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Healthy Forests Need a Good Diet

James A. Moore

Inthe Inland Northwest, thereisincreasing concern
that forest treesare growing dower and dying sooner.
In someregionstheselossesexceed growth over large
areasof land. Treesmight not be taking up the proper
amountsof theright nutrients. What kind of diet do
treesneed to stay healthy, productive, and resistant to
pest attacks and climatic extremes?

TheUniversity of Idaho Intermountain Forest Tree
Nutrition Cooperative (IFTNC) hasstudied tree
nutritional requirementsat morethan 100 experimental
fertilization Stesthroughout the Intermountain North-
west. The [IFTNC promotesforest longevity, resil-
ience, and productivity by helping cooperatorsunder-
stand nutrient cycles, conserve native nutrientsthrough
appropriate forest management practices, and correct
nutrient deficienciesthrough stand culture, fertilizers, or
other soil amendments.

Formerly, theIFTNC emphasi zed forest fertilizationin
genera. Thel FTNC recently attempted to crack the
puzzleof hightreemortality. Specificaly, they pursued
evidencefor linksbetweenforest nutritional statusand
forest health problems. They discovered that potas-
sumsdgnificantly influencesDouglas-fir sands re-
sponseto nitrogen fertilization. The cooperative
hypothesi zed that potassium fertilization could help
protect treesfrom disease and insects.

Thel FTNC then set up greenhousetrialsandfield
experimentsin second-growth, even-aged, managed
ponderosapine standsin western Montana. Fertiliza-
tion with nitrogen a one produced little response, but
plotsreceiving both nitrogen and potassium responded
positively. Eventudly they found afertilizer regimethat
combinesnitrogen with potassumthat has prevented
increasesintreemortaity.

Becauseof this, theIFTNC’ssteering committee
recently shifteditsfocusto:

1. Sampleroot chemisgtry of existing Douglas-fir
and ponderosapineto ascertain whether various
fertilizer treetmentseffect root chemistry, thereby
atering tree susceptibility toroot disease.

2. Egablish new fertilization experimentsinactive
root-rot infestationsto determineif mortdity and
Spread rates can be reduced by improving tree
nutritional status.

3. Start new experimentsin ponderosapine stands
to seeif improved treenutritional statusmakes
treesmoreresistant to bark beetle attack.

4. Conduct new fertilization ratetrialsto estimate
an optimummix of nitrogen and potassiumfor
increased tree growth and decreased mortality.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 5,
No. 2.
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