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WOODSTOCK — In
an effort to understand
a wicked force of na-
ture, a team of forest re-
searchers has launched
a unique project in the
Hubbard Brook Exper-
imental Forest. With a
concern about how ice
can affect trees, plots in
the forest have been iced
over to study the impact
of frozen water on a for-
est.

The Courier received

information about the
project last week from
Lindsey Rustad, a team
leader and research ecol-
ogist for the U.S. Forest
Service.

“I lived through the
1998 ice storm,” Rustad
said of the epic event
that had a tremendous
impact on the region.

In a forest, she con-
tinued, “We can really
see the legacy of these
events, just like the lega-
cy of hurricanes.”

Three phases are in-

cluded in the forest’s ex-
periment. First, climate
models were examined.
Then, icing in parts of
the forest in Woodstock
is completed. Finally,
the results at Hubbard
Brook will be compared
to plots impacted by the
1998 ice storm.

Forest  researchers
work with climate mod-
eling experts to get a
sense of weather trends,
Rustad said. Based on
projections, she added,
temperature  changes

that promote ice storms
“are likely to increase in
the future.”

Ice storms happen
when warm, moist air
aloft creates rain that
falls through cooler tem-
peratures. The precip-
itation then freezes on
contact with cold surfac-
es.

Rustad said the cli-
mate research points
toward the expectation
that the nation’s “great
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ice storm belt” from
northern Texas through
southern New England
is shifting northward.

Rustad said the For-
est Service is working
with different universi-
ties on the icing experi-
ment. The work is part
of Rustad’s interest to
“manipulate ecosys-
tems to see how they re-
spond,” she said.

Of ice storms, Rus-

BUDGET.

tad said, “We know
they shape our forests,”
but “We don’t really
know that much about
these extreme weather
events.”

Ten plots in the ex-
perimental forest about
the size of a college bas-
ketball court are part of
the ongoing icing study.
Through use of hos-
es, Rustad’s team has
made varying levels of

ice stick to a variety of
trees.

The study is going
to look at the different
impacts the same lev-
el of ice might have on
various tree species.
Rustad noted that ice
one-quarter,  one-half,
and three-quarters of an
inch are being studied
in different experiment
plots.

Added

ice loads

can cause trees to per-
manently bend, lose
branches, or increase
susceptibility to diseas-
es and pests. The vary-
ing levels of ice are part
of the way the team can
determine at what point
trees “go over these tip-
ping points where they
don’t recover.”

Fifty-six plots in Ver-
mont and New Hamp-
shire are part of the
third phase of Rustad’s

study. With damage
from the 1998 storm, the
plots will help research-
ers understand how for-
ests can recover from
ice damage over the next
four years, she said.

“We sent a crew last
summer to look back at
those plots,” Rustad said
of the areas that will in-
form the last part of the
study.

After an ice storm,
temperatures remain-

ing below freezing and
high winds do the most
damage to a forest.

Prior to the icing in
the experimental forest,
Rustad said the team did
a detailed study of indi-
vidual trees. She noted,
“We know every stem”
of each tree in order to
better understand the
changes brought about
by the ice.
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Generally, two fac-
tors determine a tree’s
ability to withstand ice
damage. First, the ten-
sile strength of the wood,
which is something that
gives a stronger species
like red oak an advan-

.

tage over several other
species.  Also, higher
levels of stored carbo-
hydrates can help a tree
brace the storm, Rustad
noted.

Compared to certain
hardwoods like paper

birch, softwoods, such
as balsam fir and white
pine, usually fare bet-
ter at shedding ice and
avoiding long-term dam-
age. Rustad hopes con-
clusions drawn from the
study can provide more

specific details on a spe-
cies-specific basis.

The icing part of the
experiment continues.
Sensors and time-de-
layed cameras will as-
sist researchers gather
as much information as

possible.

Sometime this sum-
mer, Rustad said the
Forest Service hopes to
have aroundtable on the
research findings.

Hubbard Brook Ex-
perimental Forest cel-

ebrated its 60th anni-
versary last year. The
site provides the Forest
Service with a 7,000-acre
outdoor laboratory. For
more information, go
to: www.hubbardbrook.
org.




