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Forest Health Management in Region 2 conducted three service trips to gather information and provide input to managers on recent, rapid aspen mortality, performed aerial survey of the mortality, and made informal observations throughout southwestern Colorado.  Concentrated patches of heavy mortality, often well over 50%, occur in mature aspen and sometimes younger trees.  The mortality is recent and has occurred rapidly.  Suckering is variable, but is largely absent in many affected stands.

Agents associated with the mortality include Cytospora canker, poplar borer, bronze poplar borer, and an aspen bark beetle (see poster).  These agents are often associated with stress and are generally not primary killers of healthy aspen.  Primary mortality agents that are often active in mature aspen are mostly absent in affected stands.  This phenomenon is distinct from the usual aspen issues, such as defoliators, diseases in decadent stands, and long-term loss of aspen cover due to succession and land-management practices.

Preliminary observations suggest that the phenomenon is most frequent at low elevations, particularly on the GMUG, and on poor growing sites.  The Dolores District, San Juan NF, is the most severely affected area in southwestern Colorado (Table) and probably in the entire Region.

We are initiating a study of the association of damage with site factors, including elevation, slope, aspect, and soil.  We will quantify stand conditions, mortality, suckering, biotic agents, and root condition.  

Aerial survey maps are provided as accompanying handouts.  Note that many damage polygons are difficult to see because of the large scale.  A large wall map is available for inspection.

Table.  Results of aerial survey for concentrated patches of recent aspen mortality1 on the GMUG and San Juan National Forests, southwestern Colorado.2
	
	
	
	2006 
	2005 3

	Forest
	Ranger District
	Aspen cover type (acres)
	Mortality (acres) 1
	% of cover type
	Mortality (acres) 1
	% of cover type

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Collbran
	66,048
	2,588
	3.92
	305
	

	
	Gr. Junction
	35,679
	1,964
	5.50
	349
	 

	Grand Mesa
	Total
	101,727
	4,552
	4.47
	--
	 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Cebolla
	95,998
	424
	0.44
	nd
	

	
	Paonia
	203,832
	3,807
	1.87
	785
	

	
	Taylor R.
	107,892
	727
	0.67
	nd
	 

	Gunnison
	Total
	407,723
	4,958
	1.22
	--
	 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Gr. Junction
	55,412
	987
	1.78
	396
	

	
	Norwood
	72,871
	1,615
	2.22
	1051
	

	
	Ouray
	119,186
	2,037
	1.71
	1488
	

	Uncompahgre
	Total
	247,469
	4,638
	1.87
	--
	 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Columbine
	108,247
	3,396
	3.14
	256
	

	
	Dolores
	130,687
	12,860
	9.84
	8,150
	6.24

	
	Pagosa
	62,374
	671
	1.08
	629
	 

	San Juan
	Total
	301,308
	16,927
	5.62
	--
	 


1
Areas coded during aerial survey as ‘aspen decline,’ indicating concentrated patches of recent mortality not directly attributable to other causes.

2
Data for National Forest lands only.  Mortality may be heavier on lower-elevation lands outside the forests.
3
In 2005, aerial surveyors were not targeting ‘aspen decline’ except on the Dolores District, so it may not have been recorded in all cases, data are less reliable, and percentages are not presented.

  





