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PROJECT ABSTRACT: 

Our knowledge of the long-term history of fire in the piñon – juniper and petran chaparral communities of Mesa Verde National Park (MEVE) in southwestern Colorado is very limited.  This is a critical gap in our knowledge because severe stand-replacing wildfires have burned approximately 60% of the Park since 1989.  Previous studies have examined the tree-ring record of the past few centuries.  We propose to investigate records encompassing the past several thousands of years by identifying and examining pollen and charcoal particles deposited in stratigraphic profiles within the Park.  Pollen studies will allow us to reconstruct long-term vegetation changes, while the charcoal record will provide a history of fire over that time period.  Our reconstructions will provide useful data for future management of key plant communities within MEVE.

OBJECTIVES:

The objective of this research is to provide Park managers with data on the long-term history of fire and vegetation for Mesa Verde National Park.  Our goal is to obtain sediment cores or stratigraphic profiles from several locations within the Park and analyze the charcoal and pollen content using a fine-interval technique (see below).  This technique will allow us to build a general chronology of fire and vegetation change for the past several thousands of years for the Park.  

The intended outcome of this research is to provide:

1) information on long-term trends in fire within the Park that can be used to confirm or modify present fire management plans; 

2) a chronology of vegetation change that has occurred within the Park over the same time period; and 

3) an evaluation of times in the past that may be analogous to proposed scenarios of the future when climate may be considerably warmer.  

Specific questions to be answered include:

1) What has been the natural fire rotation cycle for different sites within Mesa Verde National Park over the past several thousand years?

2) What changes have occurred in the vegetation of the Park over that time period?

3) What is the relationship between fire history, vegetation change and climate change?  

4) How have human populations affected (or have been relatively ineffective) the natural disturbance cycle of the Park?
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