (Mayer & Neumann 1981; Korpel 1995).

Historic practice/usage shapes vegetative composi-
tion and structure in stands with long-term impact (e.g.
Glitzestein et al. 1990; Foster et al. 1992; Orwig &
Abrams 1994; White & Mladenoff 1994; Ruffner &
Abrams 1998; Piussi 2000) and European foresters
have become progressively aware of the importance of
stand history for present-day structure and function
(e.g. Bradshaw 1993; Cherubini et al. 1996; Carcaillet
1998; Motta & Nola 2001). The long history of human
disturbance here has resulted not only in the modifica-
tion of the structure and composition of forests, but
often in severe soil erosion and nutrients leaching as
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well (Körner et al. 1997). Thus, it is unlikely that the
suspension of logging and other types of human inter-
vention would bring about a return to pre-settlement
forest vegetation and structure. The dynamics of less
disturbed forest stands, both in their present state and
in the absence of human intervention, provide vital
information, however, on natural regeneration, the fre-
quency and intensity of disturbances and forest resili-
ence (Bradshaw et al. 1994; Peterken 1996; Bergeron &
Harvey 1997; Burton et al. 1999).

Information regarding land use and methods of forest
management obtained from historical documents often
lacks the temporal and spatial detail to reconstruct
the history of a single forest stand. However, when
combined with the study of tree-ring chronologies, age
structure and the ecological attributes of individual
species, they allow the origin and the past dynamic
of  a forest stand to be understood (e.g. Lorimer 1984;
Foster et al. 1992; Nowacki & Abrams 1994; Orwig &
Abrams 1994; Abrams & Copenhaver 1999; Kitzberger
et al. 2000). Age structure can be used as an indicator of
the peaks of tree establishment, and variations in tree-
ring width can be used to reconstruct the occurrence of
past disturbances in forests (Lorimer & Frelich 1989;
Abrams & Orwig 1996; Rigling & Schweingruber 1997).

The need for long-term records of local stand
dynamics (Foster et al. 1996) led to the establishment
of a forest reserve in the Paneveggio Provincial Forest
in northern Italy (Dellagiacoma et al. 1996). The
reserve was divided into two parts: a silvicultural
reserve for experimental research and a strict reserve
where the forest has been allowed to evolve naturally.

We focused on two long-term forest monitoring
plots located in multi-layered subalpine forest stands,
whose structure and possible origin is described in
Motta et al. (1999) and Motta et al. (2000). The
present study is based on a complete sampling of the
trees in the stands in order to construct their age struc-
ture and disturbance history. A geographic informa-
tion system (GIS) was employed to add spatial
information on establishment and disturbance. Tree-
ring curves were matched in space and time and their
correlative spatial distribution examined to provide
further details on disturbances (Payette et al. 1990).

The aims of this study were:
• to establish a sampling protocol for long-term studies
of forest stands;
• to reconstruct, temporally and spatially, the popula-
tion establishment and disturbance history; and
• to characterize the impact of past forest-use on past and
present forest composition, structure, patterns and dynamic.

Materials and methods

 

The study area is located in the Paneveggio Forest
in the Travignolo Valley (Trentino, Italy) where two
subalpine stands, separated by 1500 m, were selected:

Valbona 3 (VB3), latitude 46°17′12 N, longitude 11°45′41 E,
is a Norway spruce (Picea abies (L.) Karst) stand
located at the present upper limit of  the pure spruce
forest; and Buse dell’oro (BDO), latitude 46°17′32 N,
longitude 11°44′45 E, is a mixed stand composed of
Norway spruce, larch (Larix decidua Mill.) and Swiss
stone pine (Pinus cembra L.), located near the tree-line.

The vegetation is Homogyno-Piceetum subalpinum
myrtilletosum at VB3 (Di Tommaso 1983) and Calama-
grostio villosae-Pinetum cembrae piceetosum at BDO
(Filipello et al. 1980). Annual rainfall varies between
1207 mm at Paneveggio (1508 m a.s.l.) and 1316 mm
year−1 at Passo Rolle (2002 m a.s.l.), about 2 and 3 km,
respectively, from the study sites (Gandolfo & Sulli
1993). The average annual temperature at Passo Rolle
is 2.4 °C. The bedrock is porphyry, partially covered
by morainic material, and the soils are podsols and
rankers. Before 1919, when the forest belonged to the
Austro-Hungarian Empire, studies had been initiated
(Wessely 1853; von Guttemberg 1915)  manage-
ment plans established. Following the First World War,
when many trees were damaged and trenches were dug
in proximity to both study plots, the forest became the
property of the Italian State. Subsequently it was
entrusted to the Trentino-Alto Adige Region and since
the 1970s it has belonged to the Autonomous Province
of Trento and is included in the ‘Parco Naturale Pan-
eveggio – Pale di S. Martino’.

 

Local foresters were interviewed and forest manage-
ment plans and other historical documents supplied by
the Provincial Administrative Archives of Trento were
analysed.

 

During 1994 and 1995, two 1-ha relatively structurally
uniform populations were identified and all live and
dead standing trees with a d.b.h. (diameter at 1.3 m
above the ground) > 7.5 cm, along with stems, logs and
stumps, were identified, labelled with numbered metal
tags, and mapped. Two perpendicular d.b.h. were
measured for each tree. Regeneration (h > 10 cm,
d.b.h. < 7.5 cm) was counted and mapped in a transect
(20 × 100 m), randomly selected inside each plot. Plot
coordinates were determined by means of a global
positioning system (GPS) and all data were filed in a
GIS (Arcview 3.1).

 

Spatial patterns can partially reflect the pattern of
spontaneous regeneration, subject to dispersal patterns,
after stand disturbance (Stewart 1986; Taylor & Halpern
1991) or the growth of artificial planting. In reforested
subalpine areas this type of analysis allows for the recon-
struction of the spatial patterns adopted by trees that
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became established and subsequently survived and
developed. In naturally established subalpine stands,
such structure is strongly clustered (Ott et al. 1997).

Spatial distribution was assessed within a grid of
contiguous quadrants. All specimens with d.b.h. >
7.5 cm were counted for successively larger quadrants:
6.25, 16.00, 44.44, 100.00, 156.25, 203.92, 277.89 m2.
Type, intensity and scale of pattern were identified
using the Morisita index (Morisita 1959):

Iδ = q Σni (ni − 1)/N (N − 1)

where q = number of quadrants in the stand of a given
size, ni = number of trees in the i th quadrant, and N = the
total number of trees in the stand. The Morisita index
is a form of nested analysis of variance that is commonly
used to quantify the scale of the clumping of trees (Veblen
1979; Parker & Parker 1994; Taylor et al. 1996).

Iδ = 1.0 when a population is randomly distributed,
> 1.0 if a population is clumped and < 1.0 if a population
is regularly distributed. Each calculated index value was
tested with an F-statistic to determine if  it varied sig-
nificantly (P < 0.01) from that of a random distribution
(Morisita 1959). The higher the index value for clumped
distribution, the greater the intensity of clumping.

 

An increment core was taken upslope at a height of
50 cm from each tree with d.b.h. > 7.5 cm (a total of
477 cores for VB3 and a total of 846 cores for BDO).
Following optimization of surface resolution, annual
ring widths were measured in the laboratory to the
nearest 0.01 mm. Data were collected and stored using
the LINTAB device and the TSAP package (Rinn
1996). All the cores were cross-dated against previously
available site chronologies (Motta et al. 1999; Motta
et al. 2000) in order to ensure the assignment of the cor-
rect calendar year to each annual ring.

The difficulty of intercepting the pith at the coring
height was overcome by using a graphical procedure
for estimating pith location, the missing radius and the
missing rings in the innermost part of the core (Motta
& Nola 2001). The difference in years between coring
height and total age (age at the root collar) was
accounted for by adding 18 years for Norway spruce,
12 for larch and 19 for stone pine (mean values from a
previous study conducted in Paneveggio (Motta 1996)
that assumed that the harvested saplings grew at the
same initial rate as the trees from which the partial
cores were obtained). To account for any errors intro-
duced by the procedures utilized for age estimation, age
structure was established for 10-year classes.

 

White and Pickett (1985) define disturbance as ‘any rel-
atively discrete event in time that disrupts ecosystem,
community, or population structure and changes

resources, substrate availability, or the physical envir-
onment’. We identified disturbances by detecting
abrupt growth increases in radial growth (releases from
suppression) in the increment cores (Lorimer 1984), i.e.
a sudden increase in ring-width > 166% over the pre-
vious 4 years (Schweingruber et al. 1990). It might take
several years for a tree to show a release after a distur-
bance because, although height growth reacts promptly
(Piussi 1988), needles live for at least 5 years and thus it
takes some time before the whole tree crown is adapted
to new light conditions (Crossley 1976; Ferguson &
Adams 1980; McCaughey & Schmidt 1982). In order
to limit errors due to differences in responses, the data
were analysed a second time by decade. A chronology
of all the disturbances recorded from the trees in the
two plots was constructed and release data were sum-
marized as the percentage of trees in a given period that
showed a growth release. The extent of each distur-
bance was determined from the spatial distribution of
the releases. Tree recruitment in these subalpine forests
is very slow and release data were therefore correlated
with establishment data from the successive three decades
to establish the effects of a disturbance (Piussi 1986).

All trees were assigned two Cartesian co-ordinates to
determine position and one co-ordinate for height rel-
ative to origin; these data, together with diameter, age,
annual tree ring width, and the years showing the
beginning of an abrupt growth release, were then
inserted into the GIS. It was thus possible to recon-
struct the establishment and the growth dynamic of the
present-day trees with an annual definition, each single
event being characterized by its date, a magnitude (the
percentage of trees that registered a sudden growth vari-
ation at the moment of the disturbance), and an extent
inside the plot. Ten-year syntheses and related spatial
patterns were reconstructed from the first decade that
contained at least six trees up to the present. For the
decades with the highest percentage of sudden growth
releases or establishment, annual reconstructions were
calculated in order to show the potential formation of
gaps or of disturbances of limited extent.

Each decadal synthesis was then compared with
data extracted from the historical analysis.

Results

 

Norway spruce is the dominant species in both plots
(Table 1) but, whereas plot VB3 is an almost com-
pletely pure stand apart from 6 stone pines that
account for only 1.2% of total trees, larch (21.6%) and
stone pine (9.0%) are also well represented in BDO.
Dead trees are much more frequent in BDO (50) than
in VB3 (8) and the numerous stumps in both plots
(Table 2) are the remains of tree cuts.

The volume of living trees was slightly lower in BDO,
where there was a percentage of  68.7% Norway
spruce, 20.9% larch and 10.3% stone pine (Table 2).
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Regeneration is abundant in both plots and species are
more mixed than in the tree layer (87.0% Norway
spruce, 1.7% larch and 11.3% stone pine in VB3; 50.5%
Norway spruce, 22.8% larch, 20.7% rowan and 6.0%
stone pine in BDO, Table 2).

The overall distribution of trees by size class shows an
exponential negative distribution in both plots (Fig. 1),
with an abundance of trees of small diameter and a rela-
tive lack of  larger diameters. Plot BDO, however,

shows some differences between species: Norway spruce
and larch are represented in all the diameter classes,
while stone pine is well represented only in the lower
diameter classes.

 

Unfortunately the criteria for subdividing the forest
into management compartments changed over time.

Table 1 Stand characteristics for the two plots
\

Plot
Altitude 
(m)

Slope 
(°) Aspect

Number living trees 
(d.b.h. > 7.5 cm)

Number 
Picea abies

Number 
Larix decidua

Number 
Pinus cembra

Number 
Sorbus aucuparia

Number of 
stumps*

VB3 1890 20 North 477 471 – 6 – 265
BDO 1980 15 North 846 583 183 76 4 370

*Stumps derived from recent cuts. Older stumps (more than a few decades) are decayed and covered by moss and ground vegetation and it is not possible 
to separate them from the ground.

Table 2 Volume and sapling density ha–1. Volumes were calculated according to yield tables from the Trento Forest
Administration. Saplings are individuals with height > 10 cm and d.b.h. < 7.5 cm

Plot

Total volume 
living trees 
(m3)

Volume 
Picea 
abies (m3)

Volume 
Larix 
decidua (m3)

Volume 
Pinus 
cembra (m3)

Number 
Saplings

Saplings 
Picea abies

Saplings 
Larix decidua

Saplings 
Pinus cembra

Saplings 
Sorbus 
aucuparia

VB3 330 328 – 2 3010 2620 50 340 –
BDO 260 168 45 27 4815 2430 1100 290 1100

Fig. 1 Size class distribution for each species in the two plots.
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During Austrian rule, the forest was divided into large
sections (50–100 ha) with definite permanent bound-
aries and each section was subdivided into smaller man-
agement units, the borders of which could be changed
with each subsequent revision of the management
plan. Since 1926, the forest has been divided into sec-
tions of 10–20 ha. Therefore it is almost impossible to
locate our study plots precisely in the various historic
management maps. Plans are available from 1878, but
only two maps (1878 and 1925) delineate internal borders;
in addition, information and data on forestry practices
and natural disturbances is only available on a rough
scale. However, allowing for these limitations, the maps
provide crucial information about stand history.

A manuscript inventory, dated approximately from
the first half  of the 19th century, provides a description
of the whole forest. Our study plots are located in the
‘district’ called ‘Colbricon con Buse dell’oro’, which
stretches from the ridge of the mountains to the valley
bottom. This district was divided in 26 ‘sections’, four
of which were pastures and meadows, two of which
were mountain pine (Pinus mugo Turra) stands, and the
others were all Norway spruce. Eleven of the Norway
spruce ‘sections’ are described as recently cut (some-
times clear cuts) and three as young stands.

The first precise technical description of the forest
(Wessely 1853) describes a selection system (Plenter-
ung), possibly used at high altitudes, with clearcutting
documented from the beginning of the 19th century.
The proximity of summer pastures is consistent with
the negative effect of grazing on regeneration and here,
as in nearby forests, trees were sometimes girdled to
promote the growth of herbaceous plants.

In the management plan drawn up in 1888, the
Paneveggio forest was subdivided into management
sectors distinguished by type of treatment. Unit A was
managed with shelterwood felling in small groups
(Femelschlag) every 160 years, with an initial seeding
felling followed by clearance after 20 years; Unit B,
where the study plots are located, was managed with
a selection system (Plenterung) among mature indi-
viduals approximately 200 years old. Clearcutting was
implemented in the more fertile low-lying areas less
than 1 km from VB3 but not in our plots (Piussi 1965).

Management directives and information on cuttings
are available for VB3 but information on BDO is lim-
ited and somewhat vague.

The sector that includes plot VB3 was described at
the end of the 19th century as an uneven-aged stand of
Norway spruce with occasional larch and stone pine
specimens, and subsequently as an uneven-aged stand
but with very irregular adult classes and dense even-
aged groups. No reforestation appears to have been
carried out (Piussi 1979). The sector that includes plot
BDO was described at the end of the 19th century as
sparsely wooded small-group forest of rather low silvi-
cultural quality. It is possible that seeding with Norway
spruce, larch and stone pine, as well as artificial plan-
tations, was carried out over small areas.

Felling is documented in Valbona between 1880 and
1900, although the exact location could not be estab-
lished (Motta et al. 1999), and between 1909 and 1913.
Between 1919 and 1921 a salvage operation following
windthrows and Ips typographus outbreaks removed
200 000 m3 of wood (equivalent to 50 years of pre-
scribed fellings). Other felling periods occurred from
1926 to 1933 after windthrows, and from 1945 to 1946.
Since then, no commercial timber exploitation has
taken place, with the exception of some thinning and
small salvage fellings.

 

Overall, both stands displayed clumped distributions
(Fig. 2). In VB3, clumping occurred over a wide range
of scale (16 m2−277.89 m2), whereas BDO shows
intense clumping at 6.25 m2 but no clumping above
200 m2. The larger scale in VB3 reflects its site fertility
and slightly lower altitude as compared with BDO (Ott
et al. 1991) where the presence of stone pine, the seeds
of which are transported by nutcracker (Nucifraga
caryocatactes), further favours small clumps (Mattes
1985). In both stands, the spatial pattern is typical of
naturally originating subalpine populations.

 

It was possible to count or estimate the number of rings
on about 95% of the cores collected at 50 cm height,
while the other 5% were discarded.

Unlike the size structure, the age structure of the two
plots is very different. The maximum age of the trees is
similar (445 years in VB3 versus 397 years in BDO) but
different patterns of establishment are evidenced from
the exponential negative distribution in VB3 (Fig. 3a)
compared with sporadic regeneration in BDO up to the
end of the 19th century, followed by a massive peak at
the beginning of the 20th century (Fig. 4a).

The species in BDO also differ in age structure: trees
over 100 years old are almost exclusively Norway

Fig. 2 Values of Morisita’s (1959) index for the two plots at
different quadrat size. The values > 1 represent clumped
distributions, the values < represent a regular distribution.
All values are significantly (F-test. P < 0.01).
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spruce or larch, while stone pine is more common at
less than 80 years.

There are few trees younger than 60 years, probably
because they have not yet achieved a diameter < 7.5 cm
and were therefore not recorded.

 

Temporal reconstruction

Sudden increases in radial growth (releases from
suppression) in the increment cores were analysed
between 1720 and 1995 (VB3) and 1680 and 1995
(BDO).

In plot VB3, strong disturbances (more than 20% of
trees exhibiting abrupt releases) were observed in the
decades 1820–1829, 1770–1779, 1750–1759 and 1920–
1929 (Fig. 3b), listed in order of intensity, compared
with 1820–1829, 1680–1689, 1770–1779 and 1920–
1929 in BDO (Fig. 4b). Of the three decades common
to both plots, those between 1820 and 1829 and 1770
and 1779 correspond to periods of intense utilization
throughout the entire forest, and those between 1920
and 1929 correspond to salvage cutting following Ips
typographus outbreaks. High rates of  disturbance
during these periods were also recorded in other areas
of  the forest (Piussi 1965; Motta et al. 1999). Other

decades show a relatively high percentage of trees with
at least one release (> 10%).

Although VB3 shows continuous establishment
(Fig. 3a), comparison with a typical exponential distri-
bution curve (Hett & Loucks 1976) indicates decades
with a slightly higher than average value (e.g. 1750–
1759 and 1840–1849). However, it is not possible to
identify any single disturbance or groups of distur-
bances in the tree ring patterns that gave rise to a
massive regeneration. Frequent disturbances appear to
have allowed almost continuous regeneration as seen
in the current stand (Table 2).

Regeneration in BDO, on the other hand, took place
almost exclusively during the early 20th century
(Fig. 4a), particularly in the 1920–1929 decade. It is
not possible to identify a disturbance of  sufficient
magnitude to explain such massive establishment:
wartime cuts and Ips typographus outbreaks occurred
after the establishment had already begun and
therefore only intensified a process that was already
underway.

   

Combining the data from topographical surveys with
the data from tree ring measurements enabled us to
make a temporal and spatial reconstruction of both

Fig. 3 Tree establishment (a) and abrupt growth releases (b) in plot VB3. The abrupt growth releases are expressed as a percentage
of trees in a given period that showed release. Only periods with more than five live trees were considered. Cumulative sampling
depth (number of trees) is shown on the right.
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present stand establishment and of the extent and
effects of each disturbance.

It was also possible to focus on particular aspects of
the spatial pattern of the trees, for example by drawing
maps showing tree distribution by both species and age
class (Figs 5 and 6).

All of the disturbances analysed showed a uniform
distribution within the stands: no gaps (for a gap estab-
lishment see, e.g., Payette et al. 1990; Daniels & Klinka
1996) or concentration in one sector of the stand were
observed. However, VB3 was divided into two distinct
management units in 1926 and subsequent distur-
bances have been more intense in the western half.
Examples of maps in which decadal data for releases
are compared with regeneration in the three following
decades are provided in Figs 7 and 8. In VB3 a large
percentage of trees exhibited a release during 1820–
1829 but there was no concomitant increase in recruit-
ment (Fig. 7). In BDO, massive establishment at the
beginning of the 20th century is the consequence of the
disturbances provoked in some part by the war, but
also mainly by a change in land-use from the end of the
19th century (Fig. 8).

Discussion

The interpretation of results must be cautious for sev-
eral reasons. First, natural regeneration of Norway

spruce subalpine stands can last for several decades,
during which several cohorts may establish. It is there-
fore possible that the effects of successive disturbances
can run together, making it difficult to distinguish
between them, and thus to connect a disturbance to a
subsequent regeneration. Furthermore, the present age
structure is a record of  both establishment and sub-
sequent survival up to the moment of sampling, and a
lack of trees dating from a given period may be due to
a lack of establishment and/or high mortality rates of
trees regenerating at that time (Johnson et al. 1994).
Finally, the use of historical records may make the
identification and spatial analysis of disturbances un-
avoidably subjective.

Both of the plots studied are multi-layered and show
a horizontal group structure, typical of natural sub-
alpine forests in this region (Mayer & Ott 1991).

Both stands have existed for a long time, with trees of
over 440 years of age in VB3 and of almost 400 years in
BDO. Nevertheless, they are overall relatively young,
with 41% (VB3) and 92% (BDO) of the trees being less
than 100 years old, and few standing or fallen dead
trees.

Despite the limitations of the methods employed, the
incidence and frequency of disturbances suggest that
the principle disturbance in both plots is human inter-
vention. Some decades have a particularly high per-
centage of trees recording disturbances, and their

Fig. 4 Tree establishment (a) and abrupt growth releases (b) in plot BDO. Conventions as in Fig. 3.
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occurrence in 1770–1779, 1820–1829 and 1920–29 in
both stands and also at lower altitudes (Piussi 1965;
Motta et al. 1999) suggests that they may have affected
the entire Paneveggio forest.

The disturbances that the two plots had in common
have been identified as due to heavy forest utilization,
except for the last one, which was related to salvage
cutting and Ips typographus outbreaks. While large,

Fig. 5 Tree age and spatial distribution in the plot VB3.

Fig. 6 Tree age and spatial distribution in the plot BDO.
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stand-destroying disturbances did not occur, factors
such as wind and snow (especially in the pure Norway
spruce forests) may have caused small-scale distur-
bances. At any rate, the spatio-temporal succession
of releases indicates that the disturbances were evenly
distributed over the studied plots, or at least within
sections subject to the same management (i.e. for plot
VB3 over the last 80 years). Therefore, unlike other
studies carried out in virgin or old growth subalpine
forests (Payette et al. 1990; Daniels & Klinka 1996)
or in boreal Norway spruce stands (Leemans 1991;
Hofgaard 1993), it was not possible to identify the
formation of gaps.

The lack of pioneer early seral species in plot VB3
may be due to diverse factors, such as its current develop-
ment stage, past forestry practices and recent browsing
by wild ungulates (Motta 1999).

The main difference between the two stands is that
regeneration took place relatively continuously over
the past 300 years in VB3, while in BDO it occurred
massively only from the first decades of  the 20th

century.
In 1877, stand VB3 was part of the forest area man-

aged with the plenterwald method, which had been

applied since at least the beginning of the 19th century
(Wessely 1853). In modern silviculture this is a single-
tree or small-group selection system (Schütz 1996) but
we hypothesize that 100–200 years ago in Paneveggio
it was a treatment similar to a modern high grading
system (Nyland 1992) or some kind of commercial
selection. Its objectives were primarily economic
and not cultivation-orientated, though plenterwald
maintained a continuous forest cover with ongoing
establishment of regeneration.

Although BDO was also in the plenterwald area in
1877, it was probably grazable forestland with scattered
trees up to the end of  the 19th century. This is con-
firmed by historical documents and by the crown shape
of the oldest trees (many branches deep foliage, typical
of specimens that have matured in isolation) and by
large rings in early life (a consequence of high levels of
available light). There is no evidence of past fires.

The massive regeneration that took place at the
beginning of the 20th century cannot be connected to
any particularly intense disturbance detected in the
tree rings. Historical documents do not allow us to rule
out seeding or planting in this area, but wartime activ-
ity increased the scarification of the soil surface and

Fig. 7 Temporal and spatial reconstruction of disturbance recorded by the trees (1820–1829) and subsequent regeneration
(1820–1849) in VB3. This is an example of a large percentage of trees exhibiting release (> 60%) without a concomitant increase
in recruitment.
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subsequent regeneration. The clumped distribution,
mix of species and establishment trends similar to most
others in the Alpine ranges (Motta & Nola 2001), sug-
gest that the peak of regeneration probably occurred
naturally. Socio-economic changes led to a decrease of
the local population and to the gradual disappearance
and final abandonment of grazing. The historical data
and the spatio-temporal aspects of the regeneration
suggest that the influence of favourable climatic condi-
tions (Motta & Nola 2001), though possible, may be
less important. The highest levels of regeneration
occurred during 1920–1929, when soil upheaval due to
cannon fire and trench construction and Ips typographus
outbreaks with consequent salvage cuts resulted in
favourable conditions, enhancing processes that had
already begun. The association of a reduction in graz-
ing with the consequences of the war favoured a rapid
restoration of the forest stand. The presence of the

larch (a pioneer species) is due to previous grazing and
to the creation of favourable conditions for larch estab-
lishment (mineral soil) at this time.

Comparison of the incidence and frequency of dis-
turbances with establishment data suggests that the
disturbances leading to regeneration are almost exclu-
sively of anthropogenic origin, whether as a conse-
quence of silvicultural interventions (cuts) in VB3 or of
changing land-use followed by war in BDO.

The unusually high number of disturbances (a high
percentage of  trees exhibiting releases) without a
concomitant increase in recruitment (Figs 3 and 4) can
be explained by anthropogenic activities, including
grazing.

Combining historical research with tree-ring ana-
lysis and using the GIS enabled us to reconstruct a
detailed history of the two plots whose development
appears to have been influenced mainly by timber

Fig. 8 Temporal and spatial reconstruction of disturbance recorded by the trees (1920–1929) and subsequent regeneration
(period 1920–1949) in BDO. The massive establishment is the consequence of the disturbances provoked by the war, but mainly
by a change in land from the end of the 19th century. 
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utilization and land use. The results also show that in
the Paneveggio forest it is very difficult to distinguish
between the signs left by natural disturbances and
those of human intervention and they represent a solid
base for comparing these stands where silviculture and
other human activities have been excluded, with similar
stands where cuts have been made. The importance of
studying the forest stands’ history has been confirmed
by the fact that the two plots that are of similar size and
spatial structure were managed differently and devel-
oped in entirely different ways. As in most European
and eastern United States forests, decade-by-decade
tallies of recruitment showed little correspondence
with growth releases and forest change was driven by
long-term trends in economic and cultural history
rather than by autogenic succession (McLachlan et al.
2000).

At this moment in time, it is not possible to formu-
late hypotheses on the type, frequency and intensity of
the natural disturbances currently operating in the sub-
alpine forests of Paneveggio. Our sampling method-
ology, however, allows for future monitoring of the
effects of natural disturbances on stands that were
essentially modelled by human intervention and then
allowed to evolve naturally. Greater awareness of the
interaction between human activities and natural dis-
turbances will lead to better knowledge of the subalpine
forests of the Alps and to better long-term manage-
ment of natural resources (Peterson et al. 2000).
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