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Network analysis can guide resilience-based management in forest
landscapes under global change
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Abstract. Forests are projected to undergo dramatic compositional and structural shifts
prompted by global changes, such as climatic changes and intensifying natural disturbance
regimes. Future uncertainty makes planning for forest management exceptionally difficult,
demanding novel approaches to maintain or improve the ability of forest ecosystems to
respond and rapidly reorganize after disturbance events. Adopting a landscape perspective in
forest management is particularly important in fragmented forest landscapes where both diversity and connectivity play key roles in determining resilience to global change. In this context,
network analysis and functional traits combined with ecological dynamic modeling can help
evaluate changes in functional response diversity and connectivity within and among forest
stands in fragmented landscapes. Here, we coupled ecological dynamic modeling with functional traits analysis and network theory to analyze forested landscapes as an interconnected
network of forest patches. We simulated future forest landscape dynamics in a large landscape
in southern Quebec, Canada, under a combination of climate, disturbance, and management
scenarios. We depicted the landscape as a functional network, assessed changes in future resilience using indicators at multiple spatial scales, and evaluated if current management practices
are suitable for maintaining resilience to simulated changes in regimes. Our results show that
climate change would promote forest productivity and favor heat-adapted deciduous species.
Changes in natural disturbances will likely have negative impacts on native conifers and will
drive changes in forest type composition. Climate change negatively impacted all resilience
indicators and triggered losses of functional response diversity and connectivity across the
landscape with undesirable consequences on the capacity of these forests to adapt to global
change. Also, current management strategies failed to promote resilience at different spatial
levels, highlighting the need for a more active and thoughtful approach to forest management
under global change. Our study demonstrates the usefulness of combining dynamic landscapescale simulation modeling with network analyses to evaluate the possible impacts of climate
change as well as human and natural disturbances on forest resilience under global change.
Key words: forest ecology; forest landscape modeling; forest management; functional diversity; global
change; LANDIS-II; natural disturbances; network analysis; resilience.

INTRODUCTION
Global environmental changes and socio-economic
pressures are affecting forest ecosystems at an increasingly
rapid pace (Weed et al. 2013, Millar and Stephenson
2015, Seidl et al. 2017). In particular, uncertainty due to
global change such as climate warming, shifts in societal
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expectations, and intensifying natural disturbance regimes
is challenging forest management planning (Keenan 2015,
Vil
a-Cabrera et al. 2018). Managers generally rely on historical reference conditions to manage forest stands. To
maintain provisioning of a few services, mostly timber,
forest structures and communities are simplified and forest practices standardized (Puettmann et al. 2009). However, future environmental conditions are highly
uncertain and traditional approaches may be ineffective
for managing forests to increase resistance and adaptive
capacity (Seastedt et al. 2008). As such, many researchers
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have suggested that new principles and approaches like
adaptive silviculture (Halofsky et al. 2016), climate-smart
forestry (Nabuurs et al. 2017), and functional zoning
(Messier et al. 2009) should be used.
One way to maintain or improve the ability of forest
ecosystems to respond to sudden changes and at the
same time sustain sufficient levels of ecosystem functions
or services is to manage for resilience (Messier et al.
2013, Fahey et al. 2018). This approach represents a
paradigm shift away from traditional silvicultural methods: the maximization of rapid self-reorganization and
the diversification of ecosystem functions are actively
integrated into management strategies across multiple
temporal and spatial scales (Seidl et al. 2016). An efficient resilience-based management, however, requires a
flexible multi-scale perspective (e.g., from stand to management area to landscape) and the consideration of
multiple processes in relation to the globally changing
socio-ecological conditions (Messier et al. 2016).
Embracing a landscape perspective is especially
important in regions where forest ecosystems have been
reduced from large woodlands to smaller fragmented
patches (Foster et al. 1998). These are usually the most
inhabited regions of the planet and where society
strongly relies on forest-based ecosystem services
(Mitchell et al. 2014). In these human-transformed scattered landscapes, network theory, the study of graphs
representing systems of discrete interconnected objects,
can be applied to evaluate effective connectivity between
forest patches (Ricotta et al. 2000, Dale and Fortin
2010). High potential dispersal among patches ensures a
rapid tree recolonization of disturbed stands by seeds
coming from the surrounding intact stands, contributing
to a swift and efficient reorganization of the system.
Additionally, methods based on functional traits can be
used to evaluate functional response diversity and functional redundancy within forest stands and across landscapes (Aubin et al. 2016, Nock et al. 2016). Functional
traits are biological characteristics influencing species
performance in terms of growth, survival, or reproduction (Violle et al. 2007). Describing forest communities
not only in terms of tree species but according to specific
traits for adapting to climate change and coping with
disturbances (i.e., response traits) allows characterizing
ecosystem adaptation and resilience to known stressors.
A functionally diverse community is composed of species with a high mixture of response traits enabling the
ecosystem/forest to functionally persist despite disturbances (Mori et al. 2013). Functional redundancy refers
to the number of species contributing in a similar way to
an ecosystem function (Laliberte et al. 2010). High functional redundancy therefore implies high recurrence of
traits within a community, which would make such community highly adaptable as loss of individual species following unexpected disturbances would not compromise
overall ecosystem functioning (Yachi and Loreau 1999,
Thompson et al. 2009). Hence, functional connectivity
(LaPoint et al. 2015; in our case, the potential seed
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dispersal of species and traits across and/or among
patches), functional response diversity, and functional
redundancy are suitable indicators for evaluating landscape-level ecological resilience in fragmented forest
ecosystems (Craven et al. 2016, Aquilue et al. 2020).
The combined use of functional diversity and network
analysis applied to forest management has been recently
proposed (Messier et al. 2019). With this approach, a
forested landscape is represented as a functional network,
describing the spatial distribution and topology of forest
stands while accounting for functional diversity at multiple spatial scales. The fundamental units of a functional
network are nodes, in our case, forest patches/stands with
different levels of functional diversity, and links, denoting
the amount of functional connectivity among nodes.
Important nodes with a number of links that greatly
exceeds the average are called hubs while nodes contributing to connectivity between two or more highly connected
groups of nodes are known as module connectors (Delmas
et al. 2019). This approach assesses the likelihood of functional diversity dispersion across the network according
to seed dispersal capacity and proportion of intra-patch
functional diversity between nodes (Craven et al. 2016).
Using network analysis and resilience-proxy indicators
such as functional response diversity, redundancy and
connectivity, silvicultural practices at the stand/ownership
scale can be evaluated and coordinated at a landscape
and regional level to enhance resilience (Messier et al.
2019). Since it is typically not feasible to intervene everywhere across large landscapes due to logistics and limited
resources, planning interventions in limited strategic areas
or stands is critical (Aquilue et al. 2020).
Because of the high uncertainty related to global
changes, dynamic simulation models can be extremely
valuable for evaluating future scenarios at multiple
scales, and to support management decisions for adapting forests to global changes (Fontes et al. 2010, Seidl
et al. 2013, Shifley et al. 2017). Recent studies using
principles of the functional complex network on forest
landscapes used static methods and stressed the urgent
need for integrations with dynamic modeling to take into
account the temporal component of forest dynamics and
to directly link tree establishment, growth, and mortality
to changing environmental drivers (Aquilue et al. 2020).
Here, we couple a dynamic simulation model, accounting for processes at multiple spatial scales, nonlinear
relationships, long-term temporal scale, and ecological
drivers of forest change, with network analysis and functional diversity methods to demonstrate how such an
approach can guide forest management to increase forest
resilience at multiplescales.#AuthorQueryReply#
Focusing on a fragmented forest landscape in southern
Quebec (Canada), our specific objectives are (1) to assess
long-term impacts of climate change and disturbances on
forest productivity and composition, (2) to evaluate
changes in resilience-related properties (functional diversity, redundancy, connectivity) at multiple spatial scales,
and (3) to evaluate the effectiveness of current
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management in maintaining forest resilience to expected
changes. We hypothesize that (1) a warmer climate would
promote forest productivity and favor heat-adapted temperate deciduous species at the expense of cold-adapted
boreal species, and that (2) climate change and disturbances would have negative impacts on resilience indicators at multiple spatial scales (Duveneck and Scheller
2016, Lucash et al. 2017). Finally, we hypothesize that (3)
currently practiced forest management would not foster
resilience in such fragmented landscapes.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study area
The study area includes the entire Centre-du-Quebec,
a large administrative region in southern Quebec,
Canada (45°350 –46°340 N, 72°590 –71°220 W, Fig. 1). This
692,600-ha landscape is located between the northern
extent of the Appalachians Mountains and the St. Lawrence River. The climate is humid continental, with a
large seasonal temperature range (mean temperature:
annual 5.1°C, January 11.7°C, July 19.5°C) and annual
precipitation partitioned between rainfall (mean
861 mm/yr) and snowfall (mean 232 cm/yr). The vegetation is typical of the Mixedwood Plains and Atlantic
Maritime terrestrial ecozones (Marshall et al. 1996),
which transitions from northern hardwood forests to
mixedwood with southern boreal conifers (Table 1). The
most abundant tree species are red maple (Acer rubrum),
sugar maple (Acer saccharum), balsam fir (Abies balsamea), and yellow birch (Betula alleghaniensis). Historic
and recent forest management has had a strong impact
on forest structure and composition; compared to presettlement conditions, forests are generally younger and
have a higher share of deciduous pioneers (Dupuis et al.
2011). Forest covers 51% of the area (355,300 ha) and is
extremely fragmented by agricultural land and humanmade infrastructures (Fig. 1). Forestry is a major industry in the region and many ecosystem services in addition to timber production are dependent on the forest
(e.g., maple syrup production, biodiversity, habitat conservation, and recreation). Many stands are timber plantations, mostly of spruce (e.g., Picea glauca, Picea
mariana, Picea rubens, Picea abies) and pine species
(e.g., Pinus resinosa, Pinus strobus). The land is primarily
privately owned (93%) and is subdivided into five Regional County Municipalities (RCM; hereafter our management area unit).
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processes driving forest landscape dynamics. LANDISII is built on a core module interacting with multiple
extensions, each simulating succession, disturbances, or
management at various levels of complexity. Trees are
grouped into species-age cohorts in each cell. To simulate forest succession, we used the PnET-Succession v3.4
extension (de Bruijn et al. 2014). This extension is based
on algorithms of the PnET-II ecophysiological model
(Aber et al. 1995) and simulates the competition among
cohorts for water and light at a monthly time step as a
function of photosynthetic processes that are explicitly
linked to environmental drivers such as temperature,
precipitation, photosynthetically active radiation (PAR),
and CO2 concentration. Regeneration depends on distance from a seed source, soil water, and subcanopy
light, while competition is modeled by partitioning
incoming light through multiple canopy layers. Growth
of specific cohort biomass components (e.g., root, foliage, wood, non-structural carbon) increases with foliar
N, and atmospheric CO2 concentration. Growth
decreases as cohorts approach their longevity age but
mortality can occur at any time when carbon reserves
production is insufficient to support growth due to shading, water competition, and/or drought (Gustafson et al.
2015). Model documentation of LANDIS-II and its
extensions as well as executables and model source code
are available online.8
Model initialization
Forest composition was initialized using a combination of forest stand maps and data from 2,834 permanent and temporary forest inventory plots (MFFP 2017)
in the province of Quebec. We performed a nearestneighbor spatial imputation based on six stand predictor
variables (density, height, age, species composition, species assemblage, main canopy cover) to attribute the
most similar inventory plot to each raster cell. Ecoregions within the landscape were classified as subregions
sharing similar climatic conditions and soil types. We
carried out a calibration on the most influential model
parameters of PnET-Succession (see McKenzie et al.
2019) by comparing initial simulated biomass against
biomass maps derived from inventory records. Model
initialization and calibration is described in detail in
Appendix S1. We ran simulations of forest dynamics for
a period of 91 yr (2010–2100, both inclusive) across
>330,000 forested cells at 100-m resolution.
Climate scenarios

Simulation modeling
We used the forest landscape model LANDIS-II v7.0
(Scheller et al. 2007) to project forest dynamics in the
Centre-du-Quebec. LANDIS-II is a widely used model
that simulates forest successional processes, seed dispersal, regeneration, growth, and mortality, in interconnected grid cells, integrating stand- with landscape-level

We considered three climate futures: current climate,
moderate emission, and high emission scenarios. For
current climate, we projected a continuation of normal
climate conditions until 2100 by imputing a randomly
selected year from the historical time series 1960–2000
8

http://www.landis-ii.org/
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FIG. 1. On the left, geographical location of the study area within North America and the Canadian province of Quebec. On
the right, the Centre-du-Quebec subdivided into the five Regional County Municipalities: 1, Nicolet Yamaska; 2, Drummond; 3,
Becancour; 4, L’Erable; 5, Arthabaska.

TABLE 1. Common names of selected tree species and the
initial (2010) percentage of aboveground biomass (AGB).
Species
Red maple
Sugar maple
Balsam fir
Yellow birch
Eastern hemlock
Northern white cedar
Quaking aspen
White spruce
Eastern white pine
Black spruce
Tamarack
Red spruce
American beech
Red pine
Paper birch
Gray birch
Bigtooth aspen
White ash
Norway spruce

AGB (%)
31.9
12.6
10.3
7.1
6.3
5.9
4.1
3.6
3.1
2.2
2.0
2.0
1.6
1.5
1.4
1.4
1.3
1.0
1.0

Note: Scientific names, species codes, functional traits, and
model parameters are given in Appendix S2: Table S1.

derived from meteorological stations in the region
(ECCA 2019) and from recent global carbon dioxide
concentration measurements. Climate change scenarios
employed the Regional Concentration Pathway (RCP)
4.5 (moderate) and 8.5 (high) emission scenario from the
IPCC (IPCC 2013) as simulated by the Canadian Earth
System Model version 2 (CanESM2; Arora and Boer
2010) global circulation model. Climate projections were

downscaled for the Centre-du-Quebec and made available by the Innovation Cluster on Regional Climatology
Ouranos (Ouranos 2015). Additional details on the climate scenarios are given in Appendix S1. The moderate
and high emissions scenarios include a mean annual
temperature increase of approximately 5° and 8.5°C,
respectively, throughout the study area by 2100 (compared to the reference period 1961–2000). Simulated
annual precipitation for each climate change scenario
would increase only slightly from current values
(Appendix S1: Fig. S6).
Management and natural disturbance scenarios
We used the Biomass-Harvest v4.3 extension (Gustafson et al. 2000) to simulate both harvesting and natural
disturbances. The extension selects and removes biomass
based on user-defined prescriptions, determining cohorts
that should be removed as well as the percentage of the
area suitable for harvesting/removal at each time step
within a harvesting area. We simulated a business-asusual (BAU) management regime using harvest guidelines from the Forestry Agency of Bois-Francs (Agence
forestiere des Bois-Francs, AFBF). This agency coordinates the financial and technical support to private forest owners and is responsible for developing sustainable
forest management guidelines for the Centre-du-Quebec
(AFBF 2015). Information on harvesting regimes implemented independently by private forest owners (i.e.,
without the agency’s support) were not available so we
assumed that all private forests in Centre-du-Quebec are
being managed following the guidelines of the agency.
We defined harvesting areas using the agency’s map of
private and public ownership combined with a map
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locating sugar-maple-dominated stands (Appendix S1:
Fig. S8). Silvicultural prescriptions by stand structure
(even-aged, uneven-aged) and forest types (conifer plantations, mixed stands, hardwoods) were applied in both
private and public forests, except for sugar bushes, where
harvesting was simulated with a distinct prescription
that encourages the maintenance of sugar maple over
other tree species, and for public forest reserves (no harvesting).
The Biomass-Harvest extension was also used to simulate a scenario of generic natural disturbance by implementing cohort mortality events across the landscape.
Removal of cohort biomass due to increased mortality
was based on species-specific scores expressing the vulnerability of tree species to an ensemble of disturbances
and stressors (e.g., disease, insects and pests, browsing,
invasive species, ice, wind, fire, pollution; see
Appendix S1: Table S2). Scores were obtained from Matthews et al. (2011) and Brandt et al. (2017) in the context
of the Climate Change Tree Atlas project (Prasad et al.
2007). Natural disturbance scores were rescaled from 1
to 10 and averaged to obtain one overall vulnerability
index per species that was then used to derive proportions of cohort(s) biomass removal. Mortality events
were simulated randomly across 5% of the landscape’s
area at each time step (5 yr), allowing spatial spreading
up to 30 ha (see Appendix S1). The percentage of landscape affected at each time step was held constant
throughout the simulation time (i.e., did not interact
with climate change) and biomass removals affected
cohorts of all ages equally.
For each climate future, we simulated three management-disturbance scenarios: CONTROL (no management nor disturbance), BAU (current management, no
disturbance), and BAU-DIST (current management + disturbance). Since variability among model
runs was minimal (maximum variance of species biomass at year 2100 was 3.548% for 5 replicates and
3.549% for 10 replicates), we simulated 5 replicates for
each scenario for a total of 45 simulations (3 climate scenarios 9 3 management-disturbance scenarios 9 5 replicates). We assessed temporal trends in total and specieslevel aboveground biomass (AGB), monthly net primary
productivity and changes in species assemblages (forest
types) using the Biomass Reclassification extension v3.0.
Functional network
We computed the functional network at each time step
of the simulations under each climate, harvesting, and
disturbance scenario. Following the method presented in
Aquilue et al. (2020), we represented the forested landscape as a functional network using the principles of
functional traits and diversity (Nock et al. 2016) and
graph theory (Ricotta et al. 2000, Urban and Keitt
2001). We used the initial communities map with species
AGB for 2010 to determine forest patches applying an
eight-neighbor rule (see Appendix S1). Nodes of the
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network were defined as forest fragments larger than
5 ha while large forest patches (>1,500 ha) were further
clustered in smaller patches based on differences in main
forest type (conifers vs. deciduous) and geographical
coordinates. Next, we built a complete direct graph with
n = 1,249 patches (average area = 267  428 ha,
mean  SE), with in-degree and out-degree (i.e., the
number of links incoming to or outgoing from a node)
of all nodes equal to n  1, and links accounting for the
effective minimum Euclidean distance between patches
calculated from patch border. To calculate the functional
response diversity of the tree communities, we selected
eight functional traits associated with responses of species to disturbances and environmental change. We
focused on response traits directly related to resistance
to stressors such as drought, shade, and waterlogging,
and those related to regeneration after disturbance such
as maximum tree height, wood density, mode of reproduction, seed mass, and seed dispersal vector. Functional trait values were obtained from the literature
(Niinemets and Valladares 2006, Miles and Smith 2009,
Aubin et al. 2012) and from species parameters used in
LANDIS/PnET-Succession (Appendix S2: Table S1).
Functional response diversity of each network node was
quantified using the abundance-weighted functional dispersion index (Laliberte and Legendre 2010), which
accounts for how functionally different the species are
from one another in a community and is mathematically
independent of species richness. The index was computed using a generalization of Gower’s distance
(Pavoine et al. 2009), and the lingoes correction was
applied to obtain a Euclidean functional dissimilarity
matrix. Links between nodes were calculated based on
the distance between forest patches, species composition,
presence of mature trees able to produce seeds, and species seed dispersal capacity (Appendix S2: Table S1).
Connections between nodes occurred if at least one tree
species could disperse to its maximum seed dispersal distance. Links were directional (e.g., from patch a to patch
b but not necessarily vice versa) and weighted proportionally to the intensity of the connection (Wab), that is
the functional diversity that can travel from the source
to the target node (Wab = FDISab/FDISa where FDISab
the functional diversity calculated for those species in
node a that can disperse to node b; (Barrat et al. 2004)).
The result was a directional weighted graph with 1,249
nodes, each characterized by a different level of functional diversity (Appendix S2: Fig. S1). Since we did not
simulate land-cover changes (e.g., forest plantations in
agricultural land, rural abandonment, urbanization of
forest areas), network structures were directly comparable across scenarios.
To quantify network properties and assess differences
between scenarios, we calculated functional response
diversity, functional redundancy, and functional connectivity at both the landscape (Centre-du-Quebec) and
management area level (RCM). Functional response
diversity and functional redundancy were measured as
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the functional dispersion index and functional redundancy index (Laliberte and Legendre 2010, Ricotta et al.
2016), while functional connectivity was computed as
the probability of connectivity index PC following Saura
and Pascual-Hortal (2007). The three indicators were
rescaled as a percentage, using initial conditions (2010)
as a reference. All calculations were performed in R version 3.6.1 (R Core Team 2019) using multiple packages
including FD (Laliberte and Legendre 2010), cluster,
dplyr, raster, and igraph (Csardi and Nepusz 2006).

climate change, some species (e.g., maples, hardwoods,
tamarack, pines) showed an increase in AGB while
others declined, particularly under high emissions (e.g.,
balsam fir, eastern hemlock, red and black spruce). We
did not detect large differences in patterns of species
dynamics between the CONTROL and the BAU scenarios across climate futures. AGB reductions were also
observed in some species (e.g., balsam fir, black spruce,
and yellow birch) when natural disturbances were simulated in addition to harvesting.

RESULTS

Temporal and multi-spatial changes in the functional
network

Climate, management and natural disturbance effects on
forest productivity and composition
Our simulations indicated a general increase in total
tree aboveground biomass (AGB) across the landscape.
Total AGB increased with increasing anthropogenic climate forcing but at a lower magnitude once the effects
of management and natural disturbances were considered (Fig. 2). Greater AGB under climate change from
increased simulated net primary productivity (NPP) is
due to more favorable growth conditions (higher temperatures and CO2 concentration). Compared to current climate, NPP under climate change in 2100 was greater in
spring (April, May) and autumn (October, November)
but lower during the summer months. This indicates a
longer growing season under climate change but potential drought-related stress due to increased respiration in
July and August (Fig. 3).
Within forest types, climate change resulted in a
higher proportion of northern hardwoods and less of an
increase in boreal conifers. Pioneers, pines, and other
conifers under climate change resulted in similar patterns to current climate (Fig. 4). Harvesting generally
favored northern hardwoods and exotic conifers while
only slightly reducing the increase of boreal conifers.
Natural disturbances, however, resulted in a strong
reduction of boreal conifers. The spatial distribution of
forest types in 2100 showed a clear increase in boreal
conifers in areas previously dominated by other conifers
and pioneers under the current climate scenario CONTROL (Appendix S2: Fig. S3). Increasing climate
change and natural disturbances, however, resulted in a
clear dominance of northern hardwoods and a decline in
boreal conifers across the entire region, particularly in
the northeastern areas (Appendix S2: Fig. S3).
For individual species, we found substantial differences in simulated AGB and responses to climate
change, forest management, and natural disturbances
(Fig. 2 and Appendix S2: Fig. S2). Pioneer species,
shade-intolerant birches and poplars, were projected to
decline no matter the simulated scenario, although these
species made up a small proportion of the landscape to
begin with. This was likely due to increased effects of
competition with late successional species, which showed
a general increase in AGB over time. In response to

At the landscape scale, functional response diversity
(FDiv) was projected to decrease over time under most
climate, management, and natural disturbance scenarios (Fig. 5). Climate change further induced FDiv
reduction, especially at the end of the high emission
future. Although this indicator decreased under most
scenarios, FDiv declined less when natural-induced disturbances were considered (BAU-DIST) under moderate and high emissions, and it was maintained at initial
levels only under current climate. On the other hand,
functional redundancy (FRed) increased over the simulation time but only marginally (max 0.58% under Current-CONTROL). Similar to FDiv, FRed was
negatively affected by changes in climatic conditions;
by the end of each simulation, FRed leveled off under
moderate emissions and declined under high emissions
(Fig. 4). The temporal pattern of FRed was nearly
identical for the CONTROL and the BAU scenarios,
but, different from FDiv, revealed a reduction when
natural disturbances were considered (BAU-DIST).
Functional connectivity (FConn) declined under most
simulated scenarios, with a reduction up to 45% in
2100 compared to initial conditions (High-CONTROL). Only under current climate, harvesting and
natural disturbances (Current-BAU-DIST) this indicator increased slightly. Climate change negatively
affected FConn and the differences between climate
scenarios diverged more under human and natural-induced disturbances (BAU, BAU-DIST).
Although FDiv decreased under most scenarios, we
observed spatial differences in its simulated pattern
across the entire landscape (Fig. 6). For example, under
the CONTROL-current scenario, FDiv mostly
decreased on fragmented patches found in the northwestern and central parts of the landscape. Increasing
climate and natural disturbance pressures, however,
resulted in a reduction in FDiv also in larger, well-connected stands found in the northeastern part of the landscape. Despite the overall decline, FDiv increased locally
in a number of small fragmented, often disconnected,
stands across the landscape (nodes >0.1% in Fig. 6;
Appendix S2: Fig. S4). The northeastern and eastern
portions of the landscape had high FConn among
patches; despite extended losses, numerous connections
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FIG. 2. Aboveground biomass (AGB, kg/m2) of all species (Total) and for the five most abundant species (68% total AGB in
2010) for 91 simulated years (2010–2100) across the Centre-du-Quebec under the nine climate change, management and natural disturbances scenarios. Ribbons show the marginal standard deviation between the five model runs (for most species, the standard
deviation is too low to observe; exceptions include yellow birch in the Control scenario). BAU, business as usual; BAU-DIST, business as usual + disturbance.

were projected to be maintained. The western and central portions of the landscape, however, showed a great
reduction in links under most scenarios. Harvesting and
disturbances resulted in preserving some connections
that were lost under the CONTROL scenario, but these
were observed only under the current climate scenario
(Fig. 6; Appendix S2: Fig. S4).
We identified clear differences between the impact of
climate change and natural disturbances for the three
indicators at the management area scale (RCMs; Fig. 7).
For some RCMs (Arthabaska, L’Erable), differences in
FDiv between climate scenarios were only minor while
in others (Nicolet-Yamaska, Drummond) high climate
change triggered substantial reductions. For all five
management areas, there were essentially no differences
in simulated FDiv between CONTROL and BAU, while
FDiv was higher under BAU-DIST in Nicolet-Yamaska
and Drummond, but only under current climate. While
functional redundancy (FRed) increased at the landscape scale, there were several differences among the five

RCMs depending on the scenarios. Under the CONTROL scenario, FRed increased between 0.42% and
0.70% in all five management areas with current climate;
when high climate change was considered, however,
FRed increased only by 0.07% in Nicolet-Yamaska and
Becancour, and 0.05% in Drummond. Harvesting and
natural disturbances further intensified these differences,
with RCMs Drummond and Becancour having a negative difference in 2010–2100 FRed under BAU-DIST
and high emissions. RCMs that were not affected by a
strong reduction in FDiv were those with a larger
decrease in functional connectivity. This was particularly
evident under the CONTROL scenario, showing reductions up to 39.7% for L’Erable under high emissions.
Under harvesting, FConn reductions were lower but still
negative in all management areas under climate change
(32.8% L’Erable and 26.2% Drummond under high
emissions). Under harvesting and natural disturbances,
FConn increased in all RCMs under current climate (up
to 19% in Nicolet-Yamaska and Drummond) but still
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FIG. 3. Simulated monthly net primary productivity of all species in the Centre-du-Quebec after the first time step (2015, dotted
line) and at the end of the 21st century (2100, solid line) under current, moderate and high climate forcing scenarios. The maps show
how monthly NPP varied spatially across the landscape and management areas depending on the simulated climate scenario in
2100. Data shown for the management scenario BAU.

declined under high emissions (up to 15.3% in L’Erable).
The identification of spatial changes in FDiv and
FConn among nodes (i.e., stands) in sub-portions of the
landscape (Fig. 8) was achieved through an analysis of
the functional network structure at the management
area scale. For example, in Drummond, although FDiv
was not projected to decrease drastically under CONTROL-current scenario (Fig. 8a), network analysis
showed a large reduction in FConn, resulting in a landscape increasingly fragmented functionally. Above all,
functional connectivity was projected to be lost or to be
decreased in intensity between hubs (i.e., large nodes
connecting many small nodes) and many smaller, outer
nodes (Fig. 8a, inset). Under high emissions and natural
disturbances, FDiv declined in several large, connecting
nodes, but despite this, in certain zones, connectivity
with outer nodes was locally maintained (Fig. 8c). In the
RCM L’Erable, FDiv did not decrease dramatically but
an extensive reduction in connectivity was observed,
particularly between the northwest and southeast; by
2100, this resulted in a forested landscape functionally

fragmented in two (Fig. 8b). Under high emissions and
natural disturbances, the northwest portion of this management area showed extensive reductions in FDiv in
large and well-connected nodes (Fig. 8d).
DISCUSSION
Our study demonstrates how dynamic landscape-scale
simulation modeling can be coupled with network analysis and tree species functional traits to evaluate how the
interactions of climate change, forest management and
natural disturbances affect forest succession and resilience at multiple scales.
Our results confirm our first hypothesis that climate
change would promote forest productivity and favor
heat-adapted deciduous species (i.e., hardwoods) at the
expense of boreal conifers in our target region. However,
findings also reveal a higher sensitivity of conifers to
natural disturbance factors, which may be more relevant
than warming in driving changes in forest type dominance within the landscape. Our findings validated the
first part of our second hypothesis that climate change

Xxxxx 2020

FOREST LANDSCAPES AS FUNCTIONAL NETWORKS

Article e02221; page 9

FIG. 4. Change in forest type dominance in 2100 compared to initial conditions (2010) for the nine climate change, management
and natural disturbance scenarios expressed as a percentage. Error bars show the standard deviation across the five model runs.

would have a negative impact on resilience indicators at
the landscape level, but did not confirm the second part
regarding the negative impact of natural disturbances on
all resilience indicators. Additionally, different patterns
were detected at the management area and local scales,
highlighting the need for a multi-scale perspective when
evaluating resilience in forest landscapes. Finally, our
results confirmed that current management strategies
are not effective in maintaining functional diversity and
connectivity. This emphasizes the need to develop forest
management strategies to foster resilience and adaptability of forest landscapes to global change (Dymond et al.
2014, Hof et al. 2017, Messier et al. 2019).
Future forest dynamics, productivity, and species
composition
In the absence of natural disturbances, our results project that forests in southern Quebec will increase in total
AGB across the 21st century irrespective of the climate
scenario. These findings corroborate other studies in
which northeastern American forests are still in the process of recovering from historical land use and are currently below their maximum biomass capacity
(Thompson et al. 2011, Duveneck et al. 2017, Wang
et al. 2017, Barton and Keeton 2018). Climate change
further promoted forest biomass gain, particularly under
high emissions. Climate scenarios indicate rising temperatures combined with moderate increases in annual

precipitation; in our simulations this resulted in longer
growing seasons and greater forest biomass. Despite
potential positive implications for ecosystem services
such as carbon sequestration and forest-based industry,
excessive warming may cause growth declines, particularly when interacting with specific biotic disturbance
agents (Anderegg et al. 2015). A reduction in cold temperatures and decline in snowpack could affect the ecology of these forests, boosting the proliferation of forest
insect pests and browsers such as deer, with negative
impacts on water, soil, and wildlife, and related ecosystem services (Contosta et al. 2019). Also rapid changes
in the growing season may induce phenological mismatches in several species, with early bud break and
delay in leaf senescence leaving trees exposed to late and
early frost damage, respectively (Frank et al. 2017). Our
results also showed a general reduction in NPP in the
summer months. Duveneck and Thompson (2017)
found similar patterns for forests in New England, suggesting that in the long term these temperate forest
ecosystems might be prone to drought stress, which
may occur independently of taxonomic differences
(Martin-Benito and Pederson 2015). Although in our
simulations higher spring and autumn NPP compensated for the decrease in summer NPP, more frequent
and extreme heat events during summer could lead to
changes in growth patterns. For instance, intra-annual
growth patterns may shift from unimodal to bimodal,
typical for sub-Mediterranean ecosystems (Camarero
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FIG. 5. Changes in functional response diversity (FDiv), functional redundancy (FRed), and functional connectivity (FConn) at the landscape level under all scenarios expressed as a percentage. Ribbons, where apparent, show the standard deviation between the five model runs.

FIG. 6. Centre-du-Quebec as a functional network under three climate change, management and natural disturbance scenarios.
Node colors indicate change 2010-2100 of FDiv (ranging between 0.21 and +0.25). Light gray arrows, when visible, indicate initial
links (in 2010) while dark gray arrows indicate links maintained, or newly established, by 2100. Node size is proportional to patch
area. Results are shown for one model run. The remaining six scenarios are shown in Appendix S2: Fig. S4.

et al. 2010), and the pace of seasonal change might be
too fast for phenological adaptations for some species
(Housset et al. 2015).

Total AGB showed a reduction when tree mortality
events due to natural disturbances were simulated in combination with current climate, but increased climate-induced
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FIG. 7. Changes 2010–2100 of functional response diversity (FDiv), functional redundancy (FRed), and functional connectivity
(FConn) for the five management areas (RCM Nicolet-Yamaska [N.Yam.], Drummond [Drum.], Becancour [Becan.], L’Erable
[Erebl.], and Arthabaska [Arthab.] expressed as a percentage; see map in Fig. 1). Values displayed are means among the five model
runs.

growth potential compensated for this decrease. This effect
was particularly clear for the two most abundant species
influencing total AGB (red and sugar maple), but it was not
a trend observed in all other species present in the region.
For some species (e.g., balsam fir, Eastern hemlock, black
spruce), the combined effect of high climatic changes and
disturbances resulted in the lowest AGB at simulation end.
Our natural disturbance pressure was held constant
throughout the simulations and did not interact with changing climate. Several studies, however, have shown that the
combined effect of climate warming and increasing disturbances would likely result in significant reductions in forest
productivity and carbon storage (Gauthier et al. 2015, Seidl
et al. 2017, Boucher et al. 2018).
Within forest types, our results suggest that climate
change and natural disturbances will likely promote
northern hardwoods to the detriment of boreal conifers
in such northern temperate forest transition zones.

Although our simulations did not report very drastic
reductions in boreal conifers, results are in line with several field and modeling studies that demonstrate that boreal species will likely be more vulnerable to a warmer
climate when growing at the southern edge of their ecological distribution (Fisichelli et al. 2014, Girardin et al.
2016, Boulanger et al. 2017). Modeling studies conducted
in New England indicated an increase in dominance of
northern pines and hardwoods and decreases in spruce–
fir associations under climate change, but overall showed
modest effects on forest composition (Duveneck et al.
2017). In our simulations, pine growth was projected to
be enhanced by climate warming but the increase in pinedominated forest type areas was only modest. A possible
explanation is that across our landscape, pine is mostly
present as monospecific timber plantations and does not
have a high chance of regenerating and increasing in
mixedwood stands unless aided by targeted silvicultural
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FIG. 8. Two management areas represented as functional networks under two simulated scenarios. Node colors indicate simulated change 2010–2100 in functional response diversity. Light gray arrows show node links at simulation start. Dark gray arrows
show links maintained, or newly established, at simulation end. Node size is proportional to patch area and link’s width proportional to the intensity of the connection. Insets zoom in on a specific area of the landscape to depict changes in FDiv and FConn at
the stand level. Results are shown for one model run.

systems (Raymond et al. 2006). Of course, the ultimate
response to climate and treatment on our system is
masked by the longevity of the tree species present and
the fact that the treatment effects largely damaged cohorts
rather than cause mortality. More substantial responses
to tree composition are expected beyond 2100 after
cohorts die and new regeneration occurs.
Resilience properties of the functional network at multiple
scales
Supporting the first part of our second hypothesis, climate change was found to have negative impacts on all

resilience indicators. This suggests that the increasing
dominance of some species at the expense of others, as
described above, is related to a loss of vital functional
traits, resulting in a decline in functional response diversity and functional redundancy. This may have important consequences on the capacity of these forests to
adapt following unexpected disturbances, as these two
properties are key determinants of ecosystem resilience
in the face of global change uncertainty (Elmqvist et al.
2003, Mori et al. 2013). Also, the capacity of these forests to rapidly recolonize and efficiently self-reorganize
might be hampered by potentially decreased functional
connectivity, which is an additional key attribute
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contributing to resilience in such fragmented landscapes
(Craven et al. 2016, Beller et al. 2018).
Natural disturbances, instead, had a positive effect on
functional diversity and connectivity. Simulated tree
mortality events prompted canopy opening and large
gaps; therefore, more light was projected to be available
on the ground and in the understory. This likely enabled
the establishment and growth of shade intolerant species, carriers of valuable functional traits, and therefore
promoted functional diversity. This suggests that moderate disturbances are important for maintaining species
and functional diversity at multiple scales (Biswas and
Mallik 2010, Willig and Presley 2018). The modest
increase due to simulated natural disturbance was evident only under current climate but not enough to
improve or maintain current levels of functional
response diversity and connectivity under climate
change. The mild positive effect of simulated natural disturbances on resilience indicators was nullified by the
negative impact of climate change. This implies that if
global emissions are not rapidly reduced and climate
warming does not slow down, strategic management
interventions including increased harvesting of most
dominant species and enrichment planting would be
needed to counteract this trend (Dymond et al. 2014,
Duveneck and Scheller 2015, Messier et al. 2019). Contrarily, simulated natural disturbances reduced the modest increase in functional redundancy. As demonstrated
in several studies, this indicator is a suitable proxy for
resilience to unexpected disturbance because the impact
of the loss of an individual species within a tree community is reduced if there are multiple species with analogous traits performing similar functions (Yachi and
Loreau 1999, Pillar et al. 2013). In our simulation study,
random mortality events by natural disturbances had a
different effect on each species depending on the vulnerability indices. This explains why functional redundancy,
the number of species performing similar functions, thus
sharing similar traits, was negatively affected under this
scenario. This is consistent with results by Aquilue et al.
(2020), who found that simulated pest outbreaks
reduced functional redundancy at the landscape scale.
Yachi and Loreau (1999) proposed functional redundancy as an effective indicator of ecosystem resilience to
disturbance. However, a community that only maximizes
the number of species performing similar functions
might not be resilient enough at the occurrence of severe,
wide-scale, stand-replacing disturbances (e.g., hurricanes
or catastrophic fires extirpating all trees from an area).
In this case, a community that optimizes not only functional redundancy but functional response diversity and
connectivity as well, is likely to have higher post-disturbance performance (Correia et al. 2018). Thus, multiple
resilience indicators evaluated at multiple spatial scales
are needed when assessing forest ecosystem resilience
(Seidl et al. 2013, Standish et al. 2014).
While the effect of climate change and natural disturbance on resilience indicators shows a clear landscape
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trend, the picture is more intricate at the management
area and stand levels. For example, the structure and the
composition of some RCMs (Arthabaska and L’Erable),
make them less prone than others to losses in functional
diversity and redundancy. This is likely because such
areas did not experience drastic losses in species composition, and therefore traits, due to climate change and
disturbance in our simulations (although still experiencing losses in functional connectivity). Traditionally, forest management planning has emphasized a single
spatial and/or decisional scale (e.g., forest enterprise,
management unit). From a management perspective,
adopting such a multi-scale approach could allow managers (for example, across the five management areas in
our landscape) to compare features between contiguous
management areas, determine specific levels of functional diversity, redundancy and connectivity found in
more resilient landscapes, and replicate these levels in
less resilient landscapes (Messier et al. 2013, Puettmann
and Tappeiner 2013).
Although averages of the three indicators at landscape
and management area level are useful for identifying
temporal trends, network analysis at the node level
allows detecting changes in resilience properties at the
stand scale (see Fig. 8). For example, in the highly fragmented management area of Drummond, the average
functional diversity decreased but at the stand level this
attribute increased in several small and less connected
nodes. Such stands probably do not require any specific
silvicultural intervention (e.g., enrichment planting,
favoring rare traits) to enhance resilience. However,
other stands or nodes that were more greatly affected in
terms of functional diversity could be managed to
increase functional diversity. If the latter are hubs and
connectors, management that promotes functional diversity would promote connectivity at the same time. Attention should also be put on small and isolated stands
showing substantial reductions in resilience. Due to their
poor connectivity, and therefore lower availability of
seeds and traits from neighbor stands, such small forest
patches are more sensitive to severe disturbance (Laurence and Curran 2008, Lloren et al. 2020). Small forest
patches in rural landscapes, however, are fundamental
for biodiversity conservation and for the delivery of a
number of ecosystem services (Lindenmayer 2019,
Valdes et al. 2020).
Current management is not effective in promoting forest
resilience
In terms of forest biomass, species composition and
resilience indicators, the differences between current
management (BAU) and no management (CONTROL)
were marginal. BAU further promoted northern hardwoods dominance and exotic conifers, such as Norway
spruce, which is planted in pure stands for timber. Silvicultural activities are not very intense in the target landscape, aimed mainly at perpetuating current species
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composition and at maintaining the dominance of the
most economically productive species (AFBF 2015).
Planting is done to replace species that are currently in
place (pines, spruce, maples) and silvicultural guidelines
do not explicitly include the diversification of response
traits and the establishment of plantations for goals
other than timber production or habitat preservation
(i.e., not for functional connectivity). Species with a
southern distribution, which are considered more
adapted to future climate (e.g., red oak, black cherry),
have been planted only sporadically so they were
excluded from the list of simulated species (see
Appendix S1 and AFBF 2018). Although the enhancement of resilience of forest stands to climate change was
indicated as being among the objectives of the sustainable forest management guidelines (AFBF 2015), our
results show that under current management practices,
forests in this region will likely become more homogeneous, less functionally diverse and less functionally connected, especially under high anthropogenic emissions.
The decline of functional diversity and connectivity will
likely make these forest landscapes less resilient to potential disturbances and future global change (Trumbore
et al. 2015). This corroborates our third hypothesis that
current management practices are not suitable for fostering forest resilience in an uncertain future. These results
are in line with studies carried out in several regions of
the world, indicating that current management practices
are not appropriate to cope with challenges at local and
regional scales (Creutzburg et al. 2017, Mina et al. 2017,
~ez et al. 2019) and that only substantial shifts in forIban
est practices might be effective in promoting resilience
under rapid climate and global change (Duveneck and
Scheller 2016, Lucash et al. 2017). In the case of fragmented landscapes, maintaining species and traits diversity has been shown to be key for ecosystem functioning,
particularly under a changing climate (Ratcliffe et al.
2017, Hertzog et al. 2019). Under BAU, our forest
patches will likely lose important tree species that could
play an important role in maintaining the resilience to
future known and unknown disturbances. This highlights the need for a more active and thoughtful
approach to forest management to maintain the
resources and services that the forests provide (Millar
et al. 2014, Fischer 2018).
Limitations and future research avenues
We applied LANDIS-II, a robust landscape model
that has been tested in many studies throughout North
America (Gustafson et al. 2015, Boulanger et al. 2017,
Duveneck et al. 2017) and parameterized with a large
data set of environmental and forest data, in the target
landscape (Appendix S1). Moreover, we used the most
mechanistic succession extension of LANDIS, PnETSuccession, to directly incorporate climate change
effects, CO2 fertilization, water stress and ecophysiological factors on forest dynamics (de Bruijn et al. 2014,
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Duveneck and Thompson 2017, McKenzie et al. 2019).
Owing to its ability to capture processes at stand and
landscape scales, we are confident that LANDIS-II with
PnET-Succession provided us with robust projections
useful for an assessment at multiple spatial scales. As for
any process-based model, our calibration and simulations did not include every ecophysiological process, and
there is always a degree of uncertainty behind landscape
initialization, climate scenarios, model parameters, and
the simulated species dynamics. For example, the too
rapid decline of boreal pioneers might have been due to
uncertainty in PnET species parameters (McKenzie
et al. 2019) and expected responses in terms of forest
types for the different scenarios.
In the present study, the disturbance scenario reflects
our best knowledge of current disturbance agents. It was
out of our scope to simulate scenarios of potential
unknown disturbances, or specific disturbance agents
(e.g., emerald ash borer Agrilus planipennis and other
insect outbreaks, hurricanes, fire) and their spatial
spread, but this would be recommended for consideration in further research. Also, we did not simulate plantation and enrichment with other species from outside
the landscape, such as assisted migration or climate-suitable planting as a measure to increase functional diversity (Duveneck and Scheller 2015) or land-use change
(Thompson et al. 2011).
Furthermore, there are limitations that must be
acknowledged related to the functional network
approach. First, using a different threshold in hectares
to define forest patches may lead to different network
structures and therefore different results. Second, we did
not use a buffer zone outside the landscape or the five
management areas (a 5-km buffer outside the region was
tested, resulting in minimal variations of the resilience
indicators). Third, we only considered forest and nonforest; different land-use types between forest patches
(e.g., crop, urban, water, or shrubland) may impact differently the ability to disperse seed, that is, functional
connectivity, at multiple scales. Fourth, we assumed that
having high connectivity was positively related to resilience. Although this was proven to be the case in our target region (Craven et al. 2016), in different landscapes
high connectivity may negatively affect resilience by
spreading disturbances faster, such as invasive species or
fire (Turner et al. 1989). We suggest further studies to
focus on simulating specific disturbance scenarios and
assessing optimal levels of connectivity in relation to
landscape structure. Also, other network properties
could be investigated, such as node centrality and modularity; their use could allow us to better identify the portions of landscapes that should be given priority for
intervention and to compare network topologies
improving the assumptions made to build and analyze
the network (Oldham et al. 2019). Lastly, in this study
we applied a loosely coupled meta-modeling approach
(i.e., we built and analyzed the functional network from
model outputs). Despite the usefulness of our novel
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approach, we highly recommend continued development
of a direct coupling approach (i.e., feedback loop from
the network to the model). This would allow an interactive simulation of management scenarios based on network features.
CONCLUSIONS
Landscape dynamic modeling coupled with network
analysis and functional diversity methods is a valuable
approach for evaluating forest management adaptations
to increase forest resilience to global change. In the
northern temperate forest transition zone, climate
change will likely promote forest productivity; combined
with natural disturbances, it will also favor growth and
dominance of heat-adapted deciduous species at the
expense of boreal species. This would result in a loss in
functional diversity and connectivity at the landscape
level, which would hamper forest landscape resilience in
the long term. The variations in our results depending
on the spatial scale used also highlight the need for multi-scale assessments when evaluating future scenarios in
fragmented forest landscapes.
Finally, our findings confirm that current management strategies are not suitable for counteracting the
negative impacts of environmental changes and maintain
forest resilience. Indeed, forestry may need to be more
innovative, vigorous, and proactive than conventional
silvicultural regimes. Depending on the landscape context and fragmentation intensity, this may include implementing coordinated landscape-level initiatives for
enrichment planting to foster functional diversity or
establishing mixed-species plantations to strategically
enhance functional connectivity.
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