Opposing Views

Attachment #17
Mountain Pine Beetle Activity in Lodgepole Pine

does not Increase the Fire Risk
Bark Beetle Opposing View #1
Article Excerpt:   “Dead surface fuel loads of all size categories did not differ among undisturbed, red, and gray-stage stands. Compared to undisturbed sites, red and gray-stage sites had on average 53% lower canopy bulk density, 42% lower canopy fuel load, and 29% lower canopy moisture content, but had similar canopy base heights (3.1 m). In subsequent decades, coarse wood loads doubled and canopy base height declined to 0 m. Modeling results suggested that undisturbed, red, and gray-stage stands were unlikely to exhibit transition of surface fires to tree crowns (torching), and that the likelihood of sustaining an active crown fire (crowning) decreased from undisturbed to gray-stage stands. Simulated fire behavior was little affected by beetle disturbance when wind speed was either below 40 km/h or above 60 km/h, but at intermediate wind speeds, probability of crowning in red- and gray-stage stands was lower than in undisturbed stands, and old post-outbreak stands were predicted to have passive crown fires. Results were consistent across a range of fuel moisture scenarios. Our results suggest that mountain pine beetle outbreaks in Greater Yellowstone may reduce the probability of active crown fire in the short term by thinning lodgepole pine canopies.”
Dr. Martin Simard, Dr. William H. Romme, Dr. Jacob M. Griffin, and Dr. Monica G. Turner   

“Do mountain pine beetle outbreaks change the probability of active crown fire in lodgepole pine forests?”
Ecological Monographs, 81(1), 2011, pp. 3–24, 2011 by the Ecological Society of America

http://esa.org/papers/pdf/emon-81-01-04_3.24.pdf 
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Bark Beetle Opposing View #2
Article Excerpt:   “The researchers explain that while green pine needles might appear moister and harder to burn, they actually contain high levels of flammable volatile oils. 

When those needles die, the flammable oils begin to break down. As a result, depending on the weather conditions, dead needles may be less likely to catch and sustain a fire than live needles. 

Secondly, when beetles kill a lodgepole pine tree, the needles fall off and decompose on the forest floor relatively quickly. In a sense, the beetles thin the forest, so that the naked trees left behind are essentially akin to large fire logs. 

However, just as you can’t start a fire in a fireplace with just large logs and no kindling, wildfires are less likely to ignite and carry in a forest of dead tree trunks and low needle litter. 

Forest ecologists noted this same phenomenon after the massive Yellowstone wildfires in 1988. After the large fires swept through and burned off all the tree needles, only the dead trunks remained. In the years that have followed, new wildfires have tended to slow and sometimes even burn out when they reach the standing dead forest; there simply hasn’t been enough fuel to propel the fire. “
CTV.ca News Staff 
“Could pine beetles actually reduce forest fire risk?”
Published Sunday, Sep. 12, 2010
http://www.ctvnews.ca/could-pine-beetles-actually-reduce-forest-fire-risk-1.551560 
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Bark Beetle Opposing View #3
Article Excerpt:   “Tree thinning and logging across millions of acres of Western lodgepole pine and spruce-fir forest is unlikely to reduce fire risk or alleviate future large-scale epidemics of bark beetles, according to a new report prepared by forest ecologists.

“Extensive areas of dead trees have understandably led to widespread concern about the increased risk for forest fires,” said Dominik Kulakowski, one of the report’s authors and a professor of geography and biology at Clark University in Worcester, Mass. “This is a logical concern, but the best available science indicates that the occurrence of large fires in lodgepole pine and spruce-fir forests is mainly influenced by climatic conditions, particularly drought.”

“Although the scale of the recent beetle outbreak is unprecedented in modern times, experts note that insect outbreaks and fires are a natural part of Western forest ecosystems. As such, the report found no causal link between insect outbreaks and the incidence of wildfire.”

Eryn Gable

“Battling beetles may not reduce fire risks – report”

Land Letter, March 2010

http://www.xerces.org/2010/03/04/battling-beetles-may-not-reduce-fire-risks-report/ 
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Bark Beetle Opposing View #4
Article Excerpt:   “Throughout the West, an outbreak of mountain pine beetles and other native bark beetles has been turning large tracts of coniferous forests brown. These natural cycles of periodic pulses of beetle activity may be influenced by global warming because the extended periods of extreme low temperature in the spring that would ordinarily kill the beetles and halt the outbreak have not happened in recent years. Logging interests have fanned the flames of controversy surrounding the beetle outbreaks proposing massive logging projects to halt the outbreaks, even though it is well known that logging cannot stop or even slow bark beetles.”
“It is widely believed that beetle-killed forests are markedly more vulnerable to forest fires but this is largely a myth. Beetle-infested trees have an elevated fire risk only during the brief period after the needles have turned red but still remain on the tree. After the needles are dropped, a beetle-killed forest actually has a lower fire risk than a comparable healthy forest filled with green trees. 
The drumbeat of beetle mania is music to the ears of opportunists seeking to turn beetle invasions into timber sales. But logging, for any stated purpose, leads to soil erosion, soil nutrient loss and a potential increase in fine fuels that increase fire risk. Further, logging mountain pine beetle- killed trees destroys wildlife habitat. Southern Rockies woodpeckers and sapsuckers such as the hairy woodpecker and Williamson's sapsucker suffer negative effects of logging followed by slash burning where dead and dying trees (the "snags" that are their homes and feeding sites) have been removed or destroyed by fire.”
“Beetle Mania”

Published by the Biodiversity Conservation Alliance

http://www.voiceforthewild.org/clearcutting/beetle_mania.html 
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Bark Beetle Opposing View #5
Article Excerpt:   “ "There is a risk of fire, but that risk was here prior to the outbreak of pine beetles," said Dominik Kulakowski, a professor of geography and biology at Clark University in Massachusetts, on a media tour of beetle-devastated areas in Summit County. 
While dead trees burn easily, even green ones are susceptible to raging wildfires in dry times, said Kulakowski, who has studied the naturally occurring cycles of beetle outbreaks in Colorado for nine years.”
“Logging dead trees in reaction to the current beetle outbreak - which has decimated an estimated 660,000 acres of Colorado pine forests - shouldn't be confused with efforts to reduce wildfire hazards, Kulakowski said.
“Pine beetles' role in fire risk devalued -- Drought, which dries out trees and promotes the insect outbreaks, is the key hazard, a Massachusetts researcher says.”
Published in the Denver Post, August 2007
http://www.denverpost.com/news/ci_6520740 
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Bark Beetle Opposing View #6
Article Excerpt:   “ “When we started seeing mountain pine beetle kill in the lodgepole pine forests in the late 1990s, there was a kneejerk reaction among many fire managers and policy makers that there should be a huge increase in the likelihood of catastrophic fire,” says Tom Veblen, professor of geography and head of CU’s biogeography lab. “But the conventional wisdom is not supported.” “
“Using data from past fires in lodgepole forests in west-central Colorado and computer modeling developed by Tania Schoennagel, adjunct assistant professor in geography and research scientist at CU’s Institute of Arctic and Alpine Research, the researchers found that under extreme fire conditions, there was no significant difference in fire behavior between beetle-kill stands and those unaffected by infestation.”
Clay Evans
“Verdict’s still out on pine-beetle-kill fire effects”
Colorado Arts and Sciences magazine
http://artsandsciences.colorado.edu/magazine/2012/10/verdicts-still-out-on-pine-beetle-kill-fire-effects/ 
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Bark Beetle Opposing View #7
Article Excerpt:   “The news on pine beetle outbreak is not necessarily all bad, according to a new study from researchers at the University of Colorado.

Professor William Lewis, interim director of CU's Cooperative Institute for Research in Environmental Sciences, is an author of a new study that reports that small trees and other vegetation near waterways that survive pine beetle infestation increase their uptake of nitrate, a pollutant associated with forest disturbances such as logging and severe storms.

Logging activity or storms can drive stream nitrate concentrations up by as much as 400 percent for multiple years, but the study participants did not discover similar levels of nitrate increase concentration in the wake of widespread pine beetle infestations.

"We found that the beetles do not disturb watersheds in the same way as logging and severe storms," Lewis said in a news release.

"They leave behind smaller trees and other understory vegetation, which compensates for the loss of larger pine trees by taking up additional nitrate from the system. Beetle-kill conditions are a good benchmark for the protection of sub-canopy vegetation to preserve water quality during forest management activities."

A paper on the subject was published Monday in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.”
CU-Boulder researchers see an upside to pine beetle kill 

Camera staffdailycamera.com
Posted:  January 15, 2013
http://www.dailycamera.com/cu-news/ci_22378043/cu-boulder-researchers-see-an-upside-pine-beetle
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Bark Beetle Opposing View #8
Article Excerpt: “Even forest thinning, which is widely promoted as a solution by reducing tree susceptibility to outbreaks, has had mixed results and is unlikely to stem bark beetle epidemics on a large landscape scale, especially during drought cycles.  Further, this type of thinning would not be a one-time treatment, but would require regular thinning of all treated stands every decade or so because thinning tends to promote rapid growth of understory vegetation, making it a potential fuel ladder.   Moreover, too much thinning can moderate stand climates, which may be favorable to some beetles, and increase wind speeds adding to crown fire spread.”

“Scientists, land managers and residents of Colorado are concerned about how wildfire might affect our forests and communities.  If the goal is to protect communities, fire-mitigation efforts should be focused around those communities and homes, not in remote and ecologically valuable areas.”

“These forests may look different to us, but beetle-affected forests are still functioning ecosystems that provide food and shelter for animals, cool clear water for fish and humans, and irreplaceable refuges for wildlife from the effects oflogging, road building and climate change.” (Pp 23 and 24)

Black, S. H. Ph.D., D. Kulakowski Ph.D., B.R. Noon Ph.D., and

D. DellaSala Ph.D. 2010. “Insects and Roadless Forests: A Scientific
Review of Causes, Consequences and Management Alternatives.”

National Center for Conservation Science & Policy, Ashland OR.

http://nccsp.org/files/Insect%20and%20Roadless%20Forests.pdf 
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Bark Beetle Opposing View #9
Article Excerpt: “While it may seem intuitive that dead trees will lead to more fires, there is little scientific evidence to support the contention that beetle-killed trees substantially increase risk of large blazes.  In fact, there is evidence to suggest otherwise.”
“More importantly, bark beetles are increasingly recognized by ecologists as “ecosystem engineers,” much as beavers are now recognized as important to the creation of wetlands and riparian areas.  Beetles are essential to maintaining biodiversity and healthy forests.”
“One study found that bark beetles created habitat for a wide array of other insect species, including many pollinating bees and wasps that maintain flowering species in the forest.  Beetle-created snags provide important habitat for birds, with as much as 45 percent of all bird species dependent on dead trees for home and other habitat needs.”
“Snags are used by many small mammals for shelter.  When snags fall into streams, they contribute to fish habitat and stream bank stability.  Suffice it to say, removal of beetle-killed trees from the forest actually leads to a reduction in forest ecosystem health.”

George Wuerthner, “Pine beetles are accomplished ecosystem engineers”
The Bozeman Daily Chronicle, guest opinion, March 29, 2010

http://bozemandailychronicle.com/opinions/guest_columnists/article_bf43fc58-3ac3-11df-aa79-001cc4c03286.html 
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Bark Beetle Opposing View #10
Article Excerpt:“A report released Tuesday by a conservation group finds that efforts to log beetle-killed trees in the backcountry won’t reduce fire risk or beetle outbreaks.”
“The report, released by Oregon-based National Center for Conservation Science and Policy, found that bark beetle outbreaks may not lead to greater fire risk, and that thinning the trees won’t keep the beetles from spreading.”
“ “The primary driver of fire is not beetle kill.  It’s climate,” said Barry Noon, a wildlife ecology professor at Colorado State University and an author of the report.  “It’s drought and temperature.” “

“ “We’re certainly not arguing against cutting down some of these trees, but we think that the cutting effort needs to be focused around communities and homes,” Noon said.  “It makes little sense to have wide-scale cutting of these trees.” “

“The report was authored by Noon; Clark University professor Dominik Kulakowski ; Scott Black, executive director of the Xerces Center for Invertebrate Conservation and Dominick DellaSala, president and chief scientist for the National Center for Conservation Science and Policy.”
“The report found that beetle-killed trees have little impact on fire danger because they drop their dead needles within three years, reducing the fuel in the tree crowns that often causes forest fires to spread.”

Frey, David “Logging Won’t Halt Beetles, Fire, Report Says”

NewWest.net, March 3, 2010

http://www.newwest.net/topic/article/logging_wont_halt_beetles_fire_report_says/C41/L41/
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Bark Beetle Opposing View #11
Article Excerpt:   “While research is ongoing and important questions remain unresolved, to date most available evidence indicates that bark beetle outbreaks do not substantially increase the risk of active crown fire in lodgepole pine (Pinus contorta) and spruce (Picea engelmannii)-fir (Abies spp.) forests under most conditions. Instead, active crown fires in these forest types are primarily contingent on dry conditions rather than variations in stand structure, such as those brought about by outbreaks. Preemptive thinning may reduce susceptibility to small outbreaks but is unlikely to reduce susceptibility to large, landscape-scale epidemics. Once beetle populations reach widespread epidemic levels, silvicultural strategies aimed at stopping them are not likely to reduce forest susceptibility to outbreaks. Furthermore, such silvicultural treatments could have substantial, unintended short— and long-term ecological costs associated with road access and an overall degradation of natural areas.

Black, Scott H. Ph.D., Kulakowski, Dominik Ph.D., Barry R. Noon Ph.D., Barry R., DellaSala, Dominick A. Ph.D. “Do Bark Beetle Outbreaks Increase Wildfire Risks in the Central U.S. Rocky Mountains? Implications from Recent Research”
Published in Natural Areas Journal, January 2013
http://www.bioone.org/doi/abs/10.3375/043.033.0107 
