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General condition
The majority of aspen on the Caribou-Targhee is seral to conifer.  Conifer encroachment is the primary cause for the decline of aspen on the C-T.  Ungulate browsing does not affect the success of our aspen treatments except in small localized areas.

The C-T is experiencing “die-back” rather than “die-off”.  “Die-back” refers to mortality of the mature aspen overstory with concurrent prolific sprouting.  The die-back is occurring primarily in our stable aspen stands.  The majority of these stands are located on the southern (Caribou) portion of the C-T.  The die-back became noticeable around 2002.  The extent is widespread, but patchy.  Drier sites on southern aspects at lower elevations (<7000’) are most affected.  In 2006, some seral aspen communities on drier sites on the northern (Targhee) portion of the forest have shown signs of decline with small leaves and early leaf fall.  This may have been a single year event.

Extensive conifer mortality due to bark beetles over the past five years should have a positive effect on aspen.
Vegetation surveys or studies, potential causes or associations of die-off

Most of our surveys have been the required regeneration surveys done in regeneration treatment areas the 1st, 3rd and 5th year after treatment.  In conjunction with the surveys, we have put in several exclosures to determine if ungulate browsing is affecting sprouting.  Results of the surveys have shown that generally: ungulate browsing does not affect the success of the treatments; spring burning is better than fall burning; insects and diseases have negligible affects; the more conifer basal area you remove, the more aspen sprouting you get.
Management needs and concerns in light of current aspen condition

The C-T has been implementing successful aspen regeneration projects since the 1980’s.  At first they were small-scale wildlife funded projects, but beginning in the mid-1990’s they became large-scale projects, most often done in conjunction with timber sales.  Most recently, some of our largest aspen projects have been tied to wildlife and hazardous fuel reduction objectives.  Prescribed burning is being used in the majority of our aspen restoration treatments.
Our management needs are to: monitor the stands that are experiencing die-back to make sure that the understory aspen continues to develop on a trajectory that will replace the previous stand; continue to monitor the success of our aspen restoration treatments; continue to implement large-scale aspen restoration treatments; continue to work with environmental groups, state wildlife management agencies and concerned citizen groups to educate and collaborate.
