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The importance of Great Smoky
Mountains National Park for wood thrush

Large, intact forests are believed to be important population
sources for Neotropical landbirds. Great Smoky Mountains
National Park, at the border of Tennessee and North Carolina, is
one such area, with 508,198 acres (205,665 ha) of contiguous for-
est in the center of 4.9 million acres (2 million ha) of public land.
The park’s temperate climate, broad temperature and moisture
gradients, and steep, complex topography all contribute to a
diversity in bird species unlike any other area in North America.
To evaluate the role the park plays in maintaining regional song-
bird populations, three researchers studied the productivity of
the wood thrush (Hylocichla mustelina [Simons, T. R., G. L.
Farnsworth, and S. A. Shriner. 2000. Evaluating Great Smoky
Mountains National Park as a population source for the wood
thrush. Conservation Biology 14(4):1133–44]). Great Smoky
Mountains National Park is estimated to support a wood thrush
breeding population of approximately 10,000 nesting pairs.

The high productivity of wood thrushes in the Great Smoky
Mountains (3.31 nestlings per successful nest) indicates that the
park provides high-quality nesting habitat. But daily nest survival
rates also were below those reported in studies of wood thrush-
es in other areas, suggesting that the park may support more
diverse and abundant predators. The researchers concluded that
although Great Smoky Mountains National Park is a substantial
population source for wood thrushes on a local scale, its poten-
tial to sustain regional or continental wood thrush populations is
limited. Their findings indicate that large areas of suitable habi-
tat outside protected areas and other public lands are necessary
to sustain continental breeding populations of Neotropical birds.

Lessons from
the Yellowstone
fires of 1988

In spring 2001, as the
snow melted off the mil-
lions of acres of
Western forest and
grassland that had been
hit by the previous sum-
mer’s record-breaking
fire season, land man-
agers began looking for
signs of ecological
change. They could find
some clues about what
to expect from the newly released Yellowstone in the
Afterglow: Lessons from the Fires (Franke, M. F.
2000. National Park Service, Mammoth Hot Springs,
Wyoming. YCR-NR-2000-03). Yellowstone National
Park produced the 118-page book to summarize the

results of several-hundred research projects that have been con-
ducted since 1.4 million acres burned in the greater Yellowstone
area in 1988. Many dire predictions were made that summer
about the park’s future—that wildlife would be reduced, that the
forests would have to be replanted, that increased erosion would
cause flooding downstream of the park, that visitation would
decline. Instead, the research conducted in a variety of disci-
plines by dozens of scientists from academia and government
have largely documented the resilience of the Yellowstone
ecosystem in response to large fires.

The moose population on Yellowstone’s Northern Range
appears to have declined in part because of the loss of old-growth
forest, and aspen seedlings are growing in burned areas where
aspen had not previously existed, but these are the exceptions. For
the most part, the fires of 1988 did not affect the abundance, dis-
tribution, or diversity of the park’s plant and animal communities.
In addition to demonstrating how such conclusions were arrived
at, Yellowstone in the Afterglow explains the history of the park’s
controversial fire management policy and how public perceptions
of the park and of wildland fire have changed over the years. The
book is available in PDF format on the park’s website at
www.nps.gov/yell/publications/pdfs/fire/afterglow.htm.

New book showcases geology of Utah parks

Utah’s parks and monuments contain some of the most spec-
tacular geology and landscapes found anywhere in the world. To
celebrate Utah’s geologic parks during the millennium year, the
Utah Geological Association (UGA) published a guidebook that
highlights the geology of the state’s parks and monuments
(Sprinkel, D. A., T. C. Chidsey, Jr., and P. B. Anderson, editors.
2000. Geology of Utah’s Parks and Monuments. UGA Publication
28. 644 pages. ISBN 0-9702571-0-4).
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Scientific research into various aspects of the great Yellowstone fires of 1988 is sum-
marized in a recent publication by the park entitled Yellowstone in the Afterglow.


