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ABSTRACT

Manitoba's Southern Interlake region is located in the Aspen Parkland, a zone of
tension that historically experienced frequent fire events and grazing from large bison herds.
These were two prominent factors in the historic disturbance regime that shaped and
maintained habitat diversity in this dynamic ecosystem. More recently, the lack of frequent
fire events, elimination of bison, and variation in precipitation have contributed to increased
trembling aspen encroachment onto former grassland and shrubland habitats. Aspen
encroachment has resulted in an increasingly homogeneous landscape that has negatively
impacted wildlife populations and biological diversity.

Effective strategies are needed in order to restore some of the habitat and biological
diversity that was historically found in the Narcisse Wildlife Management Area (NWMA).
Rolling and scraping of aspen bush and shrubland complexes with a large drum roller and
skidder have been used in the Interlake as a technique to eliminate larger vegetation species.
However, substantial aspen suckering from the clonal root systems has been evident. This
project evaluated the effectiveness of 4 secondary treatments (prescribed burning,
Glyphosate applied with a wiper, mowing, and barl; scraping) in reducing trembling aspen
density and impacting biological diversity in the plant community. The study was set up in a
randomized block design, with each treatment and an untreated control replicated 3 times.
Measures of vegetative diversity were also taken in adjacent unrolled bush and shrubland
complexes. Treatments were applied duriﬁg mid-May to mid-June 2000, and surveyed
during August 2000 and 2001. A 4 m® quadrat was used to evaluate trembling aspen stem
density and health. A 1 m® quadrat was used to evaluate the plant community, utilizing the

Daubenmire cover class method.



All treatments, including the rolling (7.e. control) had a lower trembling aspen
biomass than the unrolled bush. However, each treatment resulted in an increase in overall
live stem density. Prescribed burning, particularly a high intensity burn, was the most
effective treatment in controlling aspen, as it had the lowest live stem density and was much
more effective in killing preexisting woody stems than the second most effective treatment:
bark scraping. Bark scraping was the cheapest treatment to apply, followed by herbiciding
and burning, which had similar costs. Herbiciding was less effective than bark scraping in
limiting aspen regeneration and killing preexisting woody stems. Mowing was the most
expensive treatment, had the highest overall live stem density, and did not kill preexisting
woody stems but simply altered their structure.

All treatments, including the control, had significantly (p<<0.05) greater species
richness than unrolled bush. The treatment with the most impact on biological diversity
was fire, as it caused the plant community to become more of a grassland community.
Species richness and effective richness were primarily determined by small-scale topogtaphic
variations in the landscape. Species richness increased as available light increased and
moisture decreased. Effective richness was greater in intermediate areas than in moist or
dry areas, and was heightened under greater light conditions and microtopic variations in
the landscape.

For effective long-term aspen management, this project has shown that followup
treatments need to address aspen shoot production. Prescribed burning was the most
effective treatment in killing woody stems, and requires management for shoot production.
Based on literature analysis, managers or landowners should consider an experimental,

short-term intensive grazing strategy during mid-August using cattle or sheep. Other



strategies such as mowing or herbiciding during August may be tested and evaluated. In
order to enhance habitat management surrounding the NWMA, a biosphere reserve should
be considered to promote continuous landscape level planning which would extend beyond
the management area boundary. The proposed Narcisse Biosphere would benefit
landowners with improved rangelands, habitat diversity, and potentially enhance biological

diversity both within the NWMA and the surrounding region.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

Trembling aspen (Pgpulus tremuloides) is a member of the willow family, and is closely
related to assorted poplars, such as cottonwoods (Mitton and Grant 1996; Peterson and
Peterson 1992). According to one interpretation, the Latin name Popaulus stems from the
Greek verb papaillo, which means to tremble or shake (Peterson and Peterson 1992). The
concept of constant motion is consistent with the well-know characteristic of trembling
aspen leaves fluttering under a light breeze. This tree species “in constant motion” is the
most widely dispersed tree species in North America, a factor that contributes to a variety
of common names dependent on the region (Figure 1.1) (Peterson and Peterson 1992).

Even though P. fremmlvides is found in every province and two territories in Canada,
an ecotype called the Aspen Parkland is found across the praitie provinces between the
drier prairie region to the south, and the moister boreal forest to the north, and can be
described as open grassland intertwined with groves of trees (Figure 1.2) (Bailey and Wroe
1974; Johnson ez al. 1995).

Prior to European settlement, during a time period ranging from 3000 BC to 1750
AD., the Aspen Parkland was heavily populated with buffalo (Bison bison bison), and elk
(Cervus canadensis) (Bird 1961). Buffalo was the primary staple food for the First Nations
peoples, and their relationship with the buffalo impacted the Aspen Parkland. “The large
game animals and the Indians in their hunting and fighting disturbed the parkland and
interfered with successional change;s but kept it in a relatively stable subclimax condition”
(Bird 1961 pg 27). The number of bison that used to roam the prairie region was estimated

to range as high as 30 to 75 million (Campbell ez 2/ 1994). The impact of buffalo on the



environment was described in Bird (1961): “The large herds of buffalo overgrazed sections
of the prairie. Henry (Coues, 1897) wrote of the country west of the Red River: “The grass
would be rather long were it not for the buffalo...By rubbing and trampling they destroyed
small groves of trees”.”.(Bird 1961 pgs 27 - 28). In addition, herds of elk would browse on
young oak and aspen trees (Bird 1961). The oak trees would have broken tops and a
twisted appearance. Bird (1961) describes the impact of elk on regenerating aspen. “If elk
are abundant they may destroy all sucker growth during their winter browsing. If this is
repeated two years in succession, the trees are killed and grassland results. This happened,
on occasion, in the Riding Mountain” (Bird 1961 pgs 54 - 55).

During the same time period (Z.e. 3000 BC to 1750 AD.), fire occurred naturally in
the prairie and Aspen Parkland, and local native groups would also frequently set fires. Fires
were set to act as telegraphic communications, or to divert buffalo from a particular course
(Bird 1961). “Fires were set so frequently that they maintained a prairie subclimax that
would, if left undisturbed, be invaded by aspen” (Bird 1961 pg 29). The combination of
frequent fire events and large bison herds maintained the prairie and parkland habitats in 2
dynamic, subclimax state (Baydack, pers. comm.). The dynamic, natural subclimax state
may have included a 1/3 grassland, 1/3 shrubland, and 1/3 woodland mixture. However,
European settlement marked the beginning of the end of this natural subclimax state (Bird
1961).

European settlement contributed to infrequent fire events, and the extirpation of
bison from the province (Bird 1961). The substantial decrease in these 2 disturbances
resulted in a forestation event, and was followed by an agricultural based economy by the

late 1800's (Bird 1961). Agricultural settlements in the Aspen Parkland north of Winnipeg



4
in the Manitoba Interlake began in the early 1900's (Gylywoychuk 1993). Land was given to
veterans and families in the Narcisse - Chatfield region following the two World Wars,
which resulted in livestock related subsistence farms (Berger 1989). Lands were cleared for
planting hay crops, and the trees were used for building construction and fuel. Wildfires
occurred frequently as fires were set to burn hay stubble on hayfields, and often escaped to
neighbouring lands. Fire, cattle grazing, and the clearing of land changed the area from a
coniferous and aspen forest, to a primarily Aspen Parkland ecotype, which was a good
habitat for sharp-tailed grouse. From approximately the 1920's to the 1950's, it is speculated
that the Manitoba Interlake was changed back to 2 1/3 grassland, 1/3 shrubland, and 1/3
woodland ecotype, primarily from human interference (Baydack, pers. comm.; Sexton, pers.
comm.). The fundamental difference between pre-European settlement and post-European
settlement was that pre-settlement was a dynamic natural state, whereas post-settlement was
primarily human-induced activities and disturbances. In 1963, the Prairie Farm
Rehabilitation Administration (PFRA) helped create 5,300 ha of community pasture for
cattle grazing (Berger 1989). However, since agricultural production was so poor, most
farms were abandoned by 1968. In 1968, PFRA relinquished the.lands to the Manitoba
government for the establishment of a Wildlife Management Area. Therefore, the lack of
frequent fire events, fire suppression in recent decades and limited cattle grazing because of
abandonment of settlements has resulted in the Manitoba Interlake changing from an
ecosystem that was formerly maintained in a subclimax condition to one of a mature Aspen

Parkland.



1.2 Issue Statement

Prior to agricultural development from European settlement, fire historically was a
disturbance thét frequently swept across the Canadian prairie ecosystem (Bird 1961;
Campbell ez 2/ 1994). Bison herds were drawn to the young grasses and trembling aspen
shoots found in these recently burned areas. The combination of these two historically
natural processes, fire events and foraging of aspen shoots, restricted aspen from spreading
onto grasslands and shrublands. The frequent fire events and the impact of large numbers
of bison as described by Bird (1961) shows how incredibly resilient the prairie and parkland
really are. However, the demise of the bison population and decreased frequency of fire
events as well as more recent fire suppression, resulted in historical disturbance regimes no
longer maintaining the parkland in a dynamic, subclimax state, resulting in a forestation
event.

This Aspen Parkland forestation event included the Manitoba Interlake region. Itis
hypothesized, that during the eatly agricultural period between 1920 - 1950, the Manitoba
Interlake had a mixture of 1/3 grassland, 1/3 shrubland, and 1/3 woodland (primarily
aspen) (the so-called Sexton hypothesis) (Berger and Baydack 1992; Sexton, pers. comm.).
The intertwining, mosaic structure of these three habitat types provided optimal i'labitat
diversity because the landscape was heterogeneous (Kenkel, pers. comm.). The grasslands,
shrublands and woodlands provided diversity in the vertical structure of the landscape. As
well, the mosaic structure of these three habitat types provided good juxtaposition of these
habitats, also an important factor for healthy wildlife populations and the maintenance of
biological diversity in the region. However, the demise of the bison population near

Winnipeg in the early 1800's, in addition to a large decrease in the frequency of fire events,
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fire suppression in recent decades, and changes in land use and management, have resulted
in a substantial reduction in grasslands and shrublands on the landscape (Berger and
Baydack 1992; Bird 1961). Hence, the aspen parkland today is no longer in a natural,
dynamic state, but altered. Therefore, it appeats that this landscape cannot be managed
within the historical range of variability by removing and suppressing historical disturbances

that were integral to the overall ecosystem for thousands of years.

1.3 Obijectives
This project was developed to determine the most effective aspen management
treatment to set back aspen encroachment onto former grassland areas in Manitoba’s
Interlake. Specific objectives included:
1. To determine effects of selected management treatments on aspen regeneration.
2. To determine effects of selected management treatments on the plant
community.

3. To determine an aspen management plan for the Manitoba Interlake.

1.4 Scope

The study site was located in the Narcisse Wildlife Management Area (NWMA),
north of Winnipeg in the Manitoba Interlake near Chatfield. The NWMA is comprised
primatily of Aspen Parkland habitat (Gylywoychuk 1993). Management treatments used to
emulate natural disturbance include: prescribed burning, herbicide applied with a wiper,
mowing, bark scraping and a control. All treatment sites ranged in size from 1.06 - 1.71 ha,

and were located in close proximity to each other to keep logistics and costs manageable.



Cattle grazing was initially considered at the outset of the study. However, cattle grazing
was not included in the study, as the proposed requirements to implement the grazing
component were perceived to be nearly impossible to carry out (Baydack, pers. comm.).
Moreover, Wildlife Management Areas (WMA’s) fall under the jurisdiction of three
departments: the Department of Agriculture, Manitoba Consetvation Wildlife Branch, and
the Department of Industry, Trade and Mines (Suggett, pers. comm.). The fact that WMA's
fall under 3 jurisdictions adds to the grazing in WMA conundrum.

Study site preparation began in June of 1997, when 93 ha were rolled. Considerable I
aspen regeneration was observed the following year, pointing to the need for additional

treatment. The treatments were applied from late May to mid June 2000. Study site

sampling was carried out during eatly to mid August of 2000 and 2001.

1.5 Organization

This thesis is presented in 7 chapters. In chapter 2, the literature review explores
the ecology, wildlife values, and management of aspen. Chapter 3 describes the study site
and methodology. Chapter 4 presents and discusses treatment impact on aspen
regeneration, and chapter 5 discusses how the various treatments impact the plant
community. Chapter 6 proposes a wildlife habitat management plan for the Narcisse
Wildlife Ménagement Area in the Manitoba Interlake. Finally, chapter 7 presents the

summary and conclusions.



Figure 1.1: Distribution of trembling aspen (Popuins
tremuloides) in North America (Peterson & Peterson
1992).
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Figure 1.2: A map of the Aspen Parkland spanning the prairie provinces
(After Looman and Best 1987).



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the ecology of trembling aspen, examines the historical
wildlife situation in Aspen Parkland habitats, and describes various aspen management
techniques that have been used throughout the Aspen Parkland region. It is important to
be knowledgeable of aspen ecology as this will promote a better understanding of why
trembling aspen responds the way it does to commonly applied treatments. Knowledge of
the historical and present wildlife situation will provide an understanding of historical

disturbance regimes, and may contribute to planning for future management decisions.

2.2 The Ecology of Aspen

Trernbliné aspen are small to medium deciduous trees that possess a clonal structure
and appear to adapt to a variety of environmental conditions (Johnson ez 4. 1995). In
southern Manitoba, aspen can grow to approximately 17 m tall, and 15 to 20 cm in diameter
(Bird 1930). The following subsections will describe the geographic range, bark, root
system, and reproduction of trembling aspen, as well as the adaptations, influences of

weather, and response to disturbance.

2.2.1 Geographic Range

Trembling aspen ranges longitudinally actoss Canada and the United States, from
the east coast to the west coast (Figure 1.1 (Peterson and Peterson 1992)) (Mitton and
Grant 1996; Peterson and Peterson 1992). The latitudinal range extends down to the

mountains of Mexico, to as far north as Alaska and the Mackenzie River Delta in the
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Northwest Territories. Furthermore, the elevation at which aspen grows ranges from sea
level to 3,700 m (Mitton and Grant 1996). Therefore, aspen trees posses an ability to adapt

to diverse environmental conditions.

2.2.2 Bark

The colour of the bark ranges from white to greenish-white, yellowish-white,
yellowish-gray, yellowish-brown, gray, or simply green (Peterson and Peterson 1992).
Chlorophyll is found in the bark of the main trunk, stems, and branches, which gives it a
slightly green colour. The presence of chlorophyll in the bark gives aspen the ability to
photosynthesize when no leaves are present. Photosynthesis from bark only contributes
approximately 1-2% of the annual carbohydrate supply. Yet this small amount is enough to
equal stem respiration, which is believed to increase the possibility of stressed trees being

able to recover.

2.2.3 Root System

The trembling aspen root system differs from many forest tree species in two
primary ways (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Firstly, aspen suckering occurs from the parent
root system. Secondly, the aspen parent root system is interconnected and spreads widely
in a lateral network. An example in Alberta found aspen trees 24 m tall and 79 years old
that were still interconnected (Peterson and Peterson 1992).

Aspen trees have roots that penetrate laterally as well as vertically (Peterson and
Peterson 1992). Most often, four or five very developed lateral roots develop from the base

of a tree, from which cord-like branch roots, within 60 cm of the stem base, extend laterally.
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These sucker-producing, cord-like branch roots penetrate the soil within one metre from
the surface, (most of which are found 5-20 cm below the surface), and can extend in excess
of 30 m into neighbouring clearings with limited branching.

There are two kinds of vertical roots (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Trembling
aspen have strong, vertical roots found close to the base of the tree that provide
complementary support to the lateral roots. In addition to thése vertical roots, sinker roots
may develop at any point along the lateral branch root and penetrate more than 2.7 m deep.
The tips of the sinker roots branch superabundantly into a dense fan-like mat. These fine
roots frequently occur when the sinker roots reach an impermeable layer, such as saturated

soil, dense clay, or rock.

2.2.4 Aspen Suckers

Most aspen suckers originate from parent lateral branch roots that are less than 2
cm in diameter, or along portions of the lateral root that have tapered to under 2 cm
(Peterson and Peterson 1992). Recently formed suckers depend on the parent roots for
water and nutrients. The connection with the parent root gives aspen suckers a distinct .
advantage for survival and growth over many other plant species, including aspen stems
derived from seeds. Aspen suckers that are under 2 years old rarely have well-developed
independent root systems. It was determined from two aspen clones in Utah that 30% of
ste'ms were 18-26 years old, originating from the parent root, and had no independent roots
or only one root that complemented the parent root. As a sucker stem matures, the degree
of dependence it has on the parent root system decreases because it develops its own root

system. However, even after stems derived from suckers have matured and developed their
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own root systems, the stems still remain attached to the parent root.

The parent root system is long-lived and tenacious (Peterson and Peterson 1992). In
the lower foothills of the Rocky Mountains in Alberta, aspen suckers were found in nearly
every forest stand, regardless of the age or density of the conifers present. Even under a
very dense coniferous canopy, smaller aspen suckers, most of which would live just a few

years, provided sufficient photosynthesis for the parent root system to remain alive.

2.2.5 Aspen Reproduction

Most trees reproduce sexually via male and female flowers (Grant and Kayne 1993).
Some tree species have male and female flowers on a single tree. However, Populus
tremuloides trees are either male or female. The flowers are small, somewhat obscure, and
produced in catkins, which possess a string-like appearance (Mitton and Grant 1996). The
flowering sequence, which includes seed maturation, is concluded in eatly spring prior to
leaf production.

Aspen trees commonly flower after about 15 yearé of age, but can produce flowers
as young as 10 years of age (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Upon reaching the flowering age,
good seed crops are produced every 4-5 years. The seed production of a tree is positively
correlated with the age and size of the tree (Mitton and Grant 1996). Older, mature trees
have been known to produce 54 million seeds in one season. The seeds are carried by the
wind, as far as 30 km via long, silky parachute-like structures (Johnson ez 4/ 1995; Mitton
and Grant 1996; Peterson and Peterson 1992). However, because aspen seeds lack
endosperm, the seeds require almost immediate contact with moist soil to absorb water and

nutrients for seedling establishment to occur. Once a seedling has been exposed to the soil,
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1-5 years are required for establishment.

Trembling aspen regenerate primarily by sending up suckers from the lateral root
system (Peterson and Peterson 1992). In addition, suckers may also be produced from
stump sprouts or collar sprouts. Two main factors that stimulate the production of aspen
suckers are the disruption of apical dominance, and increased soil temperature, the latter
being the more important of the two. There are numerous factors that regulate the degree
of aspen suckering. These include growth regulators, (particulatly auxins and cytokininsj H
root carbohydrate reserves, root size, the intrinsic ability of each clone to send up suckers
(suckering ability can vary as much as twenty times between clones), soil temperature, root
depth (suckering occurs primarily from roots that are 4-12 cm below the surface), soil
moisture, and the degree of stand disturbance.

Most suckering occurs during the first growing season following the disturbance
(Peterson and Peterson 1992). Suckers that develop early in the growing season experience
greater growth than suckers that develop later in the season. Under ideal conditions, a
sucker’s growth in the first year may be as much as 2.5 m (the average is 1-2 m), but
decreases in subsequent years to 0.5-1.0 m/yr.

Sucker growth rate contrasts with that of aspen seedlings (Peterson and Peterson
1992). First year growth for a seedling is typically less than 15 cm, and usually 15-30 cm for
the second growing.season. This disparity in annual growth rate between aspen from sucker
vs. seed origin can remain for up to 30 years. Studies suggest that stand density has limited
impact on sucker height growth in the first 5 years. However, aspen sucker survival
decreases with increased stand density.

Aspen’s ability to reproduce asexually by root suckering is essentially cloning. A
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clone 1s defined as all the stems, leaves, and roots of one individual aspen tree (Grant and
Kayne 1993). Biologists propose that western aspen clones are ancient, possibly 10,000
years to even 1 million years old (Mitton and Grant 1996). A large aspen clone was found
in south central Utah and was named Pando, a Latin word that means, “I spread.” Pando is
the largest known living organism. Pando, a male aspen clone, covers 43 hectares, has more
than 47,000 individual stems, all of which are genetically identical to each other, and weighs
more than 6 million kilograms (Grant and Kayne 1993; Mitton and Grant 1996). This mass
is almost 3 times greater than the largest giant sequoia tree (Grant and Kayne 1993).

* Trembling aspen clones are capable of spreading far across a landscape through root

suckering. The distance a clone can spread depends upon its lifespan.

2.2.6 Clonal Adaptations, Meteorologic Influences, and Response to Disturbance

Genetic diversity of aspen clones allows them to survive in diverse regions in North
America ranging from the northern Mackenzie Delta to regions of northern Mexico
(Peterson and Peterson 1992). Aspen clones from western provinces are adapted to begin
growth at lower éccumulated degree-days than native clones from Michigan, United States.
As well, aspen clones from higher altitudes or northerly latitudes stop growing earlier than
Michigan clones. Evidence suggests that aspen display variations in the degree of sensitivity
to photoperiod, which is dependent upon latitude (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Aspen
clones of northern regions display a stronger response to photoperiod than do aspen trees
of southern regions. These variances in growth features are attributed to clonal genetic
variation and adaptation.

Adaptations also allow aspen to tolerate extreme temperatures, such as very frigid
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conditions, or drought conditions (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Trembling aspen of the
boreal forests in northern Canada and Alaska have adapted to withstand the cold through
the presence of a permeable membrane. A permeable membrane permits water to move
out of a living cell quickly to prevent ice crystals from forming inside the cell. Aspen can
withstand experimental freezing temperatures as low as -196°C. A strong tolerance toward
freezing temperatures is actually a type of drought tolerance, because the water that has
moved from the intracellular space to form the ice crystals in the extracellular space, places
significant drying stress on the protoplasm.

Aspen are also well adapted to withstand relatively dry and nutrient-poor conditions
through the adaptation of reproducing by suckering (Grant and Kayne 1993; Peterson and
Peterson 1992). Aspen seedlings are most susceptible to drought conditions because their
root systems are independent (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Aspen stems originating from
suckers can essentially bypass the critical drought phase because they are connected to a
root system netwotk. Clonal roots that have access to an abundant water source can pass
the water on to other stems and suckers of the same clone growing in a dry site (Grant and
Kayne 1993; Peterson and Peterson 1992). Likewise, aspen roots that have sufficient access
to nutrients can send nutrients to other parts of the same clone that may be nutrient poor.
The ability for aspen to distribute water and nutrients throughout the clone enable it to
survive in areas where other tree species would die.

Death of a single aspen stem impacts the entire clone (Grant and Kayne 1993).
Under normal conditions, each aspen stem sends hormones into the root system, which
suppresses the establishment of new suckers. However, when a stem dies, hormones are no

longer sent into the root system. If a significant disturbance occurs causing a large number
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of stems in a clone to die, the hormone imbalance in the clonal root system stimulates a
flush in sucker production. Sucker production can be as intense as 400,000 new shoots per
hectare (Grant and Kayne 1993; Mitton and Grant 1996). Occasional disturbances keep an
aspen stand regenerating. However, depending on conditions, a lack of disturbance for a
prolonged period of time may cause the aspen stand to slowly die out, and be overtaken by
shade tolerant tree species if soil conditions permit and there is a seed source in close
proximity. Replacement may be more likely in the Northern Intetlake or Boreal Forest

than the Central or Southern Intetlake, which has poorer soil conditions.

2.3 Historical Wildlife Components of the Aspen Parkland

Prior to the arrival of European settlers, wildlife species and population sizes were
abundant in the Aspen Parkland (Bird 1961). Large populations of herbivores were found
in the Aspen Parkland. A herbivore that dominated the region was the buffalo (Bison bison
bisom). Other larger herbivores included the pronghorn antelope (Antilocapra americana), an
animal of the open plains that also ranged into the parkland, the‘elk (Cervus canadensis), an
animal which grazes on grasslands near aspen groves, and the mule deer (Odocoilens hemionns).
Predators that preyed on larger animals were the buffalo wolf (Canss lupus ﬂﬂ;Z'[ﬂ.f) and the
plains grizzly bear (Ursus horribilis). Finally, one of the predominant parkland bird species
was the sharp-tailed grouse (Tympanuchus phasianellus) (Bird 1961).

The bison were abundant in the plains prior to the atrival of Europeans (Bird 1961).
The range of bison extended deep into the parkland and forested areas, as far north as
Great Slave Lake in the Northwest Territories. The beginning of the end for buffalo came

when firearms arrived onto the scene, and were traded with First Nations groups (Bird
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1961). Bison were frequently slaughtered just for their tongues. The lack of an
understanding of conservation led to the destruction of the bison population. The last wild
buffalo seen near Winnipeg was in 1819.

Pronghorn antelope were often associated with buffalo and also ranged into the
Aspen Parkland (Bird 1961). The primary centre of distribution for pronghorn was in the
short grass prairie, but extended into mixed grasslands, which is presently parkland.
Pronghorn did not enter the aspen groves, but their presence in this region was possibly
attributed to frequent fires which reduced aspen cover. Pronghorn antelope have been
extirpated from Manitoba.

Elk (Cervus canadensis), also called wapiti, were very abundant in the parkland during
the early 1800's, second in numbers only to bison (Bird 1961). Elk preferred a habitat
complex of prairie and aspen. They took shelter in the aspen woodland during the day, and
grazed on the open prairie at night. When snow depth increased during winter, elk browsed
on Salix (willow), Amelanchier alnifolia (saskatoon), Prunus virginiana (choke cherry), Corylus
cornula (hazelnut), P. tremnloides (trembling aspen), Onercus macrocarpa (bur oak), and Betula
pumila var. glandulifera (dwarf birch). Many elk were driven from the parkland into
neighbouring hilly country and heavily wooded areas by hunting pressures and the
advancements of settlement (Bird 1961). More recently, the Rocky Mountain Elk
Foundation, together with Manitoba Conservation, have initiated an elk habitat
management program to increase elk habitat and the elk population in the Manitoba
Interlake (Baydack, pers. comm.). The Riding Mountain area now has one of the largest
remaining elk herds in Manitoba.

Mule deer (Odocoilens hemionns) were common throughout the parkland in 1883 (Bird
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1961). They preferred corﬁplex habitats that combined forest cover and open grasslands.
However, as human settlement increased, the mule deer population decreased. The
population declined steadily because they were not able to adapt well in settled regions. By
1911, mule deer were scarce, and were extirpated from Manitoba by 1928.

The buftalo wolf (Canis lupus nubilus) was very common and followed buffalo herds
(Bird 1961). As the buffalo declined, the buffalo wolf began to prey on livestock. This
action resulted in wolves being shot, poisoned, and trapped, leading to the extinction of this
subspecies.

Bird species also played an important role in shaping the parkland. For example, the
sharp-tailed grouse (Lympanuchus phasianellus) was the most common grouse in the parkland
(Bird 1961). Sharptails feed on snowberries, rose hips, and buds from trees and shrubs.
Bare areas, which were produced by bison’s wallowing and trampling, were used by sharp-
tailed grouse for dusting. Seeds from snowberry fruit that were consumed by sharp-tailed
grouse would be deposited in their droppings onto the bare, dusty patches, resulting in the
establishment of snowberry patches. Once established, the snowberry patches would out-
compete the over-grazed grasses, and spread into the praitie.

Sharp-tailed grouse have habitat requirements that vary seasonally and with time of
day (Johnsgard 1973). During the summer, daytime resting areas may be brushy sites,
willow or aspen thickets, or immature coniferous stands. Evening roosting sites tend to be
quite open upland sites with good ground cover. Lek sites or dancing grounds tend to be
on dry open, elevated grasslancis with good visibility, and are used during the spring and fall.
Almost half of the nest sites are in shrubby cover (1 - 2 metres high), with none greater

than three metres from woody or brushy cover. During winter, sharp-tailed grouse create
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snow burrows in dense marsh or swampy vegetation. Sharptails retreat to woody areas to
rest during summer days, and for protection and thermal cover during winter.

Like the sharp-tailed grouse, the eastern loggerhead shrike (Lanius lndovicianus migrans)
also requires a diverse, heterogeneous habitat. The eastern loggerhead shrike is an
endangered species at the provincial and national level, and has been extirpated from New
Brunswick and Nova Scotia (Cade and Woods 1997; Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS) 2001;
Pruitt 2000). During 1998, there were only three single shrikes observed in Québec, and 31
pairs and 9 singles observed in Ontario (Environment Canada 2000). In Manitoba, only
about 12 pairs were observed during the summer of 2000 (Bio Net Summer 2000.). Most of
the L./ mrigrans in Manitoba are now found in the southern Interlake, just north of Winnipeg
(Blouin 2000; Sexton, pers. comm.). Historically, L.L migrans were found as far as 120 km
north of Chatfield at Lake St. Martin (Shortt and Waller 1937). The loggerhead shrike
prefers open, lightly wooded sites, well-spaced shrubs, low trees, short grasses, herbaceous
plants, and locations with exposed ground (Cade and Woods 1997). These conditions may
be met in meadows, pastures, grasslands or native prairie, and thickets and hedges beside a
road (Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS) 2001). Perching sites, such as dead branches, tall
shrubs, young trees, and utility wires, are important locations to forage. The primary
nesting shrub for the eastern shrike is hawthorn (De Smet and Conrad 1991). Spiny shrubs
and even barbed wire fences are used to impale prey to aid in feeding or to cache food
(Pruitt 2000).

Interestingly, the eastern loggerhead shrike and the sharp-tailed grouse share similar
habitat features. They both require a complex, heterogeneous habitat possessing diversity in

the vertical structure and species composition of the plant community. Fach is dependent
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on grasslands and the shrubby component of the landscape, conditions which are
increasingly limited in Manitoba’s altered Aspen Parkland. Furthermore, both species are
impacted by aspen encroachment onto grasslands and shrublands, and the resultant
decrease in habitat diversity.

Therefore, the fact that both the eastern loggerhead shrike and the sharp-tailed
grouse are negatively impacted by aspen encroachment, suggests that the Aspen Parkland is
no longer in a natural state, but altered. The decline of the sharp-tailed grouse population
may serve as a good indicator of the overall habitat condition, suggesting that ecosystem
integrity has deteriorated. Disturbances that were histotically a natural part of an ecosystem,
which maintained the hypothesized 1/3 grassland, 1/3 shrubland, and 1/3 woodland
mixture, have to a large degree been eliminated, thus resulting in an altered ecosystem where

woodlands are now dominating parts of the landscape.

2.4 Wildlife Species That Increased Following European Settlement

Although European settlement resulted in reduced species abundance and
populations for some species, other species benefited from settlement (Bird 1961). Such
species included: white-tailed deer, white-tailed jack rabbit, the crow, barn swallow,
mourning dove, and the robin.

White-tailed deer (Odocoilens virginianusy were not found in the Aspen Parkland prior
to European settlement (Bird 1961). However, as human settlement advanced and
increased, so did the white-tailed deer population, as they easily adapted in settled regjons.
Regions with European settlement provided white-tailed deer with protection from wolves,

and hunting was limited to bucks for only a shott season. Ideal deer habitat consisted of
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aspen groves interspersed among crop fields. During the summer, deer would eat broad-
leaved plants such as sweet clover, choke cherry (Prunus virginiana), saskatoon (Amelanchier
alnifolia), creeping juniper (Juniper horigontalss), and bur oak (Quercus macrocarpa) terigs.

White-tailed jack rabbit (Lepus townsendsi campanins) increased as the degree and extent
of agriculture increased (Bird 1961). The jack rabbit used cultivated fields the same manner
as it used native prairie to feed, bed, and raise young. The first jack rabbit was observed
near Winnipeg in 1896, and at Stoney Mountain in 1898.

Bird species that increased after European settlement included the crow, barn
swallow, mourning dove, and robin (Bird 1961). Crows (Corvus brachyrhynchos brachyrhynchos
Brehm) became common in the Aspen Parkland. Aspen groves and willow were preferred
nesting areas, and they would feed in neighbouring cultivated fields and sloughs. Barn
swallows in the Aspen Parkland relied on settled regions for nesting sites (Bird 1961). They
used buildings with interior access to construct cup-shaped nests on rafters and walls, and
fed on insects such as mosquitoes, house flies, and horse flies. The mourning dove
(Zenaidnra macrours) used agriculture as its abundant food supply, and shade trees in towns as
nesting sites (Bird 1961). Robins (Turdus migratorins) like to nest in shade trees in close
proximity to human dwellings and machinery (Bird 1961). They were attracted to

earthworms in lawns and gardens, cutworms, and insects.

2.5 Aspen Management
The advancement and maturing of trembling aspen in the Manitoba Interlake has
resulted in a loss of landscape complexity (Kenkel, pers. comm.). Diverse vertical structure

in the plant community at the landscape level promotes landscape complexity. Landscape
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complexity is one key that promotes and maintains habitat diversity, and therefore biological
diversity. Itis this diverse vertical structure that is of great importance in maintaining
diversity in the landscape, which in turn affects wildlife diversity. Therefore, a decrease in
the vertical structure of the landscape will decrease diversity in the plant community, which
may result in a decrease in wildlife diversity.

Juxtaposition among habitats and the differences among them is another important
factor for wildlife populations and biological diversity (Litvaitis ef 2. 1996). Most wildlife
species require diversity in habitat types within a specific proximity. For example, elk (Cervus
elaphus) and white-tailed deer (Odocoslens virginiand) require winteting habitats that provide
them with thermal cover, that are closely located to feeding habitats. Poor juxtaposition of
habitat types (e.g, grasslands, shrublands, and woodlands) will decrease habitat suitability,
resulting in declining wildlife populations and biological diversity. Therefore, inadequate
juxtaposition of suitable, diverse habitats and decreasing diversity in the vertical structure of
the plant community points to the need for effective aspen management to restore
grassland and shrubland habitats.

There still does not appear to be a quick and inexpensive method to turn a
trembling aspen forest into a permanent pasture (Peterson and Peterson 1992). The
following sections will describe various treatments used to restore habitat diversity and

improve habitat quality.

2.5.1 Introduction
Historically, prairie fires and large bison herds restricted trembling aspen

encroachment (Anderson and Bailey 1980; Campbell ez # 1994; Converse and Echardt
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1988; Nicoll 1999). According to Moss (1932), early European settlers claimed that aspen
groves were expanding and more numerous than a number of years previously. Today,
ranchers are losing grazing land to aspen spread, and land managers are contending with the
increasing problem of loss of landscape heterogeneity and diversity. Over a 21-year petiod,
some areas in the NWMA changed from aspen parkland to aspen forest (Berger and
Baydack 1992). The NWMA experiences aspen encroachment at a mean rate of 1.8%
annually. The following sections will address various aspen management techniques being
used today. They are shearblading, rolling, mowing, bark scraping, herbicide, burning,

grazing, and burning and grazing combined.

2.5.2 Shearblading

Shearblading is 2 mechanical treatment where the blade in front of a bulldozer is
positioned just above the ground while advancing through a trembling aspen stand (Berger
1989). Positioning the blade above the ground also keeps soil displacement and erosion to a
minimum. Areas can be cleared of aspen using a linear strip method.

Shearblading independent of another treatment applied during the summer would
not be effective, as aspen trees are flexible, and would bend and eventually spring back
rather than be sheared at the base (Berger 1989). However, if a bulldozer shearblades and
simultaneously pulls a heavy roller, the tree bark would be scraped by the shearblade and the
rolling action would make it less likely for the trees to spring back. Shearblading is best
applied during the coldest part of winter, which results in frozen trembling aspen trees

being sheared off at the base.
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2.5.3 Rolling

Rolling is 2 mechanical treatment accomplished by pulling a weighted, cylindrical
drum behind a tractor, skidder, or bulldozer. If a blade is used in front of the pulling unit, it
not only protects the unit from the bush, but also scrapes the tree bark before they are
rolled. Rolled trees would be damaged, and the former understory vegetation would
experience greater light conditions. Rollers vary in size, weight, and construction, but
generally produce the same results. The roller size and weight used will depend upon the
powetr, size, and traction of the implement pulling it.

More than 5,600 ha of PFRA pastures in Western Canada’s Aspen Parkland are
taken over by bush encroachment annually (Nicoll 1999). When the tree canopy shades
much of the understory, grass production decreases by 75%. Rolling is one technique used
to restore habitat diversity and increase forage production. The roller used at the Narcisse
study site weighed approximately 3,600 kg when filled with water, and had a drum with a
smooth surface. The ability to add and drain water increased its mobility from one site to
another.

Another type of roller has metal blades on it to chop up the brush into smaller
pieces, thus making it easier for cattle to graze following the rolling treatment (Nicoll 1999).
A bladed roller is more effective on softer, sandy soils than rocky soils. Very good results
were obtained when the root crown was also pulled out of the soil by the bladed roller,
causing those particular trees not to sucker (Nicoll 1999). Benefits to using the bladed roller
include aeration of the soil, stimulation of grass growth and seed production, and increased
water absorption, particularly after heavy rains result in decreased soil loss in runoff.

However, since much of the Manitoba Interlake has thin, rocky soils, a bladed roller would
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not be an effective means to roll trembling aspen, and would probably result in equipment

damage.

2.5.4 Mowing

Mowing consists of using an industrial mower mounted in front or behind a skidder
or tractor to chop all vegetation down to approximately 10-15 cm above the ground. A
heavy duty mower will chop larger diameter aspen than a light duty mower. Therefore, the
type of mower selected may depend on the site being mowed.

A heavy duty rotary mower was used at the Calder-Togo Community Pasture in
Saskatchewan to evaluate aspen management (Bowes 1995; Bowes and Kirychuk 1996).
The site was mowed on July 13, 1993, and two years later mowing was found to have a
better canopy kill of small aspen than bark scraping (Bowes and Kirychuk 1996). In
- addition, the degree of suckering was similar in both the mowing and bark scraping
treatments.

Very little has been published on the effects of mowing on Aspen Parkland plant
communities. Mowing may be a useful tool to improve or maintain species richness, as it
increases light availability within 10 cm above the ground (Collins ¢z 4/ 1998). However, the

impact of mowing on species richness may vary from one plant community to another.

2.5.5 Bark Scraping
Bark scraping consists of using a skidder or tractor to drag heavy metal blades over
the ground to remove a strip of bark of sufficient length to girdle the tree (Bowes and

Kirychuk 1996). The scraper is pulled over a tree, the tree bends, and a portion of the bark
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is scraped by the sharp metal blades, thereby killing the tree over time. In greater detail,
phloem is located in the bark, and when trees are girdled from the scraping action, the flow
of photosynthate from the leaves down to the roots is disrupted (Converse and Echardt
1988). The leaves will remain green and appear healthy because they still receive water and
minerals in the xylem. However, since the roots expetience 2 significant reduction in
photosynthate replenishment, their reserves become depleted, making them less likely to
support aspen suckers.

There are three kinds of bark scraper units: the motor-grader blade bark scraper, the
I-beam bark scraper, and the cat rail bark scraper (Bowes and Kirychuk 1996). The motot-
grader blade scraper uses five grader blades bolted to each other to produce a “gang”.
There are three gangs, that are attached behind a heavy metal pipe, which make up the
scraping unit. This scraper design was similar to the one used in the Narcisse study. The I-
beam scraper uses a serrated ice scraping blade welded to a large I-beam, as well as railroad
tracks to complete the unit. The cat rail scraper uses D7 and D8 cat rails (or tracks, with
pads removed) and drill pipe to complete the unit.

These three bark scrapers were tested on a trembling aspen stand in a good growing
area (i.e. above average growing conditions for aspen), with small trees ranging from 3.2 m
to 3.7 m, and juvenile trees ranging from 1.1m to 1.7 m (Bowes and Kirychuk 1996). The I-
beam scraper was marginally better in killing the small aspen tree canopy. However, all
three scraper units were equally effective in killing the juvenile aspen trees, and aspen
suckering response was occasionally greater with the cat rail scraper. Treatments conducted

in June or July were both effective at reducing the aspen canopy cover. Therefore, the I-
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beam scraper with its serrated edge was slightly better in killing trees in the 3.2 to 3.7 height
class, but no difference was found between the scrapers for the juvenile height class.

A cat rail bark scraper was used on an aspen site to determine if the effectiveness of
the treatment increased as the number of iterations of the treatment increased (Bowes and
Kirychuk 1996). The site was an aspen cover with sandy soils resulting in poor growing
conditions. Although the Manitoba Interlake has thin stony soils rather than sandy soils,
inferences may be drawn since both sites have poor growing conditions. The kill
percentage of the small aspen canopy (1.7 - 2.2 m) increased from one to three treatments,
after the first year of treatment. However, after the second year there was no significant
difference. Suckering increased as the number of treatment applications increased.
Nevertheless, the greatest increase in sucker density occurred between the second and third
iteration.

Making multiple passes with the scraper was conducted by reversing the direction of
the pass with respect to the first pass (Bowes and Kirychuk 1996). However, this method is
not recommended because reversing the direction of the pass causes small aspen stems to
break off 50 - 100 cm above the ground, thereby creating a dangerous environment for
cattle where they may be more prone to injury. The recommendation is that a repeat pass
be conducted at a right angle to the first pass.

A motor grader bark scraper was used to determine the impacts of the time of year
on the percentage of cover killed, and on suckering in an aspen stand 1 - 3 m tall (Bowes
and Kirychuk 1996). Application dates were June 14, August 04, August 30, September 29,
and October 29. Canopy kill was most effective from June until the end of July. Any later

resulted in 2 lower percent cover kill. Aspen suckering was most noticeable eatly in the
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season, and progressively decreased as one got later into the summer and early fall.
Therefore, sucker production was greater when there was a higher percentage of canopy kill,

as compared to a lower percentage of canopy kill.

2.5.6 Herbicides

Aspen spread decreases available forage for cattle grazing and changes wildlife
habitat (Bowes 1997b). Land owners and managers have used herbicides such as 2,4-D,
Banvel, Escort, and Garlon to control aspen encroachment for many years. Another
commonly used herbicide is Glyphosate, also known as Roundup © or Vision. Glyphosate
enters a plant through the leaves, and spreads to roots, buds, and rhyzomes, which have
high meristematic activityi(Manitoba Natural Resources 1988). Upon entering the plant,
high pH fluids within the plant causes Glyphosate to change to a water-soluble salt form.
Accumulation of these water-soluble salts in areas of high meristematic activity restricts
photosynthesis and growth, by interrupting the shikimic acid pathway and production of
aromatic amino acids, resulting in death of the plant. Absorption and translocation of
Glyphosate is influenced by light intensity, temperature, relative humidity, water stress, and
photosynthate translocation.

Glyphosate’s half-life ranges from a few days to several years depending upon the
type of soil and the degree of microbial activity in the soil (Manitoba Natural Resources
1988). Factors that influence microbial degradation of pesticides in soil include: time,
temperature, pH, adsorption, moisture, and the type of soil.

Both Glyphosate and 2,4-D have been used in attempts to permanently remove

aspen (Peterson and Peterson 1992). In Ontario, an aerial application of 2,4-D was applied
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to five year old aspen suckers with limited success. Peterson (1992) states that the aspen
diameter growth rate was reduced for only two years. However, Bowes (1 997a) claims that
all herbicides (2,4-D, Banvel, Escort and Garlon) were effective for sucker reduction.
Furthermore, Banvel + 2,4-D, when applied two years following the initial treatment,
resulted in excellent control of aspen suckers for 17 years, thereby prolonging the future
application date. Bowes (1997a) states that in order to control aspen suckers, the time of
treatment application is of greater importance (.e. when suckers are 2 years old) than which
herbicide is selected. Perhaps the different results experienced by Peterson and Peterson
(1992), and Bowes (19972) can be attributed to the age difference of treated aspen suckets.

After cleating a mature aspen site, the most effective method to kill aspen is to apply
the herbicide 2 years after the treatment, when the aspen shoots are two years old (Bowes
1997a; Peterson and Peterson 1992). The objective is to reduce the aspen canopy to less
than 5 percent cover, one year following the herbicide treatment (Bowes 1997a). If the
aspen sucker éanopy is greater than 10 percent cover, canopy growth will be similar to that
of untreated sites (Figure 2.1). However, if the aspen sucker canopy is reduced to less than
5 percent cover, there will only be approximately 18 percent aspen cover ten years following
the herbicide treatment, and would require 42 years to reach 80 percent cover. Reducing
aspen percent cover to less than 5 percent would significantly reduce treatment frequency
and long-term management costs.

Herbicides can be applied by simply spraying the ground using a spray apparatus
mounted on a skidder, or selective stump application following the use of a brush saw
(Philippot 1996). A 3 year study conducted in the Manitoba Model Forest revealed that

ground application of Glyphosate was most effective at controlling aspen and shrubs.
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Ground application of Glyphosate was also the most cost effective treatment. The
significant decrease in aspen canopy cover resulted in a bountiful increase in herbaceous
plants and grasses, which would be beneficial for cattle production. Another study near
Edmonton, Alberta, showed that herbicide spraying following a prescribed burn was the
most effective treatment for controlling sucker regrowth of aspen, balsam poplar, and
willow (Peterson and Peterson 1992). |

Another selective herbicide application technique is a wiper (or wick) (Bowes and
Kirychuk 1996). The wiper consisted of a carpet saturated with herbicide suspended above
the ground. Wiper applied Roundup © (Glyphosate) and Fencerow © test plots yielded the
same kg/ha of grasses and forbs as the control. Both ground spraying and wiper
application methods were effective in reducing the aspen canopy cover. Therefore,
herbicide applied with a wiper was effective in reducing aspen cover without impacting grass
and forb production. The study did not compare the response of foliar applied Glyphosate
with that of wiper applied Glyphoséte.

Despite the successes experienced with herbicide application, recent studies suggest
that herbicides are not necessarily needed for aspen management (Peterson and Peterson
1992). Prescribed burning, and short-duration heavy grazing strategies are effective and
attractive alternatives to herbicide use in the Aspen Parkland. Burning, followed shortly by
heavy grazing, is a key factor that provides palatable grazing food, while at the same time

restricting woody regrowth.
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2.5.7 Prescribed Burning

Fire plays an important role in aspen dynamics, both histotically and presently
(Romme e al. 1995). Trembling aspen evolved with fire, and is impacted by both the
presence and absence of fire. Reproduction of over mature aspen stands is threatened by a
lack of fite (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Conversely, trembling aspen can be killed by fire.
To kill aspen living tissue, the cambium, buds and leaves must be exposed to a temperature
of 64°C or greater. Root tissue is more sensitive to mortality caused by excessive heat than
above ground tissue. Yet the roots often survive a burn because they are sufficiently
insulated by soil.

Prolific sucker development following a burn is a well-known occurrence, and the
greatest density 1s often reached during the second year following a burn (Peterson and
Peterson 1992; Romme ez a/ 1995). Aspen sucker production is stimulated by fire for a
number of reasons (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Auxin is 2 hormone produced in the
apical buds, and translocation to the roots constrains sucker production (Converse and
Echardt 1988). If a fire kills stems in the clone, auxin production ceases because the apical
buds have been killed, resulting in a flush of aspen suckers. In addition, the burned, dark
soil surface absorbs more heat, and increased soil temperature stimulates aspen sucker
production (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Furthermore, the burn that removed the above
ground vegetation increases the light level striking the soil surface, which in turn slightly
increases soil temperature. Increased soil temperature stimulates the production of
adventitious buds on the lateral root system, leading to the development of aspen suckers

the same season (Converse and Echardt 1988; Peterson and Peterson 1992).
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Trembling aspen sucker production varies depending upon the degree of heat
transfer to the lateral root system (Peterson and Peterson 1992; Quintilio ¢z @/ 1991). A low
intensity fire (<100 kW/m) or medium intensity fire (~200 to 400 kW/m) will stimulate
aspen sucker production if all the forest floor humus is not combusted and mineral soil is
not exposed. However, a high intensity burn causes more heat to be transferred to the
roots, and may result in decreased aspen sucker density as well as height growth.

Regardless of burn intensity, fire is an effective management tool to maintéin the
dominance of grasses in regions of the Aspen Parkland that experience encroachment of
woody plant species (Anderson and Bailey 1980). Burning usually enhances the production
of forbs. Furthermore, annual burning enhances the number of sedge, grass, and forb
species, and induces a shift from fewer large plants to numerous small plants. Annual burns
also decrease aspen sucker vigour and abundance, and prevent litter build-up on grasslands
within the parkland, resulting in a more effective seedbed than areas left unburned
(Anderson and Bailey 1980; Peterson and Peterson 1992).

Benefits of prescribed burning may vary depending on the time of year the burn is
conducted (Converse and Echardt 1988; Peterson and Peterson 1992; Sample and Mossman
1997). Springtime burns have a tendency to suppress cool season grasses, and foster the
production of warm season grasses (Sample and Mossman 1997). Yet spring burns may not
be as successful as late spring or summer burns in controlling trembling aspen
encroachment (Converse and Echardt 1988). Spring burns tend to have higher ground,
leaf, and herb moisture levels than summer burns. In addition, trembling aspen root

systems have lower carbohydrate reserves during the summer, and therefore would be more
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prone to fire damage. A single fall burn also increases aspen suckgr density, but they have
less vigour, as determined by volume growth.

The time of year a burn is conducted is not of great importance if a repeated
burning strategy is adopted (Converse and Echardt 1988). Repeated burning, whether
applied during the spring, summer, or fall, was found to effectively reduce aspen sucker
density, and therefore aspen encroachment into grasslands. Treated sites burned 3 times,
with 2 years between each burn, almost eliminated aspen suckers (Converse and Echardt

1988).

2.5.8 Grazing

Grazing historically consisted of bison foraging on the plains and Aspen Parkland.
Bison grazing, combined with frequent fire events, were two historical disturbances that
shaped the prairie and Aspen Parkland, by inhibiting aspen encroachment onto
neighbouring grasslands. From 1830 to 1880, the plains bison population was decimated,
declining from numbers in excess of 30 million to just a few thousand individuals (Knapp et
al. 1999). Recently, fire suppressidn and limited grazing have resulted in aspen
encroachment into grasslands. Today, landowners and managers may use cattle combined
with a specific grazing strategy to manage the response of trembling aspen on a land unit.
Grazing intensity must be recognized as an important factor for an effective grazing
strategy.

A grazing study was conducted during the late 1960's in Alberta’s Aspen Parkland to
determine the impact of grazing intensity on an aspen stand, as cattle grazing may be a tool

to control some woody vegetation (Peterson and Peterson 1992; Sample and Mossman
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1997). The three grazing intensities analysed were: ungrazed, low, and heavy (Peterson and
Peterson 1992). None of the three grazing intensities made a significant impact on
trembling aspen. However, the source does not state the time of year, duration, or animal
stocking density used in the study:

Grazing intensity can have an impact on wildlife populations in the Aspen Parkland
(Peterson and Peterson 1992). Light grazing was found to be beneficial to ruffed grouse,
but heavy grazing was detrimental. Grazing also negatively impacted the snowshoe hate
population. This negative impact may be atttibuted to the lack of appropriate summer
cover caused by a reduction in tall herbaceous cover. The lack of suitable summer cover
may have also been the most limiting factor for white-footed mice (Peromyscus leucopus),
which also expetienced a population decline. White-throated spatrows (Zonotrichia albicolss)
sustained a slight decline as grazing intensity increased.

The results of this study were limited to an untreated trembling aspen stand.
Furthermore, the source does not state the time of year, duration, or animal stoqking
density used in the study. Therefore, it appears that cattle grazing may be more appropriate

following a prescribed burn.

2.5.9 Burning and Grazing Combined

The invasion of trembling aspen onto neighbouring grasslands is problematic for
ranchers because it decreases available forage for cattle (Bailey ez 2/ 1990). A study was
conducted at the University of Alberta Ranch to determine which grazing strategy, early or

late season short duration heavy grazing, was more effective in controlling woody vegetation
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following a spring burn. Early season grazing took place during early to mid June, and late
season grazing in mid August.

The late season short intensive grazing strategy was the most effective grazing
period for controlling aspen suckers (Bailey ez 4/ 1990; Fitzgerald and Bailey 1984; Peterson
and Peterson 1992). Almost all the aspen suckers were eliminated the year following the
August grazing (Bailey ez al. 1990; Fitzgerald and Bailey 1984). However, under the early
season grazing strategy, suckers continued to regenerate, and took 7 years to be reduced to 7
percent of the original stem density (Bailey ez 2. 1990). Grazing of aspen suckers in eatly fall
induced the plant to respond by stimulating shoot primordia growth which is too late in the
growing season to effectively develop winter hardiness. In addition, defoliation of aspen
suckers in the fall prevented them from going into dormancy, rendering them vulnerable to
winter kill.

However, the shrub-herb complex was better controlled with the early season
grazing strategy as opposed to the late season strategy (Bailey ez 2 1990). The early season
grazing strategy, applied shortly after the burn, resulted in greatly reduced competition of
woody suckers with forage seedlings. This permitted the forages to become quickly
established, as opposed to forages established with the late season grazing or the control.
Conversely, late season grazing nearly eliminated new aspen suckers, resulted in 2 much
greater density of western snowberry (5. ocidentalis) as opposed to the early grazing, and wild
rose (R. acicularis) density was greater than the control, and not much less than the early
grazing strategy. Both grazing periods resulted in a gradual decline in woody species density,
and an increase in smooth brome grass (Bailey ef a/ 1990). Hence, it appears that the time

of year a grazing strategy is applied impacts the rate of succession of the plant community,
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but it is the presence or absence of a heavy, short-term grazing strategy that shapes the final
composition of the plant community.

Canada Agriculture has recommended that trembling aspen management should be
carried out during the spring, when root carbohydrate reserves are at their lowest (Fitzgerald
and Bailey 1984). However, perhaps there should be a paradigm shift as the study shows
that aspen sucker management may be most effective during mid to late August. Cattle are
an effective tool for controlling woody plant species and enhancing herbaceous forages in
the Aspen Parkland. When selecting a grazing strategy, land owners and managers need to
establish a set of priorities. If the primary objective is to allow seeded forages to become
quickly established and manage woody species, then one should choose the early season,
short duration heavy grazing strategy, applying it approximately six weeks following the
spring burn. However, if the primary objective is to eliminate regenerating trembling aspen
suckers and enhance shrub habitat for wildlife, the late season short duration heavy grazing

strategy should be applied during mid to late August, the same year of the burn.
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CHAPTER 3: STUDY SITE DESCRIPTION AND METHODS

3.1 Narcisse WMA Description
3.1.1 Introduction

The first Wildlife Management Area (WMA) in Manitoba was designated in 1961
(State of the Environment Report 1997). WMA’s are Crown Lands that are allocated to
facilitate the management, consetvation, and augmentation of wildlife resources (Sustainable
Development 1994). These areas were established to help maintain biological diversity and
biological integrity, by protecting critical habitats, preserving the integrity of natural lands,
and improving the habitat’s ability to support numerous species. WMA’s are also used for
recreational activities and conducting research, and are also of importance to subsistence
hunters, recreational hunters, those who trap, and ecotourists (State of the Environment

Report 1997; Sustainable Development 1994).

3.1.2 Location and Size

The Narcisse Wildlife Management Area (NWMA) is located approximately 120
kilometres north of Winnipeg, Manitoba, in the Rural Municipality of Armstrong in
Manitoba’s Interlake, near the town of Chatfield (50° 47' N, 97° 34' W) (Figures 3.1, 3.2)
(Gylywoychuk 1993; Land for Wildlife and People 1998; Land Resource Unit 1999; Sexton
and Dixon 1978). The elevation of this region ranges around 274 metres above sea level,
which is approximately 26 metres higher than Lake Manitoba to the west, and 57 metres

higher than Lake Winnipeg to the east (Pratt ¢f 4/ 1961). The NWMA is 11,882 ha in size
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and is classified as an Aspen Parkland plant community (Gylywoychuk 1993; Land for

Wildlife and People 1998; Sexton and Dixon 1978).

3.1.3 Species Composition

The NWMA is home to a variety of species. Some of the common bird species
found in this area include: ruffed grouse (Bonasa umbellus), sharp-tailed grouse (Tympanuchus
Dphasianellus), red-tailed hawk (Buteo jamaicensis), (Appendix A) (Gylywoychuk 1993; Sexton
1979). Other species found include: elk (Cervus canadensis), white-tailed deer (Odocoilens
virginianus), coyote (Canis latrans), and snowshoe hate (Lepus americanns). The red-sided garter
snake is also found in large numbers throughout the region (Thamnaphis sirtalss)
(Gylywoychuk 1993; Sexton 1979).

A list of common plants found in the NWMA is provided by Sexton (1979). In

addition, a more recent comprehensive list is found in Appendix B.

3.1.4 Geology and Soils

The Narcisse Wildlife Management Area lies in the historical Lake Agassiz basin
(Weir 1983). There are small bedrock outcrops on the landscape, and the glacial flutes or
drumlins are oriented in a northwest/southeast ditection, generally parallel to the historic
glacial ice flow. The topography ranges from generally flat to gently undulating with much
of the area containing slopes from zero to two percent, and some areas with 2 to 5 percent
slopes where the limestone bedrock nears the surface (Land Resource Unit 1999; Weir
1983). Soil drainage in the region is classified as largely imperfect, indicating that water

drainage is slow enough to keep the soil moist for a large part of the growing season (Land
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Resource Unit 1999). However, there are some regions where soil drainage is classified as
‘well’, indicating that water is removed from the soil (but not quickly), to very poor, where
soil water is removed at a rate slow enough to maintain the water table at or just above the
soil surface for a good part of the spring and summer.

Microtopographic variations in the landscape that impact water drainage
characteristics also greatly impact plant communities (Kenkel, pers. comm.). Low areas
where the water table is at or just above the soil surface would possess a wetland plant
community. Conversely, areas with good drainage would typically have grassland
communities, and areas with intermediate drainage might have the water table just below the
soil surface, and would have a forest community.

Variations in water drainage and microtopography is also associated with various soil
types. Soil materials in the NWMA were deposited duting the glacial Lake Agassiz time
period (Land Resource Unit 1999). The loamy, glacial till soils are strongly calcareous, very
stony, and are derived largely from Paleozoic carbonate rock (Land Resource Unit 1999;
Weir 1983). Thin Brunisolic and Dark Gray Chernozemic soils are dominant in sites that
are well drained to imperfectly drained, and are also closely associated with Humic Gleysol

soils found in poorly drained areas (Land Resource Unit 1999).

3.1.5 Climate

The Narcisse Wildlife Management Area climate can be associated with weather data
from Ericksdale, located approximately 40 kilometres northwest of Chatfield, and Fisher
Branch, which is just north of Chatfield (Land Resource Unit 1999). The average annual

temperature is 1.0°C, and region has a mean frost-free period of 99 days (Land Resource
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Unit 1999; Pratt et 4/ 1961). Mean summer temperature for July and August in Fisher
Branch range from 20.7 to 23.9°C (Appendix C). Conversely, the mean winter January
temperatures drop below -19°C (Pratt ¢z 2. 1961). Prevailing winds are from the northwest
(Gylywoychuk 1993). The mean annual precipitation is 499 mm, with approximately 75
percent of the precipitation being in the form of rain from April to October (Land
Resource Unit 1999; Pratt ef al 1961). Total precipitation for July and August range from 26

to 64 mm (Appendix C).

3.1.6 NWMA Land Use

Agricultural settlements sprang up around the Chatfield area during the early 1900's,
as land was given to veterans following the post World War years (Berger 1989). Fire and
clearing of land changed the area from a coniferous and aspen forest to an Aspen Parkland
ecotype. In 1963, the Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Administration (PFRA) helped create
5,300 ha of community pasture near Chatfield for cattle grazing. Grazing activity improved
sharp-tailed grouse habitat because it maintained grassland habitat (Berger 1989) and
increased the heterogeneity of the landscape, by augmenting contrast in the plant
community’s vertical structure between grazed areas and areas that were not grazed (Hobbs
1996). However, farms surrounding the community pasture were soon abandoned because
soils were thin, stony, and had low fertility (Berger 1989). In 1968, the Manitoba
government purchased a portion of the community pasture and also private lands for a
Wildlife Management Area, which then became the Narcisse Wildlife Management Area
(NWMA). During the early 1970's, aspen encroachment decreased grassland availability in

the NWMA. This decrease in grassland habitat was a result of the fact that the Aspen
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Parkland 1s a dynamic transition zone, where the natural succession of the plant community
progresses to a aspen climax community. Therefore, the abandonment of farms resulting in
decreased grazing, combined with impacts of fire suppression, facilitated the degradation of

sharp-tailed grouse habitat.

3.1.7 NWMA Recreational Use

'The Narcisse Snake Dens are located between Narcisse and Chatfield (Figure 3.2),
and are an international attraction, giving visitors the chance to see large numbers of red-
sided garter snakes in unusual mating rituals (Gylywoychuk 1993). Additionally, accessible
trails permit activities such as hiking, cross-country skiing, and horseback riding. There are

also opportunities for hunting, bird watching, and wildlife viewing.

3.2 Study Site

The study site is primarily Aspen Parkland habitat and is located just west of
Chatfield in the Narcisse Wildlife Management Area about 120 km north of Winnipeg,
Manitoba (Figures 3.1, 3.2) (Gylywoychuk 1993). Agricultural activities in the Interlake such
as hay fields and cattle grazing, combined with occasional fires, limited aspen encroachment
and kept grasslands open during the early to mid 1900's.

Fires in the NWMA during the 1960's to 1980's helped to maintain some grassland
habitat. In 1967, a 400 ha fire bured south of Chatfield (Berger 1989). Two controlled
burns occurred in 1972: a 250 ha burn approximately 4 km south of Chatfield, and another
burn about 3 km west of Chatfield north of P.R. 419. Fires occurred generally west of

Chatfield during 1975, 1976, 1980, 1981, and 1988 (Berger 1989). The 1975 and 1981 burns
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may have reached my study site. Fire records indicate that over the years, a patchy
distribution of approximately 6,000 ha was burned (Berger 1989). However, fire
suppression in recent decades, limited grazing activity, and the designation of agricultural
lands for a Wildlife Management Area, thus restricting land use activity, have resulted in 2
substantial degree of aspen encroachment onto grasslands and shrublands. This
encroachment can be observed in a series of air photos taken of the study site, spanning a
few decades (Figure 3.3). Trembling aspen cover on abandoned sharp-tailed grouse dancing
grounds has increased by 81 percent since the 1970's, and aspen encroachment continues at

a rate of 1.8 percent annually (Berger and Baydack 1992).

3.3 Methods
3.3.1 Field Methods

During June of 1997, Sharptails Plus, a non-profit Manitoba organization, rolled
approximately 93 ha of established aspen woodland in the NWMA that was historically
open grassland/shrubland habitat to increase habitat diversity (Figure 3.4) (Caldwell and
Haag 2000). A bulldozer was used to pull a 3,600 kg drum roller (Caldwell, pets. comm.).
The blade was positioned just above the ground to minimize soil disturbance and still scrape
the bark of the aspen trees. The scraped trees were immediately pressed by the roller.

The treated site was inspected during the summer of 1999 (Caldwell and Haag 2000).
Rolling appeared to be only effective in killing 3-6 metre aspen, while younger aspen shoots
and stems were not greatly impacted (Caldwell, pers. comm.). In addition, there was
considerable aspen suckering found throughout the site resulting from the rolling treatment.

This signified the need for further aspen treatment.
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Upon consultation with Manitoba Conservation, Sharptails Plus Foundation decided
to evaluate four follow-up treatment methods: prescribed burning, herbicide, mowing, and
bark scraping (Caldwell and Haag 2000). The four treatments were applied during the
spring of 2000, and each treatment, including the control, were replicated three times, thus
giving a total of 15 treatment plots. All treatment and control sites were situated within the
area that was rolled in 1997, and ranged in size from 1.1 to 1.7 ha (Figure 3.5).

Implementation of treatments began by Sharptails Plus selecting a contractor to
create fireguards around 3 burn treatment plots on March 14, 2000 (Caldwell and Haag
2000). Manitoba Conservation of Gimli, and the Fire Protection Branch of Hodgson
implemented the burn. Burns were conducted on May 10, 2000 between 2 and 5 pm, under
a light northerly wind, utilizing the surround burn method (Figure 3.6).

| Herbicide, composed of a 20 percent concentration of Roundup © (Glyphosate),

was applied to three herbicide plots on June 11, 2000, using 2 wiper mechanism suspended
approximately 20 cm above the ground, and mounted in front of a skidder (Figure 3.7).
Monsanto recommends that Glyphosate be applied after leaves have fully emerged (Farm
Central 2002b) during the summer to early fall (Farm Central 2002a). The early application
was carried out because of contractor time constraints (Caldwell, pers. comm.). Herbicide
was sprayed onto the suspended carpet, and only the plants that came into contact with the
saturated carpet received the herbicide treatment. All herbicide plots received only one
pass. This selective application process resulted in applying herbicide to vegetation greater
than 20 cm tall, thereby minimizing impact on the herb layer.

Three plots were mowed by contractor G&G Slashing on May 29-30, 2000, with a

heavy duty 2.1 metre flecko-chop mower mounted in front of a 4 wheel drive tractor
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(Figure 3.8) (Caldwell and Haag 2000; Roberts, pets. comm.). All mowing treatment plots
received only one pass (Caldwell, pers. comm.). G&G Slashing also had a 4.5 metre light
duty mower capable of cutting aspen stems up to 2.5 cm in diameter (Wilgenbush, pers.
comm.). However, the owner felt that he could make better time with the smaller heavy
duty mower as it could cut larger diameter stems and put more torque through the gearbox,
allowing him to mow at a higher speed.

On May 30-31, 2000, bark scraping was conducted on standing aspen, utilizing 3
gangs of vertically oriented, road maintainer blades (Caldwell, pers. comm.). Fach gang
weighed more than 220 kg, and the unit was pulled behind a skidder (Figure 3.9). As the
gangs were dragged over the ground, bark on the aspen shoots and woody stems was
scraped. Each of the three bark scraping plots received two passes, with each pass being
180° from the first (Caldwell, pers. comm.).

Figures 3.10 and 3.11 show aerial views of the study site taken following treatment
application in eatly September 2000.

The study site was set up in a randomized block design. Each treatment plot,
including the control, was situated on the rolling pretreatment atea and replicated 3 times
(Figure 3.12). GPS locations were recorded at the corner of each treatment plot and at the
4 corners of the sampling grid within each treatment (Appendix D). Fach treatment and
control plot contained a grid of 24 sampling points (Figure 3.13). All sample plot centres
were represented by a 30 cm spike, and each plot centre was 15 metres apart. Therefore,
with a sampling grid of 4x6, each treatment plot was sampled over an area of 45 metres by

75 metres. In each treatment site, the sampling grid was set up in the area that best
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represented the overall site. The numbering sequence of a sampling grid in each treatment
plot was maintained from year to year to better evaluate change in the community.

Vegetation and aspen surveys were conducted at each plot centre during the
summers of 2000 and 2001 (Appendix E provides a list of plant species found in this study).
Unfortunately, there was only sufficient time to conduct the vegetation and aspen surveys
on the three fire treatment plots prior to the treatment application in spring 2000. A 1m x
Im quadrat was used to sample vegetation using the Daubenmire cover class method to
estimate percent cover of each plant species found within the quadrat. A 2m x 2m quadrat
was used to count and measure the height of each aspen stem within the quadrat. The
diameter of each woody stem (i.e,, greater than 1 yr old) was also measured. Furthermore,
the ‘health’ of each woody stem inside the quadrat was rated utilizing a 5-scale ranked
system ranging from 1 (unaffected) to 5 (dead). This provided an estimate of the
effectiveness of each treatment in killing the pre-existing woody stems. Health was not
enumerated in the mowing sites during 2000 and 2001 because all vegetation was mowed to
12 cm above the soil surface. In addition, health was not enumerated on control sites
during the 2000 survey because the sites were not manipulated like the other treatments
following the 1997 rolling. However, health was enumerated in the control sites during the
2001 sutvey to obtain an estimate of natural mortality.

Following the 2000 field season, it was determined that it would be beneficial to
sample in the representative unrolled bush. For the 2001 field season, 8 treatment plots
were selected adjacent to each of the 3 blocks (Figure 3.12). A sampling site was randomly

selected more than 20 m from the bush edge, and each successive sampling site was placed
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approximately 20 m apart. Sampling in standing bush provided data on aspen stem density

and plant species composition if the site had not been rolled in 1997.

3.3.2 Data Analysis and Statistical Methodology

SmartDraw 6 was used to produce the study site layout diagram (Figure 3.12). Corel
Quattro Pro was used to produce graphs. Both aspen and vegetation data were entered into
Microsoft Excel spreadsheets. Data were analysed in Excel, Data Desk 6.1, and CANOCO.
Microsoft Excel was used to organize and manage data, and to determine means, percent
cover values, species richness, and effective richness using the Simpson’s Index. The
Simpson’s Index of Diversity (D) stems from probability theory, and gives limited weight to
rare species (Krebs 1994). That is, the Simpson’s Index is the “probability of picking two
organisms at random that are different species”, and is expressed as: D = 1 - Y (p,)? (Krebs
1994 pg 705).

CANOCO 3.11 was used to perform Principal Components Analysis (PCA) and
Redundancy Analysis (RDA) on the vegetation data. These linear models were selected as
the vegetation data was considered to be linear. For example, plant species were not
restricted to a limited elevation range on a slope, with no individuals above or below that
particular range. Rather, species abundance varied with the inherent microtopic variability
of the landscape. Small topographic variations in the landscape were recognized, but
calculations were based on the mean frequency of occutrence for each plant species over 24
sampling points within each of the 15 treatment sites.

Mean plant species frequency was the data format chosen for analysis rather than

mean percent covet. It is possible for a few plant species individuals to have a relatively
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high percent cover, and appear to be fairly dominant on the landscape. It is also possible to
have plant species that are small, ubiquitous across the landscape, and still have a small
percent cover value. This study was more interested in studying the frequency of
occurrence across the landscape, rather than percent cover of species. Only vegetation
frequency data were used from the 2001 field (Appendix F), as it was more thorough since
the author had gained plant identification experience from the previous season. The only
exception was comparing pretreatment data collected in spring of 2000, to post-treatment
data collected in 2001. On account of differences in plant identification, only plant species
identified in both surveys were used in the analysis.

PCA is an ordination method that uses data redundancy to identify shared trends,
and should only bé applied to linear data, as only linear trends are summarized (Kenkel
2001a). Data points are plotted in an s-dimensional space (Pielou 1984). The first axis
measures the strongest trend in the data, thereby maximizing the variance (Kenkel 2001a).
'The second axis is orthogonal to the first axis, while still accounting for as much of the
residual linear variation as possible. Components are found by eigenanalysis of a symmetric
pxp covariance matrix. The first eigenvalue represents the primary trend in the data (PCA
1), and the second eigenvalue summarizes the second most dominating trend in the data
(PCA 2). The origin is at the centre of the data, and the number of dimensions is not
reduced.

Two types of PCA analyses were performed to analyse the vegetation data. One
was a standard PCA with no covariables, to look at plant species and treatment block
relationships (PCA, and PCA,). The second type of PCA used blocks as covariables

(PCA,), and was a more restrictive analysis as it removes variation attributed to blocks . All
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PCA analyses used a squareroot transformation because the data set was frequency data.
Microsoft Excel and Data Desk 6.1 were used to create and view biplot results.

Redundancy Analysis (RDA) was also used to look at the correspondence between
treatments and vegetation, with variation attributable to blocks removed as covariable.
RDA is an asymmetric analysis (Legendre and Legendre 1998). The table of response
variables 1s Y, and X is the table of explanatory variables. That is, the ordination of
response variables (Y) is constrained in a way that the resultant ordination vectors are linear
combinations of explanatory variables (X). RDA could also be viewed as an extension of
PCA, as the canonical ordination vectors are linear combinations of the response variables
(Y). However, RDA ordination vectors differ from those in PCA because the ordination
vectors computed on the Y table are constrained to be linear combinations of X variables
(Legendre and Legendre 1998). The RDA analysis was also squareroot transformed, as
frequency data was analysed.

Finally, the common names of plant species to be discussed in subsequent chapters
are based on the nomenclature found in the book “Flora of the Great Plains” (Great Plains
Flora Association 1986). Each plant’s corresponding Latin name can be found in Appendix

E.
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3.4 Definition of Terms

Shoot, new shoot, or sucker: a shoot originating from below ground (Harris and Harris
1994 p.101).

a sprout produced by the roots of some plants and that gives rise to a new plant
(Raven ez al. 1992 p.759).

Resprout: a stem that has sprouted part way up a dying or damaged woody stem (Figure
3.14).

Native: a species that occurs naturally in an area, and therefore one that has not been
introduced by humans either accidentally or intentionally. Of plants found in a
particular place, the term is applied to those species that occur naturally in a region
and at the site (Allaby 1994 p.264).

Species richness: the number of species found in a2 community. Differences in abundance
are not considered (Ze. very rare and very common species are equally “weighted”)
(Brewer 1994; Kenkel 2001a p.8).

Effective Species Richness: a measure of the degree that species abundances in a
community are equal (Z.e. a handful of plant species that dominate a community will
appreciably decrease the effective species richness or evenness) (Kenkel 20012 p.9).
In this document, effective species richness is based on Simpson’s Index.

Habitat: the specific set of environmental conditions under which an individual, species or
community exists. Sometimes restricted to conditions of the physical environment
(Brewer 1994 p.755).
the place in which an organism lives, which is charactetized by its physical features

or by the dominant plant types (Oxford 1996 p.238).
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Weed: a plant in the wrong place, being one that occurs opportunistically on land or in
water that has been disturbed by human activity (Allaby 1994 pg 408). For the
purposes of this study, the following sinecies will be considered weeds: (Cirsinm
arvense) Canada thistle, (Geraninm bicknellii) Bicknell's geranium, (Lactuca tatarica) Blue
lettuce, (Sonchus arvensis) field-sow-thistle (perennial), (Sonchus oleracens) sow-thistle

(annual), (Taraxacum officinale) common dandelion, and (Traggpagon dubins)

goat's-beard.
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CHAPTER 4: MANITOBA INTERLAKE HABITAT RESTORATION:

REDUCING TREMBLING ASPEN REGENERATION

4.1 Introduction

Under conditions of sufficient moisture, trembling aspen will take over prairie
grassland habitat when frequent fires do not occur (Bird 1961). The NWMA has such
conditions, possessing a high water table and infrequent fire events, resulting in aspen
encroachment at a rate of 1.8 percent annually (Berger and Baydack 1992). The resultant
decrease in habitat diversity in the Manitoba Interlake from aspen encroachment onto
grasslands and shrublands suggests the need for habitat restoration to protect biological
diversity. This chapter addresses the first objective of this study, which involves
determining treatment effects on trembling aspen regeneration. The chapter provides
results of the treatment impacts on trembling aspen under the two following parameters:
live stem density (including shoots, resprouts, and live woody stems), and the health of
treated woody stems. Basal stem diameter is assessed in the unrolled bush sites to
determine if there is a trend in the age of the clone. Finally, treatment costs are evaluated

following the discussion.

4.2 Live Stem Density

By combining the aspen shoot, resprout, and live woody stem data, densities and
stem classes were compared among the various treatments. The control treatment had the
lowest mean aspen stem density of all the treatments in 2000 (Table 4.1). Mowing had the

greatest live stem density, followed by bark scrape, herbicide, and fire. There was no
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significant (p<0.05) difference in stem density among the 5 treatments, or among the 3
blocks (Table 4.2).

In 2001, the unrolled bush, which was not evaluated in 2000, had the lowest live
stem density (Table 4.3). Mowing still had the greatest live stem density, followed by
herbicide, bark scrape, fire, and control. Since the control was also situated on the site that
was rolled in 1997, it appears that all treatments, including rolling, resulted in increased live
stem density. Moreover, live stem density varied between sites within the same treatment.
For example, live stem density among the 3 mowing sites varied substantially during 2000
and 2001 (Tables 4.4, 4.5). Therefore, no significant (p<0.05) difference in live stem density
was found in 2001 between all treatments or the 3 blocks, which included the unrolled bush
(Table 4.2).

Prescribed burning, herbicide, mowing, and bark scraping all resulted in shoot
production during 2000 and 2001 that was much greater than the control (Tables 4.1, 4.3).
Fire had the highest shoot density in 2000 and 2001, followed by bark scrape, mowing, and
herbicide in 2000, and mowing, bark scrape, and herbicide for 2001. Only the unrolled bush
had a lower shoot density than the control. In addition, prescribed burning had the greatest
proportion of shoots in 2000 and 2001, followed by bark scrape, mowing, herbicide,
control, and unrolled bush (Figures 4.1, 4.2). Therefore, any form of disturbance, including
rolling, results in increased shoot production, with fire possessing the greatest shoot density
in 2001, and herbicide the lowest of the 4 applied treatments.

Resprout density was lowest in the fire treatment in both 2000 and 2001, even lower
than the control and unrolled bush (Tables 4.1, 4.3). This low resprout density was

probably reflected in the effectiveness of prescribed burning in killing woody stems. In
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2000, mowing had the greatest resprout density, followed by bark scrape, herbicide and
control. During 2001, mowing again had the highest resprout density, followed by
herbicide, bark scrape, control, and unrolled bush. Moreover, mowing had the greatest
proportion of resprouts, followed by herbicide, bark scrape, control, unrolled bush, and
finally fire with the lowest percentage of resprouts in both 2000 and 2001 (Figures 4.1, 4.2).
Clearly, mowing does not kill preexisting woody stems, but simply alters their structure,
resulting in greater resprout production and overall live stem density as compared to any
other treatment.

Since mowing simply lowered the vertical structure of preexisting woody stems, live
woody stem density in the mowing treatment will not be compared to other treatments.
The control had the greatest live woody stem density during 2000 and 2001 (Tables 4.1,.
4.3). The unrolled bush had a slightly lower live woody stem density than the control in
2001. Fire had the lowest live woody stem density of all the treatments in 2000 and 2001,
followed by bark scrape and herbicide. Similatly, fire had the lowest percentage of live
woody stems, followed by bark scrape, herbicide, and control in 2000, and bark scrape,
herbicide, control, and finally unrolled bush in 2001 (Figures 4.1, 4.2). Therefore, prescribed
burning was the most effective treatment in reducing live woody stems/ha, followed by
bark scrape at a much lower percentage. Conversely, herbicide was the least effective
treatment in reducing live woody stem density.

Pretreatment and 2 post-treatment surveys were conducted to monitor changes in
aspen live stem density. Only the 3 fire sites received pretreatment surveys (Table 4.6). The
number of live stems/ha in the fire treatment increased appreciably from before the

treatment to about 3 months after the treatment. Overall live stems/ha decreased from
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2000 to 2001 in all the treatments. The change in overall live stem density in the unrolled
bush from 2000 to 2001 is not known, as the bush was not surveyed in 2000.

Interestingly, shoot density increased from 2000 to 2001 on some treatments, while
others decreased (Tables 4.1, 4.3). Shoot density increased dramatically in both the control
and herbicide treatments, which perhaps was a response to an appreciable dieback in live
woody stems over the winter. Hence, there appeared to be a delayed response in the
herbicide killing the woody stems. Conversely, the burn and bark scrape treatments
experienced a decrease in shoot density (Tables 4.1, 4.3). A decrease in shoot density was
accompanied by a relatively stable resprout density, and a decrease in live woody stem
density from a preexisting low density. The decline in shoot density in the bark scrape
treatment also had a decrease in resprout and live woody stem density. This response
differs from that of the herbicide treatment, where a decrease in live woody stem density
was met with an appreciable increase in shoot density.

At the individual block level, stem density in fire blocks A, B, and C increased from
the pretreatment to the 2000 post-treatment (Table 4.7). In 2001, stem density decreased
for blocks B and C from the 2000 densities, while block A increased (Table 4.7). However,
block B was the only treatment that came within 39 percent of its pretreatment density.
This may be attributed to block B having the greatest burn intensity of the 3 blocks. When
the burns were conducted, block C appeated to have a cooler burn than blocks A and B, as
it was burned earlier in the day and may have had a greater moisture content in the
vegetation (Caldwell, pers. comm.). Block B may have had the highest burn intensity
resulting from a higher percentage of shrub cover (which will be shown in Chapter 5), and

this shrub cover would provide more fuel, resulting in a greater intensity burn. As well,
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more weeds were found in fire block B than any other treatment (although still not a great
amount), suggesting that more mineral soil was exposed because of the high burn intensity,
thus increasing the opportunity for weeds to establish. This high burn intensity would also
cause greater damage to the aspen root system in the shallow Interlake soil. Therefore,
perhaps a portion of the root system died over the winter, resulting in a delayed response
which contributed to 2 decrease in shoot density observed in fire block B during 2001.

This greater degree of heat transfer to the root system may be the primary factor
attributing to the varying number of shoots/ha in each height class for the three blocks in
2000 (Figures 4.3 - 4.5) and 2001 (Figures 4.6 - 4.8). Notice particularly the 10 - 20 and 20 -
30 cm height classes in 2000, and the 20 - 30 and 30 - 50 cm height classes in 2001. The
shoot density was much lower in blocks A and B than in block C. In addition, note the
shape of the shoot distribution curve in 2001 (Figures 4.6 - 4.8). The distribution curve
resembles a rain drop sliced in half vertically, and layed hotizontally, with the aspen stems in
taller height classes gradually decreasing in number (Figures 4.6, 4.7). This contrasts with
block C in 2001, which has a prominent bell-shaped curve, lacking any shoots in the 110 -
130 and 130 - 150 cm height classes (Figure 4.8). This may be attributed to increased
competition for resources because of the high stem density, thereby limiting the height that

shoots could attain.

4.3 Health of Treated Woody Stems
Treatment impact on preexisting woody stems was evaluated on the fire, herbicide,
and bark scrape treatments in 2000, and on all the treatments in 2001 (Table 4.8). A

significant difference in treatment impact on health of woody stems was found between the
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tire, herbicide and scrape treatments in 2000, and fire, herbicide, scrape, control, and the
unrolled bush in 2001 (Table 4.9). No significant blocking effect in woody stem health was
found in 2000 or 2001. Prescribed burning had the greatest impact on woody stem health
in both 2000 and 2001, followed by bark scrape, herbicide, control, and unrolled bush
(Table 4.8). Bark scrape did not appear to have a much greater impact on woody stem
health as compared to the herbicide treatment. Treatment impact on woody stem health
increased from 2000 to 2001 for both bark scrape and herbicide, suggesting that the full
impact of the treatments were delayed until the following year.

Recording preexisting woody stem health also allowed one to determine which
treatment had the greatest percentage of dead woody stems. There was a significant
(p<0.05) difference in stem mortality between the fire, herbicide and scrape treatments in
2000, and the control, unrolled bush, fire, herbicide, and scrape treatments in 2001 (Tables
4.10, 4.11). There was no significant blocking effect in stem mortality in 2000 or 2001
(Table 4.10). All treatments had greater woody stem mortality than the control and
unrolled bush, both of the latter possessing less than 20 percent mortality (Table 4.11).
Bark scrape had greater woody stem mortality than herbicide in 2000 and in 2001 (Table
4.11). Both treatments realized an increase in stem mortality from 2000 to 2001, suggesting
again that there was a delay in treatment impact. Prescribed burning resulted in the greatest
woody stem mortality in both 2000 and 2001, with a low of 93% mortality in 2000, and a
high of 100% mortality in 2001, approximately double the mortality found in the herbicide
and scrape treatments (Table 4.11). Therefore, prescribed burning was the most effective

treatment in killing preexisting woody stems.
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4.4 Unrolled Bush Basal Stem Diameter

Basal stem diameter measurements were recorded for the unrolled bush sites, and
block A was found to have the lowest mean diameter, the lowest maximum, and the
smallest range (Table 4.12; Figure 4.9). Sites in block B had an intermediate basal diameter
range, while block C had the greatest range and maximum basal stem diameter. No
significance (p<0.05) in basal diameter was found between the 3 blocks (Table 4.13). In
addition, not only did block A have the lowest diameter range and maximum, it also had the
shortest canopy height of the 3 blocks (Appendix G, Figures G-1, G-2, G-3). Therefore,
the aspen stand in block A may be the youngest of the 3 sites, and sites in block C may be

the most mature.

4.5 Discussion

The response of trembling aspen to disturbance (treatment) appeats to vary
depending on the type and degree of disturbance. The following sections discuss how the
response of trembling aspen to treatments applied in my study compared to each other,

studies in the literature, and will close with a summary.

4.5.1 Control

While evaluating the response of trembling aspen, one must be cognisant of the fact
that the control was also“treated”. All three control plots were established in an area that
was rolled in June 1997, and the majority of woody stems being evaluated presently were
shoots that came up following the rolling treatment, or younger stems that survived the

treatment. Aspen suckers are very dependent on the clonal root system for the first few
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years. After a flush of shoots have been produced, aspen undergoes a natural self-thinning
process caused by competition for resources, resulting in a decreasing stem density over
time (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Stem density does not influence mean sucker height
during the first five years, but it does result in lower survival rates as stem density increases.
Sucker development occurring early in the season experience greater growth than suckers
emerging later in the season. Less vigorous aspen suckers die from competition, leaving the
dominant suckers. Therefore, the drop in live woody stem density may not be attributed to
outside agents, but the natural thinning effect resulting from the rolling treatment of June
1997.

The overall live stem density in the control sites decreased from 2000 to 2001, and
 was compensated by varying degrees of shoot production. Two factors that could have
contributed to the woody stem dieback are insects and disease. Such a dieback would lead
to significant root sucker production (Converse and Echardt 1988). In addition, the
difference in shoot production across the 3 control blocks may be in part a result of
interclonal differences. The ability to send up suckers, growth rate, and ramet density
(genetically identical stems), varies from one aspen clone to another. Differences in
quantity of carbohydrate reserves in the root system as well as the age of the clone can also
impact shoot production (Alexander 1995). It appears that a limited dieback in live woody
stems in 2001 may have resulted in a flush of shoots and resprouts. Apparently, even the
death of a small number of aspen stems impact the entire clone (Grant and Kayne 1993).
The live woody stem dieback was appreciably greater in blocks A and B than in block C. In

turn, aspen regeneration in the form of shoots and resprouts was more than doubled in



68
blocks A and B than block C. Therefore, it appears that aspen regeneration was roughly in
proportion to the decrease in woody stem density.

Mean shoot density found in my study was only approximately 1,000 stems/ha
during 2000, and up to 8,000 stems/ha for 2001. These shoot densities were substantially
lower than the mean unburned control shoot density found in a Yellowstone study, where
the density was 18,000 shoots/ha. (Romme ez 2. 1995). However, one must be cognisant of
the fact that the Yellowstone habitat is different from that of the Manitoba Interlake,
resulting in a different degree of regeneration response.

Even though the control had greater live stem density compar’ed to the unrolled
bush, field observations suggest that rolling did reduce live aspen biomass and vertical

height, thereby increasing the ease of future aspen management.

4.5.2 Fire

It has been well documented that prescribed burning results in a flush of aspen
shoot production (Alexander 1995; Bailey e 4 1990; Bowes and Kirychuk 1996; Converse
and Echardt 1988; Fitzgerald and Bailey 1984; Horton and Hopkins 1965; Peterson and
Peterson 1992; Quintilio ez 4/ 1991; Romme ¢f /. 1995). There are two reasons why burning
stimulates aspen suckering (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Firstly, the hormone auxin 1s
produced in the apical buds, and is translocated to the roots, which inhibits aspen suckering
(Converse and Echardt 1988). When the overstory is removed or killed, auxin is no longer
produced and sent to the root system, resulting in the production of aspen suckers from the
shallow roots. Secondly, an increase in soil temperature stimulates sucker production

(Converse and Echardt 1988; Peterson and Peterson 1992). Heat from a fire increases soil
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temperature surrounding the roots, and the dark, black soil which follows the burn results in
greater heat absorption, thereby stimulating sucker production. As well, removal of
competing vegetation increases the amount of ground surface exposed to open sunlight,
thus stimulating the development of shade intolerant aspen shoots.

Following the prescribed burn, shoot density on the study site increased to 24,896 -
77,083 shoots/ha. Other study sites observed similar densities. Following the Yellowstone
fire, sprout densities ranged from 7,000 - 125,000 shoots/ha (Romme e¢f 2. 1995). Other
findings include 9,000 - 58,000 shoots/ha in Idaho and western Wyoming, 2,000 - 38,000 in
New Mexico, and 27,000 - 36,000 shoots/ha near Jackson, Wyoming (Bartos and Mueggler
1981; Romme e¢f a/. 1995).

The fire treatment in blocks B and C reached their highest shoot density during the
first year (i.e. the summer following the treatment), while the shoot density in block A was
greatest during the second year. Burns conducted during the first half of the growing
season usually results in a burst of sucker production later that same season, followed by
another flush the next year (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Therefore, the majority of
suckers appear within the first 2 years after a burn. A study conducted by Brown and
DeByle recorded the highest sprout density 1 - 2 years after the burn (Romme ez a/. 1995).
Another study by Jones and Trujillo reported that maximum shoot density was usually
obsetved the year after the burn (Romme ez 2. 1995). Hence, the shoot densities obtained
during the first 2 seasons after the burn do correspond with that of other studies.

This study found a large difference in shoot density between 3 treatment plots
ranging from 24,500 - 75,000 shoots/ha, and this large difference suggests that there may be

other processes, such as different fire intensities impacting this wide range in shoot density.
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Recent studies suggest that low to medium intensity fires result in a high degree of aspen
suckering, while high intensity burns have a lower degree of aspen suckering (Horton and
Hopkins 1965; Peterson and Peterson 1992; Quintilio ¢f 4/ 1991). Two studies, one in
eastern Canada, and the other in northwestern Wyoming, showed that after the first year, a
medium intensity burn had a higher shoot density than a low intensity burn, and a high
intensity burn had a lower shoot density than the low intensity burn (Bartos and Mueggler
1981; Horton and Hopkins 1965). It appears that blocks A and B may have had higher
intensity burns, as the shoot density on these blocks each increased approximately 53%,
while block C appeared to have had a lower intensity burn and a shoot density that
increased by about 124%.

Burns conducted in the eastern Canadian study all had higher stem densities than
the control (Horton and Hopkins 1965). The results from my study and the eastern
Canadian study contrast with the Wyoming study. One year following the burn, both the
intense and light burns had lower stem densities than the pretreatment areas (Bartos and
Mueggler 1981). Perhaps soil thickness was a factor in the Wyoming study, as thicker soils
contain the aspen lateral root system at greater depths, and thereby experience greater
protection from heat transfer. By the second year, shoot densities in the intense burn had
risen above that of the light intensity burn, but still below the medium intensity burn, thus
having similar results to the eastern Canadian study. The shoot density results of this
project, the eastern Canadian site, and the Wyoming study contrast with yet another study
done by Brown and DeByle (Peterson and Peterson 1992). They found that shoot density

was greatest in fires of moderate to high intensity. Perhaps soil depth was greater, limiting
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the heat transfer to the root system. The higher burn intensities would not have damaged
the root system, but merely intensified sucker production.

At the NWMA, it appeared that the burn in block C did not burn as hot as the
burns in blocks A and B (Caldwell, pers. comm.). Block C was burned earlier in the day
than blocks A and B, and it is suggested that the vegetation in blocks A and B had more
drying time, as the wind picked up somewhat during the afternoon, drying off the
vegetation more thoroughly from the previous day’s rain. The drier vegetation permitted
hotter burns, resulting in 2 more effective kill of woody stems, caused by a greater degree of
heat transfer to the shallow root system (Quintilio ¢z 2/ 1991).

The differences in burn temperature also appeared to be reflected in the overall
percentage of dead woody stems in 2000 (Table 4.6). Block C had the lowest percentage of
dead woody stems compared to blocks A and B. The more effective kill may also be
reflected in the number of resprouts found on the three blocks, but the difference may not
be significant. A woody stem killed by the burn will not produce a resprout. However, a
woody stem that has been damaged by the fire may likely produce a resprout(s). In 2000,
the same year the fire occurred, no resprouts were found on block A, while only a few were
found in blocks B and C. However, in 2001, no resprouts found in block B, and block A
had a few more resprouts than even block C. This may be attributed to a lack of
significance, as the actual number of resprouts found on each block was very small (six or
less), ot it could be on account of a delay, as the stems may have been killed during the
winter. Quintilio ez 4 (1991) claims that aspen stems are easily killed by fire. Therefore,
perhaps shoot density better reflects the temperature difference of the burns, as more heat

would be transferred to the root system in a hot burn.
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As stated above, aspen stems are easily killed by fire (Quintilio ez 4 1991). In my
study, woody stem health in the fire treatment was nearly dead, while the herbicide and bark
scrape treatments were not as effective in killing woody stems. This effectiveness also
carries over to the percentage of dead woody stems found in the various treatments. In
2000, more than 93% of woody stems in burned plots were killed, and more than 98% for
2001. No other treatment was as effective in killing woody stems as prescribed burning.
Agriculture Canada reported a mean of only 79, 80, and 77% of woody stems killed by fire
and grazing combined for 1993, 1994, and 1995 respectively (Bowes 1995; Bowes and
Kirychuk 1996). The study site was near Calder, Saskatchewan, and perhaps the site had
deeper soils than in the Manitoba Interlake. Deeper soils would allow the aspen lateral
roots to penetrafe the soil at a lower depth, thereby being more insulated from the effects
of fire. Aspen root tissue is more sensitive to mortality from heat than above-ground tissue
(Peterson and Peterson 1992). Therefore, aspen roots tend to be insulated in deeper soils,
thus allowing them to sutvive burns. In addition, the burn at Calder was conducted on
April 20, or 20 days earlier in the year than this study. Perhaps waiting a few weeks to allow

further leaf maturity results in a more effective kill.

4.5.3 Herbicide Wiper

Glyphosate was applied in a 20% concentration with a wiper, which resulted in a
flush of aspen suckers from the root system in both 2000 and 2001. This was expected, as
essentially any form of disturbance that the aspen clone experiences results in aggressive
root suckering (Fitzgerald and Bailey 1984). Furthermore, it appeared that a greater aspen

canopy kill resulted in a more prolific shoot production (Bowes 1995). The resultant shoot
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density was lower than the densities observed in the mowing, burning, and scraping
treatments, in both 2000 and 2001. Even though the overall shoot density increased in
2001, mean shoot density was still lower than fire, mowing, and bark scrape treatments, but
greater than the control and unrolled bush. All individual herbiéide blocks in 2001
experienced more than an 86 percent increase in shoot density. However, block A had the
largest increase of 142%. This may be related to the aspen clone being younger in block A
than the other 2 blocks. One hypothesis is that a fire which escaped a nearby garbage dump
in 1990 possibly reached into the eastern portion of the study site, which was the location
of this treatment plot (Roberts, pers. comm.). Or, an alternative hypothesis may be that
aspen encroachment occurred from the west to the east over the past few decades, resulting
in a younger aspen stand in the eastern part of the study site than the west. A younger
aspen stand has greater root mass and total soluble carbohydrates than an older aspen stand
(Alexander 1995). Aspen roots with greater mass and total soluble carbohydrates have a
higher density of shoots/root than roots with a smaller percentage of total soluble
carbohydrates and mass. Hence, the evidence suggests that the aspen clone in block A may
be younger than the clones in blocks B and C, resulting in more prolific regeneration from
the root system.

The application of herbicide with a wiper is a relatively new application technique,
and little published literature addressing its success regarding sucker production was found.
Agriculture Canada used a herbicide wiper in 2 projects, but assessing aspen sucker density
following treatment application was not part of the study objectives (Bowes 1997a; Bowes

1997b; Bowes and Kirychuk 1996).
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The overall resprout density increased 6.94% from 2000 to 2001 (Tables 4.19, 4.20).
However, the individual blocks reveal a very different picture. Blocks B and C had a lower
resprout density than block A by about 75 and 32% respectively, while block A increased by
an amazing 1,711% (Table 4.4). Again, just as block A had the largest increase in shoot
density from 2000 to 2001, it also had the largest increase in resprout density, possibly
attributed to greater root mass and total soluble carbohydrate reserve. In addition, the
resprout and shoot response may reflect the effectiveness of the herbicide treatment in
killing the woody stems.

One field observation was that if an aspen stem(s) was situated on the far side of 2
bush, by the time the wiper passed over the bush and reached the aspen, the tree(s) were
not killed because the carpet in the wiper was no longer saturated with solution. Perhaps a
higher application rate would alleviate that problem.

I found different results with the herbicide treatment as compared to other studies.
An aspen control study conducted by Agriculture Canada on a poor site (i.e. poor growing
conditions for aspen, ranging from 1.7 - 2.2 m tall) apparently had good results killing
suckers up to 4 years old using Glyphosate at 20%, applied with a wiper on June 15 (my
study was on June 11) (Bowes and Kirychuk 1996). It was noted that the herbicide was
actually applied too early in my study, as some leaves were just beginning to flush, thereby
decreasing the amount of herbicide translocated to the root system (Caldwell, pers. comm.).
In addition, my study site also had taller stems that survived the rolling in 1997, and many
were likely more than 4 years old. The Agriculture Canada study concluded that the
herbicide treatment was more effective on suckers younger than 4 years. Herbicide

treatment was effective on 1 year old shoots, but was most effective on 2 year old shoots
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(Bowes and Kirychuk 1996; Peterson and Peterson 1992). Therefore, perhaps the reason
my study did not have results that were as strong as Agriculture Canada’s results was
because not as much herbicide was translocated to the root system resulting in a lower
percentage of dead woody stems, and that my study treated older aspen stems, which may
not be as greatly impacted by Glyphosate as 2 year old stems.

Other studies have employed different application dates. Manitoba Conservation
applied Glyphosate with a wiper on July 05, 2000, around a sharp-tail grouse lek site in the
NWMA, south of the study site (Roberts, pers. comm.). Visual observation of this site in
September 2000 and 2001 indicated that they had an effective canopy kill in 2000 and 2001
(nearly 100%) (Roberts, pers. comm.), and had very little aspen suckering compared to my
study site. This was accomplished with a single pass, using only a 12% Glyphosate solution.
Perhaps the later application date resulted in better translocation to the root system,
resulting in 2 more complete kill.

Another study was conducted in the Manitoba Model Forest, using a brush saw to
cut the stems and then applying Glyphosate to the stumps, as well as a ground application
of Glyphosate (Philippot 1996). Although herbicide treatments are traditionally applied in
June, both treatments were carried out in August, which is the time commonly used by Pine
Falls Paper Company. The brush saw treatment was normally carried out in mid August,
and late August for the ground application. Admittedly, these are different herbicide
treatment methods than those used in my study, as well as different habitat‘conditions.
However, the point of interest here is the timing of herbicide application. The brush saw
treatment combined with herbicide saw a 73% decrease in stem density in one site, and an

81% decrease in another, both occurring in the following year. The ground application
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treatment resulted in 2 97% and 98% decrease in stem density the following year. Their
study actually reduced aspen stem density for two years following application, whereas my
study increased stem density two years following treatment. Therefore, even though these
were different methods from the wiper used in my study, the late application date in August

appeared to be very effective in controlling aspen, with no visual signs of regrowth

4.5.4 Mowing

The 3 individual mowing treatment plots show varying degrees of aspen
regeneration (Tables 4.3, 4.4). Block A had the highest shoot density, block B was
intermediate, and block C the lowest shoot density among the mowing treatments for both
2000 and 2001. The increase in shoot production (by percent) from 2000 to 2001 among
the three blocks was very similar to that of the herbicid¢ treatment. It appears that shoot
density decreased as one moved across the study site from east to west. Figure 4.12 shows
that the age of the aspen clone appears to increase from the east to west across the study
site. Perhaps younger aspen clones can regeneréte more intensely, and the capability for
strong regeneration may be related to the clone being younger in this part of the study site,
as the air photos in figure 3.3 appear to show that aspen encroachment may have occurred
from west to east, or that the 1990 fire that may have gone through the eastern part of the
study site.

In addition, the number of live stems/ha in block A was approximately double than
that of blocks B and C, in both 2000 and 2001. Live stem densities in blocks B and C were

similar to that of the herbicide and scrape treatments. The very strong aspen regeneration
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response in block A may be attributed to greater total soluble carbohydrate reserves in the
root system than the other two blocks.

Focussing on resprouts among the individual blocks shows a similar trend as shoots,
decreasing from east to west, but with one exception. Block A had the greatest resprout
density in 2000 and 2001, but block B had a lower resprout density than block A and even
block C, for both 2000 and 2001. Perhaps resprout density was more limited by soil
moisture availability, with block B being the driest of the three sites (this will be shown in
chapter 5).

The increase in aspen regeneration experienced for 2 consecutive years in my study
site was comparable to 2 studies conducted in the Calder-Togo Community Pasture in
Saskatchewan (Bowes 1995; Bowes and Kirychuk 1996). Since the plot sizes of these 2
studies were only 10m - 30m, and only 10 sampling points were used in each treatment plot
measuring a 0.2 m” area, I feel it would be inaccurate to attempt to extrapolate their density
results to shoots/ha, and compare it to my study because of such a small sample size. It
was also interesting to note that the 2 studies obtained a 100% and 95% aspen canopy kill
for the mowing treatment. It is difficult to understand how a percent canopy kill
measurement could be applied in 2 mowing treatment. The authort of the study did
mention that the tractor tires did roll over some small aspen, causing them not to be
reached by the mower (this problem was not encountered in my study, as the mower unit
was mounted in the front of the skidder) (Bowes 1995; Bowes and Kirychuk 1996).
However, chopped aspen stems frequently respond by producing resprouts (as many as 9)

on that same stem, and begin to take over that stem 1.5 years following treatment (Figure
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4.9). Hence, I suggest that the chopped aspen stems were not really killed, but only
temporarily altered structurally, and consequently delayed in their growth.
Therefore, the effectiveness of mowing trembling aspen appears to be questionable
at best, as it seems to result in increased shoot production for 2 years and merely delays
growth of chopped stems. Mowing reduces the height of the aspen canopy, but increases

density for 2 consecutive years.

4.5.5 Bark Scrape

In this study, live stem density in 2001 was considerably less than the mowing
treatment, somewhat less than the herbicide treatment, but still greater than the fire, control
and unrolled bush. Another study found that bark scfaping did reduce aspen canopy
percent cover, but they were not satisfied with the degree of reduction (Bowes and
Kirychuk 1996). It also noted that the number of new shoots produced from a June or July
scrape were sufficient to maintain or even increase the overall aspen stem density.
Thetefore, it is possible that a single treatment application at the end of May is not
effective in reducing aspen stem density.

Results from a study in Saskatchewan noted that a June scrape also had an
appreciable degree of resprout production in both the same year and year following
treatment (Bowes 1995). He also found that the time of year a scrape is conducted impacts
shoot production and the effectiveness of the treatment. Scrapes conducted in early
summer (Ze. mid June) result in a higher degree of shoot production than late October.
However, the effectiveness of the scrape in killing the aspen stems also decreases from early

June to late October.
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Aspen height also impacts the effectiveness of the bark scrape (Bowes and Kirychuk
1996). They noted that scraping was more effective on small aspen (3.2 to 3.7 metres tall)
than juvenile aspen (1.1 to 1.7 metres tall). Most of the trees in my study would have been
considered juvenile aspen. Therefore, the difference in live woody stems densities from the
three blocks could not be explained by greater stem height.

The effectiveness of single versus multiple passes with the scraper in killing aspen
has been addressed in literature (Bowes and Kirychuk 1996). My study site had 2 passes at
180° from each other applied on the same day. Bowes (1996) suggested that a single pass
with the bark scraper one year followed by another pass over the same plot a year later was
more effective in decreasing percent cover than a single, one-time pass. However, the
author of the study did state that aspen regeneration following either treatment method
resulted in significant shoot production, enough to at least replace itself or increase in stem
density (Bowes and Kirychuk 1996). Similar results were also found in my study. Although
pretreatment surveys were not conducted on the scrape plots in my study, compared to the
control, the scrape treatment resulted in an increase in aspen stem density. Therefore, bark

scraping did not decrease aspen stem density in this particular study in the Interlake.

4.5.6 Unrolled Bush

Unrolled bush (.e. aspen woodland habitat that was similar to what was rolled in
1997) was sampled in 2001 to obtain an estimate as to what the stem density and plant
community was prior to the 1997 treatment. Data obtained from these sites indicate what
the aspen stem density and plant community diversity was like prior to the 1997 rolling;

These data would help determine if the aspen management techniques employed are
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effectively removing trembling aspen from the landscape, and increasing biological diversity
in the plant community (biological diversity will be addressed in chapter 5).

According to the fire record for the NWMA provided by Berger (1989), the
unrolled bush, which was similar to what was rolled in 1997, was approximately 20 to 26
years old at the time of the 2001 sampling. Aspen trees in upland forests that would have
escaped fire, would have been 50 to 60 years old in 2001 (Rusch ez 4. 1978).

Although neither live aspen biomass nor stem heights were recorded in the
woodlands, field observations showed that the greatest biomass and stem heights were in
the unrolled bush. However, this habitat type with a greater aspen biomass also has a lower
stem density.

Shoot and resprout density was much less than the control or any other treatment,
except for resprout density in the fire treatment. At the individual block level, only block A
had a much greater shoot density than blocks B and C. This was probably attributed to the
unrolled bush in block A being a younger site than the bush in blocks B or C. There is a
positive correlation between the age, diameter, and height of an aspen stem (Peterson and
Peterson 1992). Aspen in block A appeared to be a younger stand because they had the
lowest mean, maximum, and range in basal diameter of the 3 blocks. In addition, shoot
density decreases as the aspen stand matures (Peterson and Peterson 1992). Shoot density
was clearly the greatest in block A. Moreover, there was evidence that a burn occurred
previously in block A. The bum was confirmed by Manitoba Consetvation, stating that a
burn escaped the dump nearby, possibly burning into the east end of the research site
(Roberts, pers. comm.). While block A had the lowest mean and maximum basal diameter,

block C had the greatest range and maximum basal diameter, including block B. The larger
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diameter stems found in the western portion of the study site suggest that the trembling
aspen stands get progresstvely older as one moves from the east portion of the study site to

the west.

4.6 Treatment Costs

The estimated treatment costs obtained were based on 2002 pricing. Variability in
treatment cost exists with each treatment. Factors impacting the treatment costs will be
described for each applicable treatment. Estimates do not include taxes or transportation
costs where applicable. Treatm'ent cost description is broken down into the following
categories: prescribed burning, herbicide wiper, mowing, bark scraping, and rolling. A table

summarizing treatment cost is provided (Table 4.14).

4.6.1 Fire

The burn estimate is based on a minimum of 8 hours to conduct a 100 acre burn
(Roberts, pers. comm.). This includes: fireguard burning, the primary burn, and fully
extinguishing the fire. Two fire fighting crews with a total minimum of 10 trained personnel
would be $150.00/hr. Fire equipment, such as a tank wagon, pumps, hoses, backpacks,
flappers, and shovels, would be $50.00/ht. This brings the total hourly rate to $200.00/hr.
Therefore, a 100 acre burn would cost approximately $1600.00, breaking down to

approximately $16.00/acre.
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4.6.2 Herbicide Wiper

‘Two estimates are provided, one with a skidder, and one without. The first estimate
includes all equipment, including the skidder. The equipment unit with the skidder was the
same arrangement used in this study. The estimate is based on applying herbicide with a
wiper to 100 acres. Application rate could be faster than 6 acres/hr, depending on bush
density (Roberts, pers. comm.). However, 6 acres/hr was chosen to keep the estimate more
realistic. The second estimate is based on the landowner using his own tractor, and a
herbicide wiper from Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Administration (PFRA) (Moss, pets.
comm.). The cost includes herbicide at 33% concentration, equipment, and labour, but not

equipment depreciation. This second estimate may be a more economic choice for many

landowners.

1. Skidder rental (a Clark 664D with 100 hp) $70.00/hr
Herbicide wiper $10.00/hr
Estimated equipment cost/acre at 6 acres / hr $13.33/acre

Approximate herbicide cost/acre

Glyphosate at 2 litres/acre, $10.00/litre $20.00/acre

Total cost/acre $33.33/acre

Total cost for 100 acres $3,333.33
2) Cost/acre $15.00/acre

Cost for 100 acres $1500.00
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4.6.3 Mowing

G & G Slashing 2001, the contractor that mowed the plots in this study, has two
mowers; 2 2 m heavy duty mower, and a 4.5 m light duty mower (Wilgenbush, pers.
comm.). The 2 m mower is mounted in front of the skidder, and can take on dense bush.
The light duty mower is pulled behind the tractor unit, and can only take aspen stems 2.5
cm in diameter or less. The rate is $94/hr, and does not include transportation
(transportation costs were determined on a case by case basis). The contractor was
reluctant to give a general figure for acre/hour, on account of variability in bush density,
terrain roughness, etc. In lighter bush he could travel 6 - 8 km/h, whereas in heavy bush he
would only be able to travel 3 - 5 km/h. The contractor stated that he could generally go
faster with the smaller mower, because he could put more torque through the gearbox.
Previous contracts with Manitoba Conservation resulted in 2 mean of 1.5 acres/hr for the 2
m mower (Roberts, pers. comm.). Therefore, an estimated cost/acre would be $62.67/acre,
and $6,266.67 for 100 acres.

Another company that accepts mowing contract work is Midland Vegetation
Management. Midland Vegetation Management has a lighter duty mower unit that is 1.8 m
wide, and can cut aspen up to 5 cm in diameter (Everett, pers. comm.). The rate at which a
mower can cut depends largely upon the bush density, terrain roughness, and even weather.
If there would be no thicker diameter bush, and mowing plots would be under 100 acres,
the cost would be $75/hr. A mowing rate of 1.5 acres/hr was thought to be high, but a rate
closer to 1 acre/hr was thought to be more realistic because bush density and terrain are not
consistent. Therefore, a conservative cost per acre would be $75, or $7,500 for 100 acres.

No company was found in Manitoba that simply rents brush mowers. If a land
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owner or organization wanted to purchase a quality mower unit, Shulte brush mowers could
be purchased from Ag West Equipment Ltd. in Portage La Prairie, Manitoba. The author
observed a 4.5 m Shulte brush mower at a demonstration near Carberry, Manitoba, and was
pleasantly surprised at the size of aspen that could be cut with the unit. A 3 m wide mower
would require 2 60 - 75 hp tractor and retails for $13,500, while a 4.5 m wide mower requires
270 to 90 hp tractor, and retails for $17,500 (Enns, pers. comm.). Both mowers are rated

to cut aspen up to 3.5 inches in diameter.

4.6.4 Bark Scrape

‘The bark scrape estimate is based on a once over scrape, and a mean rate of 7
acres/hr. Skidder rental (based on a Clark 664D with 100 hp) would be $70.00/hour
(Roberts, pers. comm.). The cost to rent Sharp-tails Plus scraper unit would be $5.00/hour.
Therefore, the combined total to rent a skidder and scraper would be $75.00/hour, or

$10.71/acre, and the cost to scrape 100 acres would be approximately $1,071.00.

4.6.5 Rolling

Rolling costs can vary tremendously depending on the diameter of aspen being
rolled, terrain conditions (Ze. rocks and ground moisture), and air temperature (high
temperatures may cause overheating) (Moss, pers. comm.). Duting the summer of 2001,
rolling was carried out in 2 Mulvihill pasture. As a result of high temperatures and rough
terrain, rolling costs climbed to $39/acre. Conversely, Lyle McKay carried out some rolling
in Manitoba last year that only cost $15/acre (Moss, pers. comm.). Therefore, on account

of variable environmental conditions, treatment costs may generally range between $20 -
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$25/acre (Moss, pers. comm.). This does not include the cost of the roller (one would try
to atrange for use of the Sharp-tails Plus roller). If a cat is being considered to pull the
roller, 2 D8 cat would be recommended to increase rolling speed and decrease overheating
problems and the associated down-time. For the purpose of this treatment estimate, to roll

100 acres at $22.50/acre would cost $2,250.

4.7 Summary

None of the treatments successfully reduced live stem density with one application.
Of the 4 applied treatments, prescribed burning had the lowest overall live stem density, the
lowest live woody stem density, and was the most effective treatment in killing preexisting
woody stems (nearly 100%) (Table 4.15). Prescribed burning was significantly (p<0.05)
more effective in killing woody stems than the second-most effective treatment: bark
scrape. Bark scrape was the cheapest treatment to apply, followed by herbicide, and
burning being nearly the same price as herbicide. Glyphosate was the second least effective
treatment in reducing live stem density, live woody stem density, and its effectiveness in
killing preexisting woody stems. Pethaps if the herbicide had been applied a couple of
weeks later, after full leaf flush had been achieved, more favourable results may have been
obtained. Finally, mowing was the least effective and most expensive treatment, as it
resulted in the highest live stem density. Mowing did not kill preexisting woody stems, but
simply reduced their height and altered their structure with a multitude of resprouts growing
from the chopped stems. These findings suggest that trembling aspen cannot be
successfully managed with single treatment applications, and therefore require followup

treatments.



Table 4.1: Overall live stem density for each treatment in 2000.

2000 Overall Live Stems/ ha

Live Wood
Treatment Shoots Resprouts Stems 4 Total
Control 1,215 1,354 28,785 31,354
Fire 44,618 278 590 45,486
Herbicide 13,785 7,500 26,944 48,229
Mowing 31,424 34,722 0 66,146
Bark Scrape 38,160 8,646 14,931 61,736

Table 4.2: Stem density significance using a random block
design ANOVA.
* Bush was not sampled in 2000.

Live Aspen Stem Density Significance
2000
Fratio Probability
Control / Fire / Herbicide / Treatment 1.4809 0.2945
Mowing / Scrape * Block 0.91961 0.4370
2001
Control / Unrolled Bush / Fire/ Treatment 1.9867 0.1664
Mowing / Herbicide / Scrape Block 0.78969 0.4804

Treatments Source

Table 4.3: Overall live stem density for each treatment in
2001.

2001 Overall Live Stems/ ha

Live Woody
Treatment Shoots Resprouts Stems Total
Control 6,111 2,778 20,799 29,687
Fire 41,111 174 69 41,354
Herbicide 29,167 8,021 10,139 47,326
Mowing 36,493 20,312 0 56,806
Bark Scrape 36,424 3,750 4,722 44,896

Unrolled Bush 2,083 833 20,208 23,125
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Table 4.4: Shoot, resprout, and live woody stem densities for 2000 in each
treatment plot. Control woody stem density represents both live and dead
stems, as health was not enumerated in 2000.

2000 Live Stems / ha

Live Woody

Treatment Block Shoots Resprouts Stems Total
A 1,458 1,771 26,042 29,271
Control B 1,042 1,146 31,979 34,167
] 1,146 1,146 28,333 30,625
A 34,271 0 208 34,479
Fire B 24,479 208 208 24,896
] 75,104 625 1,354 77,083
A 14,271 938 37,292 52,500
Herbicide B 12,188 17,292 17,813 47,292
C 14,896 4,271 25,729 44,896
A 43,646 59,375 0 103,021
Mowing B 28,125 15,729 0 43,854
C 22,500 29,063 0 51,563
A 38,438 10,208 18,229 66,875
Bark Scrape B 39,792 8,229 11,250 59,271
C 36,250 7,500 15,313 59,063

Table 4.5: Shoot, resprout, and live woody stem densities for 2001.

Mowing has no woody stems as they were chopped.

2001 Live Stems/ ha

Live Woody

Treatment Block Shoots Resprouts Total
Stems
A 8,125 4,688 17,604 30,417
Control B 6,979 3,125 21,771 31,875
C 3,229 521 23,021 26,771
A 37,813 417 104 38,333
Fire B 22,500 0 0 22,500
C 63,021 104 104 63,229
A 34,583 16,979 6,250 57,813
Herbicide B 25,208 4,167 8,229 37,604
C 27,708 2,917 15,938 46,563
A 52,813 31,771 0 84,583
Mowing B 32,083 11,354 0 43,438
C 24,583 17,813 0 42396
A 25,625 2,500 2,083 30,208
Bark Scrape B 38,750 3,958 3,438 46,146
C 44,896 4,792 8,646 58,333
A 4,688 1,250 18,750 24,688
Unrolled Bush B 313 625 23,125 24,063
C 1,250 625 18,750 20,625
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Table 4.6: Mean live stem density for each treatment for pretreatment, 2000, and 2001.
The fire pretreatment density includes live and dead stems, as health was not enumerated.

Mean Number of Live Stems/ ha

Pre-treatment 2000 2001
Treatment 2 2 2
Stems/ m Stems/ha Stems/m Stems/ha Stems/m Stems/ ha
Control NA NA 3.14 31,354 2.97 29,688
Fire 2.43 24,340 4,55 45,486 414 41,354
Herbicide NA NA 5.64 56,389 473 47,326
Mowing NA NA 6.61 66,146 5.68 56,806
Bark Scrape NA NA 6.17 61,736 4.49 44,896
Unrolled Bush NA NA NA NA 2.31 23,125

Table 4.7: Mean live stem density for each treatment block, including the pretreatment,
2000, and 2001 surveys. The fire pretreatment includes live and dead stems.

Number of Live Stems / ha

Treatment Pre-treatment 2000 2001

Block Stems/ m? Stems/ha Stems/m? Stems/ ha Stems/ m? Stems/ ha

A NA NA 2.93 29,271 3.04 30,417

Control B NA NA 3.42 34,167 3.19 31,875

C NA NA 3.06 30,625 2.68 26,771

A 2.24 22,396 3.45 34,479 3.83 38,333

Fire B 1.63 16,250 2.49 24,896 2.25 22,500

C 3.44 34,375 7.71 77,083 6.32 63,229

A NA NA 6.56 65,625 5.78 57,813

Herbicide B NA NA 5.41 54,063 3.76 37,604

C NA NA 495 49 479 4,66 46,563

A NA NA 10.30 103,021 8.46 84,583

Mowing B NA NA 4.39 43,854 4.34 43,438

C NA NA 5.16 51,563 4.24 42,396

A NA NA 6.69 66,875 3.02 30,208

Bark Scrape B NA NA 5.93 59,271 4.61 46,146

(o] NA NA 5.91 59,063 5.83 58,333

A NA NA NA NA 2.47 24 688

Unrolled Bush B NA NA NA NA 2.41 24,063

C NA NA NA NA 2.06 20,625
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Table 4.8: Health of pretreatment woody stems as
determined on a 5 scale ranked system: 1=healthy,
unimpacted by the treatment;2=light; 3=moderate;
4=heavy; 5=dead.

* Not determined in 2000.

** Surveyed only in 2001.

Mean Health of Woody Stems

Treatment Block 2000 2001

' A * 2.75
Control B * 2.61

C * 1.59

A 4.90 4.94

Fire B 4.99 5.00

C 4.90 4.99

A 3.49 4.06

Herbicide B 3.82 4.10

Cc 3.20 3.40

A 3.76 4.26

Bark Scrape B 4.08 4.32
C 3.85 3.77

A hl 1.71

Unrolled Bush B b 1.47
C bl 1.61

Table 4.9: Random block design ANOVA results for
determining health significance.
* health in the control and bush was not evaluated in 2000

Health Signiﬁcance

2000
F-ratio Probability
Treatment 71.363 0.0007
Block 3.5576 0.1295
2001
Control / Unrolled Bush / Treatment 71.218 < 0.0001
Fire / Herbicide / Scrape Block 4.2197 0.0561

Treatments Source

Fire / Herbicide / Scrape *




Table 4.10: Pretreatment woody stem mortality significance
using a random block design ANOVA.
* health in the control and bush was not evaluated in 2000

Woody Stem Mortality Significance

2000
Treatments Source —¢ %o Probability
. . . ITreatment  258.83 < 0.0001
Fire / Herbicide / Scrape Block 4.2032 0.1040
2001
Control / Unrolled Bush/ Treatment  155.39 < 0.0001
Fire / Herbicide / Scrape  Block 2.9389 0.1104

Table 4.11: Overall percentage of
dead pretreatment woody stems
found in 2000 and 2001.

* Health was not assessed.
** Unrolled Bush was not surveyed in

2000.

Overall Percentage of Dead
Woody Stems

Treatment Block 2000

2001

Control

*

*

*

11.11
19.31
4.74

Fire

98.47
97.44
93.63

98.28
100.00
99.08

Herbicide

26.03
27.54
15.12

41.75
52.12
36.10

Bark Scrape

26.78
40.00
25.38

53.49
58.54
46.50

Unrolled Bush

OW>»O0OW>Xrow>»ow>rowr>

*%

H

-

16.67
10.84
16.67
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Table 4.12: Summary statistics for basal stem diameter of woody stems
found in blocks A, B, and C in the unrolled bush.

Summaries
Mo Selector

Yariable
Block A
Block B
Block C

Count HMean Median StdDev Min Max

1 27.6479 25 13.6173 K 63
83 38.7188 28 17.1297 7 72
V2 30.625 23 17.5334 9 7

Range
56
63
68

Table 4.13: Testing basal stem diameter significance

between blocks using a two-sample t-test assuming
unequal variances.

t-Test: Two Sample

Block Mean Variance P(T<=t) one-tail t Stat

A 27648 18543
B 30711 293.43 0.1093 -1.2354
A 27648 18543
C 30.625 307.42 0.1292 -1.1349
B  30.711  293.43
C 30625 307.42 0.4878 0.0307

Table 4.14: Estimated treatment costs based
on 2002 pricing. Costs do not include taxes
or equipment transportation costs if

necessary.
Treatment Costs
Treatment Cost/ Cost/ Cost/ 100
hour acre acres

Prescribed Bum $200.00 $16.00 $1,600.00
Herbicide Wiper - $15.00 $1,500.00
Mower $94.00 $62.67 $6,266.67
Bark Scraper $75.00 $10.71  $1,071.00
Roller - $22.50 $2,250.00
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Table 4.15: Summary of treatment effectiveness in aspen management. Shaded area

represents best treatment for that category. 1 = least; 6 = greatest
Treatment " Overall Live Live Woody Percentage of Dead Treatment
Stem Density Stem Density Woody Stems Cost

Control 2 4

Fire 3 3
Herbicide 5 2
Mowing 6 - -

Bark Scrape 4 2 4

Unrolled Bush




Aspen Response By Percent to Various
Treatments in 2000
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Figure 4.1: Proportion of live woody stems, shoots, and resprouts found in the
various treatments in 2000.

Aspen Response By Percent to Various
Treatments in 2001
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Figure 4.2: Proportion of live woody stems, shoots, and resprouts found in the
various treatments in 2001.
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Figure 4.3: Shoot density in their
respective height classes for Fire Block A
in 2000.

Figure 4.4: Shoot density in their
respective height classes for Fire block B
in 2000.
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Figure 4.5: Shoot density in their
respective height classes for Fire block C in
2000.

Figure 4.6: Shoot density in their
respective height classes for Fire block A in
2001.
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Figure 4.7: Shoot density in their
respective height classes for Fire block B in
2001.
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Figure 4.8: Shoot density in their
respective height classes for Fire block C in
2001.
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CHAPTER 5: MANITOBA INTERLAKE HABITAT RESTORATION:

ASSESSING TREATMENT IMPACT ON THE PLANT COMMUNITY

5.1 Introduction

Natural disturbances, such as frequent fires, climatic variation, and grazing activity
from large bison herds and to a lesser degree elk, historically maintained a diverse habitat
structure in the Aspen Parkland, including the Manitoba Intetlake (Bailey and Wroe 1974;
Bird 1961; Campbell ¢ 4/ 1994). The Aspen Parkland evolved over thousands of years
under this natural disturbance regime, resulting in a mosaic pattern of plant communities
with extensive horizontal and vertical diversity. The suppression of these historical natural
disturbances within the last 100 years has caused changes to the plant community and the
proportion of grassland, shrubland, and woodland habitats available at the landscape level.

‘Today, various treatments are employed by landscape managers and landowners in
an attempt to restrict aspen encroachment, by emulating natural disturbances and restoring
the historical landscape complexity of the Aspen Parkland. These treatments include
prescribed burning, herbicide, mowing, and bark scraping. This chapter will address how
these treatments impacted the plant community in the Narcisse Wildlife Management Area,

as well as the plant community’s species richness and effective richness.

5.2 Impact on Plant Community Results
5.2.1 Results of Principal Component Analysis ,
Principal Component Analysis (PCA,; showed the relationships among the

vegetation species and sites based on a covariance matrix (Table 5.1; Figure 5.1). The
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resultant analysis showed that 28% of the data were summed up in the first axis, and 21.3%
in the second axis, for a total of 49.3% in the first two axes.

The resultant PCA, analysis revealed that there appeared to be a blocking effect,
where sample sites in block B were clearly separated from the other sites (Figure 5.1). In
other words, some plant species tended to be associated with blocks with their inherent
environmental variables. For example, low shrubby and open, dry grassland species such as
bearberry were found most frequently in block A, whereas in block B bearberry was least
abundant (Table 5.2; Figure 5.2). Stiff goldenrod, spike-like goldenrod, and heart-leaved
alexanders were least abundant in block B. In addition, shrubby cinquefoil and Richardson's
needle grass, which were found in similar frequencies in blocks A and C, were least
abundant in block B. However, seneca root located in the upper left of the biplot, had
similar frequency abundance in blocks A and B, but very low abundance in block C. Lily of
the valley, spreading dogbane, purple peavine, western snowberry, and blue lettuce were all
plant species that were most frequently found in block B. Field-sow-thistle, and Canada
thistle, were both found at similar frequencies in blocks B and C. Prairie sage, three-
flowered avens, and star-flowered false solomon’s seal occurred most frequently in block C.
Therefore, as one identifies various plant species around the perimeter of the biplot, species
appeared to be associated with blocks where they wete found more or least frequently.

The frequency with which a plant was found depended largely upon its surrounding
environment. The differences among the species were subtle, but general trends were
apparent. The x-axis appeared to be a moisture gradient, possibly declining from the upper
left to the lower right (Figure 5.2). The same gradient could also represent open, dry

grassland species in the upper left to taller shrubs and weedy species in the bottom right.
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The y-axis may represent the degree of shade tolerance of plant species (Figure 5.2). An
inclining trend may represent shade intolerant species in the bottom left to shade tolerant
species in the upper right. Interestingly, all sites in block B (except for Fire B) were located
neat the top of the y-axis, separated primarily along the x-axis. It appeared that many
species in block B ranged from dry, open forest species to moist, closed forest species. This
apparent association of a few plant species with particular blocks may be attributed to
variability in the landscape and its inherent environmental conditions.

This blocking effect was also apparent when one compared the relative abundance
of cover types with respect to the blocks. Blocks A and B generally experienced greater
microtopical variations than block C. In addition, treatment sites located near the northern
area of the study site generally had higher, drier ground than treatment plots in the southern
portion of the study site. These microtopic variations were reflected somewhat in the
variation of cover types (Table 5.3). Block C had the greatest abundance of tall shrubs
(which compete well in areas of greater moisture), as well as the least abundance of low
herbs (which require greater light conditions). The relative abundance of low shrubs was
greater in block A than C. However, block C still had a greater abundance of low shrub as
compared to block B. This may be attributed to a greater degree of rolling topography in
block B versus block A. A greater presence of low to intermediate areas will limit the
existence of low shrub species. Therefore, microtopic variations appear to play a significant
role in determining species composition, perhaps even more so than treatment effects. The
microtopic variation in the landscape at my study site was at 2 much finer scale than the
block design. This increased the complexity in determining if the results were attributed to

environmental effects or treatment effects.
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5.2.2 Results of Principal Component Analysis , With Blocks As Covariables

Recognizing that a block effect exists, a Principal Component Analysis (PCA,) was
used to examine the residual information specific to the treatments once the information
unique to the blocks was removed (Table 5.1). Based on the eigenvalues obtained from the
analysis, 26.1% of the information was attributed to the first axis, 11.8% for the second axis,
and a sum of all unconstrained eigenvalues of 76.7%.

The 3 control sites appeared to be ‘pulled out’ on the y-axis, and the fire sites on the
x-axis (Figure 5.3). The x-axis could be thought of as expressing a treatment effect or a
disturbance gradient. The control sites were within close prbxirnity of zero on the x-axis,
and the other treatment sites were approximately within +/-1 on the x-axis, with the
exception of herb B and fire B.

The differences between fire A, B, and C on the PCA, biplot is of interest (Figure
5.3). Fire B was maximally different from fire C along the x-axis. This may be attributed to
inherent differences in soil moisture availability, as fire B was the site with greatest moisture,
and fire C was the driest of the 3 fire sites. Of the 3 burned sites, the most frequently
observed plant species indicating dry conditions in fire C included: bearberry, wild
bergamot, fringed brome, shrubby cinquefoil, and harebell (Appendix H, Table H-1). These
same species had the lowest observed frequency in fire B, and an intermediate frequency in
fire A. In addition, fire C had the lowest relative abundance of tall shrubs and weeds, and
the greatest abundance of low shrubs, while fire B had the highest relative abundance of tall
shrubs and weeds, and did not have a low shrub cover. Fire A had intermediate relative

abundance values for these cover types (Appendix H, Table H-2). Therefore, it appeared
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that fire B was the site with greatest moisture, fire A intermediate, and fire C was the driest
burn site.

There also appeared to be a correlation between site moisture conditions and burn
intensity. It was believed that fire A and B had hotter burns than fire C, as they were
burned later in the day, thus allowing the vegetation to dry out more thoroughly and in turn
permit a hotter burn (Caldwell, pers. comm.). Unfortunately, burn temperatures were not
quantified, and therefore must be inferred. A high burn temperature would require more
fuel for the fire, or special conditions that would permit fuel to be consumed at a faster rate.
Fire B had less topographic relief than Fire A, and appeared to be generally a lower area
with greater moisture (Appendix H, Table H-3). Fire B had the greatest relative abundance
of grass and low herbs, nearly the greatest percentage of sedges and trees, and more than
20% relative abundance of tall shrubs (Appendix H, Table H-2). The higher grass and sedge
cover may contribute to producing a relatively thick organic layer. This organic layer,
combined with a greater abundance of woody vegetation, could have been the primary fuel
source that contributed to a high burn temperature in Fire B.

Of all the fifteen treatment sites, Fire B had the greatest relative abundance and
strongest association with weedy species (Appendix H, Table H-2). The relative abundance
of weeds was still low (only 2.18%), and weedy species were found in all the sites, including
the control and the unrolled bush. The greatest proportion of weedy species in Fire B
could be attributed to a greater proportion of the organic layer being burned off, and
exposing the mineral layer, which would permit seed establishment. Since the soils in the
Interlake are quite thin and rocky, the aspen root systems would be found near the surface.

The high burn temperature that exposed more mineral soil for weeds, also appeared to have
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damaged the aspen root system, as described in chapter 4. Fire B was the only burn site to
have expetienced a decrease in aspen stem density from 2000 to 2001. Therefore, it appears
that Fire B had the hottest burn of the 3 burn sites.

Fire A appeared to have had a burn intensity that was second to Fire B, and was also
assocfated with weedy species (Appendix H, Table H-2). The relative abundance of weedy
species was less than 1%, but still greater than Fire C. This may be attributed to a lower
burn intensity than Fire B, where the lower temperature burn consumed less of the duff
layer, exposing less mineral soil. Lower exposure of mineral soil would provide less
opportunity for weedy species to invade. Fire A was also observed to have an appreciable
degree éf topographic relief, possessing low, intermediate, and high areas (Appendix H,
Table H-3). The higher areas would presumably have a lower fuel load, resulting in a
somewhat lower burn intensity.

Of the 3 butns, fire C was burned first, at around 2:00 pm (Caldwell, pers. comm.).
Fire C appeared to have the coolest burn, as the vegetation in the other two blocks had
more time to dry out. The coolest burn would expose the least amount of mineral soil,
thereby minimizing invasion from weedy species (Appendix H, Table H-2). A cool burn
would also result in a strong increase in aspen shoot production compared to an intense
burn, which was reported in chapter 4. Interestingly, prior to the burn, fire C had the
greatest abundance of trees, low shrub species, and was least abundant in sedges and tall
shrubs. Fire C also had the least variation in topographic relief, as it appeared very flat
(Appendix H, Table H-3). The apparent lack of topographic relief may have contributed to
minimizing the abundance of tall shrub species because of less soil moisture availability,

which may have decreased its potential fuel load, and contributed to its lower burn intensity.
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Therefore, it appears that sites with greater soil moisture availability result in high intensity
burns that consume more of the organic layer, exposing more of the mineral soil to weedy
species, whereas sites with low available moisture may tend to have low intensity burns and
little exposed mineral soil and weed infestation.

Interestingly, fire B and herb B are at opposite ends of the x-axis, which means they
are maximally different (Figure 5.3). A closer examination at their cover types reveals some
striking differences (Table 5.4). Fire B had a considerably greater abundance of grasses and
tall shrubs, as well as having more legumes, trees, and weeds. However, one category that
clearly stood out was low shrub. Herbicide B had nearly 20%, while fire B had none. Table
5.5 shows that low shrubs were not present prior to burning the treatment site in block B.
Therefore, the treatment sites were inherently different from each other naturally, showing
that a significant proportion of the differences between fire B and herbicide B were not so
much treatment effects, but natural, inherent vatiations in the landscape.

"The y-axis in Figure 5.3 separated the 3 control sites from most of the mowing,
scraping, herbicide, and burn treatments. Interestingly, mowing A, B, and C were separated
along the y-axis from the top, centre, and to the bottom, even though they were all the
same treatments. The relative abundance of herbs, legumes, low herbs, and weeds were
similar across all 3 treatments (Table 5.6). However, mowing A had the least abundance of
grasses, sedges, and tall shrubs, and the greatest abundance of low shrubs and tall trees (the
greater abundance of trees in mowing A may also relate to that site possibly having a
younger aspen clone, which could respond with greater shoot production intensity as
described in chapter 4). However, mowing C had the least abundance of low shrubs, and

the greatest abundance of tall shrubs. This suggests that mowing A was in a drier location,
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whereas mowing C was in a relatively moist location. These mowing sites show a clear
relationship between low and tall shrubs. As the relative abundance of low shrubs
decreases, the abundance of tall shrubs increases. Therefore, since considerable variation
could be seen within the same treatment, it appeared that the treatments were exerting
minimal effects on the plant community, and that many of the observed differences may be
attributed to variations in the landscape.

The PCA, scatterplot presented an arrangement of plant species in various
community types (Figure 5.6). The x-axis may be thought of as a moisture gradient, with
plants charactetistic of dry conditions on the left, and moist conditions on the right. It may
also be dry grassland species on the left compared to moist, shrub and weedy species on the
right. The y-axis could be thought of as a plant community gradient, with plants
characteristic of woodlands and shrublands on the bottom to grassland species on the top.
The plant species appeared to be loosely arranged into relatively 4 community types. Dry
grassland species, such as seneca root, harebell, bearberry, fringed brome, and spike-like
goldenrod appeared grouped on the left, and moist grassland species such as sedge,
Richardson’s needle grass, and three-flowered avens appeated grouped in the upper centre.
Moist shrub and woodland species such as lily of the valley, veiny meadow rue, and low
birch appeared somewhat grouped in the lower centre, and finally shrub species such as
willow, western snowberry, and choke-cherry, and weed species such as dandelion, blue
lettuce, field-sow-thistle, and Canada thistle were on the right. Therefore, even with blocks
removed as covariables, there still appeared to be some general grouping of plant species

according to optimal moisture and light conditions.
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There also appeared to be some relationship between plant species, and the

frequency with which they were encountered in respective treatments. The dry grassland
species such as bearberry, fringed brome, wild bergamot, and yarrow were most frequently
observed in herbicide B, but were also frequently found in fire C, herbicide C, mowing B,
and scrape B (Appendix H, Table H-4). Of the moist woodland species, lily of the valley
was most frequently observed in Control B, veiny meadow rue was found frequently in
Control C, short-stemmed thistle in control A., and snakeroot was most common in
controls B and C. A few of the shrub and weed species observed most frequently include:
willow in mowing C and fire A, dandelion in fire B and control B, and choke-cherry and
blue lettuce were observed most frequently in fire B. Finally, moist grassland species
included Richardson’s needle grass in scrape A, and three-flowered avens in scrape C. The
impression that some treatments, even the same treatment, appeared to be more associated
with various vegetation communities such as a shrub/weedy community or a moist
grassland community, suggests that the treatments exert little impact on the vegetation
communities. Therefore, much of the variation within and among the treatments appear to
be inherent within their respective treatment sites. Fire may be an exception, where it
appeared that as burn intensity increased, the invasion of weedy species also increased.
However, the significance of this trend may be questionable, as dandelion was found in
both fire B and control B at equal frequencies (Appendix H, Table H-4). Therefore, a more

restrictive analysis should be conducted to determine trends and relationships.
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5.2.3 Redundancy Analysis Results

Redundancy Analysis (RDA) was the most restrictive analysis used to isolate
relationships between plant species and treatments. Treatments were the constraining
vartable, and blocks were the covariable, leaving the residual information for analysis. Data
redundancy was found to be 39.5% (Table 5.7). An RDA biplot of selected plant species is
provided in Figure 5.5, and it appears to be very similar to the results from PCA,, Figure 5.4,
except that the y-axis is inverted. Low shrub and dry grassland species such as bearberry,
and wild bergamot were still on the left, and moist grassland species such as Richardson’s
needle grass, prairie sage, and heart-leaved alexanders were in the lower central portion of
the biplot. Woodland species such as spreading dogbane, veiny meadow rue, and short-
stemmed thistle were found in the upper centre of the biplot. Finally, taller shrub species
such as prickly rose, willow, western snowberry, and choke-cherry, and weedy species such
as dandelion, blue lettuce, and common-sow-thistle were found on the right portion of the
biplot. Thetefore, it appears that there is a gradient from the lower left to the upper right,
moving from grassland conditions to woodland/shrub /weedy conditions.

The treatment sites tend to be somewhat aligned with plant species in their
proximity (Figure 5.5, 5.6). The control treatment appeared to be associated with woodland
species, such as spreading dogbane, veiny meadow rue, and short-stemmed thistle, whereas
the scrape treatment appeared to be associated with moist grassland species, such as
Richardson’s needle grass, and heart-leaved alexanders (Appendix H, Table H-5). The burn
treatment appeared more associated with shrub species like prickly rose, willow, western
snowberry, and choke-cherry, and weedy species such as dandelion, blue lettuce, and

common-sow-thistle, though the actual relative abundance of the weedy species combined
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was quite low (Appendix H, Table H-5; Table 5.8). Moist and dry grassland species were
predominant in the herbicide treatment, which included: shrubby cinquefoil, heart-leaved
alexanders, wild bergamot, and bearberry (Appendix H, Table H-5). The mowing treatment
site was oriented not far from the centre of the biplot (0 x-axis, 0 y-axis), and therefore
would have plant species observed at intermediate frequencies from various community
types (Figure 5.6). The intermediate frequencies found in the mowing treatment site were
also reflected in the relative abundance of cover types, where the various cover types were
often at an intermediate level (Appendix H, Table H-2; Table 5.8).

All of the applied treatments, including the control, differed dramatically from the
unrolled bush. Since both PCA and RDA were sensitive to outliers, data from the unrolled
bﬁsh were not included in the analyses, as it would have minimized differences between
other treatments, and hidden trends in the data. Plant species that were observed with
much greater frequency in the bush than in other treatment sites included primarily
woodland species such as veiny meadow rue, snakeroot, spike oat, spreading dogbane, and
lily of the valley (Appendix H, Table H-5). Conversely, species that were observed with
much lower frequencies than other treatments included shade intolerant grassland species
such as slender wheat grass, prairie sage, yarrow, wild bergamot, bearberty, stiff goldenrod,
and harebell.

Differences in plant composition between the bush and treatments remained
apparent even when species were grouped into cover types. The unrolled bush had a
significantly greater relative abundance of sedge, lily, and tree cover, and significantly less
relative abundance of grass, herb, low herb, and low shrub cover as compared to the five

treatments (Table 5.8). These differences in species frequency and relative abundance of
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cover types are intuitive, as tall, dense tree canopy will induce a low abundance of shade
intolerant (.e. grassland) species, and a greater abundance of shade tolerant (i.e. woodland)
species.

Since the plant community in the unrolled bush was significantly different from all
the other treatments, it appeared that the treatments, including rolling, caused a shift from a
predominantly woodland plant community to a variety of community types that included
moist and dry grasslands (Appendix H, Table H-5). However, differences between the
vatious treatments appeared to be quite subtle. These differences may be largely attributed
to the inherent variability of the landscape rather than treatment effects.

To determine if the differences between &eaﬁnent sites were inherent or resulting
from the treatments themselves, pre and post-treatment vegetation surveys were examined.
Unfortunately, only the 3 fire treatment sites received pretreatment sutveys. In addition,
the pretreatment surveys were conducted by the individual who initiated this project. This
adds further complications because one must be cognisant of factors such as observer bias
in recognizing species, estimating species percent cover, as well as possible differences in
sampling effort. To minimize these differences, analysis of the pre and post-treatment
vegetation data were carried out only on species identified on both surveys using frequency

of occurrence data, as well as by combining species into relative abundance of cover types.

5.2.4 Pretreatment Versus Post-treatment Principal Component Analysis
'The PCA; performed on the pretreatment and post-treatment plant species in the
burn sites in blocks A, B, and C resulted in 52.3% of the data being attributed to the first

axis, and 32.9% to the second axis. Hence, 85.2% of the species data is attributed to the
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first two axes. The pretreatment vs. post-treatment PCA, biplot is illustrated in Figure 5.7.
Note that all pretreatment sites were found on the far right on the x-axis, spread out along
the y-axis, and all the post-treatment sites were on the far left of the x-axis, and spread out
in the same order along the y-axis. The x-axis clearly represented a treatment effect,
showing the direction and magnitude of change along the axis. Fire A was found near the
centre, B at the top, and C near the bottom. Interestingly, the order of block placement
along the y-axis did not change from pretreatment to post-treatment. Fire B remained at
the top of the y-axis, fire A near the centre, and fire C at the bottom.

The vegetation biplot revealed an interesting grouping effect of various plant species
(Figure 5.8). There were essentially two groups of plant species. The group along the x-axis
was primarily grassland species, whereas the group along the upper half of the y-axis was
shrubland and woodland species, as well as weeds and legumes. The y-axis may also
represent a general trend from drier plant species at the bottom to moist plants at the top.
'The one exception may be low birch grouped with the grassland species. This was probably
attributed to a block effect. Low birch was found with greater frequency in fire A, as
compared to fire C (Appendix H, Table H-6). Fire B had no low birch, which probably
resulted in the analysis pushing low birch near the base of the y-axis because Fire B was so
different. This resulted in low birch being grouped with the grassland species along the x-
axis.

Plant species on the positive side of zero on the x-axis were impacted negatively by
the burn treatment, and species on the negative side benefited by the treatment (Figure 5.8;
Appendix H, Tables H-6, H-7). For example, wild bergamot, pale comandra, sedges, and

grasses (Poaceae) all increased in observed frequency from pretreatment to after the burn
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(Figure 5.8; Appendix H, Table H-7). Conversely, bluegrass, avens, and bearberry decreased
in observed frequency from before the burn to after the burn (Figure 5.8, Appendix H,
Table H-6). The greater the positive or negative position along the x-axis, the greater the
treatment effect in increasing or decreasing the observed frequency.

Keeping in mind the two plant groups, grassland species along the x-axis and
shrubland, woodland, and weedy species further up the y-axis (Figure 5.7), 2 downward shift
in the position of the 3 fire treatment sites was noticed. All 3 treatment sites moved from
the right to the left and maintained the same order along the y-axis. As stated earlier in this
chapter, fire B appeared to be the burn site with the greatest moisture, fire A was
intermediate, and fire C was the driest burn site. Hence, the y-axis in Figure 5.7 and 5.8 may
be representing 2 moisture gradient, as well as two different plant communities. In addition
to the shift in treatment site position from right to left, all 3 burn treatment sites also had
somewhat of a shift down the y-axis. This may represent a treatment effect, where the
prescribed burn caused the plant communities in the moist, intermediate, and drier
treatment sites to become more like a grassland community. Unfortunately, pretreatment
surveys were not catried out on the other treatment sites. However, the results suggest that
prescribed burning appears to be effective in changing a plant community to more of a

grassland community, regardless of moisture conditions.

5.2.5 Impact of Moisture on Plant Community Structure
Small microtopic variations in the landscape were noted in the research site, and
they appeared to impact the composition of the plant community. Plant species

composition were noted along a changing moisture gradient in two locations. One location



