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Sugarbush Bird Habitat 
Management Program 
Pilot Phase 

HEALTHY FORESTS 

Overview 
A maple sugarbush provide nesting habitat for a diversity of forest 

birds. Some of these bird species have more than 50% of their global 

breeding population in the northeastern forest; however, many of 

these forest birds have experienced steep population declines for 

decades. Through the planning and implementation of sugarbush 

management activities that develop a structurally and biologically 

diverse forest, the maple industry can play a vital role in global bird 

conservation efforts while also enhancing the health and 

sustainability of the sugarbush and, in turn, promoting and 

potentially increasing market visibility of maple products. In 

addition, applying sustainable forest management to a sugarbush to 

improve bird habitat can also help create healthy forested landscapes 

that provide many benefits to people and wildlife, including carbon 

sequestration, watershed protection, flood control, forest products, 

and recreation.   

The following guidelines help ensure important bird habitat 

characteristics are integrated into sugarbush management. They are 

also intended to be used as criteria for a pilot “bird-friendly” maple 

product recognition program. Any requirements through other 

programs the land is enrolled in must be adhered to (e.g. 480-a). 

General Requirements 
• A current forest management plan is strongly encouraged, but not 

required during the pilot phase. For participants with a 

management plan, Audubon NY staff will review the plan and 

provide additional management recommendations that address 

forest bird habitat improvements. 

• A forest habitat assessment conducted by Audubon NY staff or 

an approved professional forester. The assessment will capture 

current habitat conditions and provide habitat management 

recommendations for a participating sugarbush. Management 

recommendations can be included in a new forest management 

plan or in an update to a current management plan.  

 

 

 

Bird Friendly Sugarbush 

Photo: Suzanne Treyger / Adubon NY 

  

• To limit disturbance to nesting birds, harvests within a 

participating sugarbush must be conducted outside the nesting 

season (breeding season runs May – July). 

• A participating sugarbush must be part of a contiguous forest 

block (≥200 acres; maple producer does not need to own entire 

forest block). Large forest blocks are important habitat to forest 

birds, and help minimize negative impacts to birds nesting in the 

forest interior. 

• Conversion of a stand to a sugarbush may require special 

consideration, especially in natural communities where maple is 

not an associate species. 

• During the pilot phase of this program, a written habitat 

assessment and management recommendations by Audubon staff 

will qualify participants.   
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Tree Species Diversity 
DIVERSITY OF TREE SP ECIES IN A SUGARBUSH CAN 

REDUCE PRESENCE AND IMPACT OF SUGAR MAPLE INSECT 

AND DISEASE PESTS,  AND INCREASES HABITAT QUALITY 

FOR FOREST BIRDS.  

 • When establishing a new sugarbush, tree species other than 

maple must account for ≥25% of the stand’s percent basal area. 

Habitat assessments and/or forest management plans should list 

this as an objective and describe how it will be maintained or 

achieved. Where a new sugarbush is already >75% sugar maple 

as measured by percent basal area, habitat assessments and/or 

forest management plans should describe the causes for the 

limited tree species diversity as well as how future management 

will be used to increase native tree species diversity over the 

long-term. 

• For an existing sugarbush, if ≤25% of the stand’s basal area is 

non-sugar maple, a forest management plan must describe the 

causes for limited tree species diversity, and how future 

management will increase diversity over time. 

• Control of any non-native and invasive species within the 

sugarbush should be included in the habitat assessments and/or 

forest management plan, as well as how the participating 

sugarbush owner will control deer browse on desirable 

understory plants (e.g. hunting, fencing, slash walls, etc.). 

Protocols for assessing deer impacts on desirable vegetation, such 

as Assessing Vegetation Impacts from Deer (AVID) may be 

recommended. 

Forest Structure 
A RANGE OF TREE SIZES,  FROM SEEDLINGS TO TREES > 30 

INCHES DIAMETER, PROVIDES FOR CURRENT AND FUTURE 

TAPPABLE TREES AND PROMOTES LONG-TERM HEALTH 

AND SUSTAINABILITY OF THE STAND. THIS VARIETY OF 

SIZE CLASSES CREATES  LAYERS OF VEGETATION 

(VERTICAL STRUCTURAL DIVERSITY) WITHIN THE 

SUGARBUSH THAT PROVIDE PLACES TO NEST, F ORAGE, 

SEEK COVER, AND RAIS E YOUNG FOR A VARIETY OF 

FOREST BIRDS 

• Habitat assessments and/or forest management plans should 

include descriptions of current percent cover of understory (0-6 

feet in height) and midstory (6-30 feet in height) vegetation 

(native trees and shrubs). Ideally, under and midstories should 

have ≥ 25% cover, averaged across all acres within a sugarbush. 

If the 25% cover is not found within these subcanopies, the forest 

management plant should describe the cause and recommend 

management to increase the growth of subcanopy layers. 

• Habitat assessments and/or forest management plans should also 

include a management schedule that addresses long-term forest 

management necessary to ensure health, vigor, and regeneration 

within the sugarbush.   

 

 

 

 

STANDING DEAD TREES (SNAGS),  LIVE TREES WITH 

CAVITIES AND WOODY MATERIAL ON THE GROUND ARE 

IMPORTANT COMPONENTS  OF NUTRIENT CYCLING IN THE 

SUGARBUSH. TREE TOPS  LEFT IN THE FOREST AFTER 

MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES OR BLOWDOWN HELP P ROTECT 

SEEDLINGS FROM BEING BROWSED BY DEER. A VARIETY 

OF BIRD SPECIES USE DEAD AND DYING TREES,  BOTH 

STANDING AND ON THE GROUND, FOR NESTING,  

FORAGING, AND COVER.   

• Habitat assessments and/or forest management plans should 

describe methods for snag and cavity retention and/or 

recruitment. Several snags and/or cavity trees > 10 inches 

diameter should be retained and/or recruited per acre. Snags and 

cavity trees do not need to be evenly distributed but present 

across all acres, and retention and recruitment can occur in areas 

of sugarbush not being tapped. Large, old sugar maples may also 

be retained to achieve snag and cavity targets. They may be 

tapped until sap production ceases, then left to senesce naturally, 

and become snags and eventually large woody material on the 

ground. 

• Habitat assessments and/or forest management plans should 

describe methods for retention or recruitment of woody material 

on the ground. A minimum of 4 logs >10 inches diameter and >3 

feet in length must be retained and/or recruited per acre. Whole 

tree harvesting is not permitted and all material <3 inches 

diameter should be left in the forest. Where possible, slash should 

be left high and not lopped. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information and additional resources, please contact  

Zack Boerman: zachary.boerman@audubon.org or 585-794-7584 

 

 

 


