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Section 1:
A Social and Ecological Framework
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This section outlines a process for clarifying a collaborative group’s social values. It provides 
a list of commonly voiced values along with a detailed description and explanation of each 
value. Collaborative groups may choose to use the list of values in this section as a starting 
point for discussion about their group’s own, unique list of values. Members may refer to and 
expand upon this list to clarify their own values.

Why is Aspen Socially and Ecologically Important?
Below we provide a list that collaborative groups might use as a starting point for discussing why 
aspen restoration might be prioritized by the diverse stakeholders at their table. Members of a 
collaborative often embrace different social values. When all stakeholders openly share their social 
values related to aspen, a list of all participants’ values can be generated. The process of voicing 
and discussing values can help to find common ground. It also encourages further discussion 
about the ecological context and can help collaboratives refine their agreements and identify where 
differences remain (see Section 2: Processes that Support Development of Social Agreement). 

Here is a common list of reasons land managers and stakeholder groups work to restore aspen 
around the Intermountain West. Please note that because ecological processes and biodiversity 
can be a social value for some stakeholders, we have merged social and ecological values in some 
conversations. What would your group add, change, or take away?

1. Biodiversity Hotspots

2. Wildlife
• Woodpeckers and Cavity Nesters
• Elk and Deer
• Mammalian and Avian Diversity
• Mammalian Predators
• Avian Predators

3. Understory Plants and Vegetation

4. Livestock Grazing

5. Recreation

6. Cultural and Archaeological
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Many different fungal species, such as the mushroom shown here (right), grow in and around aspen stands, 
including inside the trees themselves (photo: Trent Seager). The flowering plants in the aspen understory 
provide food for many insects and small mammals, including pollinators. These, in turn, become the prey of 
songbirds, creating complex food webs (photo: Shawn McClure © and used with permission). 

1. Biodiversity Hotspots

Within the coniferous forests of central and eastern Oregon, aspen stands are biodiversity hotspots 
in that they provide a disproportionate amount of habitat for plants and wildlife. The soil in many 
aspen stands provide increased nutrients and water, driving a diversity of fungi, flowering plants, 
vegetation types, insects, and small mammals, which in turn drive multiple food webs. These highly 
productive sites also contain complex overstory. Aspen stands have more bird, mammal, plant, and 
insect species than any other forest type.
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2. Wildlife

Wildlife – Woodpeckers and Cavity Nesters

Aspen are a preferred by many woodpeckers because of the tree’s soft wood and predisposition 
to heart-rot and other fungi. This makes the trees: (1) easily excavated for nesting cavities, and 
(2) attractive to diverse insects, the woodpeckers primary food source. As cavity excavators, 
woodpeckers (primarily the red-naped sapsucker and northern flicker) play a critical role in creating 
nesting and roosting habitat for other species. The diverse group of birds and small mammals 
that depend upon the woodpeckers are considered to form a cavity nesting guild or nest web. 
Many cavity nesters prefer aspen trees, which accounted for more than 90% of nest sites in some 
northwest studies of nesting birds in conifer forests. 

Many species of woodpeckers prefer aspen for nesting and roosting cavities. Many aspen trees can have multiple 
cavities in them (right; photo: Trent Seager). Those cavities become habitat for secondary cavity nesters such as 
the tree swallow (upper middle; photo: Ron Larson). Woodpecker species may forage in aspen even when they 
don’t nest there (downy woodpecker, lower middle; photo: Trent Seager); others, like the pileated (left) are known to 
roost in aspen during non-breeding season  (photo: Ron Larson).
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Wildlife – Elk and Deer

Aspen stands provide important habitat for elk and deer during spring, summer, and fall. These wild 
ungulates use aspen stands for cover, calving/fawning, and foraging. Elk are grazers and browsers, 
eating grasses and forbs when available and switching to woody plants by late summer. Deer are 
predominately browsers and require woody plants year-round. Aspen stands can provide a rich 

Bull elk and his haram of cows (upper) forage in an aspen stand in early fall. 
The grasses have lost their nutritional value, but aspen sprouts are high in 
protein year-round. Note the barking (scaring) where the elk ate the aspen 
bark and cambium in past years. Mule deer, like the bucks pictured here 
(lower) are browsers and depend upon shrubs year-round. 

understory of grasses, herbs, 
and forbs in addition to shrub 
layers. The aspen sprouts are 
a high protein food source 
for elk and deer, especially 
during fall when other woody 
browse and grasses lose their 
nutritional quality. At some 
elevations, aspen stands exist 
within elk winter range and 
the sprouts are a preferred 
browse species. Elk will 
sometimes eat the bark and 
cambium of aspen when other 
food is scarce. Since aspen 
stands are visited by many 
wild ungulates, bull elk and 
buck mule deer will use aspen 
saplings and trees for antler 
rubbing and scent marking.
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Wildlife – Mammalian and Avian Diversity

Across Oregon, aspen have both higher diversity and density of bird species when compared 
to the surrounding coniferous forests. While most cavity nesters depend on large diameter and 
mature trees, many songbirds and passerines nesting in aspen depend on the understory, shrub, 
and midstory structure for nest placement and protection. Aspen stands within a conifer forest are 
considered biodiversity hotspots for small mammals. Many wildlife species use aspen stands for 
foraging even when they nest or den in other nearby habitats. 

Many species of birds and mammals use aspen 
stands, including the dusky grouse (lower right; 
photo: Trent Seager), warbling vireo (upper right; 
photo: Robert Miller © used by permission) and 
yellow-pine chipmunk (left; photo: Trent Seager). 
Note the use of: downed aspen logs by birds and 
mammals, seeds for food, and midstory for nest 
structure. 
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Wildlife – Mammalian Predators 

Bear claw marks are commonplace on aspen trees 
across Oregon. Black bears forage on the insects, 
grasses and flowers, berry producing shrubs, 
and wildlife prey species found in aspen stands. 
Bears may also use aspen as ‘nurse trees’ for their 
cubs when the mother is out foraging. Many other 
predators, including the bobcat and cougar, are 
also drawn to the high density of small mammals 
and prey species concentrated in aspen stands. 
While most predators don’t den in aspen stands, 
they frequent them for foraging and scent marking, 
making them an important part of their home range. 

Black bear may use aspen as nurse trees for their cubs (upper right; photo: Jennifer Hall © used with 
permission). Other predators such as the cougar (lower left) and bobcat (right) also use aspen as part of their 
home range for pursuing prey species and scent marking.
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Wildlife – Avian Predators

The high amount of plants and insects found in aspen stands drives multiple food webs. Not 
surprisingly, the resulting dense and diverse prey species draw in avian predators. The northern 
goshawk and Cooper’s hawk (shown below), both use aspen stands to hunt for small birds and 
mammals. In National Forests across central and eastern Oregon, research found that many 
goshawk nesting and foraging areas included aspen stands and wet meadows complexes. 
Nocturnal raptors, like the owls shown below, also frequent aspen stands for foraging during both 
the breeding and non-breeding seasons. 

Fledgling Cooper’s hawk (upper left) hunting from the top of an aspen tree on the Malheur National Forest during fall 
migration (Photo: Trent Seager). Northern goshawks (upper right) commonly nest near aspen and aspen-meadow 
complexes in the dry conifer forests (Photo: Robert Miller © used with permission). Great-gray owls (lower left) 
are found on many National Forests in Oregon and depend on open areas in the forest, such as aspen-meadow 
complexes. Great-horned owls (lower right) are drawn to the small mammal populations in aspen stands. 
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3. Understory Plants and Vegetation

Aspen stands can have a wide range of grasses, forbs, and shrubs growing under them. The 
flowering plants attract pollinators, feed insects, and help create the basis of a food web for many 
species of birds and mammals. The shrubs are important forage for wild ungulates and provide 
structure for understory nesting birds. Over 32 plant communities have been identified in aspen 
stands across Oregon. The deciduous leaves that quake in the wind provide partial shade that is 
very different from the nearby conifer forests.

Flowering plants are an important part of aspen ecosystems, as they attract pollinators, provide nectar and food, 
and become the basis of a food web that many birds depend upon (photo: Trent Seager).
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4. Livestock Grazing

The increased forage in and around aspen stands is of high value to grazing cattle, sheep, and 
other livestock. In the late 1800s, Irish and Basque sheepherders in central and eastern Oregon 
found prime grazing lands among the large aspen stands rich with grasses, forbs, and shrubs. 
Currently, available forage on Forest Service land has decreased from historical levels due to 
ecological changes, largely driven by fire suppression. 

Increased forage found 
in and around aspen 
stands is attractive to 
livestock, including the 
cattle pictured here. While 
cattle can eat aspen 
sprouts, they prefer the 
grasses and other forage. 
In the lower picture, note 
the aspen sprouts that 
are escaping herbivory 
height (8’) and becoming 
small trees even though 
they are part of a grazing 
allotment on the Malheur 
National Forest (photo: 
Trent Seager).



15

5. Recreation

People are drawn to aspen for many reasons, including the fall color, the open understory for 
camping, and the nearby streams and open spaces for fishing and hunting. Birders spend hours in 
aspen stands looking for the diversity of birds using small cavities and holes in the trees. Aspen are 
popular in both developed and nondeveloped campsites, and draw visitors into the mountain sides 
during fall when leaf color and change is at its peak.

Aspen are commonly 
associated with springs, 

adding to the value of 
recreation. Shown here, 

Eric White at a springs 
that ties into an aspen 
meadow complex and 
is part of a trail system 

on National Forest land 
(photo: EmilyJane Davis)
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6. Cultural and Archaeological

Oregon’s aspen have a rich history of use by 
people, in some cases the history is carved into 
the bark. Indians and early American settlers used 
aspen bark and buds for medicinal purposes. 
Irish and Basque sheepherder’s left arborglyphs 
(carvings in bark) on aspen trees that can still 
be seen today. Most of these can be dated to 
the 1920s and 1930s, but some arborglyphs in 
the Blue Mountains date back more than 125 
years. American settlers sometimes chose aspen 
stands as homestead sites, as shown by log cabin 
remnants and other archaeological signs.

Old homestead cabins can be found within or close to aspen stands. While the cabin picture here (lower) may have 
been originally placed around larger aspen trees, new trees have grown across time and continue to surround it. 
Arborglyphs (carvings in bark), such as the one shown here from an aspen tree on the Malheur National Forest 
(upper), can be found in aspen stands around central and eastern Oregon (photo: Trent Seager).


