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FOREWORD 

Evidence of decline in the condition of forests in some parts of Europe and North America 
has been reported by many Authors ever since the 1970s and linked through a complex sys­
tem of interrelations to a variety of environmental factors including climate fluctuations 
and/or changes and air pollution. Presumably, these factors are all active all the time; but in 
specific situations, as a result of spatial and temporal variations, their role may differ, and 
they may act as predisposing, contributing or inciting factors. 

Obviously, in-depth knowledge of the status of forests and its spatial and temporal evolu­
tion is an element of fundamental importance: but it is equally obvious that this knowledge 
will only be fully useful if data are collected according to criteria of comparability and ho­
mogeneity in different countries and even in different surveys in the same country. 

Since 1984 national surveys, based on visual assessments of crown condition by trained 
teams of surveyors, have been carried out. A great deal of progress in the field of harmo­
nization of crown assessment and evaluation criteria has been made since then, including 
the drafting of the Manual on Methodologies and Criteria for Harmonized Sampling, 
Assessment, Monitoring and Analysis of Air Pollution Effects on Forests (in use since 1987) 
and the organization of a series of international training courses on the assessment of crown 
conditions both in Central and Northern Europe (the first one was held in Freiburg, 
Germany, 1987) and in Mediterranean countries (the first one in Morella, Spain, 1987). 

It soon became evident that, although the situation calls for harmonization of methods, great 
care is necessary, since there can be a considerable risk in applying acritically methods and 
criteria originally developed for use in totally different environmental conditions. This is es­
pecially true in the case of Mediterranean forests, where the specific composition and struc­
ture of the woods and, as a result, the symptoms of decline are frequently totally different 
from those observed in the forests of Central and Northern Europe, the ecosystem for which 
the survey and study methods were originally developed. 

In consideration of these issues, the Mediterranean Experts Working Group has been active 
since 1987 with the fundamental support and the full assistance of the Commission of the 
European Communities (EC) and within the framework of the International Cooperative 
Programme on Assessment and Monitoring of Air Pollution Effects on Forests (ICP-Forests 
- United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, UN/ECE). The Group's activity is 
mainly aimed at harmonizing the assessment criteria and methods used in the evaluation of 
forest condition in countries of the Mediterranean region. 

The production of this Photoguide is a result of the work of the Group: its purpose is to help 
in the assessment of crown condition in typical Mediterranean trees. The guide was pro­
duced thanks to the close collaboration of experts from several countries. The technical and 
financial support provided by the EC and the contribution of the IC?-Forests made the 
whole project possible. 

The Photoguide illustrates 23 species (12 broadleaves and 11 conifers) at 5 progressive 
stages of crown transparency. A brief description of each species, with explanatory draw-
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ings, is also included. This handbook is ideally a continuation of the book Observation of 
Damages to Mediterranean Forest Species, although its contents, structure and practical 
purposes differ. Unlike the earlier publication, this Photoguide addresses only the practical 
problems related to assessing crown status, without distinguishing between the different 
possible causal agents. As well as illustrating photographically the various classes of crown 
transparency, the guide also provides a brief description of the main patterns of crown den­
sity reduction in the species in question. Also important is the fact that the assessment stan­
dards are not based on non-proportional classes of crown transparency (i.e., Class 1: >10-
25% crown transparency; Class 2: >25-60%), but on a more precise scoring method using a 
proportional classification into 5% classes, a system which reduces the margin of interpreta­
tion on the part of the surveyor. 

This handbook will complement and integrate the activity of the yearly training courses. 
The idea was first proposed during those meetings and the final project is the result of ongo­
ing discussions and exchanges of opinions and informations between the experts from the 
different countries. The ultimate goal is to improve both harmonization and standardization 
levels. 

Yet, despite all efforts at co-ordination and harmonization, it would not be realistic to deny 
that there still exist differences between the various countries as far as some of the assess­
ment criteria are concerned, such as for example the part of the crown to be included in the 
assessment in the case of certain species (e.g. Pinus pinaster) or certain situations (e.g.: sec­
ondary crown, dense coppices). Some countries and/or regions have in fact already devel­
oped their own procedure which they follow in dealing with special situations not contem­
plated in the common Manual. To change their procedures abruptly would mean that their 
data could no longer be compared to previous data, and this is certainly not an acceptable 
cost. The authors do not feel that it would make sense to work only towards the elimination 
of all discrepancies in assessment criteria, obliging every country from now on to abide 
strictly by uniform assessment standards. We feel that it would be more useful to point out 
these differences, to discuss them and try to overcome them. 

The present Photoguide therefore suggests general assessment criteria and standards for 
those species on which the experts agree, leaving out those cases where there are differ­
ences of interpretation. Top priority in all further activities of harmonization will be given 
to definition and clarification of the assessment criteria where there are still discrepancies. 
Furthermore, as will be obvious to the reader, there is still a shortage of information regard­
ing the process of crown deterioration of some forest species; as a result, the descriptive 
texts of these species are not always consistent with the overall text pattern. 

In the light of these considerations, the Authors wish to stress the fact that this handbook 
should be seen as a reference tool open to improvements, to contributions also by experts 
from other Mediterranean countries and/or regions, and indeed any expert on Mediterranean 
type vegetation. 

The Authors hope that this Photoguide will indeed be useful to all those who every year sur­
vey the status of our forests. 
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