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What’s New with the WCS 
Boise, Payette and Sawtooth National Forests

 
In last month’s update on the Wildlife Conservation Strategy (WCS), we noted that the Forests were working 
on an update of the vegetation “baseline” conditions, which are a “snapshot in time” of existing conditions.  The 
vegetation “baseline” conditions were last reviewed in 2003, when the Forest Plans were completed.  Since 
2003, all three Forests have experienced extensive wildfires and other disturbances that may have 
substantially changed vegetative conditions in many areas.  

We now have preliminary information about the updated vegetation “baseline” conditions which suggests:   

 On the Payette NF, the acres in grass and shrubs increased substantially, particularly in high-elevation 
lodgepole pine and spruce-fir forests. The acres of large trees decreased only slightly across the Forest.  
The areas most affected by disturbances (e.g., wildfire and silvicultural treatments like thinning) were 
dense stands of small- and medium-sized trees.  In the lower-elevation areas dominated by ponderosa 
pine and Douglas-fir, acres of large and medium-sized trees increased slightly, as disturbances killed or 
removed smaller trees in stands that contained larger trees, leaving the larger trees unaffected. These 
disturbances also affected the densities of large tree stands.  Forestwide, the acres of large tree stands 
with lower densities increased while the acres of large tree stands with high densities decreased. 

 For the Boise NF, the results were similar.  Acres of grass and shrubs increased and large tree acres 
decreased only slightly.  Like the Payette, the greatest change occurred in dense stands of small lodgepole 
pine and spruce-fir.  In addition, like the Payette, the acres of large tree stands with lower densities 
increased while acres of large tree stands with higher densities decreased.   Further, while there were 
minor increases in the lower-elevation medium and large tree ponderosa pine and Douglas-fir forests on 
the Payette, there were minor decreases on the Boise.    

 Like the Payette and Boise NFs, most of the changes on the Sawtooth NF occurred in the lodgepole pine 
and subalpine fir forests.  And like with the Payette and Boise, the acres of large trees decreased only 
slightly Forestwide.  While wildfires created an increase in the grass and shrub acres, the increase was 
much less than on the other two forests. Instead, the biggest increase on the Sawtooth was in the acres of 
saplings.   

This difference appears largely due to the different types of disturbances that occurred across the three 
forests.  On the Payette and Boise the most extensive disturbances were wildfires, which generally 
converted small, dense stands to grass and shrubs, particularly in the lodgepole pine and spruce-fir forests. 
On the Sawtooth, mountain pine beetle was a major disturbance agent in these high elevation areas.  
Unlike wildfire, which kills the smallest trees first, mountain pine beetle infestations first attack the largest 
trees and kill smaller trees as epidemics progress, until only trees too small to support mountain pine 
beetle populations remain. Consequently, on the Sawtooth NF, extensive areas with larger lodgepole pine 
were killed by mountain pine beetle, leaving behind saplings.   

This preliminary information will continue to be refined over the next several weeks as the Forests finalize the 
proposed WCS and begin preparing an accompanying draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  The draft 
EIS will explain any proposed Forest Plan amendments needed to help implement the WCS, any alternatives 
to the amendments, and the environmental effects of the proposed Forest Plan amendments and alternatives.  
The draft EIS is anticipated to be available for public comment in mid to late summer 2009.   

In the meantime, we will continue to post news and updates about the WCS at www.fs.fed.us/r4/boise by 
clicking on “full article” under “Wildlife Conservation Strategy.”  This website also contains a December 2008 
newsletter describing the WCS that was linked to the Boise, Payette and Sawtooth NF websites, and sent to 
about 1000 individuals, organizations and agencies across southern Idaho and beyond.   

Stay tuned!  In the meantime, for more information on the WCS, check out the website or contact Randy 
Hayman at (208) 373-4157 or Cyd Weiland at (208) 373-4135. 


