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Dry (Frequent Fire) Mixed Conifer Forest  
Desired Conditions 

Operational Draft: This document is prepared to provide guidance to forest plan revision teams. As this 
guidance is implemented we expect to learn improved ways to do this work. As we learn, this document 
will be updated. This document was reviewed and revised as appropriate in February 2010 to conform to 
the requirements of the 1982 Planning Rule provisions, as accessed by the 2000 Planning Rule transition 
language at 36 CFR 219.35 (Federal Register, Volume 74, No. 242, Friday, December 18, 2009, pages 
67073 and 67074) . 

General Description 
The dry mixed conifer forest vegetation community is transitional with increasing elevation 
between ponderosa pine and wet mixed-conifer forests and generally occurs at elevations ranging 
from approximately 5,500 to 9,500 feet.  Dry mixed-conifer forests are dominated by mainly 
shade intolerant trees such as ponderosa pine, southwestern white pine, limber pine, quaking 
aspen, and Gambel oak, with a lesser presence of shade tolerant species such as white fir and blue 
spruce.  Mid-tolerant species such as Douglas-fir are common. Aspen may occur as individual 
trees or small groups. This forest vegetation community typically occurs with an understory of 
grasses, forbs, and shrubs.  

Landscape Scale Desired Conditions (10,000 + acres) 
At the landscape scale, the dry mixed conifer vegetation community is a mosaic of forest 
conditions composed of structural stages ranging from young to old trees. “Old growth” is well-
distributed in the landscape. Forest appearance is variable but generally uneven-aged and open; 
occasional patches of even-aged structure are present. The forest arrangement is in small clumps 
and groups of trees interspersed within variably-sized openings of grass/forb/shrub vegetation 
associations similar to historic patterns. Openings typically range from 10 percent in more 
productive sites to 50 percent in the less productive sites. Size, shape, number of trees per group, 
and number of groups per area are variable across the landscape. Where they naturally occur, 
groups or patches of aspen and all structural stages of oak are present. Denser tree conditions 
exist in some locations such as north facing slopes and canyon bottoms.   

The dry mixed conifer forest vegetation community is composed predominantly of vigorous trees, 
but declining trees are a component and provide for snags, top-killed, lightning- and fire-scarred 
trees, and coarse woody debris (>3 inch diameter), all well-distributed throughout the landscape.  
Snags are typically 18 inches or greater at DBH and average 3 per acre.  Downed logs (>12 inch 
diameter at mid-point, >8 feet long) average 3 per acre within the forested area of the landscape.  
Coarse woody debris, including downed logs, ranges from 5 to 15 tons per acre. 

The composition, structure, and function of vegetative conditions are resilient to the frequency, 
extent, severity of disturbances, and to climate variability.  The landscape is a functioning 
ecosystem that contains all its components, processes, and conditions that result from endemic 
levels of disturbances (e.g. insects, diseases, fire, and wind), including snags, downed logs, and 
old trees. Grasses, forbs, shrubs, needle cast (fine fuels), and small trees maintain the natural fire 
regime. Organic ground cover and herbaceous vegetation provide protection of soil, moisture 
infiltration, and contribute to plant and animal diversity and to ecosystem function.  Frequent, low 
severity fires (Fire Regime I) are characteristic, including throughout goshawk home ranges. 
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Natural and anthropogenic disturbances are sufficient to maintain desired overall tree density, 
structure, species composition, coarse woody debris, and nutrient cycling. 

Mid-Scale Desired Conditions (100 -1,000 acres) 
At the mid-scale the dry mixed conifer forest vegetation community is characterized by variation 
in the size and number of tree groups depending on elevation, soil type, aspect, and site 
productivity. The more biologically productive sites contain more trees per group and more 
groups per area. Openings typically range from 10 percent in more productive sites to 50 percent 
in the less productive sites. Tree density within forested areas generally ranges from 30 to 100 
square foot basal area per acre.  

The mosaic of tree groups generally comprises an uneven-aged forest with all age classes and 
structural stages. Occasionally small patches (generally less than 50 acres) of even-aged forest 
structure are present. Disturbances sustain the overall age and structural distribution. 

Fires burn primarily on the forest floor and do not spread between tree groups as crown fire. 

Forest structure in the wildland urban interface (WUI)1 has smaller and more widely spaced 
groups of trees than in the non-WUI areas. 

Forest conditions in goshawk post-fledging family areas (PFAs) are similar to general forest 
conditions except these forests contain 10 to 20 percent higher basal area in mid-aged to old tree 
groups than in goshawk foraging areas and in the general forest. Goshawk nest areas have forest 
conditions that are multi-aged but are dominated by large trees with relatively dense canopies.     

Fine Scale Desired Conditions ( < 10acres) 
Trees typically occur in irregularly shaped groups and are variably-spaced with some tight 
clumps. Crowns of trees within the mid-aged to old groups are interlocking or nearly interlocking.  
Openings surrounding tree groups are variably-shaped and comprised of a grass/forb/shrub mix. 
Some openings contain individual trees or snags.  Trees within groups are of similar or variable 
ages and one or more species. Size of tree groups typically is less than 1 acre. Groups at the mid-
age to old stages consist of 2 to approximately 50 trees per group.  

                                                      
1 Note –each Forest needs to provide the definition for WUI that they are using. 


