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What's insiDe

local to global  
contributions
This issue highlights local to global ac-
tivity and how the faculty are focusing 
their research and instruction to solve 
real problems and make a difference 
in science, education and practice.  
These efforts are illustrated by Assis-
tant Professor Joe Knight in his work to 
describe forest conditions globally us-
ing satellite based remote sensing and 
data mining technologies.  Then we 

describe how Professor Gary Johnson has taken his urban forestry class 
into nearby neighborhoods to address local quality of life issues in terms 
of the green environment.  Additionally, we describe Regents Professor 
and F.B. Hubachek, Sr. Chair Peter Reich’s award winning research on key 
plant traits as they are linked to diverse growing environments globally.  
Along the way we highlight an example of student research—by new PhD 
graduate Ross Brown in his research and synthesis of timber sale issues 
across the nation.  Finally, we recognize accomplishments in the form of 
awards for people who make this program so very successful.  Watching 
these contributions develop is one of the truly rewarding aspects of work-
ing with this department and its programs.  

Not only is the work within the department compelling, but each year we 
send graduates out with great pride in the potential they hold.  As I watched 
our seniors walk across the stage and accept their diplomas this spring, 
I was struck by their skill, talent and dedication.  Collectively 
they will make very significant contributions to sustainable 
natural resource management and society, local to global.

I thank you for your help in making this happen, and enjoy 
the fourth edition of  the Minnesota Forest Scene!

Alan Ek 
Professor & Head, Forest Resources
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tracking the World's 
Forest

U niversity of Minnesota researchers have partnered 
with the Planetary Skin Institute on an ambitious 

new project with a global scope. The project aims to test 
new data-mining tools for tracking changes in the world’s 
forests to be able to understand better the impacts these 
changes will have on the carbon cycle and global warming. 
The University is proud to be one of the first academic 
partners to join in this goal.

The Planetary Skin Institute (www.planetaryskin.org) 
is a not-for-profit organization that is working to bring 
together data from across the globe (and from space) 
by partnering with many different sources in the public, 
private, and nonprofit sectors.  By connecting these 
isolated data sources, the project aims to create a global 
nervous system to provide more complete and accurate 
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information.  This information can then be used to better adapt to 
climate change.  TIMe magazine named the Planetary Skin platform 
as 1 of the 50 Best Inventions of 2009.

To tackle a project with such a wide scope, researchers here at 
the University created a collaboration across campuses and 
departments. The research team is made up of Vipin Kumar of 
the Department of Computer Science and engineering, Joseph 
Knight of the Department of Forest Resources, Sudipto Banerjee 
of the Department of Biostatistics, and Michael Steinbach of the 
Department of Computer Science.

Together the researchers have been developing new data-mining 
tools that are able to track changes in the earth’s forest ecosystems. 
The project focuses on forests since deforestation is a significant 
contributor to climate change. Researchers 
say changes in forests can account for as 
much as 20 percent of the greenhouse gas 
emissions, an amount second only to fossil 
fuel emissions. Carbon is not only released 
when trees are cut or burned, but the carbon 
storage capacity of the forest is also lost. 
Measuring these changes could dramatically 
improve our understanding of the global 
carbon cycle as well as improve our ability to 
create effective policy.

Assistant Professor Joe Knight has worked 
on land cover projects before but says this 
collaboration allows it to be taken to a new 
scale. “The data-mining algorithms can crunch 
23 satellite observations per year at each 
location on the globe. For typical applications, 
that data set would be unmanageable,” says 

Knight. “They are providing the horse power, and we’re providing 
the forest domain expertise.”

Knight’s expertise is in remote sensing. He is able to extract real 
world information from satellite imaging through his knowledge 
of image processing, what land cover change looks like when it 
happens, different ways to characterize it, and how to assess the 
accuracy of the results. The algorithms are then able to sort through 
this information to track when a change occurs in a forested area.

"Given that deforestation is 
occurring over large areas and at 
an increasing rate, it is important 
to know where it is happening, 
when, and to try and get an idea of 
what occurs after a deforestation 
event,"says Knight. “A forest that is harvested and 
subsequently replanted has a vastly different impact on the 
carbon cycle than a forest that is burned and replaced with 
pasture or row crops.”

Tracking these changes worldwide is still a challenge, though. The 
long-term hope for the Planetary Skin project would be a global 
network of information to detail how much forested land is being 
lost every year worldwide and what impact those changes have on 
the carbon cycle. But in the near term, it is more realistic to focus on 
sensitive areas of the world where deforestation is most significant. 
“We have preliminary techniques that, after validation, look like 
they are working, but there are lots of areas where we can expand 
and improve our efforts,” says Knight. “I am proud to be able to add 
my expertise to such an ambitious project as we make important 
headway into understanding the carbon cycle and climate change.”  n

ProFessor Joe Knight

C O N T I N U e D  F R O M  F R O N T

Shown is an example of the tools developed.  This is a snap 
shot from an animation in Google Earth showing forest fires 
through time.  The snap shot shown is from July 2006.



There are certain unique characteristics seen in college towns, and 
the neighborhoods surrounding the University of Minnesota are no 
exception.  Increased bike traffic, thrifty beer specials, and a high 
frequency of yard games are all clear indicators of the large student 
population.  But what about tree vandalism?  Unfortunately, this is 
also a common issue and one being addressed in the Marcy-Holmes 
neighborhood.

Marcy-Holmes borders the University’s Minneapolis campus and 
the Mississippi River and contains the popular area of Dinkytown.  
It is the oldest neighborhood in Minneapolis.  With its proximity to 
campus, a majority of the residents in the neighborhood are student 
renters.  This is one of the most difficult neighborhoods for tree 
damage in the city, and that damage reaches its peak during the 
warm parts of the school year when students are commonly out 
walking at night.

The creation of a Marcy-Holmes Urban Forestry Management Plan 
was initiated to address problems of tree vandalism, lack of tree 
care, lack of neighborhood involvement, safety, and to address 
the desire of residents to increase the quality and quantity of 
the urban forest canopy.  To create this plan, a collaboration was 
formed between the Forestry Department of the Minneapolis 
Park and Recreation Board (MPRB), the University of Minnesota’s 
Office of Community Relations, and the University of Minnesota’s 
Department of Forest Resources’ class in Urban Forest Management 
(FR 4501/5501).

Through original research, including surveys, tree inventories, 
literature reviews, and interviews, the students in the Spring 2010 
Urban Forest Management class proposed a plan for Marcy-Holmes.  
They gathered information on resident’s visual preferences, what 
residents ranked as the most important characteristics for public 
spaces, tree species diversity, the health of the neighborhood’s 
urban forest, and more.  They researched methods that have been 
used successfully in comparable areas and found documented 
benefits of public green space to strengthen their case.

Supported by this information, the class came up with feasible 
ways to enhance Marcy-Holmes’ green space while also addressing 
the need for more neighborhood identity.  Their recommendations 
focus on increasing the diversity of tree species, planting size 
appropriate trees, creating a sense of community through signage 
and gateway projects, and educating residents on the numerous 
benefits of green space.  Both the information gained through the 
student’s research and recommendations provided will be used by 
stakeholder groups involved in the neighborhood.

The full Marcy-Holmes Urban Forestry Management Plan from the 
FR 4501/5501 Spring 2010 class can be viewed at trees.umn.edu 
under “Gary’s Notes”.  n

Marcy-holMes Urban Forestry ManageMent Plan
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Species diversity is an important issue for Marcy-Holmes’ urban forest.  
Currently, 30% of the neighborhood’s trees are ash and at extreme risk due 
to Emerald Ash Borer.  It is recommended that the composition of an area’s 
tree population be no more than 10% of the same species, no more than 
20% of the same genus, and no more than 30% of a single family of trees.

Examples of gateway projects and 
neighborhood identification in Bryn 
Mawr and Harrison neighborhoods 
in Minneapolis



The upcoming months are going to see some big changes for Ross Brown.  He just 
finished his Ph.D. here at the University of Minnesota in the Natural Resources Science 

and Management (NRSM) program and is preparing for a cross country move to start a new 
position.

Brown has accepted a position with the California Legislative Analyst’s Office as a Fiscal and 
Policy Analyst.  In this position, he will be working to look at the effectiveness and efficiency 
of state government programs and policies as well as their impact on state budgets.  “The 
job aligns well with my dissertation research but is also different enough where I feel like 
I’m entering something new and will still have a lot to learn,” says Brown.  “It will be really 
interesting to learn a new topic and be in a new atmosphere working in state government.”

This will be a significant change of pace for Brown who has spent the last five years here 
at the University in the NRSM program, gaining both his Masters and his Ph.D.  During that 
time, he has done much research, worked as the teaching assistant for an economics and 
natural resource class for three years, and taught as the instructor of the same class for a 
semester.  

Brown’s latest research, and the focus of his Ph.D. dissertation, was looking at state timber 
sale programs, procedures and policies to distinguish how different characteristics of 

these sales may influence prices.  Brown found that many characteristics have a significant 
influence on price, including the total volume of wood offered on an individual sale, the length of 

the contracts, and seasonal harvesting restrictions used to protect the forest soil.

The other part of Brown’s dissertation research was conducting a national review of state timber sale programs to examine the procedures 
and policies used across the landscape.  He spoke with agencies around the country to identify effective procedures, common barriers to 
operations and opportunities for agencies to improve their operations.  Here Brown found very few similarities across the country and a 
great degree of diversity among programs.  He did, however, find some common characteristics among state programs that were found to 
foster effective procedures, such as sealed bid auctions.

Brown hopes the findings from his research can be used by agencies, such as the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, to better 
inform their decision making process and to improve their procedures and policies.

With his Ph.D. completed, Brown is looking forward to his upcoming changes while also looking back fondly at the last five years spent here 
at the University.  “I’ve been a student for so long that one side of me is excited to try something new,” he says.  “But I am going to miss the 
graduate student experience, lifestyle, and stimulating – both intellectually and academically – atmosphere.  I’m going to miss the people 
here as well; the advisors and faculty members who have been very helpful.”  n

student spotlight: ross brown

building enrollment

In the last two years, the Department of Forest Resources has significantly increased 
its recruiting efforts.  We have been connecting with more and more students to let 
them know of the opportunities available within natural resource management.  We 
have also been increasing and improving the tools we provide to help them succeed at 
the University of Minnesota and beyond.

Resources for potential students are available online, but please feel free to contact 
us directly.  Contact the College of Food, Agricultural and Natural Resource Sciences’ 
(CFANS) admissions team (cfans.admissions@umn.edu) or Jenna Williams (jwill@
umn.edu, 612-625-3107) within the Department to answer any questions you may 
have about the programs, transferring, setting up a campus visit, etc.

Please share this information with interested students you know.  n
PDF fliers for our majors are available 
online at www.forestry.umn.edu 



Professor rebecca 
Montgomery

Congratulations to Professor Rebecca Montgomery for being 
distinguished with not one, but two awards this spring! 

Montgomery was the recipient of the Richard C. Newman Art of 
Teaching Award.  Richard Newman, an alumnus of the School of 
Forestry in the class of 1951, created an endowment to recognize 
faculty members.  The Art of Teaching award is given to a faculty 
member who focuses on the natural resources sciences, achieves 
excellence in teaching, and has a positive impact on students.

Montgomery was also awarded the Distinguished Undergraduate 
Teaching Faculty Award from the College of Food, Agricultural, and 
Natural Resource Sciences.  This award recognizes faculty who 
have made significant contributions to teaching and symbolize the 
College’s commitment of excellence in teaching.  n

tracene Marshall
Tracene Marshall, academic advisor to students in Forest Resources 
and Recreation Resource Management, was awarded the CFANS 
Distinguished Academic Staff Award.  Congratulations, Tracene!  n

Professor Mike Kilgore
Professor Mike Kilgore was awarded the Conservation Minnesota 
Leadership Award for his work on the Lessard-Sams Outdoor 
Heritage Council, where he led the Council to a successful start on 
a quarter-century of fish, game and wildlife habitat protection.  n

stUDent clUb UPDates  

regents Professor Peter reich
Congratulations to Regents Professor Peter Reich who won this 
year’s BBVA Foundation Frontiers of Knowledge award in ecology 
and conservation biology.  This award honors Reich’s work in 
global metabolic plant ecology.  Most notably, he discovered 
universal rules of leaf design and the scaling of plant physiology 
from seedling to tree, from cell to ecosystem, and from the stand 
to the globe.  Reich will receive the award this summer in Madrid.

“This contribution radically improves our understanding of and 
ability to predict terrestrial ecosystem responses to global 
environmental change,” his nomination says. “This includes 
responses of forests and grasslands to biodiversity loss, CO2, and 
climate change.”

Reich’s nomination also cites his work as leader of a unique long-
term field experiment that examines interactions of three well-
documented global changes: plant species diversity, elevated 
atmospheric CO2, and nitrogen pollution.

The BBVA Foundation is the philanthropic arm of BBVA Group, a 
large Spanish banking and finance company.  The awards honor 
world-class research and artistic creation.  n

Professor Dennis becker
Professor Dennis Becker was the recipient of the CFANS Student 
Board Outstanding Faculty Advisor award. This award recognizes 
Becker’s outstanding efforts outside the classroom during the 
2009-2010 academic year.  n

This year, the Forestry Club was proud to celebrate the 75th annual Forester’s Day on 
April 30th.  The day included a pancake breakfast served by faculty and staff followed by 
friendly competition in timber sports such as the bucksaw and pulp toss.  Celebrations 
culminated with a catered banquet in the evening where alum Jim Marshall, of UPM-
Kymmene Blandin Paper Company, gave a talk sharing his insights into the future of 
forestry along with some perspective from the past.

Students traveled to compete in the third 
annual Woodchuck Games and Lake States 
Quiz Bowl on April 24th.

Thanks to everyone who stopped by the 
Christmas tree lot last December.  We 
appreciate your continued support!  n

-  C L U B  P R e S I D e N T ,  S T e P H e N  R U D O L P H

(left) Faculty and staff enjoy flipping for the pan-
cake breakfast! (right)Shanelle Dube gives it a go!  
The new Tree Ascension Club provided demonstra-
tions of tree climbing techniques for students to try.

awards in the Department
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The Department of Forest Resources is now on Facebook!  Join our page to stay 
up to date on what’s happening in the Department, stay connected or reconnect 
with classmates, see upcoming events and more!  n

The Gopher Peavey is now available online!  Published from 1928 
until 1993, the Peavey was the annual publication put out by the 

Forestry Club to document the events and activities of 
the year. Visit our website under publications 
to view the files in PDF format.  n




