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Ecosystem Values and Processes

Aspen ecosystems have a greater diversity of plants and animals than any other system in the 

  Interior West except for riparian ecosystems that occur adjacent to streams and lakes.

Aspen ecosystems protect watersheds; yield more water and produce more forage than when the areas

  convert to stands of mixed-conifers; and are valued for esthetics, recreation, and wood fiber.

Aspen clones grow new sprouts or "suckers" from the parent roots following fires (or harvests).

Historically, fires burned through these ecosystems about every 20 to 60 years.

Deer, elk, sheep and cattle all relish aspen suckers during certain seasons of the year.
Present Situation

"We have too many mouths (wildlife and livestock) and not enough fire."  Dr. Charles Kay, Utah State Univ.

Many of these areas have not burned in the past 150 to 200 years or longer.

Livestock were not in these areas historically, and the numbers of deer and elk were much lower.

Many areas convert from aspen forests to mixed-conifer forests in the absence of fire.

Losses in biodiversity, forage, and water yield occur when aspen ecosystems convert to mixed conifers. 
Trends for Abundance of Aspen Ecosystems

Historically (during past 200 to 400 years)


310,000 acres aspen dominated ecosystems



Assumption:  All of these acres had properly functioning ecosystems.

Current Conditions


140,000 acres of aspen dominated ecosystems  (55% decline with losses to mixed conifer)



120,000 acres are functioning at risk but could respond to restoration treatments

                           20,000 acres assumed to be in properly functioning condition


170,000 acres of mixed-conifer ecosystems with scattered aspen still present



Assumption:  All of these acres have high risk of losing the aspen component.

Potential Area for treatments


290,000 acres could respond favorably to selected aspen restoration treatments



Assumption:  Full range of treatments would be used including harvests and fire.
Management Implications

Successful aspen regeneration does not occur in some areas of the Interior West because of browsing by 

wildlife and/or livestock.  Actions to restore aspen ecosystems must not be done until excessive browsing 

is controlled.  One control is to treat large areas which disperses the impact from animals to a larger area.

Mixed-conifer forests with scattered aspen present have the highest priority for using treatments to 

restore forest health and sustain functioning aspen ecosystems.

Key points for resource managers concerned with maintaining aspen landscapes for diversity:


Take Action Now!


Make Actions Large -- 500 to 1,000 acres/treatment (harvests and/or fires)


Take Action Often 
