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Gary Lovett studies how 

man changes the ecology 

ofour forest 


By Carola Lott 

Dr. Gary Lovett, Ecologist at the 
Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies, 
investigates the way both air pollution 
and introduced pests and pathogens 
affect the forests of New England, es­
pecially those in the Catskills and the 
Hudson Valley. 

Dr. Lovett has been at the Cary 
Institute for 25 years. He was born in 
Albany, NY. went to Union college in 
Schenectady then received his ph.D. 
from Dartmouth. He is married with 
one daughter. He enjoys anything to 
do with the outdoors, especially hik­
ing and skiing near his house in the 
Adirondacks. 

Dr. Lovett has been studying the 
two components of acid rain - sulfur 
and nitrogen. While sulfur has de­
clined thanks to the Clean Air Act, 
nitrogen caused for the most part by 
the burning offossil fuels, has scarcely 
decreased at aJI. By a.c;idifying tqe.s,oil, 
.nitrogen. favorsJ.be,grg.wth.Df.;weedy 

species, over slower growing trees so 
that eventually the composition of the 
forest will change. 

Dr. Lovett's other concern is what 
he calls "biological pollution" - those 
foreign pests and diseases that have 
been introduced into this country on 
imported plants or in packing material 
made of untreated wood. Complicat­
ing matters is climate change, which 
Dr. Lovett says "is affecting every as­
pect ofthe ecosystem." 

The Wooly Adelgid which arrived 
in this country in the 1950'S on an im­
ported hemlock from Asia, is a case 
in point. Cold winter nights when the 
temperature drops to minus 15 de­
grees Fahrenheit have kept the insect 
from spreading north. However we 
seldom get nights this cold any more; 
in fact it's a rare night that goes below 
zero. The adelgid is still moving slowly 
around here, but down in the Smok­
ies it has been killing entire stands of 
hemlocks in just a few years. 

Hemlock, one of the dominant spe­
cies in New England forests, affects 
the many other species in an ecosys­
tem. The hemlocks that grow along 
stream banks provide shade, and loss 
of the hemlock canopy will increase 
stream temperature, and algal growth, 
which will affect fish, salamanders, 
and other creatures in riparian zones. 
Hemlock stands are also the preferred 
habitat for many bird species. In Con­
necticut where the adelgid has killed 
the hemlocks several bird populations 
have declined precipitously. 

Dr. Lovett says he has no idea what 
the forest will look like in 50 years. Al­
though he is sure it will be green, he 
cannot tell what trees will be present 
in part because he doesn't know the 
full extent of the damage caused by 
current pests. And new pests are likely 
to appear. 

The Institute has received a grant to 
study climate change and how it will 
alter the forests of the northeast. As 
native trees move further north other 
species will arrive from the south to 
replace them. 
• qt:..1p.,-:e~t ~.ay~) "I don't think there 

nillr,..any...dm.I.bt,.;that! climate. change ,is 

happening and that it is caused by 
carbon dioxide thanks to the burning 
offossil fuels." Many people are in de­
nial in part because of a campaign de­
signed to "produce obfuscation ... you 
don't have to say it isn't happening; you 
just have to create some confusion in 
peoples' minds ... However as the sci­
ence becomes more and more certain 
public opinion is going the other way 
which is a testament to the effective­
ness ofthe disinformation campaign." 

Dr. Lovett believes that "ifwe under­
stood the consequences of what we're 
doing we would not cause quite so many 
p'rol>ler:n~ .a.S \\T~ .3,~e.". It c9.m.~~ ~q~q .tq 
having people care about the problem 
and contact their representatives in 
congress about the environment. 

From Dr. Lovett's Articles: 

Small forested watersheds in the 
Catskills can vary up to lJ-fold in the 
concentration ofnitrate in streamwater. 

This is important because nitrate is a sig­
nificant acidifying agent in the streams, 
and can cause harmful algal bloom 
when it is delivered to downstream estu­
aries and coastal W4ters. 

We are investigating the cause ofnitrate 
variation through comparative studies 
in Catskill watersheds. Most ofthe vari­
ance in watershed nitrate export can be 
explained by the carbon to nitrogen ratio 
(C:N) ofthe watershed soils, and this ra­
tio appears to be mainly controlled by the 
tree species composition ofthe watershed. 

The beech bark disease, which was intro­
duced to North America from Europe, is 
caused by a combination ofa scale insect 
and a fungus. 

The insect penetrates the bark of the 
trees to feed, and the tiny holes it leaves 
behind allow thefungus to become estab­
lished. Once infected with the fungus, 
most trees die. The disease affects nearly 
every beech tree in the Catskills, and it is 
especiallyprevalent in the mid-elevation 
forests. 

One ofthe effects ofthe disease has been 
a reduction in the Catskill's beech popu­
lation, resulting in an increase in beech's 
major compaitor,.sugar maple. 

Penguins to come to the Cary 

Institute on Friday 


On Friday, October 28th Fen Mon­
taigne will talk about the ways climate 
change threatens the Adelie Penguins 
of Antarctica. A journalist and travel 
writer Montaigne spent a summer 
working with ecologist Bill Fraser 
conducting breeding surveys of these 
threatened creatures. 

Melting sea ice on the Antarctic 

peninSUla shows how glob: 
disrupts entire ecosystem 
creatures for which we hav 
tachment, like penguins. 

Montaigne's work has a 
The New Yorker, National ( 
Smithsonian, and The Wall 
nal. He is the senior editor 0 

magazine Yale Environmer 
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