
by Lauren Peretti

     Northern Asia may be on the other side 

of the world, but the land-use history, land-

scape, and ongoing climate change are very 

similar to those of the western United States. 

Many geographers believe that understand-

ing how wildfires affect Mongolian forests 

and comparing the data collected from tree 

ring scars will indicate that the frequency of 

fire is directly related to climate.

To uncover patterns of climate change, 

Amy Hessl, PhD, associate professor of geog-

raphy in the Eberly College of Arts and Sci-

ences, is collaborating with an international 

group of researchers and students to study 

the climate and ecology of Mongolia. Her re-

search is funded by a National Science Foun-

dation grant that totals nearly $570,000. 

“Wildfires can influence atmospheric 

processes and have important ramifications 

for the future climate change,” said Hessl. 

“Mongolia contains three major biological 

systems, creating a natural archive of infor-

mation and laboratory for research.” 

Researchers will sample tree rings to 

examine age and fire scars, test climate and 

human effects on forest conditions, analyze 

fire history and forest structural data from 

more than 40 sites, and reconstruct wild-

fire occurrence from the past four centuries. 

These methods and research findings will aid 

decision-makers, landowners, managers, and 

conservation organizations working in for-

ests and related ecosystems across the globe.

The research is a collaborative effort 

that includes Hessl, Neil Pederson, assistant 

professor in the department of biological 

sciences at Eastern Kentucky University, 

Peter Brown, of Rocky Mountain Tree-Ring 

Research in Fort Collins, Colorado, and 

Baatarbileg Nachin, head of the department 

of forestry at the National University of 

Mongolia. The grant also supports field 

and laboratory research for two doctoral 

students from WVU and Eastern Kentucky 

To read more about the 
project visit: 

.

Amy Hessl, associate professor of geography, and graduate student Tom Saladyga 
examine tree rings in the lab.

Tree Rings Tell a Story of Change

University, and a Mongolian student from 

Colorado State University, and may fund a 

WVU undergraduate student.

Hessl initiated the project after returning 

from a Mongolian conference in 2006, but 

it was Stockton Maxwell, a WVU doctoral 

student from Wheeling, West Virginia, who 

piloted the program when he was awarded 

a fellowship from the American Center for 

Mongolian Studies, and traveled to northern 

Asia looking for research sites with evidence 

of wildfires. 

Tom Saladyga, a doctoral student from 

Bordentown, Pennsylvania, will return to 

Mongolia this summer to continue the re-

search. Saladyga, who will stay with the 

project for the next three years, is looking 

forward to collaborating with international 

researchers to study climate change in Mon-

golia. 

“There is no substitute for this kind of 

field research,” said Saladyga. “It is a fantastic 

opportunity that really enhances my gradu-

ate experience at WVU.”

Amy Hessl received a double 
bachelor’s degree in anthropology 
and conservation and resource stud-
ies from the University of California at 
Berkeley in 1992. She went on to re-
ceive a master’s degree in geography 
and recreation from the University 
of Wyoming in 1996, and a doctoral 
degree in geography and regional 
development from the University of 
Arizona, Tucson, in 2000. She joined 
WVU in 2001. Currently, she is coor-
dinator of the geography graduate 
committee.
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