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Boreal forest health and global change
S. Gauthier,1* P. Bernier,1 T. Kuuluvainen,2 A. Z. Shvidenko,3 D. G. Schepaschenko3

The boreal forest, one of the largest biomes on Earth, provides ecosystem services that
benefit society at levels ranging from local to global. Currently, about two-thirds of the area
covered by this biome is under some form of management, mostly for wood production.
Services such as climate regulation are also provided by both the unmanaged and managed
boreal forests. Although most of the boreal forests have retained the resilience to cope
with current disturbances, projected environmental changes of unprecedented speed
and amplitude pose a substantial threat to their health. Management options to reduce
these threats are available and could be implemented, but economic incentives and
a greater focus on the boreal biome in international fora are needed to support further
adaptation and mitigation actions.

T
he boreal forest encompasses ~30% of the
global forest area (1), containsmore surface
freshwater than any other biome (2), and
has large tracts of unmanaged forests,
mostly in lower-productivity, high-latitude

regions of Canada, Russia, and Alaska (3) (Fig. 1,
A and B). Spread across only a few countries, the
biome is characterized by a very low population
density and generally low human impacts, al-
though extraction of natural resources is also
taking place regionally (Fig. 1C).
Boreal forests provide critical services to local,

regional, and global populations. Communities,
including those of indigenous people, benefit
from ecosystem services provided by the forest
for fishing, hunting, leisure, spiritual activities,
and economic opportunities (2). Countries such
as Canada, Finland, Sweden, and Russia (2) ex-
tract wood from boreal regions for their forest
industries. More than 33% of the lumber and
25% of the paper on the export market orig-
inate from boreal regions (2). Globally, boreal
forests help regulate climate through the ex-
change of energy and water (4). They are also a
large reservoir of biogenic carbon—on a level
comparable to, if not greater than, that of trop-
ical forests—with a likely underestimated 32%
of global terrestrial carbon (C) stocks mostly in
climate-sensitive peat, soils, and permafrost de-
posits (5, 6). The boreal forest is estimated to
sequester ~20% of the total C sink generated by
the world’s forests (5). Because of these multiple
roles, the fate of boreal forests should be a
global concern (4, 7).
Global change, which is the combination of

climate change and other changes linked to
human activities, is rapidly altering the boreal
forest environment (4, 8). The rate of these alter-
ations and their cumulative impacts will deter-
mine the future health of this biome, including

its potential to shift to new undesirable equi-
librium states (9). In this Review, we evaluate
the current status of boreal forest health and
discuss the increasing threats these forests face
under global change. Based on (1), we define
forest health as the capacity of forest ecosys-
tems to adjust to changing environmental con-
ditions and to maintain the generation of a
wide range of goods and services for society.
We assess forest health as a function of two
related ecosystem properties: (i) biodiversity at
scales from genes to landscapes and (ii) re-
silience, or the ability to recover from distur-
bances. We focus our assessment on services
linked to wood production and climate regu-
lation, and on forest dynamics and produc-
tivity. Finally,we provide examples of the potential
impacts of global change and propose options
for the long-term maintenance of boreal forest
health.

The character of boreal forests

Boreal forests are defined as forests growing
in high-latitude environments where freezing
temperatures occur for 6 to 8 months (2) and
in which trees are capable of reaching a mini-
mum height of 5 m and a canopy cover of 10%
(10). Boreal forest ecosystems have evolved un-
der the constraints imposed by a short grow-
ing season and severe winters during which
snow cover may last for several months (2, 11).
About one-third of their extent is underlain by
permafrost (Fig. 1A) (12, 13). Boreal forests
have a low diversity of tree species, of which
gymnosperms such as Abies, Larix, Pinus, and
Picea species usually dominate, with varying
proportions of angiosperm Populus, Betula, and
Alnus species (2, 11, 14) in stands that may never-
theless support thousands of species of living
organisms (15).
Different types of disturbances (fire, insects,

wind, etc.) have been an essential part of the dy-
namics of boreal forest landscapes, with events
that affect several squaremeters tomillions of hec-
tares (14, 16). Severe stand-replacing crown fires
have historically been common in North America
andparts of Russia, whereas nonlethal surface fires
have been prevalent in Eurasia (11, 14, 17). Insect

outbreaks have also been recurrent in North
America and eastern Russia, but windstorms
may have been a more important disturbance
type in Fennoscandia and western Russia (14).
Despite these regional differences, the combi-
nation of large- and small-scale disturbances
over millennia has shaped the biodiversity of all
boreal forests through themaintenance of a high
landscape-level diversity of stands varying in
size, age, structure, and composition, whose prox-
imity creates a large array of habitats for native
species (15, 18).
Because of the recurrent nature of disturban-

ces, boreal plant species are generally less af-
fected by fragmentation than tropical forest
species (19), although specialized species from
other groups can be sensitive to fragmentation
or change in habitat representation (15, 18). Bo-
real tree species in particular have evolvedmech-
anisms to survive or recover from disturbances,
although the recovery process can be slow (20).
They also have a generally high adaptive capac-
ity expressed through large environmental tol-
erance ranges, large population sizes, and high
population-level genetic diversity (21, 22). The
resilience of these systems is well illustrated in
the boreal forest of eastern North America, where
the regional tree species pool has remainedmostly
unchanged over the past 8000 years despite large
fluctuations in climate and regional disturbance
regimes (23).

Is boreal forest health compromised by
forest management?

Nearly two-thirds of boreal forests are consid-
ered to be managed (24), largely for industrial
wood production [35 to 40% in Canada (2, 25),
58% in Russia (26), and 90% in Fennoscandia
(2)]. Management intensity ranges from low-
input extensive in Canada and Russia to high-
input intensive in Fennoscandian forests that
represent ~5% of the global boreal forest (2).
It is estimated that more than 60% of the stands
within the managed forest have been harvested
at least once (25, 27), although this percentage
varies regionally.
Managed forests in Sweden and Finland have

been heavily homogenized as a result of long-
term use and increasingly intensive silviculture
for timber production (15, 27), together with fire
suppression (Fig. 1D). Forest productivity and
growing stock is increasing, and the aim is to
further augment timber extraction (28). Lower-
yielding managed boreal forests in Canada have
retained higher stand and landscape-level diver-
sities through the presence of natural regeneration
in postharvest stands and the occurrence of nat-
ural disturbances across landscapes (25) (Fig.
1D). In boreal Russia, harvest levels, along with
investments in forest protection and manage-
ment, have dropped substantially since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union (8, 29). Additionally, in
spite of existing laws and regulations, up to
20% of current logging is carried out illegally
(8), with practices that include overharvesting
of high-value stems or tree species in the most
productive or accessible stands (30).
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Harvesting has decreased the extent of older
forests as compared with natural conditions in
all regions with forest management (14, 16). The
resulting decline in structural attributes such as
large trees for cavity shelters and coarse woody
debris associated with older forests has negatively
affected biodiversity (31). Harvesting has also in-
creased the proportion of early-successional, re-
generating stands, but these retain less biological
and structural diversity than those originating
fromnatural disturbances in which rapidly chang-
ing habitats and high species turnover enhance
the adaptation potential to new environmental
conditions (25). Postharvest stands may be fur-
ther homogenized through tree plantation with
varying degrees of genetic selection and through
the control of forest structure and competing
vegetation, thereby further reducing their po-
tential for adaptation to a changing environment
(25). Recently, demand for biomass as a renew-

able energy feedstock has increased, especially in
Nordic countries, with a risk of removing nutrients
needed for tree growth (28). However, negative
effects of harvest residue removal on site fertility
have been demonstrated only for specific site
types (32, 33).
Although past management practices have

been shown to decrease species and landscape
diversity, it appears that most boreal forest land-
scapes have at least partially retained their re-
silience to disturbance (25). However, current
evidence suggests that the intensification of for-
est management to enhance wood production
has reduced forest biodiversity and resilience
(15). With intensified forest management, the
maintenance of a productive forest increasingly
shifts from a natural process to one whose costs
and risks must be borne by the forest sector
(34). For example, in the Swedish province of
Götaland, the 2005 windstorm felled 75Mm3 of

intensively managed wind-prone conifer stands,
increasing unit wood costs by 21% that year for
the recovery and storage of the wind-felled trees
and the replanting of damaged areas (35).
Finally, in addition to forest management,

the exploration, development, and extraction
of other resources (mining, oil and gas, flooding
for hydroelectric projects, etc.) have been taking
place in regions spread across both the managed
and unmanaged portions of the boreal forest
(1, 2, 36) (Fig. 1C). Cumulatively, these activi-
ties across northern territories in recent decades
have had negative impacts on the health of
forest ecosystems through air pollution, soil and
water contamination, changes in hydrological
regimes, and the physical alteration and frag-
mentation of forested landscapes (1, 37)—notably
in the permafrost forest ecosystems of Siberia
(36, 37).

What risks to boreal forest health are
posed by global change?

Over the course of the 21st century, the boreal
biome is expected to experience the largest in-
crease in temperatures of all forest biomes (38, 39).
In the meantime, the development and extrac-
tion of natural resources will likely impose more
pressure on boreal forest health (37). The expected
and unprecedented rate of changes, particularly
those of climate and related disturbances, may
overwhelm the resilience of species and ecosys-
tems, possibly leading to important biome-level
changes (9).
Mean annual temperature increases of 1.5°C

or more have recently been documented over
much of the boreal forest (38). Under a glob-
ally averaged projection of a warming of 4°C
by the end of this century, boreal regions could
experience temperature increases from 4° to
11°C, accompanied by a far more modest ex-
pected increase in precipitation (40) (Fig. 2).
In such an extreme scenario, large regions of
the boreal forests could, by the end of the cen-
tury, shift to the drier climate space normally
occupied by the woodland/shrubland biome
(Fig. 2) (41).
Given these changes in climate, biotic and

abiotic disturbances are generally predicted to
increase in extent, frequency, or severity over the
same time frame, although uncertainties in the
projections remain (22, 39, 42–44). Fire occur-
rence, area, and severity are projected to increase
considerably, notably for parts of Russia where
the share of stand-replacing fires is forecast to
increase substantially (43–45). Warmer temper-
atures would also lift the climate barriers to
population growth or range expansion of native
or invasive forest pests, resulting in severe out-
breaks similar to those recently experienced in
Canadawith themountain pine beetle (46) and in
Siberia with the Siberian silk moth (36). More-
over, the intensification of global trade provides
an ever-more efficient vector for the propaga-
tion of invasive pests and pathogens to boreal
forests (47).
Limited evidence suggests a slow northward

migration of temperate deciduous tree species
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Fig. 1. Characteristics of the circumboreal forest. (A) The extent of the managed and unmanaged
boreal forests is shown on the map. Forest growing on permafrost covers a large region. (B) The current
biomass distribution shows the strong south-to-north decrease in forest productivity and the east-to-
west increase in the latitude of productive forests across continents. (C) The human impact index
reflects the overall low but locally important impact due to harvesting, agriculture, human settlements,
natural resource exploration and exploitation, mining, or roads, as well as their cumulative importance.
(D) The mean annual fraction burned (1997–2014) ranges from very low to more than 5% in the drier
areas of Eurasian forests. Boreal regions delineated on the map correspond to those considered in Fig. 2B.
WNA, western North America; ENA, eastern North America; WF, western Fennoscandia; WE, western
Eurasia; EE, eastern Eurasia. See (70) for details on data sources.
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into the boreal zone of eastern North America
(48) and an expansion of evergreen coniferous
species into the current habitat of the deciduous
larch in Siberia (49). However, climate zones are
shifting northward at speeds one order of mag-
nitude faster than the trees’ ability to migrate
(36, 50). Therefore, forests will be affected directly
by the changes in their local climatic conditions
and indirectly by changes in the local distur-
bance regimes. Drought-induced mortality has
been reported in several boreal regions (42) and is
predicted to increase regionally (8, 39). Forest pro-
ductivity has been on the rise in Fennoscandia,
in the northern reaches of the North American
boreal forest (51, 52), and over major parts of
Russia (53), partially in response to increased
temperature and growing-season length. Addi-
tionally, productivity is projected to increase until
2030 in most of Russia’s boreal forests (8). By
contrast, productivity has been shown or pre-
dicted to decrease in response to regional drier
conditions in parts of the North American boreal
forest (54, 55).
The shift to a drier climate and increasingly

frequent disturbances may lead to extensive for-
est cover thinning or loss, as suggested by the
projected climate space for large regions of the
boreal forest (Fig. 2) (43, 56). Such a change could
be accelerated by the documented ability of suc-
cessive disturbances to rapidly transform closed
forests into low-productivity open woodlands
(41, 56, 57). The projected changes from surface
to crown fires in Russian forest ecosystems dom-
inated by tree species not adapted to regenerate
after stand-replacing fires could also impair re-
generation and the return to closed-canopy stands
(43). The thawing of the permafrost in dry con-
tinental Siberia may lead to widespread drought-
induced mortality in both the dark coniferous

forests (8) and in the larch forests that cover 20%
of the global boreal forest (13).
Projections of forest dynamics under a range

of climate scenarios suggest a greater probability
that boreal C stocks will decrease rather than in-
crease or stay unchanged (8, 58). Globally, the
boreal forestmayhave started transitioning from
a C sink to a C source (6), and certain regions
[e.g., western Canada (46) and Siberia (59)] may
already be emitting more C than they capture.
The characterization and understanding of C
stock dynamics vary considerably among differ-
ent regions of the boreal forest (58, 60), but this
biome’s numerous peatlands and deep organic
deposits encased in permafrost may become
highly vulnerable to global warming (58). In
Russia alone, the release of C from the thawing
permafrost by the end of the century could po-
tentially be several times larger than that of
current tropical deforestation (8). Regionally,
such impacts may be exacerbated by industrial
development (36, 37). The full consequences of
these changes—including long-term geophysi-
cal effects on global climate (61) and on sys-
tems integrity (4)—remain to be understood and
evaluated.

A way forward

The maintenance of ecosystem services from
boreal forests depends on the preservation of
forest health, which is threatened by the speed
and amplitude of changes in climate projected
for these northern latitudes. Considering the im-
portance of the potential impacts these changes
may have and the extent over which they may
take place, it is imperative that actions be taken
to maintain the health of the boreal forest or to
enhance its contribution to climate change miti-
gation. Forest management and economic and
global policy considerations represent important
avenues to achieve such goals.
Forest management actions to mitigate the ef-

fects of climate change can be undertaken (58, 62);
these include afforestation and practices to main-
tain in situ C stocks or to enhance on-site and
off-site sequestration (6, 62). Afforestation in the
boreal forests should be pursued where possible,
but the potential gains are generally small be-
cause of low rates of boreal deforestation (58, 62),
with a yearly rate of deforestation close to 0.02%
(58). A notable exception may be the abandon-
ment of 45 Mha of agricultural land in boreal
Russia (63), of which 18 Mha is already under-
going natural regeneration (64). Reforestation
could also be used to speed the postdisturbance
recovery of forests in the unmanaged boreal re-
gion (8), across areas that may cover millions of
hectares in Russia alone (36). In addition, se-
questration of C in harvested wood products, the
substitution of wood for more energy-intensive
building material, and the use of wood as energy
feedstock can all be enhanced to provide addi-
tional mitigation benefits. However, economic in-
centives to specifically support afforestation or
other carbon-related management actions, such
as substitution of energy-intensive building ma-
terials, are limited in boreal forests (7, 62).
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Fig. 2. Mean annual temperature and precipi-
tation in the circumboreal forest represented
on the climate space of terrestrial biomes. (A)
Potential impacts of a changing climate on boreal
forests are illustrated by overlaying the climatic
envelope of global circumboreal forests on the
climate space of terrestrial biomes. Baseline (1975)
climate conditions of boreal forests correspond
closely to the taiga and tundra climate space. Pro-
jections of future climate conditions (2090) under
an extreme CO2 emission scenario (AR4 A2) would
also overlap the climate space of the woodland/
shrubland (6) and temperate seasonal forest (5)
biomes. (B) Panels display the frequency of base-
line (left) and future (right) climate conditions within
a 10-min gridded representation of each region (see
Fig. 1D for location). Eastern North America (ENA) is
the only region projected to remain within the cli-
mate space of forested biomes [either taiga (8) or
temperate seasonal forest (5)]. In all other regions,
projected precipitation changes appear to be insuffi-
cient to fully compensate for the increased evapora-
tive demand generated by warmer temperatures.
Large areas of these regions would shift into the
climate space of the woodland/shrubland biome.
See (70) for details on data sources and methods.
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Forestmanagement strategies such as continuous-
cover silviculture and the enhancement of tree
species diversity and of landscape heterogeneity
may aid in the maintenance of forest cover, the
conservation of C stocks, and biodiversity (8, 65).
Implementation of newmanagement approaches
based on the closer emulation of natural processes
or on an adaptive systems perspective (18) may
also alleviate some of the ecological problems as-
sociated with past forest management practices
while providing economically viable alternatives
(31, 66). Large, well-distributed conservation areas,
where natural processes are occurring, remain
important for the maintenance of biodiversity
and the resilience of boreal forest landscapes (67).
However, considerations for their establishment
must now include the changing climate (67).
Better control of natural disturbances is often

suggested as a means to conserve boreal C stocks
(6), but achieving this goal—particularly in remote
areas—may be economically impossible, especially
given future climate conditions. Rather, the incor-
poration of disturbance risks in timber supply
planning can be used to set sustainablemanage-
ment objectives within a changing climate envi-
ronment (68). Managing for multiple objectives
may be challenging, but integrated approaches
can support the development of strategies that
maximize positive outcomes and find trade-offs
between possible contradictory objectives such
as management for wood production, climate
change mitigation, and biodiversity conserva-
tion (6, 62).
Monitoring is essential to continuously assess

the state of the boreal forests and to improve our
understanding of interactions and feedback
among processes. The postdisturbance regener-
ation phase deserves particular attention (34), as
it may provide early warnings of forest health
degradation, such as species invasion, and allow
the rapid implementation of remedial actions to
prevent, for instance, the loss of forest cover (36).
Forests on permafrost and in remote areas are
also critically linked to climate and should be
monitored closely to detect or predict impending
signals of permanent shifts from C sinks to C
sources (60) or from closed to open forest status
(8). Coupledwithmodeling, such change-tracking
can be used to project the future of this important
biome.However, the currentmodelsneed improve-
ment, as they may not account for regional spec-
ificities such as permafrost (36) and often fail to
converge on similar outcomes [e.g., (56, 69) for
central Siberia].
The health of the immense and seemingly

timeless boreal forest is presently under threat,
together with the vitality of many forest-based
communities and economies. On the larger scale,
the long-term provisioning of vital ecosystem ser-
vices such as global climate regulation is at risk.
Our vast knowledge of boreal forests can inform
solution development, but current international
agreements and regional market mechanisms
fail to provide incentives or opportunities to fully
implement the existing options (7, 8). To support
critical and timely action across the boreal forest,
global discussions on sustainable development,

biodiversity conservation, and climate change
mitigation need to place a greater focus on this
vast biome.
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