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· In 2004, unusual levels of aspen mortality were becoming noticeable on the Dolores District.  By the next summer it became serious enough that we asked our Agency entomologists and pathologists to conduct a service visit.  That was followed by an aerial survey in order to evaluate the extent of insect and disease impacts from a broader perspective.  This 2005 flight indicated an estimated 8,100 acres of aspen were showing some signs of decline/die-back.  A follow-up aerial survey flight in the fall of 2006 showed a 50% increase to an estimated 12,900 acres.  

· A timber sale analysis currently underway had stand exam points installed in 2002 and 2003.  During 2006 we decided to conduct new exams in a number of the same polygons.  A comparison of the data showed that mortality in these stands increased from less than 10% to in excess of 30-60% during this three year period.

· Last June, we developed protocols for identifying and conducting field surveys of aspen stands with signs of die-back from the 2005 aerial surveys.  We then conducted stand exams on 739 acres and completed a timber sale cruise on an additional 285 acres of aspen.  We are using this data to evaluate degree of die-back in these stands, extent of existing suckering, and for assessing treatment options.  We have also initiated an aspen salvage program to begin to capture volume and revitalize declining stands.  

· Consistent patterns to this die-back have not emerged.  To date, lower elevation aspen stands seem most affected, and patches of die-off are often found along the edges of roads, parks, and old harvest units, but this is far from uniform.  And we are quite concerned that telltale signs of die-off are showing at mid-elevations.

· Currently we have 3 aspen timber sales in the preparation phase and 2 under contract.  

· Of the two sales currently being harvested, small areas of die-back exist.

· Of the three sales being prepared, all include significant areas of die-back.

· Management concerns:

· 1) A number of stands exhibiting noticeable die-back have little or almost no regeneration [<200 trees per acre].  2) How will grazing/browsing pressure affect the long term viability of these clones?

· 1) Is there a minimal amount of live above ground biomass necessary in order to assure adequate sprouting after harvest or burning?  2) Will we worsen our potential for natural regeneration by treating stands experiencing aspen decline?

· Opportunities:

· We have already begun collecting stand exam data and have established plots that can be revisited in die-back stands.

· We have two timber sales under contract and three more coming on line at a variety of elevations.  These sales could be used to assess regen response following harvest by timing exams to coincide with cutting and by incorporating urgent removal in our upcoming contracts.

