Land, Water and People
The spruce beetle epidemic: what’s next?
By Mike Blakeman

The numbers are out and 2012 wasn’t a good year for the spruce-fir forests in the upper Rio Grande Watershed. According to the 2012 aerial survey, the spruce beetle epidemic spread to another 101,000 acres of spruce-fir forest bringing the total area infested to over 380,000 acres on the Rio Grande National Forest. This means about 70% of the RGNF’s spruce-fir forests have been infested since the outbreak began around 2004.
The aerial surveys are generally at least one year behind what is actually occurring on the ground because the trees don’t appear to be dead for one to two years after they have been infested. It’s important to note that the aerial surveys don’t report the percentage of trees infested, so there are still a lot of living Engelmann spruce trees in some areas. That said, the trend has been that once the beetles move into an area, they stay around long enough to clean up their plates. Few trees larger than 5 inches in diameter survive.
 Foresters expect the beetles to continue to spread until they run out of food. It’s not all bleak in the beetle- infested forest though; most of the small spruce, and the subalpine fir of all sizes, will survive to provide the base for the next forest.

As the reality of the extent of the spruce beetle epidemic sinks in, a lot of people are beginning to ask questions about its impact on water, wildlife and people. As I mentioned in an article published in the Valley Courier, it’s hard to predict with certainty the impact of hundreds of thousands of acres of dead trees on the water cycle. In general, we would expect a temporary increase in the total amount of runoff from the forest, but the snowmelt may occur earlier. 
Impacts to wildlife will be varied. As with all types of ecosystem disturbances, there will be winners and losers. Red squirrels are expected to be losers due to the decrease in spruce seeds for them to eat. The dead trees probably won’t have much of an impact on elk numbers because their population is more affected by limitations in the lower elevation winter range. There should actually be an increase in the amount of forage available for elk in the high elevation spruce-fir zone as more sun reaches the forest floor. 
In some ways, it is a bit harder to predict how the spruce beetle epidemic will affect people. At the current rate of spread of the beetles, there may only be another ten years left for sawtimber quality Engelmann spruce. Five to seven years after the spruce die, the drying cracks, called checks, in the boles of the trees become so deep that the trees can’t be used to make boards. Spruce can stay standing for several decades though and may continue to be valuable for use as house logs. Questions that arise include:
How will the loss of Engelmann spruce sawtimber impact our local mills?

Will the dead trees attract new industry to make house logs or to use the biomass to produce heat, gas, electricity and/or biochar?

It is also hard to know how the dead trees will affect recreation. Will the dead trees make the RGNF a less desirable place to visit? 
My best guesses to answering these questions trend towards optimism. Humans are an adaptable species, and fill new niches quickly. The RGNF will do its part to provide opportunities for domestic and commercial use of the dead timber from appropriate areas and individuals and industry will respond. The Forest Service, with an eye towards the future, will then provide a jumpstart for the next forest by planting seedlings in areas with inadequate regeneration.
The RGNF will also continue to do its part to encourage recreation by removing hazard trees from high risk areas and clearing fallen trees from trails (this may require the help of volunteers... hint, hint). 
Lastly, I believe that recreation will stay strong on the RGNF because just as tourists flocked to Yellowstone National Park after the fires of 1988, people will visit the RGNF to witness Nature’s amazing powers to heal.
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