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Bark beetles are chewing a wide swath through forests across North America. Over the past few years, 

resulting extensive acreages of dead trees are alarming the public and raising concern about risk of severe 

Mountain pine beetles attack a lodgepole pine tree in British Columbia.
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A Big Stage

Areas in orange were affected by the mountain pine beetle in Canada, 1999–2010, and the U.S., 2005–20 (projected). Source: http://www.
nytimes.com/interactive/2011/10/01/science/earth/forests.html?ref=earth.
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“This epidemic is not an ecological 

disaster. However, in the areas of 

resource values, potential impact on 

are urgent issues.”
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Coevolutionary Combat

Trees killed by mountain pine beetles on the Medicine Bow National 
Forest.
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Tangled Relationship

In a 2011 paper…Simard, 

Turner, and their colleagues 

present the startling results: a 
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Heavy Lifting

Historical Beetle Outbreaks

Sap oozes from entry wounds made by mountain pine beetles.
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Doubts

a beetle-killed lodgepole pine stand.
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“I’ve heard mixed 

responses from 

managers…”
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Beetle damage on a pine branch.
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Essential Tension

Tom Veblen takes a core sample from a spruce tree.
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When faced with 

disagreement, and 

millions of dead 

trees, what’s a 

manager to do? 



11

FIRE SCIENCE DIGEST                               ISSUE 12                                  FEBRUARY 2012

Long-Term Risk?

Beetle galleries in an old log, showing that trees killed years ago still display evidence of beetle attack.
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“We’re looking at the 

implications of different 

management practices, 

not just cut or don’t cut, 

 

what that means for regeneration 

of the forest, changes in fuel 
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Wild Card

Conclusion

Further Research Needed

happening.” (Martin Simard)

moisture is handled. There is work being done that 

better. Also, U.S. models are mostly designed 

ponderosa pine. They are not adequate for boreal 
and subalpine forest.” (Martin Simard)

relative importance of stand structure, topography, 
soil characteristics, landscape context, and beetle 
pressure in different forest types under beetle 
attack?” (Monica Turner)

 Long-term hydrological research to determine 

also of human disturbances like salvage logging. 
“The consequences of management have great 

system for a century. In the name of managing for 

to do long-term damage to soils and watersheds.” 
(Chuck Rhoades)

 Better understanding of beetle interactions with 
naive hosts in high-elevation ecosystems. “How 
do the defenses of trees compare with those of 
historical hosts, and what mechanisms are most 
important? Are there sources of genetic resistance 
among separated populations?” (Ken Raffa)
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Literature Cited/Further Reading

A stand of beetle-killed lodgepole pine near Green River in the Bridger-Teton National Forest.
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