MEASURING THE IMPACTS
OF WILDFIRE ON SAPLING
AND TREE SURVIVAL
A McIntire-Stennis supported project
When wildland fires occur in recently planted or naturally
regenerated forests, the impacts of those fires on the
survival and future productivity of fire-damaged saplings
of different species is not well understood. Given the
projected increase in fire activity in the western United
States, there is an increasing likelihood that younger
cohorts of tree species will experience fire. Land managers
need tools informed by the best available science to help
forecast how those saplings will react to fire.
Using the University of Idaho’s state-of-the-art fire
combustion lab, Dr. Alistair Smith and colleagues exposed
saplings of different commercial forest species (Ponderosa
pine, lodgepole pine, western larch) to known quantities
of fire intensity. Results show that not all saplings die
following fire, although their growth and net photosynthesis
is reduced for up to a year following fire. Furthermore,
declines in sapling growth are proportional to the fire
intensity level which they are exposed.
Our research is helping change the way managers think
about “severity” and fire-effects on saplings and trees.
Ultimately, our goal is to provide managers with fireintensity estimates so they can estimate the potential loss
of saplings and trees in their managed forests.
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IMPACT
As wildfires are increasing
across the western U.S.,
there is growing concern
about the impacts of
wildfires on the survival and
productivity of forests.
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