
The Future of Buffalo Creek 
 

There are two major things happening in the Buffalo Creek area: 

• First, the Forest Service is thinning the forest to reduce the potential for 
uncontrollable wild land fire; and  

• Second, the natural cycling of the Douglas-fir Tussock moth is infesting portions 
of the area.  

These two factors may reduce the number of trees available in the Christmas tree 
cutting area in future years.  In the past, the Forest Service has sold more than 7,500 
permits each year.  For 2015, the Forest Service plans to sell 5,000 permits for the 
Buffalo Creek area.  It is anticipated that in the near future, only about half that many 
permits will be sold.  In addition, the majority of the trees in the area will be substantially 
smaller than those that the public has become accustomed to cutting.   

“The current forest conditions combined with greater human 
encroachment into forestlands have dramatically increased the risk of loss 
of life and property from wildfires in recent years.  The current forested 
landscape condition does not reflect the Buffalo Creek areas historic 
ability to withstand low intensity fires that burned through the area every 
10 to 35 years.  Past fire control (suppression), logging, and grazing 
allowed smaller, thin barked trees to proliferate.  This resulted in relatively 
dense, even-aged, closed-crown forest condition throughout the 
ponderosa pine/Douglas-fir forest that have a much higher risk of 
catastrophic fire compared to pre-settlement conditions which were 
surface and mixed severity fires.  Because the forests have very little 
down wood to permit low-intensity ground fires, prescribed fires alone are 
unable to modify the forest structure.  The existing small trees serve as 
ladder fuels, permitting surface fires to climb into the tree canopy and 
become crown fires.  Wildfire will carry as a high-intensity crown fire under 
hot, dry, and windy conditions that are common in early summer.”   

“Current research in the Upper South Platte watershed and knowledge of 
wildfire behavior indicate that modification of forest structure and 
composition…..will help fire-control efforts and reduce the likelihood of 
future large-scale fires.”  (From the Upper South Platte Watershed 
Protection and Restoration Project Decision Notice and Finding of No 
Significant Impact Phase 2 Environmental Assessment pages 2 and 5.) 

As part of actively managing the forest, individuals cutting Christmas trees have helped 
to remove the smaller, denser trees that act as ladder fuels that permit the surface fires 



to climb into the tree canopy.  However, the larger trees have remained relatively dense.  
The active management being undertaken in the Buffalo Creek area is to thin the larger 
trees to return the forest to the more open conditions.    

As part of a natural forest, the Douglas-fir Tussock Moth is infesting some of the trees.  
The Tussock Moth eats the tree needles and, in severe infestations, many trees are 
killed.  This insect plays a natural role in creating and maintaining open forest 
conditions.  These two combined efforts will help restore the Buffalo Creek area to the 
more historic conditions. 

At the current time, the combined of the two above events have decreased the number 
of suitable trees in the Christmas tree cutting area.  In the following years, fewer 
Christmas tree permits will be sold.  In addition, the available trees may be smaller than 
what individuals are accustomed to cut.  However, with the more open forest, additional 
trees will grow and will need cutting to maintain the open forest conditions.     

Although with less Christmas tree permits available, the Forest Service anticipates 
permits will continue to be sold, allowing the public to cut Christmas trees in the Buffalo 
Creek area.  With the public’s assistance, the cutting of the Christmas trees will greatly 
help to keep the forest thinned and keep it more historic conditions for many 
generations to come. 


