Fewer Aspens in Colorado's Future
by Ryan Maye Handy
Oct. 15, 2014 – The aspen tree, a beloved symbol of fall in the Rocky Mountains, is fading from Colorado's forests.  As it battles heat and drought in the coming decades, the trees' numbers could decrease drastically across the West.
If climate change continues to attack aspens — which are vulnerable to heat and drought — by 2060 acres suitable for aspen trees could decrease by the millions, according to a report released last month by the Rocky Mountain Climate Organization.  Colorado, the state with the most acres of aspen, could lose 60% of its aspen-friendly landscape, as long as heat, drought, and other factors continue to make it difficult for aspens to grow.
The report draws on findings from U.S. Forest Service researchers, who used models to predict that climate change could reduce Rocky Mountain aspen populations by as much as 77% by 2060.
"I was startled to learn how much the Forest Service has projected we may lose of the aspens, and for that matter, lose conifers in the Rocky Mountains," said Stephen Saunders, president of the Rocky Mountain Climate Organization, who also co-authored the report.  "We all love aspens, and I really hate the possibility that we may be changing the climate so much that we will have a lot fewer of the trees."
The potential loss of millions of acres of aspens is not a "foregone conclusion," the report says, particularly since the resilient aspens are often the 1st trees to return to areas ravaged by wildfire.  But for trees with shallow root systems — poorly adapted to dry conditions — there's good reason to think the aspens' prospects are not good, said Frederick "Skip" Smith, head of Colorado State University's Warner College of Natural Resources.
"The climate model predictions are kind of irrefutable," said Smith.  "But there are a lot of variables that ultimately enter into where a tree species will be ... so the outcome is really up in the air."
In its report, "Rocky Mountain Forests at Risk," the nonprofit research group and the Union of Concerned Scientists outlined a slew of challenges facing Colorado's forests, ranging from insect disease to wildfires and drought.  Aspen trees have been battling severe drought in the West since 2002, but scientists say prolonged drought has kept the trees from recovering, particularly in southwestern Colorado.
Colorado's Western Slope, home to most acres of aspen, also saw the sharpest decline of trees in the early 2000s.  When the trees started to die off across 1.3 million acres in the southern Rockies, the region was the hardest hit by what became known as "sudden aspen decline," an almost unprecedented die-off that had not been seen in 800 years.  More than 90% of acres affected were in Colorado, according to the report.
Aspens are deciduous trees that grow in networks of shallow, interconnected root systems that can stretch for acres.  Southern Utah, for instance, is home to the largest and oldest aspen tree — one "organism" with roots that span 100 acres and that weighs 40 times more than a blue whale.  In a perfect world, an aspen tree can live up to 300 years, Smith said.
Aspen may not be Colorado's state tree — the blue spruce holds that honor — but it has been adopted as the symbol or namesake for many a lodge and business around the state.  Every year, the trees' bright yellow fall foliage inspires countless treks to the mountains, where remote towns such as Estes Park rely on aspen viewers to help fuel fall economies.
"Well, obviously in the fall, the elk and the aspen are the big draw for people to come up here," said Kate Rusch, the spokeswoman for the town of Estes Park.
Aspen are also one of the major draws to Rocky Mountain National Park in fall, particularly this year when the fall colors have been "glorious," said park spokeswoman Kyle Patterson.  The park had it highest visitation numbers for the year on Sept.  27, in part due to aspens' yellow leaves, Patterson added.  "The fall colors were absolutely glorious, probably because of all the moisture we've gotten," Patterson said.
The aspen trees are a critical part of visits to the park in September, which is becoming one of the most popular months to tour Rocky, next to July.
While the projected losses of aspen might be alarming, the trees are unlikely to suddenly disappear, said Jim Worrall, a forest pathologist with the Forest Service, who ran the climate models used in the study.  Aspen trees are hearty, and young trees will likely fight to stay alive in areas that have become too hot and dry for older trees, Worrall explained.
"Aspen is pretty tough, and it's going to try to hang on there as long as it can," said Worrall.
Nonetheless, there will come a point when even younger aspens can't survive, and those trees would likely never reach maturity, Worrall predicted.
While aspens in the Rocky Mountains face a bleak future, the trees will return to and thrive in what scientists call "disturbance" areas, such as wildfire scars.  Since the 2012 High Park Fire, Smith has seen a transformation of the forests around CSU's Pingree Park campus from mostly lodgepole trees to mostly aspen.  It's a pattern the forest has followed before.  After devastating fires in the late 1880s destroyed much of the trees, the aspen were the 1st to come back, Smith said.  Over the years, the forest regrew and transformed again.
"I used to walk those hillsides and it was a lodgepole pine forest, and the north slope of Pingree Park, it was covered in lodgepole," said Smith.
But more than a century later, the forest around Pingree is now mostly made up of aspen trees, after the High Park Fire.
For the areas where aspen will struggle to return, however, Worrall thinks nature will need help to get the iconic tree to grow again in forests that could be too hot and too dry.  Worrall is studying aspen stands around Gunnison, and working to prioritize trees that have the best chances for survival.
"We have to do everything we can to help the forest adapt," Worrall said.  "We can do things to help the forest adapt so it keeps up with the climate a lot quicker than it would on its own."
 www.coloradoan.com/story/news/2014/10/14/study-fewer-aspens-colorados-future/17286369/
