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The trend of hotter summers and drought in 
southwest Oregon—and much of the West—is 
affecting our forests. Drive through the Rogue 
Valley, and you’ll likely see typically green hillsides 
where large patches of trees have turned red, 
brown, and gray. 

Douglas-fir trees, especially in lower elevations, are 
experiencing drastic die-off, and the mortality rate 
is expected to increase significantly in the coming 
years. The Rogue Valley is one of the most impacted 
areas in southwest Oregon, and the sight of 
Douglas-fir declining across Jackson and Josephine 
Counties can be jarring.

Annual survey flights by U.S. Forest Service Forest 
Health Protection scientists showed that more 

Douglas-fir trees died in southwest Oregon from 
2015-2019 than in the prior forty years. More recent 
aerial surveys showed a jump from 50,000 acres 
impacted in 2019 to over 458,000 acres in 2022, 
and an additional 428,000 acres impacted between 
2023-2024.

The unprecedented pace, scale, and severity of 
tree mortality creates new forest and wildfire 
management challenges. The impact of mass tree 
mortality on communities and ecosystems has been 
studied in the southern Sierra Nevada range in 
California and elsewhere. Die-off and unprecedented 
fires have led to devastated communities and long-
term forest degradation—outcomes that may yet be 

mitigated here in southwest Oregon. 
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Why does it look like our forests are dying?



ADDITIONAL RESOURCE

Trees on the Edge: Understanding Douglas-
fir Decline and Mortality in Southwest 
Oregon from our partners at Oregon State 
University Extension Service: https://extension.
oregonstate.edu/catalog/em-9406-trees-edge

pg. 2     n     Douglas-fir Decline Across the Rogue Valley     n     rogueforestpartners.org

	9 Removal of tribal land stewardship 

	9 Over a century of fire suppression

	9 Overcrowded forests 

	9 Drought and extreme heat waves 

	9 Disease and insect infestation

Douglas-fir die-off is a symptom of forests 
growing overcrowded with dense younger and 
smaller trees without exposure to low-severity 
fire that historically maintained open conditions.  
This overcrowding is compounded by shifting 
environmental conditions, including prolonged 
drought and more frequent, longer, extreme 
heat waves. These conditions result in elevated 
levels of stress, which makes the trees susceptible 
to mortality from wood-boring insects and 
hot droughts.

For millennia prior to Euro-American colonization, 
indigenous burning practices and lightning fires 
shaped and maintained healthy forests and 
woodlands with fewer trees and more open, 
healthy canopies. Around the forested fringe 
of the valley floor—for example in the Ashland 
Watershed and nearby drainages—low- to 
moderate-severity fires occurred every 5-7 years, 
according to tree ring and fire scar research 
published by local Rogue Forest Partners member 
The Nature Conservancy. 

The removal of tribal land stewardship, over 
170 years of fire suppression policies, and 
management decisions to promote timber 
production have allowed Douglas-fir populations 
to encroach on and crowd out legacy pines 
and cedars, and over-top more fire-resilient 
hardwoods. As Douglas-fir trees spread into new 
areas where they were not historically common, 
the forest canopy became denser. This created 
more competition between trees and largely 
eliminated the lush, diverse ground plants that 
had thrived in the shade below. Forests that were 
once much more open and dominated by large, 
old, fire-resilient trees now host an excess of 
younger, overcrowded, and weakened trees.

Recent years have been some of the hottest on 
record in southwest Oregon, within a drought 
period spanning two decades. Tree die-off is most 
prevalent on drier sites with 35 inches or less of 
annual average precipitation, as well as in thin or 
clay soils, where historically more open pine and 
oak stands prevailed. Under drought stress, the 
weakened Douglas-firs become susceptible to 
disease and insects, particularly by the flatheaded 
fir borer beetle.

Douglas-fir trees are widespread and still 
abundant at mid elevations where they are a 
component of dry and moist mixed conifer and 
hardwood forests.

What is causing Douglas-fir trees to die?

https://extension.oregonstate.edu/catalog/em-9406-trees-edge
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/catalog/em-9406-trees-edge
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What are the risks with Douglas-fir decline?

	9 High-severity wildfires that burn hotter and longer

	9 Destruction of homes, businesses, and infrastructure

	9 Loss of recreation areas and wildlife habitat

	9 Safety risks for prescribed and wildland fire operations

Overcrowded forests are already at elevated risk of severe wildfire, 
especially where overly dense stands—such as those now dominated by 
Douglas-firs—have developed. Dense stands have filled in formerly open 
woodlands, reducing beneficial variations in forest habitat and degrading 
conditions for some species of wildlife.

While dead trees, both standing and on the ground, provide habitat for 
some wildlife species, excessive densities of dead and declining trees 
create unprecedented fuel accumulations, contributing to megafires that 
have become more frequent over the past two decades. Dead trees have 
low moisture content and dry out quickly, making them more likely to 
ignite, carry fire into the forest canopy, speed the spread of fire through 
blowing embers, and contribute to large, fast-moving wildfires. 

High concentrations of dead and dying trees near homes, infrastructure, 
and recreation areas increase risk of harm to life and property. 

Falling trees are one of the leading causes of wildland firefighter 
fatalities. These conditions may limit personnel deployment 
options during response. Standing dead trees also pose safety 

issues for recreating visitors and forest restoration workers. 

As dead branches and trees fall, the resulting heavy surface fuels burn 
hotter and longer, limiting prescribed fire opportunities while elevating 
the risk of rapid fire growth, larger wildfire footprints, and high-severity 
fire effects. In large patches of high-severity fire (referred to as “stand-
replacing” fires), soil and seedbed impacts can last for decades. Areas 
may convert to grassland or shrubland, or become infested with weeds 
degrading the ecosystems that sustain us. In some areas, this loss of 
forest can accelerate erosion and degrade water supply and critical 
wildlife habitat. 

Tree mortality at this scale is changing fire behavior, wildfire response, and 
land management decision-making. 
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What can we do about Douglas-fir mortality?

	þ Ecological selective thinning

	þ Reduce fuels with low-intensity fire 

	þ Integrate tribal land stewardship

The more we can proactively deal with the 
Douglas-fir die-off, the better off our firefighters, 
communities, forests, and woodlands will be. 

Currently, Rogue Forest Partners are working 
together on forest restoration and ecologically 
based fuels reduction across thousands of acres 
of federal and private lands per year in southern 
Oregon. These projects are based on the best 
available science and increasingly integrate 
Indigenous Traditional Ecological Knowledge as a 
best practice. We continue to grow partnerships 
with Tribal Nations and tribal communities, along 
with regional nonprofit organizations, state and 
federal agencies, and communities, as we strive to 
increase broad collaboration around the issue.

For many active stewardship projects in our area, 
the first goal is to thin excess trees that grew in 
the absence of frequent low to mixed-severity 
fire, especially dense Douglas-fir. Selective 
thinning of green trees improves access to 
water, soil nutrients, and sunlight for remaining 
trees, and is key to the health of pines and oaks 
that are more tolerant to drought and fire. This 
work aims to return more resilient, healthy forest 
conditions that include a vibrant understory full of 

wildlife, pollinators and birds. Stewardship plans 
often integrate “leave” areas, also called “skips,” 
where patches are left alone to provide diverse 
wildlife habitat and prevent erosion where soil is 
less stable. 

Recognizing that Douglas-fir die-off is increasing 
and likely to worsen with projected trends, Rogue 
Forest Partners have studied the latest science, 
visited impacted areas, and met with experts. The 
results indicate that as conditions trends toward 
hotter and drier, forests with less Douglas-fir and 
more pines, oaks, and hardwoods will be better-
adapted to survive droughts, heat waves, and fires. 

On many hillsides, the severity of the issue calls 
for more intensive thinning, which will leave 
fewer Douglas-fir trees and more manageable 
fuel levels. This requires a collaborative, strategic 
approach that integrates broad perspectives and 
builds bridges through the stewardship of federal, 
municipal, and private lands. 

Reducing overall tree density and removing 
over-abundant dead and dying trees in 
strategic areas close to homes, ridgelines, and 
roadways can ease some of the impacts of wildfire 
events to the ecosystem, provide safer ingress and 
egress for firefighters, and improve community 
resilience. In north slopes and cool drainages 
that are less susceptible to adverse impacts, 
more Douglas-fir trees may be retained to sustain 
habitat diversity.
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What do these projects look like?

Projects designed to address Douglas-fir die-off may look different from other 
well-known forest restoration projects, such as the Ashland Forest Resiliency 
Stewardship Project (ashlandwatershed.org), which was designed well 
before the rapid escalation of the issue over the past several years. 

Large Douglas-fir trees (one-foot in diameter or larger) are dying at higher 
rates in the current die-off. To help forests adapt to changing conditions, 
restoration projects will need to remove more Douglas-fir trees than they 
typically have in the past. Proactive thinning of green trees now can avoid 
unprecedented fuel accumulation in the future, with all the significantly 
negative consequences that would entail. 

Here are two examples of such projects taking place in the Rogue Valley:

The City of Ashland launched the 2023 Ashland Forestlands 

Adaptation Project to address the issue on City lands in the Ashland 

Watershed: https://ashlandoregon.gov/958

The BLM Medford District is planning the Strategic Operations for 

Safety - Salvage and Removal of Dead and Dying Conifers project: 

https://eplanning.blm.gov/eplanning-ui/project/2035179/510

A mix of species and tree sizes across the forest is important to 
biodiversity and resilience. Rogue Forest Partners continue to prioritize 
retaining and protecting large and old legacy trees, including healthy 
Douglas-fir, and also leaving some untreated patches (“skips”) for alternative 
wildlife habitat and soil stability. Where overly dense stands of Douglas-fir 
developed in the absence of regular fire and are now dying, restoration plans 
may include replanting with more resilient species, such as ponderosa and 
sugar pine, incense cedar, and black oak, to increase species diversity and 
forest resilience. Snags can also be left for wildlife habitat where they present 
a low impact to community and ecosystem wildfire risk.

While the treatments will look different than in past projects, the 
landscape is already rapidly changing as a result of Douglas-fir mortality, a 
symptom of an overcrowded forest in need of restoration. The end-goal of the 
projects remains the same: a more open, healthy forest with a mix of pines, 
oaks, and hardwoods better-adapted to survive droughts, heat waves, and 
fires—conditions that more closely resemble historic forests under indigenous 
stewardship. The added intensity and urgency of the work elevates the need 
for these actions to be ever more collaborative, to increase efficiencies and 
built trust for actions that support resilient forests and communities.
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https://ashlandwatershed.org/
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How are these projects funded and why are treatments time-sensitive?

	$ Funding from federal and state 
agencies, municipalities, and tribes

	$ Funding from private donors, 
nonprofits, and foundations 

All the projects being designed and implemented 
by Rogue Forest Partners are based on ecological 
and community safety values rather than profit. 
Forest health and adaptation treatments are 
generally expensive, and made possible through 
a combination of funding from federal and state 
agencies, as well as from municipalities, tribes, 
nonprofit organizations, and private donors and 
foundations. 

In some project areas, commercially viable trees, 
especially Douglas-fir, can be removed and sold 
to local mills. Revenue can help cover part of 
the treatment costs or fund additional work like 
prescribed burning. Selling some by-product logs 
also supports local contractors and businesses. 
Most projects include a mix of commercial and 
non-commercial ecological thinning work. 

Douglas-fir die-off imposes urgency on 
project planning. After about a year, dead trees 
develop enough decay that they have little to no 
commercial value.

If forests with high mortality are not treated 
within this year window, the cost of treatment 
rises significantly as mills can no longer justify 
paying for the trees, and the potential to offset 
costs is lost. Increased costs reduce the number 
of acres that can be treated across the landscape, 
amplifying the risks to communities and the 
ecosystem.

The Douglas-fir mortality issue is already so 
widespread that partners lack the funding and 
capacity to treat all areas that are experiencing or 
at high risk for future Douglas-fir die-off. Rogue 
Forest Partners are committed to supporting 
prompt response through an all-lands, all-hands 
approach that strategically prioritizes treatments 
where they will bring the most benefit to forest 
health and community safety. We continue to seek 
out additional funds to do more work. 

Immediate, urgent action is needed 
to make a difference in places where 
it matters most to our communities, 
especially where firefighters have the 

best chance of containing wildfires. 

Rogue Forest Partners encourage residents 
to learn about our changing forests, join the 
conversation, and support our efforts to create 
safer and healthier forests for people and nature.
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An area with significant Douglas-fir 
mortality after a severe burn.



ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Visit rogueforestpartners.org 

and click the Resources tab on 

the main menu.

Rogue Basin Strategy:  
A road map to better southern 
Oregon forests  | SOFRC

Trees on the Edge: 
Understanding Douglas-fir  
Decline and Mortality in 
Southwest Oregon | OSU

Forest Restoration and Fuels 

Reduction: Convergent or 
Divergent? | S. Stephens, et al.

Ashland Forestland Climate 

Change Adaptation Project 

The Rogue Forest Partners (RFP) are a group of four nonprofits 
and six public agencies working collaboratively to implement 
forest restoration projects across both public and private lands 
in the Rogue Basin. This cross-boundary approach leverages the 
strengths of all our partners and improves the effectiveness of 
our work. We convene experts in natural and cultural resources, 
including forestry, public lands, wildlife, conservation, and 
indigenous fire—to engage with landowners, conservationists, 
businesses, tribal leaders, elected officials and others with an 
interest in Rogue Basin forests. 

Rogue Forest Partners are actively improving our collaborative 
process to provide greater broad-based access to decision 
making, as well as strengthened understanding of and support 
for forest restoration. We recognize that, as an emerging and 
rapidly changing issue facing our forests, projects addressing 
Douglas-fir mortality require increased community engagement 
and we are committed to offering a range of community 
meetings, tours, and other ways to seek input. We also recognize 
that our Partner organizations have their own projects and 
associated engagement strategies to address the issue.

To be more engaged with us, please visit the Rogue Forest 
Partners website and follow us on social media for information 
about community tours and meetings.

rogueforestpartners .org

https://rogueforestpartners.org/

