Silvicultural systems, stated visual preferences and forest recreation in Latvia
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Forestry activities as well as natural processes create different stand structures and therefore views. The dominant silvicultural system in Latvia is clearcuting. In suburban areas, management is mostly dominated by shelterwood cuttings or stripe cuttings, or more seldom, selection cuttings. The aim of this research, financed by the Forest Development Fund, was to evaluate how structures created by different silvicultural systems are preferred from a visual point of view by the adult (15-74) population in Latvia, and to obtain some insight in use of forests for recreation purposes. 
We prepared 45 pictures representing different development stages (e.g., young, mature), species (pine, spruce, birch, mixed), and felling types (clearcuts, clear cut with seed trees, shelterwood, strip cutting). We created a catalogue with 90 pairs of pictures based on the approach described by Alho et al., (2001). The survey was carried out by market research companies TNS Latvia and Kvalitativo Petijumu Studija using face to face interviews at people’s residence. In total pictures were shown to 2019 respondents. Each respondent evaluated 9 pairs of pictures; therefore each pair was evaluated in average by 200 persons. Evaluation was done using a relative scale. In all, 1004 of respondents were asked about use of forests for recreation - activities, regularity, duration and distance to recreational forests.
For data analysis we used parametric and non-parametric methods. As expected, mature stands were most preferred. Almost the same preferences existed for mature stands with first stage group selection and for shelterwood cuttings. Least preferred were fresh clearcuts. Relatively low preference was expressed for clearcuts with groups of ecological (‘eternity’) trees. Seventy percent of the respondents had used forests for recreation. Of these, 80% said they visited forests for less than 2 hours and closer than 5 km from their residence.
