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The Fate of Forest Seed
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You may have noticed many new tree seedlingsasa
result of agood seed year and favorableweather
conditions. Whenwitnessing such bounty, itistempting
to assumethat mother naturewill automatically refor-
est your siteafter aharvest or fire. Not necessarily. If
you are counting on natural regeneration (natural
seeding) torestock your forest, it isimportant to
understand some basi ¢ natural regeneration processes.

Conifer seed production. Treescan producealot of
seed, but they do not alwaysdo this predictably. Most
conifers’ seed production variesby species, climate,
and other factors. For example, ponderosapine
normally producesgood conecropsevery 4-5years,
whilelodgepole pine produces good cone cropsevery
1-2years.

Evenif coneshaveformed, it may not beagood seed
year. Conditionsmay not have favored seed devel op-
ment within cones. Also, avariety of animasand
insectsfeed on conesand seeds at severa stages of
their development on thetree. Most seed predators
havelargefluctuationsin populationsize.

Evenif you get lotsof viable seed falling totheforest
floor, conifer seedsarelarge, and easy prey for
rodents, insects, and other forest organisms. For the
viable seed that remains, germination conditionsmust
beright. Most conifers(especially shade- intolerant
species, such aslarch and pines) germinate best on
bareminera soil (aminimum of duff — decaying
needles, twigs, and other litter).

Treeseed: Stored in theforest floor? Some
believetheforest floor isalwayschock-full of tree
seed, just waiting for someoneto do atimber harvest -
then tree seedlingswill spontaneoudly appear after a
few yearsfrom stored seed. Treesdo storeseedina

“seed bank” intheforest floor. But, most Inland
Northwest conifer seed does not last longer than 1
or 2 yearsafter reaching theground (it will remain
viablelonger if soredinan environmentally controlled
room). If you recently had good seed yearsfrom
desired species, the seed may bethere- otherwiseit
won't.

Brush seed lastsalong time (and seed isn’t their
only alter native!). Many shrub seedslast much
longer than tree seeds. For example, redstem
ceanothus seed can remain viablein the*® seed bank”
for decades or longer. Furthermore, shrubs, ascon-
trasted to most coniferoustrees, have an aternativeto
seed — they can grow vegetatively. When these
speciesare burned or cut they often send up vigorous
new shoots. If you do not get prompt, viable seed-fall
and successful establishment from desired tree spe-
cies, these shrubs may take over the site, and delay
reforestation - possibly for decades or longer (200-
300 yearson someold burns).

Natur al regener ation pointer s. With thisgauntl et of
barriers, it may seem awonder we have new, naturally
seeded forestsat all. Successful natural regenerationis
oftentheresult of: 1) trees producing so much seed on
good yearsthat they overcomethese obstacles, or 2)
minimizing theimpact of those obstaclesthrough
carefully planned and timed management activities (or
occasionaly good luck). Adequate natural regenera:
tion may not happen soon enough for you to meet the
|daho Forest Practice Act reforestation requirements,
or beat brush to taking over thesite. If youwant to
rely on natural regeneration, consider:
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* Threat of brush? How quickly isbrushlikely to harvest which took the best genetic material ?

dominatethe site after disturbance? How have » Quitable Seed Bed? Seed requiresasuitable seed
similar, neighboring propertiesbehaved after bed to successfully germinate. Historicaly, bare
disturbance? If heavy brushislikely, you may mineral soil wasmost commonly created by
want to consider planting seedlingsto ensurethat wildfire. Now it'salso donethrough prescribed
treesget ahead start, or plan on suppressing the burning or with mechanical equipment (oftenin
brush with herbicidesinthe event thebrush begins conjunctionwithlogging). If yourely onthelatter
choking naturally regenerated seedlings. methods, try to balance between creating agood

» Seed Trees? Since conifer seed stored in theforest seed bed and minimizing soil erosion, compaction,
floor isusually not adequate, do you have enough or displacement.

seed treeswithin or at the edges of the unit?

» Seed Source Quality? Natural seeding may be
desirable, but do you want seed from thetrees|eft
on or near thesite? Arethey theright speciesfor
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