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ISSUES 
The recently reported aspen die-off is a major 
concern in the Rocky Mountains. As much as 10 
percent of the aspen are affected in some areas. 
Although aspen succession and decline are 
normal, a die-off involves mature trees that 
suddenly die with no new sprouting, indicating 
that the lateral roots may also be dead. When this 
happens, aspen will disappear from the site 
because they regenerate primarily by root sprouts 
rather than seed. The literature has never reported 
this kind of die-off phenomenon, so we are unable 
to predict how long it will last, how much more 
aspen will die, or what the ultimate consequences 
will be to aspen ecosystems. 
 
 

IMPORTANCE  
Besides affecting our precious watersheds, die-off 
can impact tourism, biodiversity, the ski industry, 
wildlife habitat, mountain home developments, 
and other ecological and socio-economic values. 
 

PROPOSAL 
RMRS wants to support new coordinated research 
on the decline and die-off of aspen, involving both 
managers and scientists. This effort will help us 
understand the agents affecting aspen viability, so 
we can develop management actions to deal with 
current and future die-offs. 
 
We need to hire an additional research scientist in 
Utah to work on aspen ecology and pathology. 
This research will identify what causes aspen 
death and develop solutions.  
 

 
 
 
 

 

EXPECTED OUTCOMES  
First, an evaluation of the extent and magnitude of 
the problem will be completed. This will lead to 
developing a protocol to determine “at risk” aspen 
stands. Then RMRS would develop a targeted 
multidisciplinary forensic ecology research effort 
to identify casual agents or environmental factors 
contributing to aspen die-off. We would determine 
whether any “pre-emptive” management options 
exist to reduce the risk of die-off or loss of parent 
roots. This research should significantly improve 
the health of aspen stands throughout their range, 
and will be especially noticeable where fewer 
aspens live. Research results will significantly 
improve wildlife habitat, biodiversity, and water.   
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