
Conifer Expansion in Montana’s High Divide Headwaters

We often think of thick stands of evergreen trees as a sign of healthy 
habitat. But that’s not always the case. Conifers – evergreen trees such as 
juniper, pine, and Douglas fir – are expanding into sagebrush grassland, 
aspen, and streamside habitats and muscling out plants on which key 
wildlife depend.

Conifer expansion fragments habitats and reduces the great mosaic of different 
native habitat types that make the High Divide Headwaters so special.

Although conifers are native, across the West, they are spreading far 
beyond their historic borders for several reasons.

• A misunderstanding of the role of fire in maintaining healthy,  diverse 
habitats led people to stamp out wildfire for more than a century. 

• Unregulated livestock grazing in the early to mid 1900s removed grasses 
that helped carry fire and left little competition for conifer seedlings. 

• Relatively wet conditions in the early to mid 1900s created optimum 
growing conditions for these trees. 

WHY IS THIS HAPPENING?
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WILDLIFE, HUNTING & FISHING
As conifers become more dominant, they use more water, allowing them to outcompete grasses, 
and other plants and shrubs. Less of this vegetation means less forage for wildlife. The loss of 
plants and their root systems makes the soil less able to absorb rain and snowmelt, allowing 
more runoff and erosion to occur. More water for conifers and less water in our soils also means 
less in streams and rivers. That can lead to warm waters and rivers closed to fishing.

SEVERE WILDFIRES
Conifer expansion also increases the risk of more severe and damaging wildfires. Typically, 
grassland fires move fast and are fairly low intensity, so vegetation returns relatively quickly. 
When fire was allowed to occur naturally, it kept fuel levels down and revitalized habitat by 
removing old, unproductive grasses or shrubs. But conifers are a much heavier fuel, feeding fires 
that burn longer and hotter than grasses, with much more time needed for post-fire recovery. 

LIVESTOCK AND LIVELIHOODS
Just as conifer expansion reduces forage for wildlife, livestock are also affected by loss of 
grassland. One reason that Beaverhead County is number one in the state’s cattle production 
is because of our productive sagebrush grasslands. Our local economy depends on healthy 
rangelands and clean, cool, and abundant waters, so we need to do everything possible to ensure 
they thrive for both people and nature.

WHY DO WE CARE?

For more information, contact:  Sean Claffey at 406-683-8017 or sean.claffey@tnc.org.

While it may seem odd to see a conservation group cutting down trees, it is the best way 
to restore and maintain our vital sagebrush grasslands and all of our diverse habitats. The 
Southwest Montana Sagebrush Partnership has launched an ambitious effort to remove 
conifers where they have had the greatest impact on both public and private sagebrush. 

FINDING SOLUTIONS

Since 1953, conifers have 
expanded into roughly 

200,000 acres of sagebrush 
grassland in Southwest 

Montana.

70-80% of historic aspen 
habitat in the Beaverhead-
Deerlodge National Forest 

has been lost to conifer 
expansion.


