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Naturalness vs. wildness: Do public and scientists look at the same things?

Public and scientific perceptions appear to converge

Do public and scientists see the same forests?  
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Despite the observed convergences, some scientific terms could not be fully transposed
and some indicators of naturalness diverged between scientists and general public.

The general public seems to be able to differentiate between degrees of naturalness, but may 
perceive strong wildness in areas with a strong human footprint. On the contrary, scientist 
may find high naturalness values in areas almost devoid of wildness.

Involving the general public in forest conservation issues could enhance understanding 
and avoid potential conflict.

A pluridisciplinary approach of forest naturalness

General public:
Forests = the wildest ecosystem

Scientists:
Unmanaged forests = reference state

Convergence or divergence 
in perception?
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Sociological approach
translation into common language 

Epiphytic species
Saproxylic species
Tree species cover

Phytocœnotic integrity

Ecological approach
indicators of naturalness

Vertical heterogeneity
Horizontal heterogeneity

Deadwood / ha

Silvicultural treatment
Volume of harvested wood

Other anthropogenic interventions
Touristic pressure

Mosses and lianas 
Number, diversity and rarity
of animals and tree species

X

Light, Large and Big trees
Density, Spacing, Shrubs

Snags and Logs
Shape of trunks

X
Harvesting indices

Touristic signaling, attendance,
accessibilityF

u
n

ct
io

n
S

tr
u

ct
u

re
C

o
m

p
o

si
ti

o
n

Sociological criteriaEcological criteria

5 plots

30 interviews 
nearby

5 plots

30 interviews

Unmanaged forest

Managed forest

Social and ecological perceptions of 
forest naturalness showed the same 
variations in terms of Composition, 

Structure and Function

General public

Scientists

Charteuse

Potential conflicts:
Designation of protected areas

Management decisions


