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What is an old-growth forest? 
In central Europe, approximately 30% of the land area is forested, yet less than 0.2% of this 

is considered old-growth forest, most of which is in mountainous regions (Wirth et al., 2009). 

Human activities such as wood gathering, charcoal production, and animal husbandry have 

been the main pressures on these forests. Pollen records indicate that such impacts began 

around 6300 years ago, gradually pushing old forests out of much of Europe and restricting 

them to the upper montane and subalpine belt (Wirth et al., 2009).  

 

Although there is no single clear accepted definition of old‑growth forest, the concept 

generally reflects that forests age differently depending on tree species and biome (Wirth et 

al., 2009). In this paper, we define old‑growth forest or old forest, as forest that contains 

structural features and species characteristic of late‑successional stages, such as deadwood 

and trees approaching their natural longevity, and that has not experienced major 

anthropogenic disturbance (Barredo et al., 2021). An analysis of 118 international studies 

shows that forests classified as “old forests” have a median age of around 300 years, with a 

typical age range of 210–400 years (Barredo et al., 2021).  

 

Ecological importance 
Old forests play a crucial role in maintaining biodiversity, and their loss will impact species 

that depend on late‑successional habitats (Barredo et al., 2021). Research shows they 

support a high diversity of specialized species due to their stable and heterogeneous 

conditions over long periods (Aksenov et al., 1999; Peter et al., 2001). Ancient forest plants, 

or old forest plants, are typically slow colonizers and indicate long-term ecological continuity 

(Hermy et al., 1999). Species like wood anemone, dog’s mercury, and wood sorrel are 

important indicators of forest quality and biodiversity, two central goals in conservation 

biology, which are closely linked to sustainability (Goal 15: Life on Land - The Global Goals, 

n.d.; Piccolo et al., 2022). Dead wood is especially important, often hosting more biodiversity 

than living trees while also contributing to the carbon cycle (Wirth et al., 2009). Old forests 

tend to store more carbon per unit area than younger or managed forests, meaning that 

deforestation of old forests results in higher carbon emissions than younger forests (Barredo 

et al., 2021).  

 

Due to net forest expansion, there is a slow exponential decrease in the old forests in 

Europe (Bergès & Dupouey, 2021). The estimations for the French decrease in those forests 

1 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Ysu2Z4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jU07Em
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fCs0cY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fCs0cY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qwu4ld
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?YoldgI
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?b2jSJw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ylkMeO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?anUXi3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XTpnMl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XTpnMl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?U4JErY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CDLu6Y
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CDLu6Y
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?o8SROl


compared to the beginning of the 19th century are about 20%; in Switzerland, they went 

from 20% to 11% in less than two decades; in Flanders (Belgium) 37% of the forests have 

been cleared after 1931 (Bergès & Dupouey, 2021). The biggest threat to old forests is the 

conversion to other land uses. The increase in forest exploitation (until the 19th century), 

removing firewood or litter, may have caused long-lasting soil mineral depletion. The 

conversion of ancient woodlands into non-native coniferous plantations was on such a large 

scale that during the last century, old forests were now only considered ‘ancient semi-natural 

woodlands' in some countries in Europe (Great Britain, Belgium, and Germany) (Bergès & 

Dupouey, 2021).  

 

When ecosystems degrade, Nature’s Contributions to People (NCPs) often decline, affecting 

services like clean water, air, food, and climate regulation (Nature’s Contributions to People | 

IPBES Secretariat, n.d.). Old forests maintain many of these contributions, but because they 

now cover only a small area in Europe, protecting them has become a high conservation 

priority (Petruzzello & Sottosanti, 2023). Protecting them is essential for sustainability and for 

achieving goals such as halting biodiversity loss.  

 

Connection to SDG15 

Working toward protecting old forests is an important part of UN’s sustainability goal number 

15 “Life on land” (Goal 15: Life on Land - The Global Goals, n.d.). When discussing old 

forests, protection and sustainably managing the forest are the most important part of this 

goal. You can not easily restore this type of ecosystem if it’s been cut down since, as the 

word itself explains, they are very old. In Norway there is only 2,4% that counts as old-forest 

and only a fraction of this is ancient forests (Redd Gammelskogen, n.d.). Therefore, we need 

to protect the little we have left.  

As discussed, the biggest threat to the old forests are human activities, mainly deforestation 

for different purposes (Wirth et al., 2009). This falls under target 15.2 “End deforestation and 

restore degraded forests” (Goal 15: Life on Land - The Global Goals, n.d.). By ending 

deforestation of old forests, we can protect this threatened ecosystem and prevent the loss 

of remaining old-growth forests. This is not only important for the forest itself, but for the 

diverse wildlife that is found here. These old forests are the natural habitat of a lot of 

species, many of which are threatened by extinction (Status for truete arter i skog | 

Artsdatabanken, n.d.). This also makes the protection of the old forests relevant for target 

15.5 “protect biodiversity and natural habitats”. By looking at these two sub-targets we 

understand why it’s so important to work on protecting the ancient forest when working 

toward the UN sustainable goal number 15.  
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Connection to history 

Old-growth forests are important for more than just their ecological function (The State of the 

World’s Forests 2020, 2020). They are part of cultural heritage, they give people measurable 

benefits, and they are places that change people’s relationship with nature. Old-forest can 

change how people view nature, since it shows that it's not a short-term resource; it is a 

system that needs patience, restraint, and respect. Forests like the Białowieża Forest and 

the Black Forest (Schwarzwald) are an important part of the culture, history, and traditions of 

these areas (UNESCO, 2014). Species that only live in long-continuous forests are living 

proof of ecological history. They connect today's landscapes to hundreds of years of steady 

growth.  

 

Conclusion 
In summary, old-growth forests are important because they are species-rich ecosystems, 

they provide important ecosystem services, protect cultural history, and make people respect 

nature. By protecting intact terrestrial ecosystems, stopping deforestation that can't be 

reversed, and saving habitats that are important for threatened species, protecting 

old-growth forests directly supports SDG 15. Since their defining features take hundreds of 

years to develop, it is more realistic and effective to keep what is left than to try to restore 

what has been lost.  
 
 
AI STATEMENT 
In this text we have used AI for grammar and feedback on structure. We have used AI 

according to UiB’s guidelines. 
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