
Engaging landowners in regenerating Utah’s aspen

With the growing problem of aspen loss in the West, it’s increasingly critical to mobilize the efforts of private landowners in regenerating a species that plays a vital role in the region’s forest health. 

In the state of Utah, Natalie Conlin has been a driving force in this effort. A longtime forester with the Utah Division of Forestry, Fire and State Lands (UFFSL), Conlin recently stepped into a new role as the forest stewardship and legacy coordinator for the UFFSL. Her experience lies in overseeing the private land forestry program in the Southeast Area, the largest of the UFFSL’s six administrative areas, which covers 17,432 square miles. 

Over the years, Conlin has partnered with landowners to tackle numerous forest health challenges, including sudden aspen decline, or SAD. Scientists have not pinpointed a single cause for sudden aspen decline but suspect that drought, fire suppression and increasing conifer populations may contribute to this landscape-scale loss of the aspen that had characterized forests in the West. 

Beyond their iconic beauty, aspen provide significant forest health benefits including good wildlife habitat and a natural firebreak in a region especially vulnerable to severe wildfires. Aspen forests regenerate through disturbance events, like fire or timber harvesting. Without disturbance, aspen can convert to oak brush or conifer forests, increasing wildfire risk.

Utah’s private landowners manage 2.7 million acres — or just 17% — of Utah’s forested lands, but this relatively small percentage represents an important opportunity to make a landscape-level impact. Private lands overlay some of the state’s most valuable watersheds and form important connectivity zones with neighboring public lands. 

“It’s really critical for wildfire prevention for these private lands to be well managed,” Conlin said. 

As one of Utah’s most prolific writers of forest stewardship plans and a frequent provider of technical assists, Conlin finds innovative solutions to difficult landscape issues like sudden aspen decline. For one project, she partnered with the owners of a more than 7,000-acre ranch that was losing its aspen population. She helped the landowners use several tactics to regenerate aspen on the property. One was decadent canopy removal, where the entire canopy is removed, exposing the soil to sunlight and encouraging sucker production to get the aspen to sprout. Another tactic was to install hinge fencing to protect areas that were in the process of regenerating from wildlife browse. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Another element in this project’s success was Conlin’s skill in using numerous funding sources to accomplish on-the-ground management. She helped the landowners secure grant funding from the USDA Forest Service’s Landscape Scale Restoration Program and Utah’s Watershed Restoration Initiative (WRI). Colleagues praise her ability to identify and secure grant funding and consider her a valuable advisor for other foresters. In fact, she was the first of the state’s foresters to utilize the WRI as a funding source for implementing forestry practices recommended in Utah’s forest stewardship plans. 

Conlin notes that private landowners depend on grant funding to defray the expense of forest management, which would otherwise fall on their shoulders because their options for timber sale are few. “There’s such a small timber industry in Utah,” she said. “This is a limiting factor for landowners who might not be able or willing to cover the expense of these projects themselves.” 

Conlin’s efforts thrive on good word-of-mouth, as landowners she has assisted share their experiences with their neighbors, who in turn contact her for help with forest health issues ranging from aspen regeneration to fighting invasive species. In the Range Creek area of eastern Carbon and Emery Counties, her building of a network of landowners with adjacent properties essentially led to landscape-level forest management in a watershed. 

Among landowners, Conlin usually finds high awareness of the benefits of land management, especially concerning wildfire risk following the devastating 2018 wildfire season that impacted the state. Many of these landowners also work with cooperative wildlife managers and essentially open parts of their land to public hunting, which makes them interested in maintaining their property as wildlife habitat. 

“Landowners in Utah are very motivated,” said Conlin. “They understand the importance of land management, and they reach out to state foresters such as myself for management recommendations.”




