Vierling and Lentile: Indirect Effects of Fire Severity on Avian Communities
Page 133

Fire Ecology Vol. 4, No. 2, 2008
doi: 10.4996/fireecology.0402133
Forum: Issues, management, PolIcy, and oPInIons

IndIrect effects of fIre severIty on avIan communItIes In
ponderosa pIne and aspen forests In western north amerIca:
a revIew
Kerri Vierling1* and Leigh Lentile 2
1

University of Idaho, Department of Fish and Wildlife,
6th and Line, Moscow, Idaho 83844, USA

Department of Forestry and Geology, University of the South,
Sewanee, Tennessee 37383, USA

2

Corresponding author: Tel.: 001-208-885-6434; e-mail: kerriv@uidaho.edu

*

Keywords: aspen, fire severity, ponderosa pine, wildlife
Citation: Vierling, K., and L. Lentile. 2008. Indirect effects of fire severity on avian communities
in ponderosa pine and aspen forests in western North America: a review. Fire Ecology 4(2): 133149. doi: 10.4996/fireecology.0402133
IntroductIon
Fire is a highly dynamic process, annually
affecting large expanses of western forests
(Allen et al. 2002, Morgan et al. 2003,
Schnoenagel et al. 2004, Westerling et al.
2006). Even large, severe wildfires create
heterogeneous effects across the landscape,
and scientists use burn severity classifications
to infer fire effects on soil and vegetation,
potential successional trajectories, and rates of
ecosystem response following fire (Jain et al.
2004, Lentile et al. 2006). However, the
ecological implications of severity are variable
within and across ecosystems and definitions
vary among user groups, complicating the
broad-scale interpretation of severity. Severity
assessments tend to be qualitative and often
fail to specifically identify how each severity
level affects overstory or understory vegetation
components, soil, erosion potential, or other
habitat attributes (Lentile et al. 2006, Lentile
et al. 2007).

Broad-scale burn severity assessments
require remote measurement of surface
properties that can be mechanistically related
to ground measures of post-fire ecosystem
condition and used to predict likely trajectories
of vegetation change (Smith et al. 2007).
Scientists use severity mapping for multiple
objectives related to post-fire project planning
and monitoring, and research exploring
relationships among pre-fire, mid-fire, and
post-fire characteristics and response. Lawyers
and politicians use severity information as
evidence in legal debates surrounding post-fire
timber salvage or restoration activities (Lentile
et al. 2006). Despite the accessibility of
satellite data and the utility of severity
mapping, Stephens and Ruth (2005) noted that
the only wildland fire data recorded as late as
2004 on Forest Service lands were total area
burned, fire location, and the dominant
vegetation types within the fire perimeter.
Remotely sensed data provide managers the
ability to answer many questions about

Fire Ecology Vol. 4, No. 2, 2008
doi: 10.4996/fireecology.0402133

Vierling and Lentile: Indirect Effects of Fire Severity on Avian Communities
Page 134

immediate and long-term ecological change,
particularly whether fire effects are less severe
in areas where they applied fuels treatments.
For this reason, Stephens and Ruth (2005)
suggested that fire severity information
(unchanged, low, moderate, and high) be
recorded for all large forest fires. However,
any determination of fuels treatment
effectiveness must be placed in the context of
the local fire regime.
While scientists and managers recognize
fire severity as an important influence on
forests and their fauna (see Brown and Smith
2000 and Smith 2000 for broad overviews), we
have, until recently, lacked the tools to
incorporate explicit fire severity information
relative to animal responses to fire at broad
spatial scales. However, two developments
have increased our ability to map fire severity.
First, satellite data (e.g., Landsat, Moderate
Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer, etc.)
are more readily available. Secondly, the
recent development of methods (e.g., spectral
mixture analysis, and differenced normalized
burn ratio) allow managers to map severity at
high spatial resolution and across large spatial
scales (>100 000 ha) (Lentile et al. 2006,
Smith et al. 2007). There have been fewer
than 20 papers published since Brown and
Smith (2000) and Smith (2000) that contain
explicit examination of indirect effects of
severity on wildlife habitat. In a recent review
of fire effects on avian communities, Saab and
Powell (2005) emphasized the need for future
studies to incorporate fire severity effects in
their analyses. Multiple studies have since
examined avian responses to fire severity
within ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa) and
aspen (Populus tremuloides) forests. The
purpose of this paper is: (1) to outline
vegetation responses to fire severity within
ponderosa pine and aspen forest systems, (2)
to review our understanding of the ecological
effects of fire severity on avian communities
within ponderosa pine and aspen systems with

an emphasis on papers incorporating spatially
explicit fire severity data, and (3) to suggest
future research foci that will enhance our
understanding of fire severity effects on avian
communities within ponderosa pine and aspen
forest systems.
vegetatIon responses to
severIty
Fire effects on vegetation vary with burn
severity. Burn severity integrates active fire
characteristics (e.g., fire intensity and rate of
spread), the immediate post-fire effects (e.g.,
vegetation mortality and soil charring), and
longer-term responses (e.g., vegetation
regrowth and insect population increases) into
the vegetation structure, composition, and
phenology (Lentile et al. 2006). Because
changes to aboveground vegetation directly
affect wildlife habitat, we define burn severity
as a measure of fire-induced changes to
vegetation composition and structure. These
changes include direct and indirect responses
to fire. Direct responses include immediate
results such as vegetation scorch, consumption,
and mortality. Indirect responses include
increased physiological stress, delayed
mortality, reduced competition, increased
sprouting or growth rates, compositional
change or a combination of these factors. Burn
severity can be inversely rated to vegetation
recovery (i.e., severely burned areas take more
time to recover to pre-fire levels or function).
However, it is important to emphasize that
there is no fixed pre-fire vegetation condition
that necessarily represents a target for post-fire
vegetation return. Furthermore, burn severity
and the additive effects of multiple fires
influence vegetation composition, structure,
and successional dynamics through time and
across multiple spatial scales (Keane et al.
1990).
Typically, managers and scientists use the
concept of severity to characterize fire regimes
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as low, high, and mixed, yet it is difficult to
exclusively associate ponderosa pine or aspen
systems with any particular fire regime.
Historically, observers most commonly
associated ponderosa pine with a low severity,
surface fire regime; however, many recent
studies described ponderosa pine within the
context of mixed-severity fire regimes (Brown
et al. 1999, Brown and Smith 2000, Kaufmann
et al. 2000, Fulé et al. 2003, Graham 2003,
Lentile et al. 2005). Mixed-severity regimes
are not necessarily a new type of fire behavior
and effects, but likely represent an
acknowledgement of the complexity of fire
effects and environmental responses. These
regimes include a matrix of individual fires
that burn simultaneously or at different points
in time and have both lethal and non-lethal
components. These regimes leave some dead
and some surviving vegetation in patches of
various sizes and shapes. Mixed-severity fire
regimes may be the result of fine-scale,
topographically-influenced differences in
vegetation and fuel moisture that cause lowand high-severity fires to burn in proximity
(Fulé et al. 2003). For example, when fires
burning in dry coniferous forests reach moist
coniferous forests, transitions in fire severity
might occur due to changes in aspect, slope, or
relative humidity. Therefore, the mixedseverity fire regime seems appropriate to apply
to fire histories in ponderosa pine and in aspen
forest systems (Agee 1998, 2005; Kaufmann
et al. 2000).
Burn severity assessments provide a
description of fire effects and relative measures
of post-fire ecosystem change (Morgan et al.
2001, Jain et al. 2004, Lentile et al. 2006)
within a single fire complex. Scientists often
express burn severity qualitatively in terms of
the post-fire appearance of vegetation, litter,
and soil using broad discrete classes of
unchanged (no detectable change), low,
moderate, and high (most extreme change).
Scientists can quantify burn severity by

measuring soil characteristics (e.g., char depth,
organic matter loss, ash cover, and soil water
infiltration rates; DeBano et al. 1998, Lewis et
al. 2006, Lewis et al. 2008), tree mortality,
canopy scorch, and change in vegetation
distribution, abundance and structure (Turner
et al. 1999, Morgan et al. 2001, Cocke et al.
2005, Keyser et al. 2006, Lentile et al. 2007).
Lentile et al. (2005) mapped a mixed-severity
wildland fire in Black Hills forests as having
18 %, 53 %, and 29 % of the burned area as
low, moderate, and high severity, respectively.
Within this fire, they defined low severity as
areas with <25 % canopy scorch and 30 %
groundcover consumption; moderate severity
as areas with >25 % canopy scorch and 30 %
to 70 % residual groundcover, and high
severity areas had 100 % canopy scorch and
>70 % groundcover consumption.
Scientists commonly use low, moderate,
and high categories of burn severity to describe
fire effects in ponderosa pine forests; however,
there are no consistent descriptions for fire
effects in aspen. Some studies describe three
categories (e.g., Lentile et al. 2005), while
others describe fires simply as low or high
severity, or burned and unburned. Bartos and
Mueggler (1981) described <20 % litter and
duff consumption as low severity, 21 % to 80
% consumption and extensive mortality of
understory vegetation as moderately burned,
and >81 % consumption and complete
understory vegetation mortality as severely
burned. In general, many studies fail to define
or describe metrics of fire severity, and merely
report the proportion of the landscape mapped
at a given severity. For this reason, it is often
unclear what particular type of change or
response researchers expect following fire.
In general, areas affected by different burn
severity can function and respond differently
over time following fire. Less severely burned
areas are likely to be more similar to pre-fire
condition and function within a few years postfire, while more severely burned areas may
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follow a different trajectory. In densely
forested areas, severe fire may result in a
complete cover type conversion, while more
open canopy conditions may be created in
moderately burned areas. Three years after a
fire, Lentile et al. (2005) described tree
mortality and changes in average tree size and
basal area in areas of different severity: 21 %,
52 %, and 100 % post-fire tree mortality for
low, moderate, and high severity, respectively.
Live tree size increased and basal area
remained relatively high (~29 m2 ha–1 reduced
to 23 m2 ha–1) in low severity areas as fire
killed smaller trees. However, in moderately
burned areas, fire killed both small and large
trees and reduced tree basal areas (~28 m2 ha–1
reduced to 13 m2 ha–1). Understory herbaceous
cover was relatively unchanged in less severely
burned areas, while the moderate to high
severity areas had decreased cover with
increasing severity. Understory and canopy
cover conditions were most similar to pre-fire
conditions in less severely burned areas, while
opportunities for seedling establishment and
the development of a dense, multi-aged forest
were greater in moderately burned areas. In
severely burned areas, they found two possible
outcomes: in small openings created by high
severity fire adjacent to surviving trees (<200
m), dense, even-aged forest structure was
likely to develop; whereas, in larger openings,
low seed availability and harsh environmental
conditions limited seedling establishment and
shrubs or grassland conditions were likely to
develop (Lentile et al. 2005). Two years after
this same fire, Bonnet et al. (2005) found the
highest ponderosa pine seedling densities
within severely burned patches near the edges
of the unburned forest canopy. They found
peak seedling densities (~1150 seedling ha–1)
at 12 m from the unburned edge, while <100
seedlings ha–1 were found between 40 m and
180 m from an unburned edge (Bonnet et al.
2005). Although severely burned areas may
function very differently than the pre-fire

environment, these areas may provide unique
habitat or structural components (i.e., high
snag density, low tree canopy cover, high
woody debris on the forest floor, many early
successional plant species, etc.) that may be
valuable to wildlife.
Historically, profuse post-fire regeneration
via asexual reproduction was responsible for
perpetuating aspen in many areas in the
intermountain west (Campbell and Bartos
2001). Four years after a large wildfire in the
South Dakota Black Hills, Keyser et al. (2005)
found that the area occupied by individual
aspen clones did not increase; however, they
counted twice as many suckers in severely
burned areas as in unburned clones.
Additionally, they observed 67 % more suckers
in areas burned by high severity than in low
severity fire (Keyser et al. 2005). Brown and
Bartos (2004) described burn severity effects
on first-year aspen regeneration following six
wildfires in South Dakota, Colorado, and Utah,
including the aforementioned study. In this
study, high severity sites most commonly
produced the lowest suckering response, while
low severity sites produced the greatest amount
of aspen regeneration.
Unburned sites
generally produced fewer suckers than severely
burned sites unless fires were severe enough to
kill the aspen roots (Brown and Bartos 2004).
This apparent contrast in results may be the
result of different methodological approaches
in terms of how each study defined plot size,
burn severity characterizations, or the timing
of the assessments. Clearly, vegetation change
in the post-fire environment is highly dynamic.
The role of fire in adjacent vegetation types
may regulate the extent and function of aspen
forests (Romme et al. 2001). In mid-elevation
ponderosa pine forests in Colorado, fires
historically burned every 5 yr to 15 yr and
killed some trees in all size and age classes,
ultimately reducing seed production and
conifer establishment (Romme et al. 2001).
Frequent fire and the reduction of conifer
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densities created opportunities for aspen to
establish via asexual reproduction in open
canopy, post-fire conditions.
At higher
elevations with longer fire intervals (~150 yr),
conifer seed sources remained intact and aspen
stands were successional. While conifers
successfully out-compete aspen in a non-fire
situation, after fires occur, aspen may
regenerate in a pure stand due to extensive root
suckering when the main trunk of the aspen is
destroyed. In general, aspen are incapable of
producing seedlings under a coniferous canopy
as successful sexual reproduction requires a
rare window of opportunity for seeds to
germinate in the open under moist conditions
on bare mineral soil. Extensive aspen seedling
establishment occurred following the 1988
fires in Yellowstone; however, heavy elk
browsing and adverse microclimatic conditions
reduced the densities in most areas (Romme et
al. 1995).
Forest floor consumption by fire is an
important determinant of post-fire vegetation
as it controls the amount and distribution of
favorable germination and sprouting conditions
across the seedbed. Two years following
wildfire in ponderosa pine forests in Arizona,
Laughlin et al. (2004) recorded a lower number
of plant species in severely burned areas. They
correlated this lower species richness with
significant duff consumption. On sites where
managers allowed frequent, low severity fires
to burn, annual and biennial forbs were more
abundant in the understory as compared to
sites where managers excluded fires. On fireexcluded sites, Laughlin et al. (2004) observed
more fire-intolerant tree species and exotic
herbaceous plants. In a variety of forest types
on low and moderately burned sites, Lentile et
al. (2007) reported that organic material
covered >30 % of the soil surface immediately
post-fire. One year later, the proportion of area
covered by understory vegetation averaged
≥10 %. High severity burn sites had more
exposed soil and less organic matter on the

forest floor than less severely burned sites. In
general, low burn severity areas showed the
highest variability in understory plant response
and high severity burns had the lowest. The
variety of post-fire microsites on the landscape,
including some unburned, some with charred
organic cover on the soil, and some with bare
soil, likely created conditions for many
different plant species to survive, regrow, or
establish from seed (Lentile et al. 2007). More
severe fire resulted in a greater loss of organic
matter on the surface or in the soil. Combustion
of organic matter, the primary source of most
available nitrogen, causes rapid volatilization
of nitrogen; therefore, total and available soil
nitrogen concentrations can increase, decrease,
or stay the same following fire (Wells et al.
1979, DeBano et al. 1998, Ice et al. 2004) with
no clear patterns established by severity.
Burn severity influences plant injury and
mortality and the rate of reestablishment of
resprouting species (Lyon and Stickney 1976,
Debano et al. 1998). Fire alters canopy and
seedbed conditions; whether these conditions
are favorable depends upon the characteristics
of the plant species on the site, their
susceptibility to fire, and the means by which
they respond after fire (Mutch 1970, Lyon and
Stickney 1976, Anderson and Romme 1991,
Turner et al. 1998). The length of time that a
seed environment retains conditions that are
conducive to plant establishment determines
the number of post-fire years in which seeding
establishment of a particular species can occur
(Wagle and Kitchen 1972, Shearer and
Stickney 1991, Turner et al. 1998). In a longterm study of aspen community response to
prescribed fire, understory biomass production
(reported as dry weight) of forbs, grasses, and
shrubs was initially lowest in severely burned
areas. However, by the second year following
fire, overall production was ~66 % higher than
pre-burn levels. By the third post-fire year,
understory production exceeded pre-burn
levels by 12 % on low-severity sites, 42 % on
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moderate-severity sites, and 52 % on high
severity burned sites (Bartos and Mueggler
1981). Twelve years post-fire, understory
production was 23 %, 42 %, and 46 % greater
on sites burned at low, moderate, and high
severities, respectively, compared to pre-burn
levels. In the third year post-fire, aspen
production was highest on the high-severity
sites, although much lower than pre-burn
levels. By 12 years post-fire, aspen production
was lowest on the high severity sites; however,
Bartos et al. (1994) attributed the decrease to
heavy ungulate browsing. Plant regeneration
may occur from on- or off-site seeds sources,
or from deeply buried and protected root
structures.
Although ponderosa pine and aspen are
two of the most widely distributed tree species
in the west, researchers have made many
generalizations about their current status,
mechanisms responsible for post-settlement
change, and potential restoration techniques
(Shinneman and Baker 1997, Baker and Ehle
2001, Bartos 2001, Campbell and Bartos 2001,
Romme et al. 2001). Dendrochronological
studies, historical records, and photos that
document changes in western landscapes
indicate that ponderosa pine densities, spatial
patterns, and tree sizes are currently quite
different from those of pre-settlement times
(Allen et al. 2002, Fulé et al. 2002, Brown and
Cook 2006). Aspen presence has declined by
60 % to 90 % since the late 1800s in some
parts of the west (Kay 1997). Nearly one
hundred years of fire exclusion has produced a
more homogenous forest structure in most
ponderosa pine forests with increased tree
densities and greater duff accumulations, and a
concomitant increase in burn severity
(Covington and Moore 1994, Covington et al.
1997).
Many aspen stands regenerated
following fires that occurred over a century
ago and have not since regenerated. In some
stands, aspen has been replaced by more
shade-tolerant conifers (Keyser et al. 2005).

Managers must recognize that ponderosa pine
and aspen range across a broad geographical
extent and, within the context of different fire
regimes and burn severity effects, there is high
variation in local biotic and abiotic factors.
Therefore, no single or simple prescription is
likely to restore these ecosystems given the
complexity of ecological and social conditions
that influence current management. Although
several studies attempted to identify unifying
trends in burn severity across ecosystems (e.g.,
Lentile et al. 2007, Hudak et al. 2007), it
appears that standardization remains a
challenge. Post-fire processes occur in a
dynamic landscape that contains patches of
different types of vegetation in various stages
of succession. The diversity of habitats within
the landscape may ultimately contribute to the
diversity of the associated animal community
(Tews et al. 2004).
IndIrect effects of severIty on
avIan communItIes
Reproduction

Variations in fire severity can influence the
demographic patterns of birds nesting within
the landscape. For instance, Vierling et al.
(2008) observed variable woodpecker
reproduction in a mixed ponderosa pine and
aspen forest system in the Black Hills during
the first four years after a mixed severity fire.
They reported that reproductive success (i.e.,
the number of nests that successfully fledge at
least one young) of black-backed woodpeckers
(Picoides arcticus), northern flickers (Colaptes
auratus), and red-headed woodpeckers
(Melanerpes erythrocephalus) differed among
burn severities. Reproductive success for these
species was high (78 %) in sites dominated by
high severity compared to the reproductive
success (43 %) of those species in areas
dominated by low severity (Vierling et al.
2008).
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Habitat suitability can change as post-fire
succession occurs. Two studies on avian
communities in post-burn landscapes (Saab
and Vierling 2001, Saab et al. 2004) suggested
that recent, stand-replacing burns support high
rates of avian reproduction primarily through
adverse effects on potential nest cavity
predators such as sciurids (e.g., squirrels and
chipmunks). Immediately following a large
stand-replacing fire, sciurids are rare in the
landscape due to the lack of food and the lack
of vegetative cover (Fisher and Wilkinson
2005). However, small mammal densities
increase as new and recovering vegetation
provides suitable food and cover (Fisher and
Wilkinson 2005).
This has important
implications for avian reproduction in burned
environments because predation on nestlings
is a major, negative factor influencing the
reproductive success for all birds (Wilcove
1985, Martin and Li 1992) and for birds
nesting in burned habitats (Saab and Vierling
2001). Vierling et al. (2008) noted that
reproductive success decreased in the first
three years following fire, and they attributed
the decline to increasing nest predation rates.
This result is consistent with the hypothesis
put forth by Saab and Vierling (2001) that
recently burned habitats decline in reproductive
quality (i.e., nest success) as potential nest
predators colonize the landscape. However,
Gentry and Vierling (2007) found that the
reproductive quality of burned habitats may
remain high even decades after a fire. In their
study, reproductive success was 90 % in >20
yr old burn sites and the density of potential
nest predators (weasels, squirrels, and
chipmunks) was low compared to densities in
adjacent unburned forests. This suggests that
post-fire patterns of nest predator colonization
and its effect on bird reproduction require
further study.

Breeding Bird Community Composition

Post-fire succession is also likely to
influence the breeding bird community, and
several studies have addressed the early
colonization of burned habitats relative to
patterns of severity.
In general, every
community will have species that benefit from
fires and species that do not (Kotliar et al.
2002). Smucker et al. (2005) explored the
relationships between breeding bird community
composition and fire severity in ponderosa
pine and mixed conifer forests in Montana.
They found that severity influenced speciesspecific density responses to fire. For instance,
western tanagers (Piranga ludoviciana) glean
insects off of the foliage and their densities
were higher in burned patches (0.52 ± 0.05
individuals per 100 m2 plot) than in unburned
patches (0.44 ± 0.04 individuals per 100 m2
plot; Smucker et al. 2005). However, density
patterns became clearer from an ecological
perspective when the researchers included
severity in the analysis; densities were highest
in low severity patches where some foliage
was unchanged by fire. Alternatively, densities
of western tanagers were lower in high severity
patches, presumably due to the lack of foliage
as a result of high severity fire effects. Low
severity effects were primarily responsible for
the positive influence of fire on western tanager
densities. Low severity fires can increase
nutrient availability for trees and shrubs
(Turner et al. 1999). Therefore, the increase in
tanagers following the low severity fire was
likely due to an indirect increase in insect
abundance caused by this increase in plant
productivity.
The amount of time lapsed since fire
burned an area also influences avian
communities (Smucker et al. 2005). Smucker
et al. (2005) stated that northern flickers
(Colaptes auratus) did not show a positive
response until three years after the fire. They
noted that they would have missed this

Fire Ecology Vol. 4, No. 2, 2008
doi: 10.4996/fireecology.0402133

Vierling and Lentile: Indirect Effects of Fire Severity on Avian Communities
Page 140

response had they surveyed the birds for only
one or two years post-fire. Although Smucker
et al. (2005) did not comment on the reason
for this delayed response, other studies have
noted that colonization of burned habitats by
bird species may be dependent in part on the
landscape context of the burn, the size of the
burn, the availability of food, post-fire salvage
logging, fire severity, or a combination of these
factors (Saab et al. 2005).
Smucker et al. (2005) also noted that fire
severity effects on non-cavity nesting species
varied with the amount of time since the fire.
For instance, they noted that some species such
as pine siskins (Carduelis pinus) peaked in the
first year after the fire and declined thereafter.
Smucker et al. (2005) hypothesized that short
term increases in the availability of seeds were
responsible for the pattern they observed in
pine siskins and other seed-eating species.
Due to the variability in temporal responses to
fire severity by different species, Smucker et
al. (2005) cautioned that pooling data across
years might potentially mask important
temporal variation in avian responses. The
temporal responses of flickers and siskins
illustrate the potential issues associated with
pooling data. For instance, pooling data across
multiple years for siskins would have masked
the strong response that siskins showed in the
first year after the fire. Likewise, pooling data
for northern flickers for the first three years
following the fire would mask the fact that
researchers did not detect this species regularly
until the third year following the fire.
Kotliar et al. (2007) examined avian
community responses to fire severity in
ponderosa pine using data collected before and
two years after the Cerro Grande Fire in New
Mexico. They found that species richness did
not differ between pre-burn and post-burn
environments, but that severity partially
influenced community composition. Pre-burn
and post-burn community similarity (i.e., the
number of species occurring in both pre-burn

and post-burn surveys within a site) was ~70
% to 80 % in unburned, low, and moderate
severity sites. However, community similarity
was ~55 % when comparing pre-burn vs. postburn bird communities in high severity sites.
Thus, they observed different bird species in
the post-fire environment than in the pre-burn
environment in high severity sites, but the
overall species richness did not differ in these
high severity sites. Kotliar et al. (2007) noted
that ecosystem restoration programs might
assume that severe fires in southwestern
ponderosa pine forests will have largely
negative effects on the avifauna of the region,
but that their data did not support that
assumption.
Nest and Roost Site Selection

Vierling and Lentile (2006) found that fire
severity within aspen woodlands is an
important determinant of nest-site selection for
some species.
For instance, red-headed
woodpeckers are aerial flycatchers that utilize
burned habitats in the eastern United States
(Smith et al. 2000). Red-headed woodpeckers
select aspen stands that burned under high
severity rather than adjacent ponderosa pine
stands that burned under high severity.
Vierling and Lentile (2006) suggested that redheaded woodpecker nest site selection was due
to the creation of suitable nesting and foraging
habitat.
High severity fires burned the
understory and overstory sufficiently to allow
aspen suckers and snowberry (Symphoricarpos
spp.) to grow, which increased insect
productivity in these aspen forests (Rumble
and Anderson 1996). In comparison, the
adjacent ponderosa pine stands that burned
under high severity had similar numbers of
snags (Lentile 2004), but lacked the primary
productivity necessary to support insect
activity. In addition, Smith et al. (2000) noted
that red-headed woodpeckers require snags in
which to nest, and snags were abundant in the
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high severity sites (Lentile 2004). Snags used
for nesting were farther from green forest
(456.9 m ± 66 m) than paired random sites
(317.6 m ± 60.8; Vierling and Lentile 2006).
The location of the nests relative to green
forest might have been driven by the lack of
small sciurid predators in the high severity fire
sites (Fisher and Wilkinson 2005). Nest-site
selection is a dynamic process and researchers
hypothesize that the risk of predation is one of
the major factors influencing nest-site
placement (Martin 1993). Therefore, we
would expect nest-site selection to change as
vegetation patterns change following fire.
Other cavity nesting species that inhabit
ponderosa pine forests follow similar patterns
in nest site selection. Vierling et al. (2008)
examined nest site selection by northern
flickers and hairy woodpeckers (Picoides
villosus) in burned ponderosa pine in the first
four years following a mixed severity fire.
They found that these two species shared the
best predictors of habitat selection: distance
from an unburned edge, a high proportion of
high severity fire within a 1 km radius, and
relatively large diameter snags (e.g., >26 cm
dbh) in which to nest. Vierling et al. (2008)
suggested that the mechanism influencing nestsite selection of these two species was similar
to the mechanism associated with the redheaded woodpecker nest-site selection;
selection of nest sites occurred in areas farther
from green forest and in regions dominated by
high severity. This absence of adequate cover
or food may influence the abundance of
mammals that may act as nest predators.
Fire severity may affect movement patterns
and roost use of avian species. CovertBratland et al. (2006, 2007) studied hairy
woodpecker responses to fire severity in
ponderosa pine forests in Arizona during the
winter season. Covert-Bratland et al. (2007)
radio-marked nine hairy woodpeckers and
recorded the use and characteristics of 12
winter roosts. They found that roost trees were

larger in diameter than random trees in the
study site and larger than other trees found
within the same fire severity classes.
Additionally, they found that fire created 67 %
of the roost snags. Covert-Bratland et al.
(2006) noted that hairy woodpeckers had
higher densities in high severity sites; high
beetle (a prey resource for these birds) densities
within those sites in the first 2 yr to 3 yr
following fire were a likely reason for this.
Insect density also influenced woodpecker
home range sizes, which decreased with
increasing insect densities (Covert-Bratland et
al. 2006). Covert-Bratland et al. (2006) noted
that post-fire logging of snags in the first three
years following high severity sites might
decrease important winter foraging resources
for hairy woodpeckers.
future dIrectIons
We focused this review upon indirect
effects of fire severity in ponderosa pine and
aspen forests on avian communities, and our
discussion below is limited to these
ecosystems. Additionally, we focused upon
studies that contained spatially explicit data on
fire severity. Additional reviews that discuss
fire effects on birds in ponderosa pine and
aspen without incorporation of spatially
explicit severity data can be found in Saab and
Powell (2005), Bock and Block (2005), and
Saab et al. (2005).
We found that the majority of studies that
include reproductive success data in relation to
spatially explicit fire severity data have focused
upon woodpecker species. Open cup nesters
typically have lower nest success compared to
cavity nesters (Martin and Li 1992), but it is
unknown whether this pattern is true in burned
forests. Saab et al. (2005) reviewed bird
responses to fire in the northern Rocky
Mountains, and the preponderance of studies
that examine bird reproduction in burned
habitats focused upon cavity nesters

Fire Ecology Vol. 4, No. 2, 2008
doi: 10.4996/fireecology.0402133

Vierling and Lentile: Indirect Effects of Fire Severity on Avian Communities
Page 142

(woodpeckers, flickers, and western bluebirds
[Sialia mexicana]). The studies cited by Saab
et al. (2005) did not incorporate spatially
explicit fire severity data nor did Saab et al.
(2005) find studies that addressed reproduction
of open cup nesters in burned ponderosa pine
and aspen forests. Their review is similar to
ours in that we, too, did not find studies on
reproductive responses of open cup nesters to
fire in ponderosa pine and aspen forests. We
suggest that such studies should be conducted
because species-specific or guild-specific
responses to fire severity may differ depending
on the ecology of different bird species relative
to requirements for food, nesting habitat, and
cover.
Few studies have examined space use
issues and survivorship in the context of
spatially explicit fire severity data. CovertBratland et al. (2006, 2007) examined hairy
woodpecker use of recently burned habitats in
the context of fire severity during the nonbreeding season and in order to do so, used
uniquely marked birds fitted with transmitters.
The ability to follow and identify individuals
is necessary to obtain data on a species’ home
range, survivorship, dispersal, and habitat use
patterns. Such data are critical for management
and conservation of bird species, and are
currently lacking in studies of fire effects on
birds.
Studies examining the effects of spatially
explicit fire severity during the non-breeding
season are limited to Covert-Bratland et al.
(2006, 2007). Although some studies describe
winter community composition of birds in
burned ponderosa pine forests (e.g., Blake
1982), these studies do not examine
communities in the context of fire severity
patterns. During the winter, bird populations
may be negatively affected by abiotic factors
(e.g., weather; Lahti et al. 1998), food
availability (Lahti et al. 1998), and the
potential availability of roost sites (CovertBratland et al. 2007). Food availability and

roost sites (for both cavity and open nesters)
are likely to be dynamic in post-fire
environments. Therefore, we suggest that
additional studies be conducted that address
winter requirements of avian species to better
understand factors that affect roost site
selection and survival.
A variety of species use cavities as a
resource, and multiple studies (Martin et al.
2004, Gentry and Vierling 2008) suggest that
the interactions between cavity excavators and
cavity users are important for wildlife
management.
Nest webs describe the
relationship between tree resources, primary
cavity excavators (e.g., woodpeckers), and
secondary cavity users (i.e., those that use
cavities for nesting and roosting; Martin et al.
2004). Only one study to date examines nest
webs within burned habitats. Such studies
may provide information on how selection by
primary cavity excavators might affect the
overall animal community.
Gentry and
Vierling (2008) studied nest webs in old (>20
yr post-fire) burned ponderosa pine forests in
the Black Hills, and found that a greater
diversity of species use northern flicker cavities
than cavities excavated by other cavity
excavators. Their study is the first to address
nest web interactions in the non-breeding
season in a stand-replacing burn environment.
We suggest that additional research be
conducted on nest webs in the breeding and
non-breeding season in burned environments
to better determine the relative importance of
different excavating species to the overall
cavity-using community.
The majority of studies conducted thus far
have addressed the immediate effects of fire.
For instance, all of the bird studies that
explicitly incorporated fire severity in their
analyses were initiated within the first five
years of the burn, and the majority of these
studies were fewer than five years in duration.
Smucker et al. (2005) noted that studies that
are short in duration (i.e., 1 yr to 2 yr post-fire)
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may not be able to detect meaningful trends.
To our knowledge, few studies extend past five
years in duration. Saab et al. (2007) studied
woodpecker responses in burned forests in
Idaho for >10 years after the fires, and this
represents one of the only examples of a
continuously monitored population following
fire for that duration. Saab et al. (2005)
suggested that long term studies of at least 10
years are needed to better understand effects of
fire on habitats and bird communities.
Nest-site selection studies have focused
upon woodpeckers with different foraging
habits (i.e., aerial insectivores and excavators),
but we know little about the effects of fire
severity on nest-site selection of species that
use cavities but do not excavate them (i.e.,
secondary cavity users). Additionally, no
studies, to our knowledge, incorporate spatially
explicit fire severity effects in examinations of
nest-site selection of open cup nesters in
burned ponderosa pine and aspen forests. The
lack of studies incorporating spatially explicit
fire severity patterns relative to species-specific
demography and habitat selection is a major
gap in our understanding of fire severity effects
on avian communities within ponderosa pine
and aspen forests.
Within the studies that we reviewed,
researchers used multiple remote sensing
classifications to determine fire severity. These
included maps generated by Burned Area
Emergency Rehabilitation (BAER) teams
(Smucker et al. 2005), unsupervised
classifications of remotely sensed data (e.g.,
Vierling et al. 2008), and differenced
Normalized Burn Ratios (e.g., Kotliar et al.
2007). Although the purpose of this paper is
not to compare these methods, we suggest that
future studies assess the outputs of these
methods relative to each other. Kotliar et al.
(2003) compared BAER maps to maps
generated using Normalized Burn Ratio (NBR)
methods and found that BAER maps tended to
overestimate severe burns and underestimate

moderate severity burns. We suggest that the
Kotliar et al. (2003) approach should be
expanded to include more recent approaches to
mapping fire severity (i.e., char fraction;
Hudak et al. 2007, Smith et al. 2007) and that
future comparisons of fire severity
classifications should use metrics that are
spatially appropriate for avian species.
Remote sensing provides a powerful tool
to evaluate ecological change and make
predictions about future habitat conditions. In
this review, we highlighted some of the
capabilities of remote sensing, yet there are
many challenges associated with the broadscale application of these techniques and
resultant comparative assessments. In a review
of fire-related remote sensing applications,
Lentile et al. (2006) recommended that
researchers clarify what exactly is being
measured versus inferred when these
measurements are taken, and avoid categorical
or qualitatively based assessments of burn
severity. In a comprehensive assessment of
nine wildland fires, Hudak et al. (2007)
concluded that remote sensing data are more
strongly correlated with canopy-based metrics
than ground-based measures, and that time
since fire may strongly impact these
relationships. Researchers should also keep in
mind that single images provide a snapshot in
time, while differencing techniques (e.g.,
differenced Normalized Burn Ratio) allow for
detection of ecological change. With increased
reliance on remote sensing, ground-based
validation becomes more critical. Researchers
must adapt where and how they collect their
field data (e.g., plot size, stratification) to the
spatial resolution of the sensor and the wide
range of conditions represented in the imagery.
Researchers need to validate the widely applied
differenced Normalized Burn Ratio (dNBR)
across the range of environments to ensure that
the adopted range of dNBR values is valid for
those environments (Key and Benson 2006).
As an alternative, Lentile et al. (2006) suggest
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using a process that includes local calibration.
Finally, ecologists have long recognized that
large, stand-replacing wildland fires potentially
result in enormous variation in soil, plant, and
animal responses (Turner et al. 1994, Turner et
al. 1997, Peterson 1998, Lentile et al. 2007).
Many of these large fires occurred in dry
ponderosa and mixed-conifer forests of the
west, yet Schnoenagel et al. (2004) aptly point
out the variation in forest types and fire
regimes that occur across the west. The fewer

than 10 avian studies cited within this review
represent the current state of knowledge, at the
time of writing, relating bird responses to fire
severity in ponderosa pine and aspen
ecosystems. Given the high variability in
structure and fire history in ponderosa pine and
aspen ecosystems, multiple studies that are
widely distributed within the range of
ponderosa pine and aspen are needed to better
understand how geographic differences in
severity drive variations in avian responses.
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