Land, Water and People
Make Way for the Next Generation
By Mike Blakeman

In the last Land, Water and People column, I discussed the current situation with the spruce bark beetle and spruce budworm epidemic on the Rio Grande National Forest (RGNF).  This article will focus on the spruce beetle epidemic: why it is occurring, what we can and cannot do about it, and how this epidemic will change our landscape.
Approximately 560,000 acres (31%) of the RGNF is covered with high elevation spruce-fir forests.  Of this, about 88% is in what foresters call “mature” to “late-successional” structural stages.  In other words, most of our spruce-fir forest is composed of large old trees.  Our spruce-fir forests are old, because large fires happen infrequently at this moist, high elevation. Some scientists believe that the cycle for large natural fires in the spruce-fir zone ranges from 300 to possibly up to 1000 years.
Spruce beetles prefer large, old trees, but even in mature forests, their populations stay low unless something gives them an advantage.  In the past, we have had localized spikes in populations following a blow down event.  The beetle populations spike because they can infest and lay eggs in the downed trees without being pushed out by sap.  The trees are defenseless and surrounding trees can be overwhelmed by the nearby spike in population. Foresters can often control these localized population spikes and prevent them from becoming an epidemic through logging techniques.
Drought hit our mountains in 2000 and especially in 2002.  In fact, 2002 was our driest year on record with our snowpack at less than 5% of average in May.  This drought put severe stress on the trees in the RGNF and greatly reduced their ability to produce sap – their spruce beetle defense system.  Suddenly, our entire spruce-fir forest was susceptible to spruce beetle infestations and their population began to explode in several locations.  Since it takes up to three years for trees to rebound from severe drought, the beetles had ample time to expand into what is known as a “landscape-level” epidemic.
Once the spruce beetle reached the stage of a landscape-level epidemic, there was little foresters could do to stop them and even healthy trees can’t defend themselves because of the overwhelming number of beetles.  What our foresters could do, and are doing, is to go into accessible areas and set up timber sales to remove and use the dead trees.  Sale areas where there is little regeneration will be planted with young seedlings to jump-start the next forest.

Some people have asked if spraying the trees with an insecticide would stop the epidemic.  Aerial spraying won’t work on bark beetles; instead the trunk of each tree needs to be sprayed individually.  Obviously, this would be impossible to do at the forest level, but it will work where people want to save low numbers of high value trees, such as in someone’s yard. What this all means is that it will take some act of nature to stop the epidemic or the beetles will probably continue their march until they run out of food.  

All these dead trees have led to a very high interest among many people about the potential of a wildland fire raging through our forests.   The chance of a fire starting is not necessarily any greater because of the dead trees.  When the needles fall off the trees, the risk of a fire ripping through the tops of the trees is actually reduced.  That said, more sunlight reaches the forest floor when the tall trees die, which may stimulate a lot of new growth.  During dry conditions, this new growth may carry a ground fire.  Also, once the big trees begin falling – which could be a while with spruce – if a fire does burn through the area, it could burn hot creating hydrophobic soils.  These water-repelling soils are very susceptible to turning into large debris flows, such as we witnessed in the Million Fire burn area.
As I have mentioned in past articles, the current spruce beetle epidemic is a natural event.  Some scientists believe that this kind of disturbance in the spruce-fir forest probably happened more frequently than large fires – maybe every 200 years, or so.   Luckily, many of our mature spruce-fir stands include a variety of sizes of trees and are composed of both Engelmann spruce and subalpine fire.  What that means is that even in areas where the beetles have killed spruce trees down to 5 inches in diameter, there are still living seedlings, saplings and subalpine fir.  
In time, a mature spruce-fir forest will come back, but it will take longer than our lifetimes.  That’s why I encourage people to not cling onto what our forests once looked like, but instead watch with awe as a new forest, the next generation, takes over.  
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