
Adaptation Forestry  
in Minnesota’s Northwoods

But the forests in northern Minnesota are changing  
due to warmer, drier conditions, which will introduce  
uncertainty and put these benefits at risk. 

A multi-partner project in northeast Minnesota is taking 
a first step to help to keep northern forests healthy and 
productive in an uncertain future by using a combination 
of management and planting that increases forest  
complexity and bolsters resilience. This work is influencing 
the adaptive capacity across millions of acres in the Great 
Lakes region.

The Challenge

Conventional forestry practices in the Great Lakes 
region currently emphasize the regeneration of aspen-birch 
forests using techniques such as clear-cutting and planting 
white spruce or red pine. It is likely that this approach will 
become unviable in the future as many northern tree 
species decline under anticipated warmer, drier conditions.

Forest systems that are adapted to a narrow range of  
conditions or contain few species are expected to be more 
vulnerable than forests adapted to a wide range of 
conditions or those with higher diversity.
 

The Opportunity

Project partners are testing new forest management  
strategies, that will include planting a greater variety of tree 
species with diverse traits (e.g., tolerance of shade, drought 
and fire). This will provide the opportunity for the best-
suited species to thrive under new climate conditions.

The partners are testing these strategies in the Arrowhead 
region of northeast Minnesota where more than 109,000 
native red oak, bur oak, white pine, yellow birch and  
basswood trees were planted on 2,000 acres of federal, state 
and county lands.

These species are native to the area, but currently exist in 
smaller numbers due to logging, a historically cooler climate 
that favored boreal species, and their own limited ability to 
disperse their seeds far and wide.

Project partners are monitoring the results to assess survival 
rates and collect additional information to help guide and 
make adjustments to our forest management as needed.

Minnesota’s forests are key to the state’s economy and quality of life. © Richard Hamilton Smith

Healthy forests provide many benefits to people and nature in Minnesota, 
including jobs and forest products, wildlife habitat and recreational 

 opportunities, as well as helping to keep our air and water clean.



What You Can Do

If we want healthy, productive forests in the future, then 
doing nothing is not a viable option. We are already seeing 
changes in northeastern Minnesota forests. 

This is not a one-size-fits-all approach:
 •  You can employ a variety of management strategies  
depending on your forest type and your goals and objectives.• 
•  You can make these changes gradually, working
with the forest system you have now and taking incremental 
steps to help it adapt.
•  The same tools and techniques you currently use can be 
applied in new ways. 

Because Minnesota has a wealth of forested land, it’s  
tempting to think it will always be there. But climate change 
puts our forests at risk. We can, however, take action now 
to help ensure a healthy future for our forests and the many 
benefits they provide. 

  Project at a Glance
   •  2,000 acres of county, state and federal land in NE Minnesota’s Arrowhead region
   •  500 acres each of boreal mixed, mesic pine, dry-mesic pine and mesic hardwood forest
   •  110,000 bur oak, red oak, white pine, yellow birch and basswood seedlings planted
   •   Climate-informed forestry practices, such as:
 o  Establishing new mixes of native species
 o  Promoting diverse age classes
 o  Retaining biological legacies
 o  Using genetic material from a wider geographic range
 o  Managing herbivory to protect regeneration
   •  Collaborators: The Nature Conservancy, Northern Institute of Applied Climate Science,  
 University of Minnesota-Duluth
   • Partners: Minnesota Forest Resources Council, Sustainable Forestry Education Cooperative

This project was made possible through a grant award by the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) through its Climate Adaptation Fund. 
Support to establish the Climate Adaptation Fund was provided by a grant to WCS from the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation. Additional 
support was provided by the Carolyn Foundation and the Cox Family Fund for Science and Research. 

For more information,  
contact Meredith Cornett 
at 218.727.6119 or mcornett@tnc.org.
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