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On a pleasantly cool September day after a long series of summer 
heatwaves, Laura Marx, forest ecologist for The Nature Conservancy 
in Massachusetts, trudges through the wooded foothills of the 
Berkshires carrying a camera bag. Inside is a wildlife camera, used 
to track and photograph forest animals as they are increasingly 
beginning to move in response to climate change. In the past, these 
cameras have shown the movements of deer, fox and vulnerable 
mammals like American mink.

“We’re already seeing the effects of climate change,” she says. “It is 
more than just numbers now; it is something we can feel.” But the 
numbers still speak loudly: in July, Massachusetts saw 12 days that 
reached 90 degrees, the highest number since 2002, and around the 
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world, the first six months of 2016 were 
the hottest ever recorded.  These 
changes are a dramatic threat to native 
plants and animals. Before it’s  
too late, Marx and her team are proving 
that resilient, intact forests can help 
mitigate emerging climate effects and 
protect plants and animals as they adapt. 

The Conservancy is protecting resilient 
forests and restoring forest connectivity 
in Western Massachusetts to provide 
critical habitat for hundreds of species, 
and to strengthen these forests as a 
valuable carbon sink. It is estimated that 
a third of the world’s greenhouse gas 
reduction goals could be achieved by 
using the carbon-absorbing power of 
nature. This includes oceans, soils, and, 
of course, forests. “Forests may actually 
be one of our biggest tools in meeting 
goals set by the Paris Climate 
Agreement,” says Marx, “but we still 
have a lot of work to do.”

Seeing the Forest for the Trees
Protecting forests—which provide many 
services for people—can be complicated 
business, but in Massachusetts, there’s  

a strong recognition of their value when 
left intact and protected. 

In the past five years, the Conservancy 
has overseen the protection of about 
2,000 acres of critical forest core—
expansive tracts of land managed only 
by nature. Most of these acres are in a 
forested part of Western Massachusetts 
the Conservancy calls the “Berkshire 
Wildlife Linkage,” an area that Marx 
often refers to as the “climate corridor.” 
She does so because of the region’s 
ability to store carbon and move wildlife. 

One way the Conservancy is strengthen-
ing the climate corridor is by offsetting 
costs for other nonprofits who are 
offered donations of land for conserva-
tion within the corridor. Even when 
land is offered as a donation, the process-
ing fees can make accepting it cost- 
prohibitive. The Conservancy is helping 
make land donations more economical 
through the newly launched Berkshire 
Wildlife Linkage Catalyst Fund, made 
possible by a grant from the Jessie B. 
Cox Charitable Trust Fund at the Boston 
Foundation. “Right now, forests in 
Massachusetts are absorbing roughly 15 
percent of the carbon dioxide we emit,” 
says Marx, “but by using more renewable 
energy and taking better care of our 
forests, we could bring that number up to 
30 percent. In a sense, the Conservancy 
wants to double the power of nature—a 
lofty, but possible goal.”  

Connecting Climate-Resilient 
Habitats
In addition to using forests to help 
mitigate climate change, the 

Conservancy also recognizes forests for 
their critical role as resilient habitats, 
helping species adapt to a changing 
climate. 

Andy Finton, climate and lands director 
for the Conservancy in Massachusetts, is 
figuring out what parts of Massachusetts 
forests are the most resilient to climate 
change by looking at their enduring 
features, like geology and topography.

“While plants and animals will move  
in response to climate change, most 
landforms won’t, so we are identifying 
areas that are topographically diverse 
and well connected, since they will 
provide a variety of habitat options for 
plants and animals seeking refuge 
from climate extremes.” says Finton. 

To help the conservation community 
understand what parts of the state are 
most resilient, and therefore most 
important to protect, the Conservancy 
and Mass Audubon launched an online 
mapping tool, Mapping and Prioritizing 
Parcels for Resilience (MAPPR), in  
late 2015. MAPPR makes resilience data, 
like topographically diverse habitats, 
publically accessible.

“MAPPR brings together many of our 
ecological assessments and makes the 
cutting-edge data available in one place, 
providing an online tool that is remark-
ably rich in information,” says Finton. 
“MAPPR will help land owners, munici-
palities and conservation organizations 
best apply land-conservation dollars in 
Massachusetts to protect resilient 
forests for the future.”

“We’re already seeing the effects of climate  
change.It is more than just numbers now; it is  
something we can feel.”— LAURA MARX, FOREST ECOLOGIST




