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“…partnering to preserve and restore healthy aspen ecosystems.”
NOTICE: The WAA is a user-driven organization.
Please send news items and announcements,
contributions, recent reports & publications,
photos, and commentary ideas to Paul Rogers:
p.rogers@usu.edu. We encourage you to share
Tremblings with your friends and colleagues. New
members welcome!

WAA HAPPENINGS
Who's Found the WAA?—Membership often
jumps after WAA events and 2013 has been a very
busy year for field workshops, conferences, and web
activities. We currently have 345 members and
have had a steady increase among all institutional
groups, with notable recent growth in NGO
membership:
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Recent fencing at the Pando Clone, central Utah, USA,
shows sprouts up to 0.5 m height after only two months of
protection (left side photo). In 2014, experiments to
stimulate additional regeneration within this protected
portion of the 43 ha clone will begin. To learn more
about the Pando Clone check the WAA Media link.
(Photo: Paul Rogers).
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Aspen Genetics WebinarAn aspen genetics
webinar, titled "Western Aspen Restoration
Ecology" was held Oct. 29 featuring presentations
by Karen Mock, Mary Lou Fairweather, and Jim
Long. Judging by attendance, this was one of USU
Forestry Extension's most popular webinars ever. If
you missed it or would like to revisit some points,
you may do so online at WAA Aspen webinar.

Agency Reports and Management Plans—A
reminder that we are looking for all types of aspenrelated documents for the electronic Aspen
Bibliography. State and federal agency members:
please send unpublished works such as reports,
management plans, monitoring results, "white
papers," or miscellaneous aspen-related document to
p.rogers@usu.edu. These government documents,
which do not fall under copy write protections, make
an electronic database particularly rich as they are
often unavailable elsewhere. Let others learn from
your successful and not-so-successful projects!
Aspen Nominated as "State Tree"—A bill is being
proposed in the Utah state legislature to change the
"state tree" from the Blue Spruce (Picea pungens) to
the quaking aspen. We will follow the progress of
this bill as it advances during the state legislative
session in 2014. In addition to aesthetic and
scientific values, aspen brings economic benefits to
Utahns in several ways, including water
conservation, fire protection, ski industry attraction,

1

TREMBLINGS

NEWSLETTER & BULLETIN BOARD

Vol. 4(4), November 2013
wood fiber, livestock forage, premium campsites,
and wildlife viewing revenues.

UPCOMING EVENTS
Restoring the West Follow-up—It was great to see
so many WAA members who made the preconference reception, Steering Committee meeting,
and information table at RTW. If you’d like to listen
to archives of presentations from this conference go
to the USU Forestry Extension website here and
choose from the menu of speakers.
IUFRO 2014Salt Lake City will host the 2014
World Congress of the International Union of Forest
Research Organizations (IUFRO). Over 5,000
delegates from more than 100 countries are expected
to attend this unique gathering. Issues will range
from biodiversity, to changing climates, to forest
health, to sustainable silviculture and biomass
production. We expect multiple aspen-themed field
trips and special topic sessions lead by WAA
members.

COMMENTARY
Does Aspen Need Fire?
Douglas Shinneman, Research Fire Ecologist, U.S.
Geological Survey, Forest and Rangeland Ecosystem
Science Center, Boise, Idaho

It

is commonly accepted that
aspen needs fire or other standreplacing disturbance to persist on
many landscapes. The prevailing
aspen-fire model, in a nutshell,
could be stated as follows: After
fire, aspen resprouts vigorously,
often forming even-aged stands that dominate for
decades, as long as browsing animals or other
factors don’t impede regeneration. Historically,
periodic fire created cycles of aspen and conifer
dominance, and produced shifting mosaics of

different forest types across landscapes. Too long
without fire (e.g., due to fire suppression and moist
climate), and conifers extend their dominance, as
aging and disease-prone aspen trees deteriorate and
die with little or no replacement.
Because lack of fire is often cited as a primary
cause for aspen decline, emulating natural
disturbance patterns and processes has become a
conventional management practice on many aspen
landscapes. This approach is in accord with the
prevailing model of aspen-fire ecology, in which
aspen is considered to be a fire-dependent tree
species. But, is it?
As with many complex dynamics in forest
ecology – it depends. Although the above model
may be appropriate for some landscapes, species
relationships with natural disturbance agents such as
fire are not constant across time and space. Various
factors influence these relationships, including
environmental setting, competition with other
species, interaction among different disturbance
agents (e.g., insects) and climate variability. Some
early foresters suspected this, including Frederick
Baker, who surveyed forests throughout the western
U.S. during the early 20th century. Although he
promoted the role of fire in aspen, Baker also noted
in 1925: “From the many uneven-aged stands which
exist in the Rocky Mountains, pointing to repeated
regeneration without the agency of fire, it is evident
that sprouting can remain sufficiently active to
regenerate the stand with normal density, even at the
maximum ages reached by aspen.’’ [emphasis
added]
In fact, depending on environmental setting,
climate, and the relative abundance and species of
conifers, aspen ecosystems can be shaped by
different fire regimes, a term used to characterize
fire attributes (e.g., frequency, size, severity) in a
given landscape over time. This shouldn’t be
surprising, given the broad range of aspen in North
America and its myriad environmental settings:
including boreal aspen-conifer forests of the far
north, aspen parklands of the northern Great Plains,
aspen-cloaked slopes of the Rocky Mountains, and
scattered groves of aspen in the arid Great Basin. In
the western U.S. alone, different aspen forests may
support fire regimes ranging from fire-independent,
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in which multi-aged, pure aspen stands perpetuate
themselves without fire, to fire-dependent aspenconifer communities, in which aspen persists
primarily because periodic fire kills conifer
competitors and promotes aspen regeneration.
Given the importance of aspen to society and to
biodiversity, scientists and forest professionals are
working together to identify and manage different
roles of fire in aspen. Knowing how interactions
among fire, climate, and environment helped to
shape and support specific aspen community types
in the past can help managers to more effectively
maintain those aspen communities into the future,
even as climate-fire-vegetation dynamics change and
land use practices evolve.
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