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Abstract
Fire is an important factor controlling the composition and thickness of the organic layer in the black spruce
forest ecosystems of interior Alaska. Fire that burns the organic layer can trigger dramatic changes in the
underlying permafrost, leading to accelerated ground thawing within a relatively short time. In this study,
we addressed the following questions. (1) Which factors determine post-fire ground temperature dynamics
in lowland and upland black spruce forests? (2) What levels of burn severity will cause irreversible
permafrost degradation in these ecosystems?
We evaluated these questions in a transient modeling–sensitivity analysis framework to assess the
sensitivity of permafrost to climate, burn severity, soil organic layer thickness, and soil moisture content in
lowland (with thick organic layers, ⇠80 cm) and upland (with thin organic layers, ⇠30 cm) black spruce
ecosystems. The results indicate that climate warming accompanied by fire disturbance could significantly
accelerate permafrost degradation. In upland black spruce forest, permafrost could completely degrade in an
18 m soil column within 120 years of a severe fire in an unchanging climate. In contrast, in a lowland black
spruce forest, permafrost is more resilient to disturbance and can persist under a combination of moderate
burn severity and climate warming.
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1. Introduction

1995, Zoltai and Martikainen 1996, Alexeyev and Birdsey
1998). Black spruce is the dominant tree species in interior
Alaska boreal forest, covering approximately 44% of the
landscape (Cleve and Viereck 1983). Most of the black
spruce forest in Alaska widely overlaps the discontinuous
permafrost zone (Osterkamp et al 2000). Permafrost preserves
the carbon in the frozen state and as a result protects it from
decomposition. A thick surface layer of organic soil horizons
insulates and protects permafrost from thaw (Alexeyev and

The largest reservoir of global terrestrial carbon is stored in
soils of the boreal forest (Apps et al 1993, McGuire et al
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provide necessary resilience against permafrost degradation in
a warming climate.
Wildfires can alter soil moisture balance. Soil moisture
content tends to increase after fire because of decreased
evapotranspiration (Klock and Helvey 1976, Tiedemann et al
1979, Moore and Keeley 2000). Kasischke et al (2007)
used remote sensing to observe the increase of soil moisture
content in flat uplands after wildfires. In situ measurements
of soil moisture made at burned sites indicate higher
moisture content in comparison to unburned sites (Yoshikawa
et al 2003). The increase in soil moisture content is more
pronounced immediately after fire and slowly decreases
within about one decade after a fire (Yoshikawa et al 2003).
Lowland black spruce forests may provide a favorable
environment for the persistence of permafrost in the face of
changing climate and fire regime (Robinson and Moore 2000).
The low rates of evapotranspiration of lowland black spruce
forest (Bonan 1991, Liu et al 2005) can cause the forest-floor
to hold more moisture which favors deep accumulation
of soil organic layers over time (Fenton et al 2005).
The accumulation of soil organic layers in mesic-to-moist
boreal forest ecosystems is associated with feedbacks among
cool and moist soils, low rates of decomposition and
nutrient cycling, and high moss productivity (Johnstone et al
2010a). In contrast, boreal forest ecosystems with shallow
organic layers and drier soil conditions have higher rates of
decomposition, higher vascular plant productivity, and lower
productivity of mosses (Johnstone et al 2010a).
Our primary goal in this study is to better understand
the effects and interaction among climate warming, burn
severity, the post-fire recovery of surface organic soil layers,
and post-fire patterns of soil moisture on the thermal stability
of permafrost in lowland and upland black spruce ecosystems
in interior Alaska. To assess the effect of each factor on
permafrost thermal stability in black spruce forests, we
conducted a series of simulations at upland and lowland sites
located at the Bonanza Creek Experimental Forest located
near Fairbanks, Alaska, where a forest fire occurred in the
summer of 1983. In this study, we addressed the following
questions: (1) which factors determine the post-fire ground
temperature dynamics in lowland and upland black spruce
forests?; and (2) what levels of burn severity will cause
irreversible permafrost degradation in these ecosystems?

Figure 1. Climatological data from the Fairbanks International
Airport station: (A) mean annual air temperature in C and
(B) seasonal averaged snow depth in meters. ACRC: Alaska
Climate Research Center, Fairbanks Alaska Climatology,
Geophysical Institute, Univ. of Alaska Fairbanks, AK, http://
climate.gi.alaska.edu, 2010.

Birdsey 1982, Bonan and Shugart 1989, Yoshikawa et al
2003). Therefore, the existence and thickness of the surface
organic soil horizons are important factors controlling soil
temperature and permafrost stability in the discontinuous
permafrost region.
Climate is a major factor that directly influences the
thermal stability of permafrost (Camill 2005, Callaghan et al
2011). Statistical analysis of climatic records (1930–2010)
for Fairbanks indicate that mean annual air temperatures
(MAAT) have increased by +1.79 C during the last 80 years
(figure 1(A)), and that there is no trend in snow depth over
the 1930–2010 time period (figure 1(B)). Global Climate
Models (GCMs) predict large temperature increases as well as
increases in snow fall in high latitude regions of the Northern
Hemisphere during the 21st century (Solomon et al 2007). For
the moderate A1B carbon emission scenario, GCMs project
annual mean temperature changes in northern high latitudes
of +2.5 to +7 C (Overland et al 2011).
In addition to the direct effect of climate on permafrost,
wildfire influences the thermal state of frozen ground through
burning the soil organic layer (Zhuang et al 2002, Yoshikawa
et al 2003). The effects of wildfire on permafrost thermal
dynamics depend on the thickness of organic soil layers
remaining after fire (Yoshikawa et al 2003, Kasischke and
Johnstone 2005), as a thick residual organic layer may protect
underlying permafrost from thaw. The greatest risk of severe
organic soil combustion occurs late in the growing season
when active layer is the deepest and upper soils are dry
(Stocks et al 2002, Kasischke et al 2010). Alteration of soil
organic layers in response to a changing fire regime may
trigger long-term changes in permafrost stability. Although,
wildfire frequency is expected to increase in Alaska during
the remainder of the 21st century (Balshi et al 2009), it is
possible for surface soil organic layers to recover after fire and

2. Methods
To evaluate the effect of climate warming and fire disturbance
on permafrost in black spruce forests of interior Alaska we
examined the following effects: (1) the effects of climate
warming with no fire disturbance; (2) the effect of different
levels of burn severity under a baseline unchanging climate
scenario; (3) the effect of the recovery of surface soil organic
layers after fire under the baseline climate scenario; (4) the
effect of post-fire soil moisture dynamics under the baseline
climate scenario; and (5) the effect of climate warming with
fire disturbance in combination with dynamic organic soil
layers and soil moisture. To simulate the effect of each
these factors on permafrost we used Geophysical Institute
2
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Table 1. Thermal properties used in ground temperature simulations for the unburned upland and lowland sites. (Note: VWC—volumetric
water content (fraction of 1). UWC—unfrozen water coefficients. Ct /Cf —thawed/frozen volumetric heat capacities (J m 3 K 1 ).
kt /kf —thawed/frozen thermal conductivities (W m 1 K 1 ).)
Soil type

VWC

UWC (a, b)

Ct /Cf (106 )

kt /kf

Thickness (m)

0.08/0.13
0.12/0.26
0.35/0.54
1.0/2.1
2.2/2.8

0.04
0.13
0.13
2.7
17.0

0.08/0.13
0.18/0.36
0.56/1.6
1.0/2.1
2.2/2.8

0.06
0.12
0.62
2.2
17.0

Upland soil layers
Moss
Fibrous
Amorphous
Mineral
Rock

0.101
0.185
0.56
0.50
0.2

0.001/–0.1
0.002/–0.1
0.48/–0.38
0.53/–0.38
0.01/–0.1

1.8/1.6
1.9/1.7
2.6/2.2
2.5/1.7
1.8/1.6

Lowland soil layers
Moss
Fibrous
Amorphous
Mineral
Rock

0.08
0.12
0.62
0.50
0.2

0.001/–0.1
0.002/–0.1
0.48/–0.38
0.53/–0.38
0.01/–0.1

1.8/1.6
1.9/1.7
2.6/2.2
2.5/1.7
1.8/1.6

Permafrost Laboratory (GIPL) numerical transient model
(Sergueev et al 2003, Nicolsky et al 2007, Marchenko et al
2008, Jafarov et al 2012). To access the effect of the recovery
of surface soil organic layers, we simulated changes in soil
organic layers after fire for a baseline climate with the
Dynamic Organic Soil version of the Terrestrial Ecological
Model (DOSTEM) (Yi et al 2009b, 2010, Yuan et al 2012).
The GIPL model uses the effect of snow layer
and subsurface soil thermal properties to simulate ground
temperatures and active layer thickness (ALT) by solving
the 1D heat diffusion equation with phase change. The
phase change associated with freezing and thawing processes
occurs within a range of temperatures below 0 C, and is
represented by the unfrozen water curve (Romanovsky and
Osterkamp 2000). The model employs a finite difference
numerical scheme over a specified domain. The soil column is
divided into several layers, each with distinct thermo-physical
properties. Note that GIPL is driven by a prescribed soil
moisture. The GIPL model has been successfully validated
using ground temperature measurements in shallow boreholes
across Alaska (Romanovsky and Osterkamp 2000, Nicolsky
et al 2009).
The main reason for employing the GIPL model in this
analysis is that the model represents the effects of unfrozen
water, which tend to be important in the modeling of the
phase change processes in the frozen ground (Romanovsky
and Osterkamp 2000). The GIPL model is sensitive to the
changes in thermal properties of the soil layers, in particular
thermal conductivity and heat capacity, both of which are
depend on the unfrozen water function. The unfrozen water
coefficients (UWC) shown in table 1 are dimensionless
parameters obtained from calibrating the unfrozen water curve
based on measurements of soil moisture. A more detailed
description of the unfrozen water function calculation can be
found in Romanovsky and Osterkamp (2000), Nicolsky et al
(2007), and Nicolsky et al (2009).
The terrestrial ecosystem model (TEM) is a processbased ecosystem model that was designed to simulate carbon
and nitrogen pools of the vegetation and the soil, and
carbon and nitrogen fluxes among vegetation, soil, and

the atmosphere (Raich et al 1991, McGuire et al 1992).
TEM represents how bio-geochemical dynamics of northern
high latitude ecosystems are affected at seasonal to century
scales by processes like soil thermal dynamics (Zhuang
et al 2001, 2002, 2003), snow cover (Euskirchen et al
2006, 2007), and fire (Balshi et al 2007, Yuan et al 2012).
The version of TEM used in this study, DOSTEM, computes
changes in organic layer thickness from calculated changes
in carbon pools following fire and during stand succession.
The simulation of hydrological and soil thermal dynamics
by DOSTEM have been validated in Yi et al (2009b). The
DOSTEM approach to simulating soil thermal dynamics
differs from that of GIPL in that it calculates the heat
propagation in the ground and then calculates the thaw depth
(Woo et al 2004). However, DOSTEM does not consider
the effects of unfrozen water on soil thermal dynamics.
Soil organic thickness is computed by DOSTEM after soil
carbon pools are altered by ecological processes (i.e. litterfall,
decomposition) and fire disturbance based on the relationships
between soil carbon content and soil organic thickness of
different organic horizons in black spruce stands in Manitoba,
Canada (Yi et al 2009a). The calibration of TEM made use
of soil carbon observations of the study sites and of the
National Soil Carbon Database for interior Alaska, and of
vegetation carbon and nitrogen pools and fluxes from studies
conducted by the Bonanza Creek Long Term Ecological
Research (LTER) program (Ruess et al 1996 for lowland black
spruce forest and Vogel et al 2005 for upland black spruce
forest).
This study is based on the effects of the Rosie Creek
fire, a human-caused wildfire that burned 8600 acres including
about one third of the Bonanza Creek Experimental Forest
(Juday 2010). The Bonanza Creek Experimental Forest is
located about 20 km south-west of Fairbanks, Alaska. To
distinguish the effect of fire on shallow versus deep organic
layers we considered upland and lowland sites being studied
by the Bonanza Creek LTER Program (Jorgenson et al 2010).
The organic soil profile at each site includes three organic
layers (moss, dead moss, and peat) which we classify as moss,
fibrous, and amorphous soil layers (table 1). The rest of the
3
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soil column includes mineral soil and rock layers. The overall
soil column thickness was 20 m, where a zero heat flux was
set at the lower boundary.
The baseline climate for driving the surface boundary
conditions of our simulations is based on observations from
1983; the MAAT in 1983 was slightly higher than the
trend line in figure 1(A) and the season snow depth was
slightly below the trend line in figure 1(B). To create the
baseline climate scenario, we replicated averaged daily air
temperatures and snow depth from 1983 for 120 years.
The 120 year length of our simulations was chosen as a
representative fire free interval for interior Alaska black
spruce forest (Yarie 1981, Dyrness et al 1986, Johnstone
and Kasischke 2005, Johnstone et al 2010b). Prior to each
simulation, we used pre-burn soil properties (table 1) to
equilibrate initial ground temperatures by spinning-up the
model until mean annual ground temperature at every depth
was stabilized. The following paragraphs describe the five
cases for which we conducted simulations.

(A)

(B)

(C)

Figure 2. The dynamics of (A) moss, (B) fibrous, and
(C) amorphous organic soil layers after fire as simulated by the
DOSTEM.

(1) At the first stage of the numerical experiment we tested
the effect of warming climate on permafrost without fire
disturbances. In our experiment we considered a uniform
linear warming trend of the MAAT by adding a yearly
positive increment to the daily air temperatures within
each year so that mean annual temperature increased by
either 1 or 2 C over 120 years. The air temperature
warming trend was imposed gradually over the 120 years.
To introduce the effect of increase in snow fall on the
thermal stability of permafrost we linearly increased snow
depth by 20% over the fire frequency interval. It is
important to recognize that we did not consider changes in
seasonality in our simulations, such as the greater winter
warming than other seasons that is generally found in
scenarios based on earth system model simulations (Joyce
et al 2011).
(2) To quantify the effects of different burn severities
and to identify corresponding thresholds after which
permafrost degradation was irreversible we removed
different amounts of the surface organic layer. To identify
burn severities that result in transitions from stable to
unstable states of permafrost, we choose 30% (9 cm), 40%
(12 cm), and 50% (15 cm) of the pre-fire organic layer
thickness removals at the upland site and 25% (20 cm),
30% (24 cm), and 60% (48 cm) at the lowland site. As
was stated above the most severe fire burns the amount of
organic layer equal to the ALT. For example, if the overall
organic layer thickness is 80 cm at the lowland site and
the ALT before the fire is 48 cm, then the maximum burn
severity corresponds to 48 cm of organic layer removal.
Once the burn severity thresholds were identified, the next
control factor was analyzed.
(3) To address the effect of new organic layer accumulation
we represent the dynamics of three upper organic soil
layers (moss, fibrous, and amorphous layers; table 1) as
simulated by the DOSTEM (Yi et al 2009b, 2010). We
used the DOSTEM to simulate post-fire re-accumulation
rates of soil organic layers (figure 2) at the upland and
lowland sites for the baseline climate scenario.

The DOSTEM calculates moss layer thickness
(figure 2(A)) according to an empirical function (Yi et al
2009b):
dmoss = dmoss,max · ysf /(ysf

yhalf )

(1)

where dmoss is the thickness of moss (cm), dmoss,max is
the maximum thickness of moss (cm), ysf is number of
years since fire (year), and yhalf = 5 is the number of years
which were needed for moss to reach half of dmoss,max
(Yi et al 2009b). For the upland and the lowland sites we
assigned dmoss,max equal to 4 and 6 cm correspondingly,
according to our observations.
The DOSTEM simulates thicknesses of fibrous and
amorphous layers (figures 2(C) and (B)) using soil carbon
content, C, of each soil layer:
d = (C/a)1/b

(2)
2)

where C is carbon content (gC cm
of an organic
layer, d is organic layer thickness (cm), and a and
b are fitted coefficients for the fibrous or amorphous
layers (Yi et al 2009b). We integrated the organic
soil thicknesses simulated by TEM (figure 2) into the
GIPL numerical model to investigate how soil organic
layer re-accumulation affects the permafrost post-fire
dynamics.
(4) During the fourth stage of the numerical experiment we
tested the effects of the post-fire soil moisture pattern
on the dynamics of the active layer. The effect of the
post-fire soil moisture pattern was tested together with
the re-accumulation of organic layer thickness by driving
GIPL with a soil moisture scenario in which we increased
the upper soil layer moisture content to full saturation
the year following fire and then linearly decreased the
soil moisture saturation within 10 years to the pre-fire
condition. This stage of the numerical experiment should
4
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Figure 3. Simulations of the measured ground temperatures at a
burned site from June 2000 to June 2004.

Figure 4. Simulations of the measured ground temperatures at an
unburned site from March 1996 to August 1999.

More detailed information on data logger installation
can be found in Osterkamp and Romanovsky (1999),
Romanovsky and Osterkamp (2001), Osterkamp (2003),
and Romanovsky et al (2003).
The burned validation site is located within the
Bonanza Creek LTER site on the Tanana River floodplain,
26 km south-west from Fairbanks. This site experienced a
severe forest fire in 1983 during which the entire organic
layer was burned. The calculated thaw depth during
the 2000–2004 time period was about 4 m thick which
correlates well with our observations. Current vegetation
is young small black spruce trees with shrubs. The
results of burned site ground temperature simulations in
comparison with measured data are shown in figure 3. To
quantify the difference between measured and simulated
ground temperatures we calculated the mean average
error (MAE) at every depth where temperatures were
measured. The MAE represents a sum of the absolute
daily differences between measured and simulated ground
temperatures over all of the days contributing to the
average.
The unburned validation site is located within a black
spruce stand on the old floodplain of the Tanana River
about 1.5 km south-west from the burned site. Vegetation
includes sparse black spruce stands with shrubs and a
thick moss cover dominated by Sphagnum. The calculated
active layer thickness during the 1996–1999 was about
0.6 cm thick. The results of unburned site ground
temperature simulations are shown in figure 4.

be considered a first-order attempt to understand the
potential sensitivity of permafrost stability to the pattern
of post-fire soil moisture.
(5) Finally, we tested the effect of warming climate on
post-fire permafrost thermal dynamics combined with
changes in soil moisture within 10 years after fire and the
re-accumulation of soil organic layer thickness. Climate
warming scenarios applied to the upland and lowland sites
after fire were similar to the ones used at first stage of the
analysis with no fire disturbances.
We conducted an independent model validation for
burned and unburned black spruce sites in the general
study area of our simulation sites. To our knowledge,
there are no continuous measurements of the soil organic
layer thickness measured at the specific site where
measurements of the ground temperatures or active layer
depth are available. Therefore the results of the current
GIPL model validation do not include the changes in
the organic layer thickness. We validate the model for
the burn and unburned sites within the Bonanza Creek
LTER area. Both permafrost observation stations were
installed during different time periods and continuous
measurements of the ground temperatures are available
for the burned site from June 2000 to June 2004 and for
the unburned site from March 1996 to August 1999. These
permafrost observation stations represent a small climate
station which includes high-precision air and ground
temperature sensors (Campbell Scientific L107 thermistor
and MRC multi-thermistor probe) and up to three Hydra
Probe soil moisture sensors. Ground temperatures are
measured down to the 1 m depth with sensors located
about every 0.1 m. All measurements are taken at 1 h
time intervals. The thermistor sensors were calibrated in
an ice bath prior to installation to an accuracy of 0.01 C.

3. Results
The results of ALT simulations under different climate
warming scenarios without fire disturbance or changes in
5
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Figure 5. Simulations of the active layer thickness for (A) upland
and (B) lowland black spruce forest sites for different warming
scenarios with no fire disturbances. Time interval [ 10, 0]
corresponds to the equilibrium run, and [0, 120] corresponds to the
transient run.

Figure 6. Simulations of the permafrost table depth for (A) upland
and (B) lowland boreal spruce forest sites for different fire severities
under baseline climate scenario (mean annual air temperatures
2 C), for no organic layer regrowth. Time interval [ 10, 0]
corresponds to the equilibrium run, and [0, 120] corresponds to the
transient run, where 0 is a year corresponding to the upper organic
layer removal.

snow thickness indicate gradual thickening of the active
layer for every warming scenario at the upland and lowland
black spruce sites (figure 5). For the upland simulation
with increased snow thickness (+2 C MAAT warming over
120 years and 20% increase in snow thickness) there was
rapid increase in permafrost degradation at approximately
year 105 when snow increased by 17.5% (see figure 5(A)).
The thickening of the active layer was weaker at the lowland
site for all warming scenarios, and there was no rapid increase
in permafrost degradation for the scenario with increasing
snow thickness (figure 5(B)).
Fire disturbance with no climate change and no organic
layer regrowth had a substantial impact on permafrost thermal
stability. In the upland black spruce site permafrost started to
thaw progressively when 12 cm (30%) of the pre-fire organic
layer thickness was removed (figure 6(A)). In contrast,
permafrost did not progressively thaw at the lowland site
until 24 cm (30%) of the pre-fire organic layer thickness
was removed (figure 6(B)). Fire disturbance at the lowland
site did not immediately degrade permafrost after 24 cm of
the pre-fire organic layer was burned until approximately
100 years had passed. It is notable that for the highest burn
severity (48 cm, 60% removal) at the lowland site the rate of
permafrost degradation was less pronounced than for 15 cm
(50%) removal at the upland site.
The next step in the numerical experiment was the
implementation of the dynamic change of the organic soil
layer horizons in the GIPL model after fire, under the baseline
climate scenario. When the organic soil layers were allowed
to re-accumulate after fire at the upland site, the permafrost
did not totally degrade down to 5 m for 15 cm (50%) removal
of pre-fire organic layer thickness (figure 7(A)). In contrast,
permafrost at the lowland site was able to fully recover its
thermal state and ALT within 40 years after fire for all of the
levels or organic layer removal we considered (figure 7(B)).

Figure 7. Simulations of the permafrost table depth for (A) upland
and (B) lowland boreal forest sites for different fire severities under
the baseline climate scenario (mean annual air temperatures 2 C)
using dynamic organic soils recovery rates. Time interval [ 10, 0]
corresponds to the equilibrium run, and [0, 120] corresponds to the
transient run, where 0 is a year corresponding to the upper organic
layer removal.

In comparison to the reference simulation, the simulation
with post-fire soil moisture dynamics had a subtle effect on
the pattern of ALT dynamics (figure 8). A talik, the unfrozen
ground layer that survives winter, formed couple years earlier
at the upland permafrost site for the simulation with dynamic
soil moisture, contributing to a slightly deeper permafrost
table (figure 8(A)). In contrast, at the lowland site the talik did
not form and an excess of soil moisture during 10 years after
fire slowed the thickening of the active layer (figure 8(B)).
6
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Figure 8. Simulated permafrost table dynamics with and without
changes in the soil moisture content within 10 years after fire for
(A) upland and (B) lowland sites under the baseline climate scenario
(mean annual air temperatures 2 C) using dynamic organic soils
recovery rates generated by the Dynamic Organic Soil Terrestrial
Ecosystem Model. Time interval [ 10, 0] corresponds to the
equilibrium run, and [0, 120] corresponds to the transient run, where
0 is a year corresponding to the upper organic layer removal.

Figure 10. Freeze-up time at (A) the upland black spruce forest site
after 15 cm of the organic layer was removed and (B) the lowland
black spruce forest site after 48 cm of the organic layer was
removed. Here 0 is a year corresponding to the upper organic layer
removal.

Thus this latent heat effect dampens the ground temperature
seasonal variability (figure 9(A)). At the upland site with
15 cm organic layer removal, changes in soil moisture content
accelerate development of the thaw layer and therefore
increase the warming effect of the ground. The increase in
soil moisture affects the active layer depth and requires more
time for the ground to refreeze. The analysis of simulated
ground temperature freeze-up date for increased post-fire soil
moisture content indicates a faster transition from seasonally
thawed active layer to talik (figure 10(A)). Four years after
fire the freeze-up is not happening anymore for the dynamic
moisture simulation. This threshold marks the time of the
beginning of talik formation, which allows heat to stay longer
in the ground and contributes to its further warming. In the
case of static soil moisture it takes 2 years longer for the talik
to form (figure 10(B)) which reduces the effect of the ground
warming and as a result reduces the depth of the permafrost
table (figure 8(A)). At the lowland site the increase in the soil
moisture delayed the freeze-up date only slightly and no talik
formed (figure 10(B)). The ability of the lowland active layer
to completely refreeze and the increased ice content in this
layer contributed to the shallow ALT within 10 years after fire
(figure 8(B)).
The simulations that combined climate warming and
wildfire including all the post-fire effects described above
indicate substantial permafrost degradation at the upland
site for 15 cm of organic layer removal (figure 11(A))
in comparison to no organic layer removal (figure 5(A)).
In contrast, permafrost at the lowland site for 48 cm of
organic layer removal was able to recover its pre-fire thermal
condition under almost every warming scenario, except the
highest warming scenario with an increase in snow thickness
(figure 11(B)). For the scenario of 100% removal of the
pre-fire organic layer at the upland site, the ALT dramatically
increased to 8 m within 30 years after fire for the no

Figure 9. Contour plots of the ground temperature dynamics with
depth over time for the lowland black spruce forest site simulated
(A) with and (B) without changes in the soil moisture content. Here
0 is a year corresponding to the upper organic layer removal.

More detailed analysis of the dynamic soil moisture effect
indicates that the increase in soil moisture content reduced
the ground temperature seasonal variability during the year
following fire (figure 9(A)) in comparison to no change
in soil moisture (figure 9(B)). In the current formulation
of GIPL, changes in the soil moisture influence permafrost
dynamics through the effects of the latent heat of water
fusion, but not soil thermal properties (Jorgenson et al 2010).
The changes in latent heat after fire corresponds to the
energy required to thaw or freeze the excess of ground water
available as a result of a decrease in evapotranspiration.
7
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(Jorgenson et al 2010). In the current analysis we defined
the vulnerability and resilience of the permafrost based
primarily on changes in its temperatures and ALT. Permafrost
vulnerability in black spruce forest is the combination of
resilience and exposure, where climate change and burn
severity are components of exposure.
The magnitude of the effects of climate warming and
burn severity on permafrost can be influenced by soil texture,
thermal properties, the degree of soil saturation, and snow
depth. An increase in snow depth enhances the effect of
climate warming by insulating the ground from winter air
temperatures. However, the overall effect of snow after fire is
not well understood. For example, snow compaction in young
forests may decrease the insulative effectiveness of snow if
open regrowing forests are more subject to the effects of wind
after fire. In contrast, forests intercept more falling snow as
they age, which may improve permafrost stability in old forest
due to less ground insulation.
The ability of permafrost to recover after fire depends on
the thickness of the organic layer remaining after fire. Our
simulations indicate that the effect of the re-accumulation
of organic layer thickness after fire increased permafrost
resilience for both boreal forest sites. Furthermore, our
analysis indicates that recovery of the permafrost thermal
conditions after moderate to severe fires could be initiated as
soon as moss layer starts to re-accumulate. Thus, the amount
of organic layer left after fire and the re-accumulation of
the soil organic layer are two major negative feedbacks that
provide resistance against permafrost degradation.
Fire is a major disturbance in boreal forest that influences
the vegetation and permafrost (Balshi et al 2009). Wildfires
are strongly influenced by climate and human activity
(Kasischke et al 2000). Empirical models of fire frequency
and severity in Alaska and Canada suggest that average area
burned per decade will double by 2041–2050 and will increase
on the order of 3.5–5.5 times by 2100 (Balshi et al 2009).
The combustion of vegetation, moss, and a portion of the
surface peat layer by fire led to an increase of the ALT
and degradation of permafrost. For ecosystems with thin soil
surface organic layers, the degradation of permafrost could
be rapid and irreversible in a warming climate. Permafrost
degradation could also be affected by patterns of ecosystem
succession after fire depending on whether black spruce
forests tend to replace themselves after fire disturbance or
whether they transition to deciduous forests with thinner
organic layers than black spruce forests (Johnstone and
Kasischke 2005, Johnstone et al 2010b). Furthermore, the
thawing of permafrost increases the depth of active layer and
lowers of the water table, which exposes carbon in permafrost
soils to decomposition (Schuur et al 2009). Other studies have
noted that the combination of climate warming and increased
fire frequency have the potential to release carbon from boreal
forest soils in amounts that might have consequences for
efforts to mitigate the buildup of greenhouse gases in the
atmosphere (Hayes et al 2011, Yuan et al 2012). Through
studying the resilience of permafrost in response to climate
warming and fire, our study further elucidates why it is
important to represent interactions among climate warming,

Figure 11. Simulated permafrost table dynamics after (A) 15 cm of
the organic layer removed in fire at the upland black spruce forest
site and (B) 48 cm of the organic layer removed in fire at the
lowland black spruce forest sites for different climate warming
scenarios using dynamic organic soils recovery rates and changes in
soil moisture content. Time interval [ 10, 0] corresponds to the
equilibrium run, and [0, 120] time interval corresponds to the
transient run, where 0 is a year corresponding to the upper organic
layer removal.

Figure 12. Simulated permafrost table dynamics after 100% of the
organic layer was removed in fire at the upland black spruce forest
site for different climate warming scenarios using dynamic organic
soils and changes in soil moisture content. Time interval [ 10, 0]
corresponds to the equilibrium run, and [0, 120] corresponds to the
transient run, where 0 is a year corresponding to the upper organic
layer removal.

climate change scenario, with further deepening to 18 m
within the next 70 years (figure 12). For the +2 C warming
and increased snow depth scenario, permafrost completely
disappeared within 20 m of soil column 67 years after fire
(figure 12).

4. Discussion
Resilience of permafrost is the capacity to maintain
temperatures below freezing and stable ground ice contents
and morphologies, whereas vulnerability is the extent to
which permafrost thaws vertically and laterally and how
much thaw settlement occurs during thawing of ground ice
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fire severity, permafrost dynamics, and soil carbon dynamics
of boreal forests in earth system models that are used to
assess how responses of boreal forests to climate change may
influence the climate system.

Alexeyev V A and Birdsey R A 1998 Carbon storage in forests and
peatlands of Russia General Technical Report NE-244
(Radnor, PA: US Department of Agriculture, Forest Service,
Northeastern Research Station)
Apps M J, Kurz W A, Luxmoore R J, Nilsson L O, Sedjo R A,
Schmidt R, Simpson L G and Vinson T S 1993 Boreal forests
and tundra Water Air Soil Pollut. 70 39–53
Balshi M S, McGuire A D, Duffy P, Flannigan M, Walsh J and
Melillo J 2009 Assessing the response of area burned to
changing climate in western boreal North America using a
Multivariate Adaptive Regression Splines (MARS) approach
Glob. Change Biol. 15 578–600
Balshi M S et al 2007 The role of historical fire disturbance in the
carbon dynamics of the pan-boreal region: a process-based
analysis J. Geophys. Res. 112 G02029
Bonan G B 1991 A biophysical surface energy budget analysis of
soil temperature in the boreal forests of interior Alaska Water
Resour. Res. 27 767–81
Bonan G B and Shugart H H 1989 Environmental factors and
ecological processes in boreal forests Annu. Rev. Ecol. Syst.
20 1–28
Callaghan T V, Johansson M, Anisimov O, Christiansen H H,
Instanes A, Romanovsky V and S Smith S 2011 Changing
permafrost and its impacts Snow, Water, Ice and Permafrost in
the Arctic (SWIPA) (Arctic Monitoring and Assessment
Programme (AMAP) vol 68) (Oslo: Arctic Monitoring and
Assessment Programme (AMAP)) p 62
Camill P 2005 Permafrost thaw accelerates in boreal peatlands
during late-20th century climate warming Clim. Change
68 135–52
Cleve K V and Viereck L A 1983 A comparison of successional
sequences following fire on permafrost-dominated and
permafrost-free sites in interior Alaska Permafrost: Proc. 4th
Int. Conf. (Fairbanks, AK) (Washington, DC: National
Academy Press) pp 1286–91
Dyrness C T, Viereck L A and Van Cleve K 1986 Fire in taiga
communities of interior Alaska Forest Ecosystems in the
Alaskan Taiga ed C T Dyrness (New York: Springer) pp 74–86
Euskirchen E S et al 2006 Importance of recent shifts in soil thermal
dynamics on growing season length, productivity, and carbon
sequestration in terrestrial high-latitude ecosystems Glob.
Change Biol. 12 731–50
Euskirchen S E, McGuire A D and Chapin F S III 2007 Energy
feedbacks of northern high-latitude ecosystems to the climate
system due to reduced snow cover during 20th century
warming Glob. Change Biol. 13 2425–38
Fenton N, Lecomte N, Legare S and Bergeron Y 2005
Paludification in black spruce (Picea mariana) forests of
eastern Canada: potential factors and management implications
For. Ecol. Manag. 213 151–9
Hayes D J, McGuire A D, Kicklighter D W, Gurney K R,
Burnside T J and Melillo J M 2011 Is the northern
high-latitude land-based CO2 sink weakening? Glob.
Biogeochem. Cycles 25 GB3018
Jafarov E E, Marchenko S S and Romanovsky V E 2012 Numerical
modeling of permafrost dynamics in Alaska using a high
spatial resolution dataset Cryosphere 6 613–24
Johnstone J F, Chapin F S III, Hollingsworth T N, Mack M C,
Romanovsky V and Turetsky M 2010a Fire, climate change,
and forest resilience in interior Alaska Can. J. For. Res.
40 1302–12
Johnstone J F, Hollingsworth T N, Chapin F S III and Mack M C
2010b Changes in fire regime break the legacy lock on
successional trajectories in the Alaskan boreal forest Glob.
Change Biol. 16 1281–95

5. Conclusions
The thawing of permafrost can have a significant impact on
soil hydrology, vegetation succession and on the global carbon
balance. The results of the simulations in this study indicate
substantial vulnerability of discontinuous permafrost in the
black spruce forest with thin (up to 30 cm) organic soil layers.
Our analysis experiments showed that soil organic layer
dynamics plays a crucial role in permafrost recovery after fire
disturbances. The predicted increase in forest fire frequency
and severity with climate warming will most likely accelerate
permafrost degradation in forests with thin and relatively dry
organic soil layers. The thickness of soil organic layers left
after fire and the rate of its recovery will determine the rate
of permafrost degradation and whether or not permafrost will
recover, partially degrade, or fully degrade. Wet soils provide
a better environment for the regrowth of the moss layer after
fire, and therefore promote permafrost resilience. However,
the increase in the post-fire soil moisture content and changes
in soil thermal properties have the potential to accelerate
permafrost degradation through effects on heat transfer in the
soil. In the version of the GIPL model used in this study, the
effects of changes in soil moisture were not fully addressed,
since changes in soil moisture were not coupled with changes
in soil thermal properties. Future work is needed to better
address changes in soil moisture content in the GIPL model.
In this study we primarily addressed how increases in soil
moisture influence permafrost dynamics through latent heat
effects. This study emphasizes the importance of interactions
among climate warming, soil organic layer thickness, and
fire severity in influencing the vulnerability of permafrost in
boreal forests. These interactions are important to consider in
assessing the response of carbon dynamics in boreal forests to
projected changes in climate and fire disturbance.
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