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Abstract: Forest management activities often include fuels reduction through mechanized thinning
followed by prescribed fire to remove slash. Management prescriptions may include the retention of
logs for wildlife habitat and microsites for enhanced tree regeneration. We examined aboveground
microclimate and belowground soil temperature and volumetric water content (VWC) dynamics
beneath and adjacent to logs at 10, 20, and 30 cm depths in a mixed conifer forest. We assessed
the soil variables over 7 years during pre-treatment, post-thinning, and post-fire using a Before–
After/Control–Impact experimental design. We found that thinning and burning caused large
increases in solar radiation and mean and maximum wind speeds, but only small changes in air
temperature and humidity. The treatments increased the soil temperatures beneath the logs by up to
2.7 ◦C during spring, summer, and fall; the soil VWC increased from 0.05 to 0.08 m3/m3 year-round at
20 and 30 cm depths. Microsites 1–2 m away from the logs also showed soil temperature increases of
up to 3.6 ◦C in spring, summer, and fall, while the measurements of the soil VWC produced variable
results (moderate increases and decreases). The increased VWC in late winter/spring likely resulted
from reduced plant transpiration and greater snow amounts reaching the ground without being
intercepted by the forest canopy. Log retention on thinned and burned sites provided microsites
with increased soil temperature and moisture in the top 30 cm, which can enhance soil ecosystem
processes and provide refugia for invertebrate and vertebrate wildlife.

Keywords: prescribed fire; forest restoration; amphibian conservation; climate change; forest logging

1. Introduction

Forest restoration and management activities to prevent or reduce the impacts of
high-severity wildfires to ecosystems and biodiversity are becoming more critical with
the threat of climate warming, land use change, and increased wildfire frequency [1–5].
Climate change is leading to higher temperatures, lower humidity, and greater vapor
pressure deficits [6]. The result is larger areas of wildland burns due to lower fuel moisture
levels [7,8]. In addition, forest regeneration is being reduced under these conditions as a
result of greater moisture deficits that inhibit post-fire seedling re-establishment, growth,
and eventual survival to reproductive age [9]. In the extreme, such as in the southern
Rocky Mountains, extensive high-severity stand-replacement fires are resulting in the
conversion of forests to montane meadows and shrublands, with minimal or no conifer
re-establishment [10–12].

To reduce the risk of high-severity wildfire, forest restoration actions in stands with
high fuel loads and increased densities of trees often involve thinning operations followed
by planned broadcast burns to remove slash and expose mineral soils to colonization by
herbaceous grasses and forbs. As part of this strategy, some existing logs or freshly cut tree
boles may be intentionally left behind to provide microsites for tree seedling recruitment
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(voluntary or re-planted) [13] and wildlife habitat [14]. Logs and other coarse woody debris
have long been recognized as important forest ecosystem components, providing hetero-
geneity to soil environments [15,16]. Soil micro-climatological conditions (temperature
and moisture) following forest management and fire drive rates of soil respiration and
organic matter decomposition [17–25], diversity of fungi [26,27], abundance, metabolic rate,
and reproduction of soil invertebrates [28–31], and environmental refugia for vertebrate
wildlife [32–36].

Previous studies on soil temperature and moisture changes with forest thinning
and burning have produced a range of results. In natural (untreated) forests, micro-
environmental differences exhibit soil temperatures at a 5 cm depth that are approximately
1 ◦C warmer in gaps vs. understory and soil moisture 2–6% higher in shaded understory
sites [18]. For thinned forests, thinning operations have resulted in soil temperature
increases (compared to no-thinning controls) of 2.5–15 ◦C, while the soil moisture responses
vary from no differences between treatments to somewhat drier (decrease of 10%) or wetter
(increase of 15%) in post-thinned environments [37–39]. In forests that have been thinned
and then burned, the soil temperatures have increased by 0–8 ◦C, and the soil moisture has
shown increases between 2% and 40% [38,40].

Clear-cutting forests leads to soil temperature increases of 0.8–8 ◦C, but the effects on
soil moisture range from decreases by up to 14%, to no effect, and to increases by up to
30% [25,41–45]. Within clear-cuts, the presence of slash reduces the soil temperatures by 0.5
to 2.5 ◦C and either has no effect on soil moisture or increases soil moisture by 3–5% and can
reduce the rate of soil moisture depletion from spring to summer [46–49]. Clear-cuts that
are subsequently treated with a slash burning also experience increased soil temperatures
in the range of 1–6 ◦C, while soil moisture can be either decreased by 30% or increased by
12–20% compared to control sites [19,50,51].

Salvage logging following fires or wind-throw events have shown either no soil
temperatures responses or 1–10 ◦C soil temperature increases compared to those recorded
in areas without salvage operations. Soil moisture can be higher by <1% to 7% on both
non-salvaged sites and salvaged sites if branches are left on site after logging [13,52–55].

The high variability across studies of the soil temperature and moisture responses
to forest management operations can be attributed to differences in forest type (e.g., pine
forest versus mixed conifer versus boreal spruce forests), regional climate (seasonally warm
and dry versus consistently cool and moist), soil types, slope and aspect, depth of litter
layers, presence and amounts of coarse woody debris, and amount of remaining forest
canopy that can intercept/re-direct precipitation (especially snowfall). Large increases
in soil temperature (~15 ◦C) can create inhospitable conditions for tree regeneration and
wildlife; hence, site-specific assessments of forest management practices are necessary to
evaluate their potential impacts to the resident flora and fauna.

In this case study, our goal was to understand the impacts of forest thinning and
subsequent broadcast slash burning on the soil micro-environment below and adjacent
to pre-existing logs left in the project area. We anticipated that removing some of the
forest canopy would alter air temperatures, humidity, wind, and solar radiation, which
in turn would affect the soil temperatures and moisture levels in the vicinity of the logs.
We endeavored to evaluate these micro-environmental changes at different soil depths
via a 7-year “Before–After/Control–Impact” (BACI) experimental design, testing the null
hypothesis that forest thinning and burning would have no effect on any environmental
variable. We anticipated that the soil temperatures would increase (due to greater solar
radiation exposure) and that soil moisture would decrease (due to greater evaporation and
transpiration of the colonizing herbaceous vegetation), though the a priori magnitudes of
these changes would be difficult to predict, given the large range of responses observed in
previous studies.
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2. Materials and Methods

We conducted the study in the Jemez Mountains of northern New Mexico, within
the National Park Service’s Valles Caldera National Preserve (Preserve) (Figure 1). The
Preserve is a volcanic caldera with numerous internal rhyolite domes [56] and comprises
36,000 ha of high-elevation (2380–3430 m) coniferous forests and meadows. A former
sheep and cattle ranch that had been subjected to extensive forest clear-cutting in the 20th
century, the Preserve was acquired by the Federal Government in 2000; extensive landscape
restoration programs for forests, rangelands, and wetlands have been underway since 2003.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. Map of the Cerro Seco study site location on Valles Caldera National Preserve, NM. 
 
 

Figure 1. Map of the Cerro Seco study site in Valles Caldera National Preserve, NM.

The study site was on the western slope of Cerro Seco (Figure 1; Lat. 35◦57′11′′, Long.
106◦35′30′′, elevation 2665 m, and a slope of 18%). The site’s mixed conifer forest consisted
of ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa Lawson & C. Lawson), Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii
(Mirb.) Franco), white fir (Abies concolor (Gord. & Glend.) Lindl. ex Hildebr.), Colorado
blue spruce (Picea pungens Engelm.), and Engelmann spruce (Picea engelmannii Parry ex
Engelm.). Fire suppression/prevention efforts throughout the 20th century allowed the tree
density on the site to exceed 1100 trees/ha at the time of the study; Cerro Seco had been
selectively logged during 1980–1991 [57]. The soils are alluvium from ~800,000-year-old
pyroclasts, classified as Vitrandic Agriudolls and Hapludalfs [58]; these soils, of volcanic
rhyolite parent materials, comprise the majority of soil types in Cerro Seco and nearby
volcanic domes of comparable age. The mean annual precipitation is 594 mm, with ~40%
of it falling as rain during the summer monsoons, and ~50% coming as winter snows; the
mean monthly temperatures range from −4.8 ◦C in January to 15.4 ◦C in July (Valle Grande
Remote Access Weather Station (RAWS) data, 2003–2022 [59]).
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We designed the study to assess the influence of forest thinning operations and slash
burning on soil temperature and moisture beneath and adjacent to logs using a Before–
After/Control–Impact (BACI) experimental design. We instrumented four logs, two of
which served as controls (North and South Control Logs), while two were subjected
to thinning and burning treatments (North and South Treatment Logs). The logs were
selected after canvasing the thinning unit and adjacent control forest and appeared to
have been cut during the logging period 25 years before. The logs had lost most of
their branches and bark, but their sapwood was still relatively solid. The diameters at
midpoint (instrument locations) ranged from 37 to 52 cm. The logs were oriented east–west
or northeast–southwest. Micro-environmental measurements were recorded at each log
with on-site weather stations and belowground sensors. Sensors for soil temperature and
moisture (volumetric water content, VWC) were deployed at three soil depths (10, 20, and
30 cm) in five columns: one column directly beneath a log, and four columns at 1 and 2 m
distances north and south of the logs (Figure 2); due to shading effects of the logs and
accumulation of winter snows, the north sides of the logs were predicted to be cooler and
wetter than the south sides, at least in sites closer to the log. Weather stations were installed
next to each log; the weather station and soil sensor data loggers were enclosed in steel
cattle panels to prevent elk from damaging the instruments.
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Figure 2. Schematic layout of the soil sensors relative to a log (not to scale).

We measured forest stand characteristics at each site using NPS Preserve standard
protocols [60], including tree species composition, tree density, percentage canopy cover,
and litter depth. The sample plots were 20 × 25 m, centered on each study log. The
measurements were taken annually during summer/fall periods.

The weather stations included sensors for air temperature and relative humidity
(Decagon Model VP-3; Meter Group, Pullman, WA, USA), wind speed and direction
(Davis cup anemometer, 2 m high; Davis Instruments Corporation, Hayward, CA, USA),
photosynthetically active radiation (PAR) (QSO_S PAR Photon Flux Sensor, 170 cm high;
ICT International, Armidale, NSW, Australia), and precipitation (tipping-bucket ECRN-50;
Meter Group), with a Decagon EM50 datalogger (Meter Group). The soil probes were
Decagon 5TM sensors (Meter Group) for temperature and volumetric water content (VWC).

The instruments were deployed in September 2015 and became operational on 1 Octo-
ber 2015; the study ran for 7 water years, ending on 30 September 2022. The instruments
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measured all variables each minute, and the data loggers recorded 10 min average values
(except for precipitation, for which the totals were recorded). The 10 min data values were
averaged to produce mean daily values for graphical presentation, and the daily values
were averaged for mean weekly values for statistical analyses. The precipitation collectors
could not measure snowfall; so, winter precipitation data (November–March) were taken
by a nearby Ameriflux ET Flux Tower [61] (4.5 km south of the study site and at a similar
elevation of 2740 m; see https://ameriflux.lbl.gov/sites/siteinfo/US-Vcs#data-citation,
accessed 31 January 2023).

The study included three periods of instrument measurements: (1) a two-year pre-
treatment period (from October 2015 to December 2017); (2) a forest thinning treatment
in December 2017, followed by two years of post-thinning measurements (December
2017–October 2019); and (3) a planned managed broadcast burn on 17–18 October 2019,
followed by three years of post-fire measurements. We separated the data into seasonal
periods to assess differences in warming versus cooling trends: Spring = April–May;
Summer = June–August; Fall = September–October; Winter = November–March.

We used a 2 × 3 × 4 × 5 Repeated-Measures Analysis of Variance with 4-way interac-
tions to test for differences in the mean weekly values among the treatments (control vs.
thinning + burning), periods (pre-treatment, post-thinning, post-burning), seasons (spring,
summer, fall, winter), and locations (beneath a log, 1 m north, 2 m north, 1 m south, 2 m
south). The treatments and locations were analyzed as between-subject factors, and the
periods and seasons were analyzed as within-subject factors. We identified significant dif-
ferences among the means using the Least Significant Difference (LSD) means comparison
tests. The absolute difference values for reporting were corrected for a priori microsite
differences between control and treatment sites using Z-scores, in which the average values
during the pre-treatment period (2015–2017) of the two control sites were subtracted from
the average values of the treatment sites. Statistical analyses were conducted using the
software Statistix© 10 (Analytical Software, Tallahassee, FL, USA). We defined statistical
significance as p < 0.05.

3. Results
3.1. Forest Treatments

The site was mechanically thinned by a contractor in December 2017, using a feller-
buncher and skidder; the log decks were removed via trucks during winter–spring in
2018 (Figure 3A). The thinning prescription was to reduce the canopy closure from 80–85%
to 45% over the total unit area; the thinning was conducted also to create open gaps of
meadow to function as fire breaks and increase the habitat heterogeneity. Spruce were to be
cut, and Douglas-fir and ponderosa pine were to be left standing; patches of spruce were to
be left as “islands” of forest in areas containing few Douglas-fir and pines. Prior to forest
thinning, the treatment sites’ forest stands had tree densities of 1319 trees/ha (North site)
and 1539 trees/ha (South site), with a canopy cover of 80% and 85%, respectively, and a
mean forest litter depth of 11.6 cm; the control sites had 1139 and 1519 trees/ha, with 79%
and 85% canopy cover and a mean litter depth of 9.4 cm. [Note: the trees included canopy
trees with a >15 cm diameter at breast height (dbh) and saplings (2.5–15 cm dbh), but not
seedlings (<2.5 cm dbh)]. The thinning treatment reduced the tree densities to 40 trees/ha
(North) and 360 trees/ha (South), with 11% and 40% canopy cover, respectively, and a
mean litter depth of 6.5 cm.

NPS fire crews conducted a broadcast slash burn on 17–18 October 2019 (Figure 3B),
which further reduced the tree density via burning of some saplings; wind-throw con-
tributed to additional losses. The tree density on the south site was reduced to 300 trees/ha,
while on the North site, only two dead saplings were left standing by the log as wind-throw
had toppled the nearby spruce trees left after thinning; this site now more closely repre-
sented a forest gap as defined in the thinning prescription (Figure 4). The fire also removed
much of the slash and forest litter and exposed the mineral soil; the mean litter depth at the
treatment log sites was reduced to 0.9 cm (94% reduction). The fire personnel prevented

https://ameriflux.lbl.gov/sites/siteinfo/US-Vcs#data-citation
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the logs from burning, although some scorching took place on parts of the two treatment
logs. Following the treatments, we observed no new immediate regeneration of seedlings
during the 3 years of the post-fire study.
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3.2. Site Climate Dynamics

Precipitation on the study area over the seven water years varied from a low of 264 mm
in the water year 2018 to a high of 830 mm in the water year 2017 (Supplemental Figure
S1A). The winter precipitation peaked at 502 mm in the water year 2017 and totaled 379 mm
and 355 mm in the water years 2019 and 2020, respectively; the remaining years produced
winter totals between 77 and 217 mm.

The air temperatures on both Control and Treatment sites displayed consistent values
and dynamics in all years (see example data set from the North Control site, Supplemental
Figure S1B). The treatment effects (thinning and burning) resulted in small but significant
changes in the air temperature (Table 1; Supplemental Table S1). The temperatures across
all sites ranged from −16.8 ◦C to 22.7 ◦C.

Table 1. Summary of the mean weekly values of the meteorological variables at Valles Caldera
National Preserve, NM. Values are means ± SE. Superscript letters indicate significant (p < 0.05) treat-
ment differences among means based on Repeated-Measures ANOVA LSD means comparison tests.

Site Period Air Temperature
(◦C)

Relative
Humidity (%)

PAR
(µmol/m2s)

Mean Wind
Speed (m/s)

Maximum Wind
Speed (m/s)

Control Pre-treatment 5.14 ± 0.99 A 0.69 ± 0.02 A 52 ± 5 A 0.17 ± 0.01 A 1.27 ± 0.03 A

Post-thinning 5.28 ± 1.02 A 0.61 ± 0.02 B 63 ± 5 AB 0.27 ± 0.01 B 1.87 ± 0.05 B

Post-fire 5.28 ± 1.04 A 0.61 ± 0.02 B 65 ± 5 B 0.25 ± 0.01 B 1.92 ± 0.04 B

Treatment Pre-treatment 5.58 ± 0.98 A 0.67 ± 0.02 A 53 ± 5 A 0.24 ± 0.01 A 1.49 ± 0.03 C

Post-thinning 6.24 ± 1.00 B 0.57 ± 0.01 B 258 ± 14 C 0.75 ± 0.03 B 3.53 ± 0.08 D

Post-fire 6.34 ± 1.01 B 0.57 ± 0.02 B 287 ± 14 D 0.84 ± 0.04 C 3.79 ± 0.09 E

The air relative humidity exhibited considerable variability in daily and seasonal val-
ues, with low values of 12% and highs of 100% during precipitation events (Supplemental
Figure S1C). The mean daily relative humidity was highest in winter (70%) and lowest
in spring (49%), with intermediate values in fall (63%) and summer (60%). The humidity
values were on average 9% higher in the two pre-treatment years than in the post-treatment
years on both Control and Treatment sites (Table 1; Supplemental Table S2).

The wind speeds were low within the untreated forest canopy. The mean daily wind
speeds were 0.12–0.22 m/s on the pre-treatment Control sites and showed a significant
increase of 0.1 m/s after the pre-treatment period (Table 1; Supplemental Figure S2A); the
mean maximum daily wind speed ranged from 1.15–1.39 m/s on the two Control sites
and also displayed an increase after the first two years of the study (Table 1; Supplemental
Figure S2B). In contrast, the wind speeds on the Treatment sites showed much larger in-
creases following the thinning and burning treatments (Figure 5A,B; Table 1; Supplemental
Tables S3 and S4).

Pre-treatment solar radiation (daily PAR) averaged 51 µmol/m2s across the study sites
(Supplemental Figure S2C) and increased by 15 µmol/m2s after the pre-treatment period
on the Control sites (Table 1). On the Treatment sites, PAR exhibited large increases (mean
of 269 µmol/m2s) following canopy reduction from the thinning treatment (Figure 5C;
Table 1; Supplemental Table S5).
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Figure 5. Example of the thinning and burning treatment effects from the North Treatment site on
(A) mean wind speed, (B) maximum wind speed, and (C) Photosynthetically Active Radiation (PAR)
during 2015–2022, Valles Caldera National Preserve, NM.

3.3. Soil Temperatue Dynamics

The soil temperature dynamics on the Control sites remained consistent throughout the
seven years of the study. In soils directly beneath the control logs, the temperatures ranged
from lows of −2 ◦C, to 0 ◦C, to highs near 12 ◦C at all three depths (10, 20, 30 cm), with the
shallow 10 cm depth having slightly higher temperatures than other depths in summer, and
slightly lower temperatures than deeper soils in winter (Supplemental Figure S3A). Sites
1–2 m away from the log showed similar patterns, except that the summer temperatures
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reached maximum values of 13 ◦C–16 ◦C, while the winter temperatures were comparable
to those of sub-log sites.

The Repeated-Measures ANOVA results at each soil depth indicated significant dif-
ferences in soil temperatures associated with treatments, periods, seasons, locations, and
most interaction terms (Figure 6, Table 2; see Supplementary Tables S6–S8 for ANOVA soil
temperature summaries); hence, we rejected our original null hypothesis of no effects from
thinning and burning. The treatments of thinning and subsequent broadcast slash burning
around the logs resulted in significant increases in the mean weekly soil temperatures
beneath the logs during fall, spring, and summer, with changes in temperature ranging
from +1.4 ◦C to +2.7 ◦C depending on the soil depth; the maximum temperature increases
were observed during summer (Figure 6; Table 2). The thinning and burning treatments
had minimal effect on the winter soil temperatures. We observed similar patterns in soil
temperatures at 1–2 m from the logs in both directions (north and south), with minimal
changes in winter and maximum effects in spring, summer, and fall (in the range from
approximately +1 ◦C to +3.6 ◦C (Figure 7; Table 2).
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Table 2. Summary of the mean weekly soil temperature (TD,
◦C) differences between pre-treatment

and post-treatment values at different depths (D = 10, 20, 30 cm) with thinning and burning treatments
at Valles Caldera National Preserve, NM. Treatment values were corrected for site differences using
Control sites’ pre-treatment Z-scores during the water years 2016–2017. Boldface font indicates
significant (p < 0.05) treatment differences from the pre-treatment values based on Repeated-Measures
ANOVA LSD means comparison tests.

Post-Thinning, Pre-Fire Post-Fire

(Water Years 2018, 2019) (Water Years 2020, 2021, 2022)

Microsite Variable Fall Winter Spring Summer Fall Winter Spring Summer

Log T10 1.15 0.02 1.20 1.69 0.42 −0.46 2.17 2.54
T20 1.30 0.01 1.14 1.72 0.62 −0.47 2.03 2.68
T30 1.43 0.18 1.16 1.77 1.19 −0.15 1.98 2.75

1-m north T10 1.37 −0.51 2.14 2.06 1.20 −0.27 2.06 2.18
T20 1.45 −0.41 1.68 1.95 1.25 0.02 1.48 2.24
T30 1.49 −0.43 1.62 1.87 1.40 −0.17 1.33 2.25

2-m north T10 1.65 0.01 2.35 2.40 1.31 0.44 2.75 2.28
T20 1.64 0.03 2.17 2.25 1.37 0.39 2.47 2.30
T30 1.64 0.05 1.85 2.04 1.50 0.40 2.09 2.30

1-m south T10 1.93 −0.04 1.97 2.41 1.36 0.18 2.95 2.70
T20 2.01 0.01 1.82 2.36 1.65 0.21 2.82 2.86
T30 1.91 0.01 1.69 2.28 1.69 0.24 2.67 2.91

2-m south T10 1.86 −0.01 2.30 2.84 1.55 0.14 3.63 3.38
T20 1.83 −0.02 2.13 2.84 1.51 0.14 3.29 3.31
T30 1.85 −0.02 1.93 2.77 1.71 0.19 3.00 3.37
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In addition, the diel patterns of soil temperatures over time scales of several days
differed following the thinning and burning treatments (Figure 8). The typical pre-treatment
summer temperatures were regimented, with shallow soils consistently having warmer
temperatures throughout diurnal and nocturnal periods compared to deeper soils, with
relatively low amplitudes over 24 h periods. Post-fire 10 cm soils displayed increased diel
amplitudes, with temperature dips indicating greater cooling at night than in deeper (20 cm)
soils and higher peaks during late afternoon (Figure 8A,B). The winter soil temperatures
were inversely regimented (the soils at deeper depths were warmer) and were relatively
stable at 20 and 30 cm depths, exhibiting virtually no diel patterns; shallow soils in winter
were generally colder, with some diel warming and cooling (Figure 8C,D).
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In addition, the diel patterns of soil temperatures over time scales of several days 
differed following the thinning and burning treatments (Figure 8). The typical pre-treat-
ment summer temperatures were regimented, with shallow soils consistently having 
warmer temperatures throughout diurnal and nocturnal periods compared to deeper 
soils, with relatively low amplitudes over 24 h periods. Post-fire 10 cm soils displayed 
increased diel amplitudes, with temperature dips indicating greater cooling at night than 
in deeper (20 cm) soils and higher peaks during late afternoon (Figure 8A,B). The winter 
soil temperatures were inversely regimented (the soils at deeper depths were warmer) 
and were relatively stable at 20 and 30 cm depths, exhibiting virtually no diel patterns; 
shallow soils in winter were generally colder, with some diel warming and cooling (Figure 
8C,D). 
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Figure 8. Examples of diel patterns of the soil temperature beneath the logs at different depths at
the Cerro Seco study site, Valles Caldera National Preserve, NM. Data from the North Treatment
Site. (A): 22–24 July 2016 (pre-treatment); (B): 14–16 July 2020 (post-fire); (C): 26–28 January 2016
(pre-treatment); (D): 12–14 February 2019 (post-fire).

3.4. Soil Moisture Dynamics

Soil moisture (VWC) also exhibited significant treatment, period, season, location, and
most interaction effects in the Repeated-Measures ANOVA results (Table 3, Supplementary
Tables S9–S11); again, we rejected the original null hypothesis of no effects for forest
thinning and burning. Over the entire study, the mean daily soil moisture values on the
Control sites ranged from 0.10 to 0.25 m3/m3 (Supplemental Figure S4). The soils beneath
the logs at 10 cm depth were significantly drier than the soils at both 20 and 30 cm depths
(Table 2). The soil moisture peaked in spring, concomitant with snowmelt, and exhibited
smaller spikes during summer and fall associated with monsoon rain events (Supplemental
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Figure S4). The thinning treatments resulted in periods of temporary increased moisture,
with the North Treatment site (11% canopy cover) attaining field capacity (0.50 m3/m3) at
all soil depths in spring 2019 and again in 2020 following the burn treatment in fall 2019
(Supplemental Figure S4). The South Treatment site (40% canopy cover) produced only
modest increases in soil moisture at the 30 cm depth compared to the pre-treatment levels.

The mean weekly soil moisture at the 10 cm depth beneath the logs tended to either
not respond to thinning and burning or show a decrease in the VWC values, although the
magnitude of these decreases was small (<0.03 m3/m3, Figure 9, Table 3). Deeper soils
(20 and 30 cm) beneath the logs following burning showed larger VWC increases in the
range of 0.05–0.08 m3/m3 (Figure 9, Table 3).

The soil moisture values 1 m north of the logs exhibited significant drying at the 10 cm
depth following thinning and burning, but the magnitude of the changes was <0.07 m3/m3

(Table 3). Deeper soils tended to increase in VWC by approximately 0.03 m3/m3. Other
sites away from the logs (1 m south and 2 m north) displayed mixed responses but showed
significant VWC increases in winter–spring with snowmelt periods of 0.03 to 0.08 m3/m3

(Table 3). The 2 m South Site displayed no significant changes in VWC (Figure 10), despite
showing the largest increase in temperature (Figure 7).
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Figure 10. Mean soil moisture dynamics at 10 cm (A) and 30 cm (B) depths between Control and
Treatment sites 2 m south of the logs during 2015–2022 in the Cerro Seco study site, Valles Caldera
National Preserve, NM.

Table 3. Summary of the mean weekly soil volumetric water content (VWCD, m3 water/m3 soil)
differences between pre-treatment and post-treatment values at different depths (D = 10, 20, 30 cm)
with thinning and burning treatments at Valles Caldera National Preserve, NM. Treatment values
were corrected for site differences using Control sites’ pre-treatment Z-scores during the water years
2016–2017. Boldface font indicates significant (p < 0.05) treatment differences from the pre-treatment
values based on Repeated-Measures ANOVA LSD means comparison tests.

Post-Thinning, Pre-Fire Post-Fire

(Water Years 2018, 2019) (Water Years 2020, 2021, 2022)
Microsite Variable Fall Winter Spring Summer Fall Winter Spring Summer
Log VWC10 0.00 −0.03 0.00 −0.02 0.01 0.00 0.00 −0.01

VWC20 0.03 −0.01 0.03 0.01 0.05 0.05 0.07 0.05
VWC30 0.03 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.07 0.08 0.08 0.08

1-m north VWC10 −0.03 0.00 −0.06 −0.05 −0.03 −0.03 −0.07 −0.04
VWC20 −0.02 0.04 0.01 −0.01 0.00 0.01 0.04 −0.01
VWC30 −0.01 0.03 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.04 0.04 0.00

2-m north VWC10 0.01 0.01 0.01 −0.01 0.02 0.05 0.01 0.00
VWC20 0.02 0.00 0.03 0.00 0.04 0.04 0.02 0.01
VWC30 0.00 0.00 0.02 −0.01 0.02 0.03 0.01 −0.01

1-m south VWC10 0.03 0.05 0.06 0.04 0.04 0.06 0.07 0.04
VWC20 0.04 0.05 0.08 0.05 0.05 0.06 0.08 0.05
VWC30 0.04 0.02 0.05 0.03 0.06 0.06 0.07 0.05

2-m south VWC10 −0.01 0.00 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.01
VWC20 0.00 0.02 0.02 −0.01 −0.02 0.00 0.00 −0.02
VWC30 −0.02 0.02 0.01 −0.02 −0.03 0.00 0.01 −0.03
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4. Discussion

Fire suppression in the Rocky Mountains during the 20th century created changes in
forest stand structure that now require considerable management actions to be rectified;
with respect to the soils, long-term fire suppression led to lower nutrient availability, in-
creased pore spaces and water-holding capacity, generally lower soil temperatures, greater
hydrophobicity, and increased seasonally dry conditions [62]. Forest restoration actions
utilizing thinning operations and planned/managed fire are designed to reduce forest fuels
and return natural fire regimes to the landscape [63]. Based on our results, the retention of
logs in thinned and burned areas can provide microsites with warmer temperatures and
enhanced soil moisture, which can contribute to wildlife habitat and biological diversity
and promote ecosystem processes [17–36].

On our study site, the thinning operations and associated post-treatment wind-throw
removed nearly 90% of the trees (from a mean of 1429 trees/ha to 150 trees/ha) and reduced
the tree canopy closure from an average of 83% to 26% above the experimental log sites;
the post-thinning fire reduced the litter layer depth by 94%, exposing patches of mineral
soil. Due to the wind-throw event that felled the North site’s dominant canopy trees, this
site effectively changed from a forest-thinned site to a forest gap site. As such, our two
instrumented sites spanned the range of open gap to thinned forest; however, the soils’
microenvironments of both sites responded to the treatments in a similar fashion. During
the 3 post-fire years, herbaceous plants began colonizing the sites, returning some grass and
forb vegetation cover (Figure 3). The treatments opened the site to much greater levels of
PAR and wind speeds, but only minimal increases in the average air temperatures occurred
(Table 1).

As a result of the increased solar inputs, the soil temperatures beneath logs at all
depths measured (10, 20, and 30 cm) increased by a value from 1.1 to 2.7 ◦C in spring,
summer, and fall, while the winter temperatures remained essentially unchanged (Table 2).
The temperature increase came with the exposure to increased solar radiation immediately
after the thinning, and additional soil warming occurred after the fire removed most of
the litter layer adjacent to the logs. In addition, the post-fire diel soil temperature cycles
in summer nearly doubled in amplitude (to 2 ◦C) compared to the pre-treatment cycles
(1 ◦C; Figure 8A,B), warming to nearly 16 ◦C in the afternoons and cooling to below
14 ◦C in the mornings. In winter, the reduced forest canopy coverage exposed the sites to
increased heat loss and resulted in slightly colder temperatures, particularly at the 10 cm
depth (Figure 8C,D). This was especially evident in the winter of 2017–2018, which had
virtually no snowpack to insulate the ground from radiative heat losses (Figure S4A). The
soil temperatures at 1 and 2 m away from the logs also increased following thinning and
burning, with the largest increases (up to 3.6 ◦C) occurring in spring and summer (Table 2).

We had predicted that the soil moisture beneath logs in thinned and burned areas
would decrease, and this was the observed result at the 10 cm depth; however, the soil
moisture actually increased in all seasons after the burn treatment at the 20 and 30 cm depths
(Table 3). The moisture increases were greatest at the 30 cm depth (up to 0.08 m3/m3),
while the shallower depth (10 cm) showed no significant increases in any season. The
increase in soil moisture likely resulted from reduced tree transpiration demands on soil
water, offset by increased soil evaporation and herbaceous plant establishment; apparently,
the gain from reduced tree water requirements was greater than the loss from increased
evaporation and grass/forb transpiration. In addition, snowpack snow water equivalent
(SWE) dynamics appeared to play a role. Spring moisture on the more open treatment plot
(North Site) achieved field capacity (~50% VWC) in 2019 and 2020, the two post-thinning
winters with >300 mm of winter precipitation (Supplemental Figure S4). This was likely
due to larger quantities of snow reaching the ground after the site treatments, which made
greater amounts of SWE available during spring snowmelt. Previous research on the
Preserve found that high-density forest canopy conditions (>40% cover) intercept snowfall,
with subsequent sublimation of snow water equivalent [64]. Open gaps in the forest canopy
allow 25% more snow depth on the ground, versus closed canopy stands [64]. In addition,
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the logs accumulate wind-blown snow on both sides, increasing the local distribution of
snow adjacent to them. Three of the four soil sites 1 and 2 m away from the logs also
recorded higher moisture levels in winter–spring of <0.05 m3/m3 with occasional instances
of increases to 0.08 m3/m3 (Table 3).

Our results for soil temperatures and moisture produced both similarities and dif-
ferences compared to other studies reporting soil environmental values from coniferous
forests. For example, in western Washington, thinning operations across a range of green
tree retentions (0, 15, 40, 100%) yielded significantly higher soil temperatures (3 ◦C) between
0% and 100% retention treatments, results which are comparable to our observations using
natural logs [37]; in addition, the soil moisture results showed no treatment differences
by late summer, which is also consistent with our results. In another study on soils of
post-thinned and burned sites in mixed conifer forests of the Sierra Nevada, the results
showed no significant differences in temperature among the burn treatments (no burn, light
burn, hot burn), while the soil moisture indicated a more rapid drying in spring following
burning compared to not burning. The soil moisture difference in spring indicated 2% drier
thinned/burned sites compared to controls [40]. Finally, microclimates in Sierra Nevada
forests were monitored during and after thinning and burning, and sites that were thinned
and burned exhibited increased air temperatures from 58% to 124%, decreased relative
humidity, increased PAR by 50–255%, and increased wind speed by 15–194% [38]. The
soil temperatures increased in the thinned and burned plots by up to 8◦ C, and the soil
moisture increased by 8–40% [38].

These studies, combined with other results from clear-cutting and salvage-logging
operations [13,19,25,41–55], indicate a wide variety of responses in soil temperatures and
moisture depending on site-specific circumstances. In our mixed conifer forests of north-
ern New Mexico, the retention of natural logs following thinning and burning provided
microsites with generally warmer sub-log soil temperatures in spring, summer, and fall,
while adjacent sites experienced comparable warming levels. In addition, the soil moisture
increased in 20–30 cm deep soils in most microsites beneath and adjacent to logs. While the
magnitude of the temperature differences was not great (<3.6 ◦C), warmer temperatures and
increased moisture would enhance soil respiration and nutrient cycling processes [17–25]
and increase the biological activities of soil invertebrates [28–31] and surface-active insects
(e.g., ants [65] and grasshoppers [66]).

Logs in thinned areas that increase soil moisture, while not attaining critically high
temperatures [67,68], may also continue to provide refugia for vertebrate wildlife, such
as amphibians. The moisture within logs is known to track underlying soil moisture [69];
so, if soil moisture increases, then intra-log moisture increases will follow, and this should
enhance favorable microenvironments for wildlife. For example, the endemic and Federalfy
endangered Jemez Mountains salamander (Plethodon neomexicanus Stebbins & Riemer)
has preferred nocturnal activity temperatures of 10.5◦ to 13.0 ◦C during wet (100% RH)
conditions [70] and a critical thermal maximum of 33.5 ◦C [71]. The soil moisture range
for surface-active salamanders is 9–61% (by water mass) [72]. The soil temperatures 4 cm
beneath cover objects (logs and rocks) differed in areas impacted by high- and medium-
severity forest fires and areas with low-severity or no fire; the summer soil temperatures
ranged from 11 ◦C to 15 ◦C in low-severity and unburned sites and from 14 ◦C to 24 ◦C in
high- and medium-severity fire sites [32]. The nighttime soil temperatures 10 cm under the
logs in our thinning/burn site during summer ranged from 13.5 ◦C to 14.5 ◦C (Figure 9),
very close to the preferred temperature of the salamander. Therefore, the retention of logs
during thinning and making efforts to protect the logs during planned fires will likely
enhance the post-treatment habitats for this and other small vertebrate wildlife species.
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5. Conclusions

The results of our study demonstrated that the practice of retaining natural logs for
providing microhabitat heterogeneity during forest management activities in northern
New Mexico can lead to microenvironments with small growing-season soil temperature
increases (2–3 ◦C) and moderate increases (0.09 m3/m3) in soil moisture beneath and adja-
cent to logs. While our case study was limited to Vitrandic Agriudoll and Hapludalf soils,
these are typical soils derived from volcanic rhyolite parent materials and are widespread
in the Jemez Mountains; as such, our results should apply to other areas in the region. The
observed temperature and moisture changes provide a somewhat warmer and moister
environment for ecosystem soil processes and activities of soil and surface-active inverte-
brates. The soil moisture also influences the moisture levels within logs lying on the soil
surface and thus potentially improves the intra-log environmental conditions for fungi,
invertebrates, and vertebrates such as salamanders. We conclude that forest management
operations which focus on ecosystem restoration should include the retention of natural
logs to provide increased soil microsite heterogeneity and potentially favorable conditions
for vegetation establishment and wildlife refugia.
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