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Using National Forest Inventory Data to Assess Ecosystem
Service Levels on Public and Private Ownerships
Donald G. Hodges1

Introduction: The importance of forests for a wide range of ecosystem services, from timber to
biodiversity and water quality to cultural values, has continued to grow over the past decade. While
numerous site-specific studies have been conducted and the results published, scientists are now
turning their attention to efforts to map and quantify a range of ecosystem services over the landscape
or national scale. These landscape efforts are due to a number of factors including changes in national
policy, expanding markets for specific ecosystem services, and management planning. National Forest
Inventory (NFI) data offer a good source of baseline data from which to develop estimates of a number
of ecosystem services, as well as to highlight some of the methodological issues in measuring specific
services on a larger scale.
Materials and methods: This study utilized NFI data for one state (Tennessee) from the United States
Forest Service Forest Inventory data to estimate the levels of a suite of ecosystem services at a subnational scale and assess the likelihood of expanding the estimates to a larger scale. Specifically, data
for carbon, timber, biodiversity, habitat quality/deadwood were assessed to determine the feasibility of
estimating specific ecosystem service quantities at the county-level and scaling these estimates up to
the state and national level.
Results: Estimates for timber and carbon were relatively straightforward and readily available for the
subnational and national levels. Estimates for biodiversity and habitat required modifications to the
NFI data to be useful for even sub-national estimates. This included combining the NFI data with
other data sources and limiting the scope of the measurements (e.g., diversity of tree species only).
Conclusion: NFI data provide an excellent source of information on the quantities and distribution of
several major provisioning and regulating ecosystems services. While the data do not provide direct
measurements of some of the key ecosystem services such as biodiversity and habitat, they offer some
initial estimates of such values and can be combined with other publicly-available information to offer
critical information to managers and decision makers.
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