Thinning to Obtain Stand Structures for Mule Deer Winter Habitat
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Introduction

Discussion

Mule deer are found from the Yukon Territories in northwest Canada south to the Mexican border and from the
Pacific Coastal mountains in the west to the prairies east of the Rocky Mountains. The Rocky Mountain mule deer
(Oidocoileus hemionus hemionous) is one of four sub-species and reaches its northern limit of continuous
distribution in the vicinity of Williams Lake, British Columbia, Canada.

Interior Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii var. glauca) forests, with appropriate stand structures, provide
important winter habitat for the deer in this area. A considerable area of these forests were logged 40 to 50
years ago, removing many of the larger trees. The resulting stand structures have limited winter habitat value
for the mule deer due to the scarcity of large trees. DBH growth in these forests is slow without intervention,
and it is taking many years to replace the large trees necessary for good winter habitat.

A retrospective analysis of response to precommercial thinning in these stands was undertaken to assess
whether thinning would allow target stand structures to be reached more quickly.

Methods

=There was a clear increase in DBH growth following thinning.

=This response was larger for the smaller DBH classes.

=None of the stands included in this study currently meet the structure targets thought to be necessary for good
mule deer winter habitat, primarily due to a shortage of larger DBH trees.

«The precommercially thinned stands should reach the structure targets considerably sooner (— 20 years ??)
than the control stands.
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The location of study area and Interior Douglas-fir Zone

=The main requirement for good mule deer habitat is uneven-
aged forests, comprised primarily of Douglas-fir with wide

deep crowns, arranged in clumps.

eTarget densities range from 16 to 29 m?/ha in stems > 12.5

cm dbh and from 6 to 16 m?/ha in stems >37.5 cm DBH.
*An ideal quadratic mean DBH is between 28 and 32 cm.

Study Design:

«Fixed-radius plots were located in paired thinned (T) and control (C)
areas in three replicates.

=At least 5 plots were located in each replicate-treatment combination.
=Thinning took place between 1989 and 1991 depending on the
replicate.

«30 Douglas-fir trees were selected in each replicate-treatment
combination, spread across the DBH classes present, and were cored at
breast height in 2000 and radial growth measured.
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Change in 8-Year Average Radial Growth
(Pre- vs. Post-Thinning)

Proportional Change in Radial
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Average annual radial increment for sample trees in the thinned
and control plots, Replicate 2, from:
(a) the 10 cm dbh class; and (b) the > 20 cm dbh class.
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