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CHAPTER

INTRODUCTION

Across eight of the western states (Arizona, Idaho, Utah, Wyoming, Colorado,
Nevada, New Mexico, and Montana) quaking aspen (Populus tremuloides) stands have
been reduced to about 40% of their historic range, as estimated by Bartos (2001).
Numerous problems have arisen as a result of this immense loss. These include a decline
in water yields from watersheds and a reduction in biodiversity (Bartos and Campbell
1998). Intact aspen sites are also among the most prolific producers of forage in the
Intermountain West. Mueggler (1988) found that some aspen sites are capable of
producing up to 4,260 kg/ha of air-dry understory material. However, this production can
be reduced by 50% when conifers make up as little as 15% of the total tree basal area on
the site (Mueggler 1985, 1988). This potential for producing large amounts of understory
biomass makes aspen stands important as suppliers of forage for both wildlife and
domestic livestock. As conifer encroachment on aspen stands continues, this supply of
forage is dwindling. With the loss of forage comes a corresponding economic loss in the
amount of the forage that is no longer being produced.

This gradual, but now substantial reduction of the forage base has another
insidious impact on high elevation rangelands; a probable overstocking of both livestock
and wild ungulates. Current stocking rates for livestock are generally based on historic
assessments made decades ago. The loss of aspen associated forage, coupled with an
increased forage demand from increasing numbers of elk may be resulting in a forage

bottleneck on some ranges administered by the USDA Forest Service.



