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“Old-growth in Suburbia: Threats to an American Beech Forest in Coastal Rhode Island”

Old-growth American Beech (Fagus grandifolia) communities are extremely rare: less than 1% of its distribution three centuries ago exists today as a result of agricultural clearing and Beech bark disease. To protect these unique ecosystems, it is especially important to identify ways to mitigate the threats associated with the fragmentation of Beech communities within the suburban landscape. I investigated the potential for ecological disturbance within Oakland Forest, a fragmented coastal old growth Beech habitat in an expanding suburban environment in Portsmouth, Rhode Island. I quantified the characteristics of the forest (basal area, frequency, density, dominance, and importance value for each tree species) to create spatial maps of species distribution and measured tree heights along the edges and interior to determine susceptibility to wind. In this study, I identify the most imminent threats to be Beech bark disease, reproductive competition from dispersing invasive species, and increased exposure to damaging winds. Finally, I recommend specific management strategies for Oakland Forest that the Aquidneck Land Trust can use to help mitigate the possibility for ecological damage of its Beech community caused by these threats. 

