
FORESTRY AT PARMALEE BRIDGE 
STATE FOREST CAMPGROUND  

THE DECISION TO CUT 
DOWN                          large numbers of trees in a remote public 

campground is one that’s not made lightly, no matter how 

necessary or common of a practice it is. 

Staff with the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) 

announced in November that more than a third of the trees at 

Parmalee Bridge State Forest Campground near Luzerne 

would be removed during the winter of 2017 in an effort to thin 

a mature red-pine plantation and cull older hardwoods that are 

becoming increasingly hazardous to people who camp there. 

Joan Charlebois is the forester for the Grayling DNR office 

overseeing the timber harvest at the rustic, 7-site campground on 

the AuSable River in Oscoda County. She’s laid the groundwork for 

the project, including using orange paint to mark trees to be cut. As 

of late November, she was waiting for final review by her 

department before bidding the job out to local loggers. Cutting 

was expected to start after late December. 

“We know harvesting (trees) at recreational sites is a challenge,” 

she said, “but we want to have healthy, dominant trees in the 

campground for aesthetics and safety.” 

Sitting on land formerly owned by Consumers Energy, the 

campground area was acquired by the state several decades ago, 

Charlebois said. An 18-acre plantation of red pines in rows was 

planted by the power company in 1954, and the campground sits 

on about two acres of that plantation. 

Charlebois explained how trees are initially planted close together 

in a plantation then, as the trees mature, regular thinnings ensure 

remaining trees have enough light and soil to thrive. This process 

hasn’t happened at Parmalee Bridge campground, and trees in the 

plantation vary in size from a foot in diameter to just a few inches. 

Contact Huron Pines for more information on Land Stewardship: 

4241 Old US 27 South, Suite 2, Gaylord, MI 49735 

(989) 448-2293 

info@huronpines.org 

 



“WE DID A THINNING YEARS AGO BUT 
COMPLETELY AVOIDED THE CAMPGROUND.”  

“The plantation thinning ten years ago deliberately excluded the 

campground in order to not impact that recreational facility.  Despite our 

good intentions, avoiding thinning around the campsites wasn’t good for 

the long-term tree health there. We’re going to have more and more of 

those trees become hazards unless we manage it.”  One third of the trees in 

the pine plantation will be cut, Charlebois said. Cutting of red pines within 

the campground itself will be slightly more aggressive at 36 percent, 

though many of these trees are either stunted, riddled with “hardware” – 

nails, screws, wires or hooks used to secure tents or clothes lines – or 

severely hatchet-damaged. 

In addition, numerous hardwood trees will be removed, including oak trees 

suffering from age-related oak decline, or very large trees leaning 

dangerously over campsites. In some cases, healthy trees will need to be 

cut to clear space for larger trees to fall and for logging equipment to get 

through. A canoe-in only portion of the campground nearer to the river will 

not be cut, according to Charlebois. 

Susan Thiel is the Unit Manager for the DNR's Grayling Forest Management 

Unit. She said much of the landscape around Grayling and to the east was 

disturbed via historical logging and wildfires during the late 1800’s and 

early 1900s, leaving new trees to sprout and creating much of the forests 

we see today. This means unless a subsequent disturbance or harvest has 

occurred, many of the mature trees on our current landscape are 100-110 

years old, and are reaching their maximum life span on our typical poor 

sandy soils.  Timber harvests help regenerate and renew these stands.

In addition, foot and vehicle traffic at campgrounds compacts the earth around roots, putting added stress on aging 

trees."We’re starting to see high rates of mortality in our campgrounds and it’s something we expected,” Thiel said. A

cutting at Jones Lake State Forest Campground in northeast Crawford County a few years ago removed all the old oaks 

but preserved the overstory pine and young understory. The equestrian campground on Four Mile Road near Grayling 

was “essentially clearcut” this winter, according to Thiel. In both cases, live oak stumps left behind will generate new oak 

shoots, and scattered replanting is planned.  In addition to age-related decline, Thiel blames invasive insects and 

nonnative diseases for hastening the loss of Michigan’s trees at campgrounds and elsewhere. 

“We are losing our tree diversity because of insects and diseases,” she said. “Diversity is how nature has responded and 

withstood (gradual changes), but invasives move so quickly that nature can’t adapt.” She said cooperative efforts 

between the DNR, Huron Pines and the U.S. Forest Service have helped with eradication efforts on private property 

abutting public lands, as well as informing the public on how to prevent the spread of diseases. “Invasives don’t respect 

property boundaries and that’s where the cooperative efforts have come in,” she said. Cutting at Parmalee Bridge will be 

completed in time for the opening of the campground spring 2017. 


