
By Lance Frazier
outdoors editor

R
esearchers studying the recent 
die-off of aspen trees in the 
West have found an unex-
pected ally: the gray wolf.

For the past five years or so, scien-
tists have been scrambling to explain a 
sudden, large-scale die-off of quaking 
aspen that has occurred from Arizona 
to Canada. This week many of those 
interested parties con-
vened at Utah State 
University for a 
Restoring the 
West confer-
ence titled 
“Frontiers 
in Aspen 
Restoration,” 
and Joshua 
Halofsky of 
the Washington 
State Depart-
ment of Natu-
ral Resources 
told the group 

that aspen are thriving in Yellowstone 
National Park since wolves were rein-
troduced there.

According to Halofsky, aspen densi-
ties peaked in the park between 1880 
and 1920 before beginning a steady 
decline. That timing happens to coin-
cide with the extirpation of wolves 
from the area, which was more or less 
complete by the 1930s. Without wolves 
around to keep the elk herds on the 
move, Halofsky believes, the big ungu-
lates tended to stay in certain areas lon-
ger, and as a result they would eat the 

young shoots of aspen and 
cottonwood before they had 
a chance to mature.

In contrast, two areas 
inside the park that were 
fenced off in the 1940s to 
keep elk out have yielded 
large, healthy stands of 
aspen that survive to this 
day. Since wolves were 
brought back into the 
Yellowstone system in 

1995, other areas have start-
ed to take on the same robust 

appearance, Halofsky said.
“It does appear that browsing has 

been an issue,” he said, adding that 
even when elk are not being chased by 
wolves their behavior now shows they 
are more wary and less likely to hold 
in one spot. “Wolves can have a direct 
effect on aspen regeneration. Species 
such as aspen that elk favor benefit” 
from the appearance of the wolf.

To Halofsky, that means grazing, 
whether by wildlife or livestock, can 
take a place alongside conifer encroach-
ment, fire-control policies, human 
development and climate change as 
possible culprits in the aspen die-off: 
“You can add predators to the list of 
things that can influence aspen through 
space and time.”

The benefits accrued to aspen have 
also come to cottonwood and willow 
plants, which are also flourishing under 
reduced grazing pressure.

Unfortunately those benefits cannot 
be easily transferred to areas that do not 
have wolves, but there was some good
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Plant adventures
Stokes Nature Center invites 

curious toddlers, ages 2-3, to join 
them for Plant Adventures from 
10 to 11 a.m. today. Learn about 
the parts of a plant through music, 
crafts and games at Stokes Nature 
Center’s Nibley Property (2600 S. 
Highway 165 in Nibley). Toddlers 
must have a parent pal present. 
Cost is $3 ($2.50 for SNC mem-
bers). To register call 755-3239 or 
visit www.logannature.org.

Tetons outing
Bridgerland Audubon Society 

will host a camping trip to Grand 
Teton National Park from Sept. 19-
21 to study bugling elk and more. 
The group will leave Friday around 
3 p.m. and camp at one of the NPS 
campgrounds. For the details call 
trip leader Jack Greene at 563-
6816.

Hike/trail work
The Cache Hikers will do some 

light trail work Saturday on the 
Spawn Creek Trail above the bea-
ver ponds. Bring clippers, loppers 
and gloves if you can; some tools 
can be provided. Also bring water, 
lunch and appropriate clothing. 
Meet at 1 p.m. in the southwest 
corner of the Smith’s Marketplace 
parking lot, 700 N. Main. For 
information call 750-5913.

Bear Lake ride
Cache Veloists will lead a 50-

mile ride on Saturday around Bear 
Lake, carpooling to Garden City to 
ride the loop through St. Charles 
and Laketown and all the way 
around Bear Lake. Meet at 8 a.m. 
at First Dam to carpool. Ride lead-
er is Brian Diamond, 563-9330.

Willard birding
Willard Bay State Park hosts 

a day of bird watching at 8 a.m. 
Saturday. Events include walking 
tours, booths, raffles, activities 
for kids and presentations. Park 
naturalists from Utah State Parks 
and Ogden Nature Center offer live 
bird demonstrations. Events are 
held along Eagle Beach at North 
Marina. Call 435-734-9494. 

Youth waterfowl hunt
Utah will host its annual Special 

Youth Hunting Day to introduce 
kids to waterfowl hunting on Sept. 
27. All of Utah’s state waterfowl 
management areas and federal 
refuges will be open to hunters 
15 years of age and younger that 
day. To qualify for the hunt, young 
hunters must complete the state’s 
Hunter Education course, have 
a current hunting license and be 
accompanied by an adult. Shoot-
ing starts at 6:52 a.m. that day. 
See the 2008-09 Utah Waterfowl 
Guidebook at www.wildlife.utah.
gov/guidebooks. For information, 
call DWR’s Salt Lake City office 
at 801-538-4700.

Left Hand project
Groups and individuals are invit-

ed to help out the Logan Ranger 
District on National Public Lands 
Day on Saturday, Sept. 27. Nation-
al Public Lands Day is the nation’s 
largest hands-on volunteer effort 
to improve and enhance the public 
lands American’s enjoy. Starting at 
9:30 a.m., the Logan Ranger Dis-
trict is sponsoring a fence building 
project at the Mountain Man Ren-
dezvous site, which is located in 
the Left Hand Fork of Blacksmith 
Fork Canyon. The project will last 
until mid-afternoon. Volunteers 
should bring drinking water and 
a lunch with them to project site. 
To volunteer, contact the Logan 
Ranger District at 755-3620

Pheasants banquet
The Cache Valley chapter of 

Pheasants Forever will hold its fall 
fundraising banquet on Nov. 22 
at the Coppermill Restaurant. The 
banquet will feature a presenta-
tion by Ryan Storm, new regional 
representative, and an auction. To 
volunteer to help or for informa-
tion, contact banquet chairman 
Kim Anderson at 753-1067. The 
organization is also involved in 
habitat projects on the Wellsville 
bench and west of Hyde Park. For 
information on these projects call 
Richard Boudrero at 563-9270.

Striking

gold
Eli Lucero/Herald Journal

SALT LAKE CITY (AP) 
— Tiny invasive mussels that 
have threatened fish populations 
elsewhere in the country may now 
be in Utah.

The state Division of Wildlife 
Resources says samples taken 
from several waters in the state 
tested positive for the larval form 
of zebra or quagga mussels.

DNA tests will be conducted 
to try to confirm the presence of 
the invasive mussels in Utah. The 
tests will be on samples taken 
from Pelican Lake and Red Fleet 
Reservoir in the Uintah Basin and 
Midview Reservoir on Ute tribal 
lands.

Test results aren’t expected 
until the end of the week or pos-
sibly later.

“It is possible that it won’t bear 
out to be these critters. We use 
two methodologies to confirm an 
infestation because this is a big 
deal,” said Larry Dalton, aquatic 
nuisance species coordinator for 
the DWR.

High-pressure sprayers will be 
used from dawn to dark to clean 
out boats as they leave Pelican 
Lake and Red Fleet Reservoir. 
Ute officials will operate their 
own sprayers at Midview.

“We have shifted to a con-
tainment mode,” said Roger 
Schneidervin, the Division of 
Wildlife Resource’s regional fish-
eries director in Vernal.

Forty-one biologists and tech-
nicians this year are monitoring 
boats across Utah as part of the 

state’s $2.5 million effort to keep 
out exotic species.

The state’s aquatic invasive 
team has talked with about 
50,000 boaters this summer and 
performed 800 boat decontamina-
tions, Dalton said.

“People don’t tell us no once 
they understand the risk,” he said.

Zebra and quagga mussels were 
inadvertently introduced into the 
Great Lakes about 20 years ago. 
They reproduce and spread rap-
idly, threaten food sources for fish 
and can clog machinery and water 
pipes.

The mussels often move 
between water bodies by hitch-
hiking on boats. They’re difficult 
to remove from boats and, once 
established in a lake or reservoir, 

nearly impossible to eradicate.
Last year, Lake Powell became 

the first Utah water body with 
a suspected case of the invasive 
mussels. Further tests, though, 
showed the sample was a false-
positive.

State officials hope for similar 
results at Pelican, Red Fleet and 
Midview. Schneidervin went 
looking Saturday for adult forms 
of the mussels at Pelican Lake.

“I looked under rocks and in 
vegetation, all the places you 
would expect to see them and 
I couldn’t find anything even 
suspect by its shape that looked 
like a quagga or zebra mussel,” 
he said. “That doesn’t mean they 
aren’t there. They are famous for 
population explosions.”

Wolves credited with helping quaking aspen
as researchers continue to monitor tree’s decline

Color fade?
Once there were nine  

million acres of aspen 
across the West; now there 
are fewer than four million 
acres, and Utah has lost 
nearly 60 percent of its   

   native aspen.
— Rocky Mountain 

Research 
Station, Logan

Invasive mussels may be in Utah waters
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news. Paul Rogers, direc-
tor of the Western Aspen 
Alliance, a new partnership 
between USU’s College of 
Natural Resources and the 
USDA Forest Service Rocky 
Mountain Research Station, 
said it appears that some of 
the aspen die-off is being 
offset by new growth.

“In most areas we’re 
seeing some regeneration 
coming back,” he said. “We 
still don’t have all the data 
or know the causes, and it’s 
still a concern, but we’re not 
talking about a catastrophe.”

He estimated losses at 
10 percent or less in most 
cases, and said he knew 
of many researchers who 
would like to dig into the 
issue if they had funding.

Money was also discussed 
at the conference by Cindy 
Swanson out of the Rocky 
Mountain Research Station 
in Missoula, Mont., who 
attempted to put a dollar 
value on aspen. Without 
much data from Western 
states to go on, she stud-
ied the New England area, 
where tourists, many of 

them “leaf-peepers,” spend 
millions of dollars each year. 

Swanson found that aspen 
comprise about 9 percent 
of the tree composition in 
the area, and said logging 
of aspen contributes around 
$1.4 billion to the region’s 
annual economy. She also 
calculated that tourism relat-
ed to fall foliage viewing 
— much of which she attrib-
uted to the golden aspen 
leaves — generated almost 
exactly the same amount, 
$1.4 billion.

“People just love it (see-
ing the fall colors) and 
plan vacations around it,” 
Swanson said, yet few states 
focus on marketing the 
value of the trees that pro-
duce those vibrant colors.

She suggested that Logan 
Canyon might be a good 
place to study the financial 
value of scenery, an idea 
that Rogers endorsed.

“It’s difficult to get a 
handle on how much is that 
contributing to the financial 
situation of a community,” 
he acknowledged, “but an 
area like Logan, we could 
really market the fall col-
ors.”

————
For more on the “Frontiers 

in Aspen Restoration” confer-
ence, go to http://www.restor-
ingthewest.org/

Zap! Marauding grizzlies in for a shock
By Cory Hatch
Jackson Hole News & Guide

JACKSON, Wyo. — It’s Mon-
day, and up Pilgrim Creek, in an 
outfitter camp just south of the 
Teton Wilderness, a 600-pound 
eating machine with a nose 2,000 
times more powerful than a 
human’s is lurking in the bushes.

Sometime after 11 p.m., when 
the hunting guides have all gone to 
bed, the big bear will stalk around 
camp, looking to ransack tents in 
search for a snack of human food 
or horse feed.

As owner of Shoal Creek Out-
fitters, Scott Millward is used 
to grizzly bear intrusions. The 
Pilgrim Creek hunting camp is 
just a stone’s throw north of the 
Grand Teton National Park terri-
tory where bear No. 399 raised her 
famous brood. Millward’s hunting 
guides say the creek itself acts as a 
natural funnel, channeling grizzly 
bears back and forth from the wil-
derness to the park.

To fend off these roving omni-
vores, the guides lock human food 
and feed in 55-gallon steel drums 
with special locks, clean dinner 
dishes with bleach, and burn their 
trash. Despite these precautions, 
the bear raids continue.

Soon Millward will have a little 
surprise for this ursine usurper: 
a flimsy, white mesh fence that 

encircles the campsite and is 
attached to a solar panel. When the 
snout of an inquisitive bear pokes 
through the mesh, completing the 
circuit, he’ll get 7,000 volts across 
his nerve endings.

The electric barrier is part of 
a new Wyoming Game and Fish 
program to explore how well these 
fences perform under the rigors of 
an outfitter camp. Millward is one 
of four outfitters participating in 
the program.

“Outfitter camps provide some 
unique concerns,” says Mark 
Bruscino, grizzly bear manage-
ment officer for Game and Fish. 
“There’s a large number of live-
stock and a relatively large num-
ber of people over a long period, 
and it’s all in one spot. They have 
to store a large amount of human 
food, garbage and livestock feed. 
Then there’s the smells associated 
with cooking and the carcasses 
they harvest.”

Bruscino also says that outfit-
ters, more so than local hunters, 
host clients from out of state who 
might not have experience with 
bears.

“These outfitters are looking 
for ways to coexist,” he said. “It’s 
to no advantage for them to have 
bear problems. It leads to property 
damage and scares clients.”

The system itself costs about 
$500 and is relatively easy to 

install. The mesh fence is attached 
to pointed stakes that get pushed 
into the earth. The fence is 
charged by a small solar panel. 
For comparison, the bear fence’s 
7,000 volts is more than the 660 
volts typically used in electric 
fences for dogs but much less than 
the 50,000 volts sent through the 
wires of a Taser.

Wildlife managers and outfit-
ters have used similar systems in 
Alaska and Canada for years to 
protect man camps and hunting 
camps from grizzly bears, black 
bears and polar bears. 

“It’s been used for years around 
beehives with great success,” 
Bruscino explains.

Still, the fence requires main-

tenance. Excess snow or vegeta-
tion could short out the fence if 
it’s allowed to build up around 
the base. And, if one of the wires 
breaks, the fence could be useless.

Second, if a bear does penetrate 
the barrier, it might be reluctant to 
leave. “The thing that scares me 
about this is getting a bear inside 
with a bunch of dudes running 
around and screaming,” says Brus-
cino.

When Bruscino and Jackson 
bear management specialist Mike 
Boyce arrive at Millward’s outfit-
ter camp, camp manager Gary 
Burge greets them.

“I’m glad you guys are here,” he 
says. “We had one come through 
last night. We’ve got one out here 
that’s being a real pain. We’ve had 
the cook tent damaged and the 
tack tent damaged. That’s where 
he likes to go.”

Millward says the problem 
has gotten worse in the last five 
years. “I used to leave this (camp) 
unattended for three to four days 
at a time and nothing would be 
touched,” he says. “Anything we 
can do to keep them out of things. 
It means they might stay alive.”

The hunting guides spend the 
next half an hour with a weed 
whacker and a chainsaw construct-
ing a path for the fence around the 
camp as Bruscino and Boyce erect 
the fence. 

AP photo

Wyoming Game and Fish bear management officers Mike Boyce, left and 
Mark Bruscino install a solar panel on Monday for an electric bear fence near 
the boundary of the Teton Wilderness north of Grand Teton National Park.

UDWR predicts good ’08 elk hunt
By Utah Division of Wildlife Resources

If you’re new to elk hunting, the 
Division of Wildlife Resource’s big 
game coordinator has some advice for 
you.

“The chance you’ll take an elk while 
driving along a road is pretty small,” 
says Anis Aoude.  “As soon as the first 
shots are fired, the elk head away from 
the roads and into the thickest cover 
they can find. If you want to be a suc-
cessful elk hunter, you need to get into 
that cover too.”

Utah’s 2008 general rifle bull elk 
hunt kicks off Oct. 4. On Sept. 17, 
about 1,200 any bull elk unit permits, 
and 1,200 spike bull only unit permits, 
were still available. You can buy a per-
mit at www.wildlife.utah.gov.  Permits 
are also available at DWR offices and 
from hunting license agents across 
Utah.  

“The weather over the past five 
years has been excellent for elk,” 
Aoude says. “Most of the state’s herds 
are doing great.”

Based on surveys this past winter, 
DWR biologists estimate the state 
has more than 66,000 elk. That’s only 
2,600 animals shy of a statewide goal 
of 68,600 elk.

Most of Utah’s elk hunting takes 
place on units that are called spike-
only units. You may take only a spike 
bull on these units. Plenty of spike 
bulls are available on these units, but 

once the hunt starts, the animals can be 
tough to find.

“The success rate on spike-only 
units averages about 18 percent,” 
Aoude says. “Fortunately, there are 
several things you can do to increase 
the chance that you take an elk.”

Unless it gets cold and snowy before 
the hunt, Aoude says elk will be scat-
tered at higher elevations when the 
season opens Oct. 4. He says the key 
to finding them is to get off the roads 
and into the backcountry.

“Elk are smart and wary, and they’re 
sensitive to hunting pressure,” Aoude 
says. “As soon as the shooting starts, 
they head into the thickest cover they 
can find. To find success, you’ve got 
to head into the backcountry and find 
them.”

The rut (breeding period), which 
occurs right before the general rifle 
hunt starts, can also make it challeng-
ing to find spike bulls.

During the rut, mature bulls gather 
groups of cow elk to breed. If one of 
these large bulls sees a spike bull, he’ll 
chase the spike bull off.

Being chased into the cover by the 
bigger bulls makes the already nervous 
spike bulls more apt to head back into 
the cover once the bullets start flying.

“The larger bulls probably scare the 
spike bulls as much as the hunters do,” 
Aoude says. “Unless you get into the 
backcountry areas where the spikes are 
hiding, you’re probably not going to 

see many.
“The good news is, if you do get into 

the backcountry, there’s a good chance 
you’ll be among the 18 percent who 
take a spike bull this year.”

The most important reminder Aoude 
has for elk hunters is for those who 
will be using off-highway vehicles.   
 “It’s critical that you obtain an OHV 
riding map for the area you’re going to 
hunt,” he says. “These maps are avail-
able from the agency that manages the 
land you’ll be hunting on.  That agen-
cy is usually the U.S. Forest Service or 
the Bureau of Land Management.”

Aoude says the DWR is receiv-
ing more and more complaints about 
OHVs being taken into areas where it’s 
not legal to take them. “Taking OHVs 
into these areas damages the habitat 
the elk rely on, disturbs and scatters 
the animals, and ruins the hunting 
experience for other hunters.”

Aoude also encourages you to do 
some preseason scouting and to check 
the boundary descriptions for the areas 
you’ll be hunting. Boundary descrip-
tions are found in the 2008 Utah Big 
Game Guidebook. 

The guidebook is available at www.
wildlife.utah.gov/guidebooks and 
from DWR offices and hunting license 
agents across Utah.

For more information, call the near-
est Division of Wildlife Resources 
office or the DWR’s Salt Lake City 
office at (801) 538-4700.
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