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a scientist-volunteer partnership exploring poplar tree phenology and climate change

What’s up with PopClock?

P

opClock began in 2013, and we are off to a great
start! This map shows locations where PopClock
volunteers have submitted observations for balsam
poplar (Populus balsamifera, red squares) and quaking
aspen (Populus tremuloides, blue triangles) through Nature’s Notebook. The green area shows the range of quaking
aspen (balsam poplar has a similar range). PopClock scientists want to compare these ground-based observations to
satellite images. But they need data throughout the range of
both tree species. As you can see, many regions of the U.S.
and Canada lack observers—especially for balsam poplar.
If you aren’t a PopClock volunteer, please join us (see next
page). If you are a volunteer, please keep submitting data,
as we hope to get multiple observations over several years.
Thanks!

How do I find PopClock trees in the winter?

I

dentifying trees in the winter is more challenging than
when they have their leaves. But it is fun, and a great
way to learn more about forests in your area. Here’s
some guidance to help you in your
hunt for balsam poplar and quaking
aspen stands.
★★ Make sure you are within the
natural geographic range of our
two PopClock trees (see weblinks
on the next page for range maps).
Please avoid human-planted stands
of trees because we are studying
how “native” trees have adapted
to their local climate over many
generations.
★★ Seek out habitats where these trees
are found. Quaking aspens are
often in upland forests with other
northern hardwood trees and
conifers (top photo). Balsam poplars are especially common near
streams and rivers (bottom photo).
They can also be found in moist
uplands regions.
★★ Look carefully at the bark on the
tree. Quaking aspen has smooth,
pale (whitish or slightly yellow)

bark, often with dark black
blotches (left photo, JS Peterman@USDA-NRCS Plants
Database). Balsam poplar
has similar bark but tends to
be a bit darker in color and
less smooth—particularly in
older trees, which develop
vertical ridges (right photo).
★★ Look at the tree’s twigs, as well as buds on
the end of the branches. The buds are pre-formed leaves covered in protective bud “scales” that keep them safe through
the harsh winter. When spring arrives, the buds “burst”
to reveal the leaves. Aspen twigs are slender and grayishbrown, and their
buds are small (~0.25
inches), non-sticky, and
non-fragrant (left twig).
Balsam poplar twigs are
stouter and dark brown
near the tips. Their
buds are large (~1 inch)
and covered in a resin
that can be very sticky,
especially in the spring; they have a wonderful spicy aroma
(right twig).
★★ To confirm your winter I.D., check again after “bud burst.”
See www.usanpn.org/nn/popclock for more information.

Need more tree ID guidance?

J

oin our PopClock training webinar at 2:00pm (eastern
time) on Tuesday March 4. Dr. Steve Keller, PopClock
lead scientist, will explain how to find the PopClock
trees and how to submit your observations. He will also
discuss why we are collecting these data and answer any
questions. Register soon to reserve your spot.

PopClock Webinar
Tuesday March 4 2014
2:00-3:00pm (eastern time)
Register at:

www.usanpn.org/nn/connect/
Webinars2014#popclock

Interesting PopClock Fact
The resin in balsam poplar buds
contains the same active ingredient
as aspirin (salicylic acid). Native
Americans understood this and
used the buds as an ointment. The
buds also have an anti-microbial
properties. Bees figured this
out and line their “brood cells”
within the hive with these buds
to discourage harmful microbes.
Smart bees! (photo: Bill Cook,
Michigan State U, Bugwood.org)

We need more PopClock observations!

I

f you are already a PopClock citizen scientist, YEAH!
Please keep collecting data on your tree stands—ideally through fall 2016—as we would like to get multiple
observations on the same sets of tree stands. We can then
compare these ground measurements to satellite images
and make predictions about how forests will response to
climate change.
If you aren’t a PopClock citizen scientist, please consider
joining our team! We need observations in areas where our
two poplar species are native— northern New England,

New York, upper Great Lakes area, Wyoming and Colorado--especially for balsam poplar. Just follow the steps
below.

★★ Find a stand of balsam poplar and/or quaking aspen.
★★ Check the stand periodically.
★★ Record the date when leaves first emerge in the spring and
when leaves change color in the fall (and any other changes
of interest).
★★ Create on NPN’s Nature Notebook account and enter your
observations.
★★ If possible, keep making observations until fall 2016.

More info on PopClock
With a grant from the National Science Foundation and
support from the National Phenology Network, Project
Budburst and Plant Watch, University of Maryland Center
for Environmental Science Appalachian Laboratory scientists are working with U.S. and Canadian volunteers to
collect ground-based observations of spring leaf emergence
and fall color change of two poplar species—balsam poplar
(Populus balsamifera) and quaking aspen (Populus tremuloides). PopClock scientists will use these phenology observations, along with satellite images across the growing season,
to create maps of “green-up” and “green-down” of these
two species. They will combine these maps with genetic
information to predict areas where trees are most and least
adapted to climate change.
★★ Check us out on Facebook - facebook.com/popclock
★★ Learn more about collecting and submitting your PopClock observations – www.usanpn.org/nn/popclock
★★ Review the range map for balsam poplar - esp.cr.usgs.gov/data/little/popubals.pdf
★★ Review the range map for quaking aspen - esp.cr.usgs.gov/data/little/poputrem.pdf
★★ Explore our Appalachian Laboratory Environmental Science education program - alese.al.umcs.edu
★★ Email us if you have any questions or insights to share; we’d love to hear from you! – citizen.science@al.umces.edu

