
Climate & Forests
The Big Picture



Broadly speaking, there are four climate 
zones in Alaska.



Maritime Zone Cool summers & warm winters
Lots of precipitation. 50-200 inches/year on coast. As much as 400 
inches on mountain slopes.

Transition Zone Seasonal temperature swings greater with distance from the ocean.
Precipitation drops off with distance from the coast.

Continental Zone Cold winters & hot summers. 1915 Fort Yukon recorded 100°F. 1971 
Prospect Creek recorded -80°F
Relatively little precipitation. Fairbanks averages under 15 inches.

Arctic Zone Fewer extreme temperatures (not adjusting for wind chill).
Very low precipitation.
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As one might expect, different 
forest ecosystems roughly match 
the climate zones. These are, 
from south to north, temperate 
rainforest, boreal forest, taiga 
and tundra.



Temperate Rainforest

Alaska’s rainforests have several unusual characteristics: They are often 
extremely boggy (the Tongass National Forest contains 4 million acres of wetlands 
out of a total 17 million acres), and they are highly fragmented, divided by 
broken coastlines and glaciated valleys.

These forests almost never burn.

Main tree species: 

Western hemlock

Sitka spruce

Western red cedar



Boreal forest

birch

aspen

willow

alder

spruce

This has been defined in 
many ways by many authors. 
I have chosen to use it in its 
narrowest sense…that forest 
in northern Canada and 
Alaska that does not grow on 
permafrost soil.



Taiga is a transition 
forest which occurs 
in areas on the 
climatic margin 
between boreal 
forest and tundra, 
generally on 
permafrost soils.

Species include:

Black spruce
Dwarf birch
Willow

Black spruce cones cluster 
near the crowns.

Dwarf birch turn bright 
red or orange in fall.

Taiga



Tundra is an ecosystem without any 
true trees. Despite its barren 
appearance, tundra includes a great 
variety of species. These include 
numerous sedges, grasses, heaths and 
wildflowers.

Arctic cotton is 
a typical 
tundra sedge.

Alpine azaleas 
belong in the heath 
family

Wildflowers give the 
summer tundra a touch 
of color.

Tundra
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