
1

SILVA FENNICA

Silva Fennica vol. 58 no. 2 article id 23076
Category: review article

https://doi.org/10.14214/sf.23076

http://www.silvafennica.fi
ISSN-L 0037-5330 | ISSN 2242-4075 (Online)

The Finnish Society of Forest Science

Joanne C. White 1

Characterizing forest recovery following stand-
replacing disturbances in boreal forests: contributions 
of optical time series and airborne laser scanning data

White J.C. (2024). Characterizing forest recovery following stand-replacing disturbances in boreal 
forests: contributions of optical time series and airborne laser scanning data. Silva Fennica vol. 
58 no. 2 article id 23076. 21 p. https://doi.org/10.14214/sf.23076

Highlights
• Remote sensing contributions to monitoring of post-disturbance forest recovery in the boreal 

are synthesized.
• Definitions of forest recovery need to be clear and measurable and will vary by application.
• Landsat time series represent a significant innovation in recovery assessments, but the boreal 

biome is underrepresented in this research.
• Opportunities for future research directions and priorities are highlighted.

Abstract
The success and rate of forest regeneration following disturbance has implications for sustainable 
forest management, climate change mitigation, and biodiversity, among others. Systematic moni-
toring of forest regeneration over large and often remote areas of the boreal forest is challenging. 
The use of remotely sensed data to characterize post-disturbance recovery in the boreal forest has 
been an active research topic for more than 30 years. Innovations in sensors, data policies, curated 
data archives, and increased computational power have enabled new insights into the characteri-
zation of post-disturbance forest recovery, particularly following stand-replacing disturbances. 
Landsat time series data have emerged as an important data source for post-disturbance forest 
recovery assessments, with Landsat’s 40-year archive of 30-m resolution data providing consist-
ent observations on an annual time step and enabling retrospective capacity to establish spatially 
explicit recovery baselines. The application of remote sensing for monitoring post-disturbance 
forest recovery is a rapidly growing area of research globally; however, despite the large amount 
of disturbance and the disproportionate effects of climate change in the boreal, the boreal biome 
is relatively underrepresented in the remote sensing forest recovery literature. Herein, the past and 
present contributions of optical time series and airborne laser scanning data to the characterization 
of forest recovery in boreal forests are highlighted, and future research priorities are identified.
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1 Introduction

The capacity to monitor forests in a manner that is scientifically informed, consistent, repeatable, 
and transparent is paramount. Forest monitoring is defined by the International Union of Forest 
Research Organizations as the periodic measurement of forest parameters for establishing base-
lines and for detecting and quantifying changes in forests over time (Päivinen et al. 1994). Forest 
monitoring is “viewed as a comprehensive process that includes the systematic collection, analysis, 
and dissemination of forest-related data, and the derivation of information or knowledge at regular 
intervals to allow for the monitoring of changes over time” (FAO 2017). As both forest disturbances 
and their subsequent recovery have important impacts on regional and global forest carbon budgets, 
both processes are key targets of forest monitoring programs. The frequency and intensity of natural 
disturbances are being altered by climate change (Dale et al. 2001), as is the rate and effectiveness 
of post-disturbance forest regrowth (Anderson-Teixeira et al. 2013). To capture and quantify these 
evolving trends, it is essential to have baseline information on both forest disturbance and recovery.

Fundamentally, one of the greatest challenges to forest monitoring over large areas is that of 
observation capacity. For example, field surveys are typically the primary information source for 
regeneration assessments, but they can be subjective, are constrained in space and time, and often 
focus on post-harvest recovery (Bartels et al. 2016). Forest monitoring is becoming increasingly 
reliant on remotely sensed data. In the Global Forest Resource Assessment of the FAO in 2015, 
70% of reporting nations used some form of remotely sensed data in their national forest inventories 
(Barrett et al. 2016). However, remote sensing is not a panacea, with recent attempts to characterize 
global forest change having falsely equated change in tree cover as change in forest area, thereby 
ignoring the important processes of regeneration and reforestation (Guindon et al. 2018). Synoptic 
remotely sensed data is well suited to disturbance detection over large areas, especially stand replac-
ing disturbances, which are punctual in both space and time, and for this reason, remote sensing 
science has long focused on accurately characterizing forest disturbance (Hermosilla et al. 2016). 
However, as more and more earth observation data are acquired and archived, new opportunities 
for forest monitoring are emerging that allow both disturbance and recovery to be characterized.

The rate of forest recovery is required to inform forest management, monitoring, and report-
ing activities. Delayed recovery can have broad implications for sustainable forest management, 
policy, and science, resulting in a need for spatially-explicit, large-area, characterizations of 
forest recovery (Frolking et al. 2009; Pugh et al. 2019). As forest recovery is a process and not a 
state, the structure, composition, and function of forests will typically return gradually over time 
through successional processes (Oliver and Larson 1996). The absence of a universally accepted 
definition for forest recovery (Bartels et al. 2016) implies that the timing of when a forest is con-
sidered recovered hinges on the specific definition adopted and the information requirements of 
the particular application (White et al. 2019a). For example, a silvicultural definition of recovery 
may specify the stocking densities of well-spaced trees and may also include requirements for 
specific tree species (Franklin et al. 2002). Alternatively, a land reclamation definition of recovery 
may be limited to the re-establishment of herbaceous vegetation at a site (McKenna et al. 2020). 
Recovery definitions for other ecosystem goods and services, such as habitat, may focus more 
on forest function (Amiro et al. 2010; Kearney et al. 2019). Precise definitions of forest recovery 
are essential as they facilitate the establishment of measurable indicators. This, in turn, allows for 
objective assessments of forest recovery that remain unaffected by evolving perceptions of natu-
ralness over time. In the context of remote sensing research however, forest recovery is typically 
not clearly defined, or there may be a poor understanding of the linkage between what is being 
measured spectrally, and what is happening on the ground post-disturbance. The lack of a universal 
definition of forest recovery remains one of the greatest challenges to the application of remotely 
sensed data for forest recovery assessments.
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For a country the size of Canada, which has a large and diverse forest area, and wherein 
each province or territory is vested with the responsibility for forest management, monitoring post-
disturbance forest recovery is particularly challenging. Requirements, data sources, and methods 
used for regeneration surveys are not nationally consistent, nor do they focus equally on areas 
impacted by harvesting and wildfire (Brand et al. 1991). Other jurisdictions likewise face similar 
challenges. Given this, there is a need for nationally consistent observations of forest recovery 
to support, science, management, and reporting needs. These data must be synoptic, spatially 
explicit, and spatially detailed so that the impacts of anthropogenic changes on the landscape can 
be captured. Such data enables a quantitative and objective assessment of recovery that comes 
with a permanent spatial record (i.e., a map).

The objective of this review was to synthesize research on the past and current applica-
tions of remotely sensed data, specifically optical time series and airborne laser scanning data, to 
characterize post-disturbance forest recovery in boreal forest environments. Monitoring of post-
disturbance forest recovery with remotely sensed data is a rapidly expanding area of research 
and Landsat time series (LTS) data in particular have enabled innovations in the characterization 
of forest disturbance and subsequent recovery. Insights gained from past and current studies are 
highlighted and used to identify future research priorities and directions.

2 The importance of Landsat time series data for recovery assessments

Of the remotely sensed data sources available to support forest recovery assessments, the data source 
that most fully satisfies the requirements of a national monitoring context are time series of earth 
observation data from sensors such as Landsat and Sentinel-2 (Kennedy et al. 2012). Landsat data 
in particular offer many advantages for recovery monitoring: open access since 2008 (Woodcock et 
al. 2008), a spatial resolution capable of capturing anthropogenic impacts on the landscape (30 m) 
since 1984 (Wulder et al. 2022), a temporal resolution (i.e., 8-day revisit) that enables annual 
best-available pixel composites within the growing season (Wulder et al. 2019), a curated archive 
(Wulder et al. 2016), investment in sensor cross-calibration that ensures radiometric fidelity across 
sensors (Markham and Helder 2012), and automated pre-processing tools and analysis ready data 
products (i.e., surface reflectance; Dwyer et al. 2018).

The change of data policy that resulted in the opening of the Landsat archive in 2008, whereby 
data were made freely and openly available for download, combined with advances in computa-
tional power, have resulted in a significant innovation in remote sensing science (Banskota et al. 
2014), and have transformed approaches to the use of these data in two important ways. First, we 
are no longer limited to selecting the best available image and can now utilize the best available 
observation for any given pixel within an image to generate best-available pixel composites (Grif-
fiths et al. 2013; White et al. 2014). These approaches provide cloud-free observations over large 
areas, enabling increased opportunities for forest monitoring. Second, free and open access to the 
Landsat archive allows us to take full advantage of the temporal dimension (Zhu 2017). Analytical 
approaches that use dense stacks of repeat Landsat observations acquired over time have advanced 
remote sensing science, enabling the characterization of a broader range of change types and mag-
nitudes, as well as pre- and post-change conditions (Vogelmann et al. 2012; Coops et al. 2020). For 
forest recovery monitoring specifically, LTS data offer many advantages: consistent observations 
on an annual (or semi-annual) time step; retrospective capacity for establishing recovery baselines 
(i.e., pre-disturbance state; Potapov et al. 2018; White et al. 2022); and integration with other data 
sources, such as field plots or airborne laser scanning (ALS) data into a monitoring framework 
(Bolton et al. 2015; White et al. 2018; Shvetsov et al. 2019).
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3 Early research on the application of remote sensing for boreal forest 
recovery assessments

Prior to the free and open availability of Landsat data in 2008, numerous studies had investigated 
forest recovery in boreal forests (Table 1). All studies focused on post-fire recovery exclusively 
and used the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI; Tucker 1979) or a similar index 
(i.e. Enhanced Vegetation Index, EVI, Huete et al. 2002), which are based on red and near-infrared 
wavelengths. Exceptions were the study of Epting and Verbyla (2005), which used both NDVI and 
the Normalized Burn Ratio (NBR, Key and Benson 2006), and Cuevez-Gonzalez et al. (2013), 
which used NDVI and the Normalized Difference Shortwave Infrared Reflectance index (NDSWIR, 
Gerard et al. 2003). Definitions of recovery were typically not explicit in these studies; recovery 
was characterized as the return of a specified indicator to pre-fire levels, often without an associated 
ecological expectation (e.g., the return of trees) articulated. Pre-fire baselines were either determined 
based on pre-fire observations (Hicke et al. 2003), or more often, determined by using unburned 
control regions in similar forest types (Amiro et al. 2000; Goetz et al. 2006; Cuevez Gonzalez et al. 
2009). Both Amiro et al. (2000) and Hicke et al. (2003) used net primary productivity (NPP) as their 
indicator of post-fire forest recovery, with remotely sensed data (Advance Very High Resolution 
Radiometer, AVHRR) used to provide estimates of leaf area index (LAI), land cover, or Fraction 
of Absorbed Photosynthetically Active Radiation (fAPAR) for the modeling of NPP. Except for 
the study of Epting and Verbyla (2005), which used Landsat 30 m data, all the studies included in 
Table 1 used coarse spatial resolution data (500 m – 8 km), which limited recovery assessments 
to larger wildfires. While Hicke et al. (2003) and Goetz et al. (2006) used a time series of AVHRR 
data (8 km), most other studies relied on a single date of imagery (or multiple dates of imagery, but 
not a time series) and implemented a chronosequence approach (i.e., substituting space for time).

Several insights were gained from these earlier investigations. First, Epting and Verbyla 
(2005) and Jin et al. (2012) both reported that recovery rates were more rapid in areas with greater 
burn severities. These studies hypothesized that severe fires are more likely to combust surface 
vegetation and expose mineral soils, which is considered advantageous for rapidly colonizing 
herbaceous vegetation and deciduous tree species. Epting and Verbyla (2005) however noted that 
the by their nature, remotely sensed indices characterized changes in surface properties, that in turn 
impact reflectance (e.g., canopy removal, surface blackening) rather than subsurface properties 
(e.g. depth of organic layer). Second, the constraints of using coarse spatial resolution data, which 
limited analyses to large fire events and resulted in mixed pixels of burned and unburned patches, 
were identified by several authors as a limitation of the data and methods applied (Kasischke and 
French 1997; Hicke et al. 2003; Goetz et al. 2006; Cuevez-Gonzales et al. 2009). The study by 
Goetz et al. (2006) used the same AVHRR 8-km data for almost the same time period as that of 
Hicke et al. (2003), but used NDVI directly as the indicator of recovery rather than NPP. Whereas 
Hicke et al. (2003) used pre-fire NPP as the baseline for assessing NPP recovery and focused on 
areas with the greatest burn severity, Goetz et al. (2006) used unburned control areas within similar 
land cover types as a baseline for recovery assessment and did not distinguish by severity. Hicke 
et al. (2003) reported that it took 9 years for NPP to recover to pre-fire levels, whereas Goetz et 
al. (2006) reported that it took only 5 years for NDVI to recover to pre-fire levels (indicating that 
this was primarily driven by the return of herbaceous vegetation).

The study of Cuevez-Gonzalez et al. (2009) was the only study listed in Table 1 that was 
conducted outside of the North American boreal forest. The authors reported that it took more than 
13 years (the limit of their time series) for NDVI and NDSWIR to recover to pre-fire levels and 
hypothesized that the longer recovery times they reported relative to those of Goetz et al. (2006) 
were likely the result of different spatial resolutions of the data (1 km versus 8 km), different sensors 
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Table 1. Summary of studies that have used remotely sensed data to investigate boreal post-disturbance forest recovery 
prior to opening of Landsat archive in 2008. NDVI: Normalized Different Vegetation Index; NPP: Net Primary Pro-
ductivity; NBR: Normalized Burn Ratio; NDSWIR: Normalized Difference Shortwave Infrared Index; EVI: Enhanced 
Vegetation Index, TCB: Taseled Cap Brightness; TCW: Taseled Cap Wetness; TCG: Taseled Cap Greenness; NIR: 
Near Infrared; NDWI: Normalized Difference Wetness Index; FRI: Forest Recovery Index; FVC: Fractional Vegetation 
Cover; SAVI: Soil Adjusted Vegetation Index; NDMI: Normalized Difference Moisture Index.

Study Location/ 
extent

Sensor Spatial  
resolution

Temporal  
resolution

Spectral 
index

Key findings

Kasischke 
and  
French 
(1997)

Alaska 
boreal

AVHRR 1 km 1990–1992
Chrono-
sequence

NDVI Sample based: 14 fires ranging in size from 
400 to 16 900 ha. Patterns of pre-fire vegeta-
tion cover influence patterns of post-fire 
regrowth. Early season fires recovered more 
rapidly. Strong seasonal impact on NDVI that 
differs by forest type.

Amiro et 
al. (2000)

Canada 
boreal

AVHRR 1 km 1994
Chrono-
sequence

NPP Sample based: 502 fires that were > 1000 ha; 
~7 Mha. NPP derived from Boreal Ecosystem 
Productivity Simulator (BEPS) model. BEPS 
uses AVHRR-derived LAI and land cover 
as model inputs. Linear increase in NPP 15 
years post-fire. Forested areas had larger and 
more rapid increases in NPP than and tundra-
dominated ecoregions.

Hicke et  
al. (2003)

Canada 
boreal

AVHRR 8 km 1982–1998
Monthly 
AVHRR  
composites

NPP Sample based: 61 fires > 100 000 ha. NPP 
derived from Carnegie-Ames-Stanford 
Approach (CASA).
CASA uses fAPAR from NDVI. 9 years for 
NPP in the most severely burned pixels to 
return to pre-fire levels. Forests of the Alaska 
boreal interior recovered more slowly than 
those of Taiga Plains.

Epting  
and 
Verbyla 
(2005)

Alaska 
boreal

Landsat 30 m 1986 (pre-fire), 
1988, 1991, 
1994, 2000, 
2002

NDVI,
NBR

1 fire, 17 000 ha. Unburned control areas. 
NDVI and NBR peaked 14 years post-fire, 
neither returned to pre-fire levels by 2002 
(end of time series). More rapid recovery in 
more severely burned areas.
Recovery rate varied by forest type. Self-
replacement was the dominant successional 
pathway.

Goetz et  
al. (2006)

Canada 
boreal

AVHRR 8 km 1981–1997
Analysis 
focused on 
1981,1989, and 
1995

NDVI Sample based: 327 fires > 64 000 ha, ~4Mha. 
Unburned control areas. 5 years for NDVI to 
return to pre-fire levels (related primarily to 
establishment of herbaceous vegetation post-
fire). No differences in recovery rates noted 
between different regions.

Cuevez- 
Gonzalez  
et al. 
(2009)

Siberia 
boreal

MODIS 1 km 2001–2005
Chrono-
sequence

NDVI, 
NDSWIR

Sample based: 78 fires, ~781 400 ha; 
Unburned control areas. >13 years for NDVI 
and NDSWIR to return to pre-fire levels. 
NDVI recovered more rapidly than NDSWIR. 
Differences with Goetz et al. (2006) attributed 
to spatial resolution differences, bandwidth 
and spectral response differences in R and 
NIR between MODIS and AVHRR, and more 
extreme growing conditions in the boreal.

Jin et al. 
(2012) 

Canada 
boreal

MODIS 500 m 2001–2011 EVI Sample based: 1346 fires > 100 ha in size. 
By 5–8 years after fire, summer EVI for all 
severity classes had recovered to within 
90%–108% of pre-fire levels. More rapid 
recovery in more severely burned areas; dif-
ferences in recovery rates between Boreal and 
Taiga Shield ecozones.
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with different spectral bandwidths (MODIS versus AVHRR), more extreme growing conditions in 
the Siberian boreal, species composition differences, and differences in fire behaviour (i.e. crown 
fires dominate in North America, resulting in high tree mortality, whereas ground fires are more 
dominant in Siberia and result in more variable levels of mortality; Cuevez-Gonzalez et al. 2009).

Finally, these earlier studies reported conflicting results regarding whether recovery rates 
varied by ecoregion. While Amiro et al. (2000), Hicke et al. (2003), and Jin et al. (2012) all 
noted differences in recovery rates between forest- and tundra-dominated ecoregions, Goetz et al. 
(2006) observed no such differences, reporting that the time required for vegetation to establish 
was similar among the ecoregions they investigated, a difference which the authors attributed to 
the spectral index they used (NDVI) and its sensitivity to the early colonization of herbaceous 
vegetation post-fire.

4 Landsat time series data for boreal forest recovery assessments

With the opening of the Landsat archive in 2008, there has been a profusion of research on the 
use of Landsat time series data for forest recovery assessments. A search in Scopus (using terms 
[“forest” AND “recovery” AND “Landsat”] OR [“forest” AND “recovery” AND “Landsat” AND 
“boreal”] within article title, abstract and keywords) indicates that the boreal forest remains 
relatively under-represented in forest recovery research (Fig. 1). Published studies have focused 
both on boreal forests in North America (Table 2) and Eurasia (Table 3), with post-fire recovery 
dominating (Chu and Guo 2014). LTS have allowed for a more complete view of forest dynamics: 

Fig. 1. Number of published research studies using Landsat data to investigate forest recovery globally, and in boreal 
forests specifically. Search terms included (“forest” AND “recovery” AND “Landsat”) or (“forest” AND “recovery” 
AND “Landsat” AND “boreal”) within the article title, abstract, and keywords (Source: Scopus:2023-12-14).
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Table 2. Summary of studies that have investigated the use of Landsat time series (LTS) data to characterize post-
disturbance recovery in North American boreal forests following the opening of the Landsat archive in 2008. For a 
complete list of spectral index acronyms, see Table 1.

Study Data Spectral index Key findings

Madoui et al. 
(2015)

Landsat images 
1985, 1995,  
2000, 2005

N/A Sample-based: study area contained 316 000 ha of wildfire and 
417 000 ha of harvesting. Recovery assessed by land cover transitions 
for 1985, 1995, 2000, and 2005.Revegetation rates (transition to forest 
classes) more rapid post-harvest than post-fire and broadleaf was 
more common after harvest than fire.

Frazier et al. 
(2015)

LTS
(1985–2012)

TCB, TCW, 
TCG

Sample-based: 8 Landsat scenes, ~20 Mha; no differentiation by 
disturbance type. Stronger recovery response in eastern Boreal Shield 
compares to western. Different indices relate to short- (TCG) and 
longer-term (TCW) recovery.

Pickell et al. 
(2016)

LTS
(1985–2010)

NBR, NDVI, 
TCG, NIR

Sample based: 40 Landsat scenes representing 136 Mha. No differ-
entiation by disturbance type. Recovery defined as number of years 
required for a pixel to return to 80% of its pre-disturbance value. 
Slowest for NBR, 5.6 years; fastest for TCG, 1.7 years. NDVI, TCG 
indices more sensitive to herbaceous vegetation and saturate rapidly 
post-disturbance.

White et al. 
(2017)

LTS
 (1985–2010)

NBR Wall-to-wall; 650 Mha of forested ecosystems; wildfire and harvest; 
both short and long-term (Y2R) metrics of recovery were applied in a 
wall-to-wall assessment of recovery; Y2R recovery rates differed for 
wildfire (10.6 years, SD = 5.6 years) and harvest (6.6 years, SD = 3.9 
years) Time since disturbance is important for interpreting spectral 
measures of forest recovery. Recovery rates varied by ecozone. 

Frazier et al. 
(2018)

LTS
(1986–2006)

TCG, TCW, 
TBR

Wall-to-wall within Boreal Shield and Taiga Shield ecozones. Post-
fire short-term (@ 5 years) recovery rates increased by 18% in the 
Taiga Shield East and 9% in the Taiga Shield West. Recovery rates in 
the Boreal Shield varied temporally and were not consistently positive 
or negative. 

Hermosilla et 
al. (2019)

LTS
(1985–2015)

NBR Wall-to-wall; 650 Mha of forested ecosystems of Canada; considered 
the impact of multiple disturbances on short-term recovery (i.e. at 5 
years) following harvest and wildfire. Used Recovery Indicator of 
Kennedy et al. (2012). Compared recovery rates following multiple 
disturbances to those after only a single disturbance. More rapid 
(24%) short-term recovery from fires that burned previously harvested 
areas; slower (39%) short-term recovery when harvesting followed 
fire (salvage); fastest short-term recovery in areas disturbed by two 
harvest events.

Hird et al. 
(2021)

LTS
(1985–2018)

NBR Sample-based: Y2R for 57 979 harvested areas in Alberta, Canada; 
Mean Y2R = 8.7 years, average of 59.9% recovery after 5 years. Vari-
ability in Y2R by ecological subregions.

White et al. 
(2022)

LTS
(1985–2017)

NBR Wall-to-wall; 650 Mha of forested ecosystems of Canada. Recovery 
rates differed between fire (10.6 years, SD = 6.4 years) and harvest 
(6.1 years, SD = 4.6 years). Recovery rates varied by ecozone, distur-
bance type, pre-disturbance land cover, and latitude. Overall, 87% and 
97% of recovered pixels sampled in harvests and wildfires, respec-
tively, had achieved at least one of the benchmarks, with benchmarks 
of height more readily achieved than benchmarks of cover. ~4% of 
areas disturbed by wildfire or harvest had significant positive spatial 
clustering, indicative of slower spectral recovery rates; these areas 
were also less likely to have attained benchmarks of height and cover. 
Conversely, significant negative spatial clustering was identified for 
0.94% of areas recovering from harvest and 1.93% of areas recover-
ing from wildfire, indicative of spectral recovery that was more rapid 
than the ecozonal baseline. 

White et al. 
(2023)

LTS
(1985–2017)

NBR Plots that experienced rapid spectral recovery were associated with 
a transition from conifer to broadleaf or were broadleaf pre-fire. 
Plots that experienced a decrease in stem density took significantly 
longer to spectrally recover than plots that experienced no change in 
stem density. Plots that had not yet spectrally recovered by the end 
of the time series were associated with higher elevations, drier sites, 
greater pre-fire basal area, and had the greatest change magnitude. 
Knowledge of pre-fire condition is important for characterizing and 
interpreting measures of post-fire spectral recovery for forest manage-
ment applications.
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whereas previously, remote sensing science focused almost exclusively on disturbance detection, 
LTS data have enabled the characterization of what happens after the disturbance in order to inform 
on forest demographics, sustainable forest management, and the long-term consequences of forest 
disturbances. A key innovation enabled by using LTS is the capacity to automate the attribution of 
detected disturbances to a causal agent (e.g. wildfire, harvest; Hermosilla et al. 2016), which has 
proven critical for forest recovery assessments and insights on differences between recovery rates 
in areas impacted by wildfire and harvest (White et al. 2017).

The use of LTS data has allowed for a more detailed examination of the behaviour of dif-
ferent spectral indices for forest recovery assessments. Pickell et al. (2016) reported that spectral 
recovery rates varied by spectral index, with NDVI and Tasseled Cap Greenness (TCG; Crist 
1985) having more rapid recovery rates than NBR. Pickell et al. (2016) defined recovery as 80% 
of the mean spectral value of the 2-years prior to disturbance, with the assumption made that it 
may not be reasonable to expect forests to return to exactly the same pre-disturbance condition, 
either as a function of changes in tree species composition or forest structure that may be common 
post-disturbance. The results of Pickell et al. (2016) confirmed that different indices characterize 
different components of forest recovery, with NDVI and TCG capturing the initial flush of herba-
ceous vegetation, whereas NBR and the near-infrared band were influenced by increasing canopy 
complexity and changes in forest structure associated with the re-establishment of trees. Similar 
results were presented in the work of Frazier et al. (2017) using TCG as well as Tasseled Cap 
indices of brightness (TCB), and wetness (TCW), wherein TCG was considered a more appropriate 
measure of short-term recovery (e.g., ≤5 years post-disturbance), and TCW was more appropriate 
for long-term recovery (>5 years post-disturbance). NBR has been widely used (Tables 2 and 3) 
as it takes advantage of the different spectral responses that vegetation and bare soil have in the 
near-infrared and shortwave-infrared wavelengths.

The use of both long- and short-term metrics has been recommended as a useful strategy 
for recovery assessments (Kennedy et al. 2012; Chu et al. 2014) and has been demonstrated over 
large areas (White et al. 2017). The question of whether short-term recovery is indicative of long-
term recovery outcomes is key and one that merits further investigation. For example, White et 
al. (2022) reported that locations with low levels of recovery at 5 years post-disturbance also 
had longer long-term recovery times, with the effect being greater for wildfire than for harvest. 
Although widely used in earlier studies of forest recovery (Table 1), research has demonstrated 
that the NDVI has limited utility as a measure of post-disturbance forest recovery, particularly if 
the definition of recovery includes the re-establishment of trees at a site (Schroeder et al. 2011; 
Buma 2012; Pickell et al. 2016). The selection of spectral index is therefore critically important 
for assessments of recovery and the selection of an appropriate spectral index should be governed 
by the definition of recovery being applied.

Some studies have proposed new spectral indices or have used different metrics to char-
acterize recovery. Chu et al. (2016, 2017; Table 3) proposed two new indices for forest recovery 
assessment that are appropriate for short-term (i.e., <10 years since fire; fractional vegetation 
cover or FVC) and long-term (i.e., >10 years since fire forest recovery index or FRI) assessments 
of forest recovery. Other studies have transformed spectral indices into recovery indicators. For 
example, White et al. (2017) and Hird et al. (2021) use the Years to Recovery or Y2R metric, 
which measures the number of years it takes for a pixel to return to 80% of its pre-disturbance 
NBR value. White et al. (2017) also used short-term indicators of recovery developed by Kennedy 
et al. (2012), such as the ΔNBRregrowth index, which is the absolute measure of NBR at 5 years 
post disturbance, and the Recovery Indicator (RI), which scales the ΔNBRregrowth indicator by the 
magnitude of the disturbance. Hermosilla et al. (2019) used the RI to assess the impact of multiple 
disturbances on short-term recovery rates, with recovery rates in similar areas with only a single 
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Table 3. Summary of studies that have investigated the use of Landsat data (30 m) to characterize post-disturbance recov-
ery in Eurasian boreal forests following the opening of the Landsat archive in 2008. For a complete list of spectral index 
acronyms, see Table 1.

Study Data Spectral 
index

Key findings

Potapov 
et al. 
(2015)

LTS
(1985–2012)

NDVI, 
NDWI

Wall-to-wall, Eastern Europe: 59 539 images from 527 Landsat scenes represent-
ing 600 million ha. No atmospheric correction; used MODIS to generate normalized 
anisotropy-adjusted reflectance values. Recovery defined as canopy cover ≥ 49% by 
2000 and 2012. More than 60% of the total area of forest loss that occurred prior to 
2007 had recovered by 2012, and this rate was more than 85% for pre-1988 loss areas. 
Recovery could not be assessed annually due to data gaps and low tree canopy cover 
model stability in data poor years and regions.

Chu 
et al. 
(2016)

LTS
(1995–2014)
WorldView-2  
panchromatic 
(2010)
Ground plots

FRI,
FVC

Post-wildfire forest recovery in larch forests for a single fire, 28 000 ha. Used 
unburned control areas as reference. WorldView-2 images used to sample pure vegeta-
tion and bare soil conditions for FRI and FVC calculation. Forest Recovery Index 
(FRI; considered a long-term measure of recovery) can be used for regrowth assess-
ment after 10 years post-fire, which overlaps with marked increase in larch sapling 
stem volume; FRI returns to pre-fire condition after 30–47 years, depending on burn 
severity. Fractional Vegetation Cover (FVC) more suitable for assessing short-term 
recovery (i.e. within 10 YSF); increases rapidly within 5 YSF (associated with herba-
ceous vegetation). Mean recovery rates: FVC = 6 years; FRI = 20 years.Faster short-
term recovery observed in areas with higher burn severity. Fourteen 50×50 m field 
plots at different burn severities; field data acquired at 11–18 YSF; used for qualitative 
assessment only.

Chu 
et al. 
(2017)

LTS
(1998–2014)

FRI,
FVC

Builds on work of Chu et al. (2016) and attempts to identify drivers of post-fire 
recovery using pre-fire land cover, burn severity, pre-fire forest condition, distance to 
water body, elevation, solar insolation, slope, soil moisture. Only 51% of variation in 
FVC recovery rates were explained by the identified drivers; burn severity (classes) 
most important predictor of recovery rate, followed by elevation and distance to water. 
Only 41% of FRI explained by these predictors (burn severity, distance to water, and 
pre-fire NDVI as primary drivers).

White 
et al. 
(2018)

LTS
(1985–2012)
ALS

NBR Finland, post-harvest; validation of spectral recovery (Y2R) with ALS; 55% of pixels 
recovered within 10 years post-harvest. 89% of spectrally recovered pixels had 
achieved benchmarks of both height and cover measured from ALS data. Rapid recov-
ery associated with taller trees at time of ALS measurement than slow recovery.

White 
et al. 
(2019)

LTS
(1985–2012)
Ground plots

NBR Finland, post-harvest; validation of spectral recovery (Y2R) with 284 field plots 
(radius = 9 m). Mean height, dominant species, and the percentage of deciduous stems 
in the plot were most important factors influencing spectral recovery rates. Variability 
in stand establishment made it challenging to accurately discriminate among recovery 
rates within 10 years post-harvest.

Shvetsov 
et al. 
(2019)

LTS
(1998–2017)

NBR Post-fire recovery in southern Siberia; Sample-based: 97 samples sites, each 2–4 ha in 
size. Fire frequency, fire severity, and surface temperature anomalies explain 58% of 
the variation in recovery rates; recovery rate measured as slope of linear fit between 
NBR (dependent) and time since disturbance (independent). At least 7 NBR values 
used to fit the model.Strong positive correlation (R = 0.71) observed between field-
measured log-transformed seedling density and NBR slope. Faster recovery in more 
severely burned areas.

Hislop 
et al. 
(2020)

MODIS 
(MCD64A1)
2001–2018
LTS
(1991–2019)

NBR Sample-based, post-fire recovery in boreal and temperate forests in Australia, Canada, 
Chile, China, Russia, USA and Mediterranean. MODIS used to map burns and guide 
selection of Landsat scene samples; LTS used to assess recovery. Strata defined by 
country, biome, and year and 500 Landsat pixels selected at random per stratum. 
dNBR used as continuous measure of magnitude/severity. Short-term recovery at 5 
years post-disturbance; Recovery Indicator (RI) after Kennedy et al. (2012). Boreal 
forests had only recovered an average of ~60% of their pre-fire NBR value at 5 years 
post-fire.

Senf  
and 
Seidl 
(2021)

LTS
(1991–2018)
Chrono-
sequence

NDVI, 
EVI,
SAVI, 
mSAVI,
NDMI, 
NBR,
NBR-2

Wall-to-wall; 36 million disturbance patches (not discriminated by disturbance type). 
Chronosequence approach; recovery defined relative to pre-disturbance canopy cover 
(average canopy cover based on 5 years pre-disturbance). All spectral indices were 
used in a random forest regression model to estimate canopy cover. Recovery to 
pre-disturbance canopy cover for Europe achieved within 30 years; 18–23 years for 
Nordic countries (boreal).Recovery was > 10 times faster than disturbance on 69% of 
the forest area. A statistical model was used to extrapolate beyond the time series (i.e. 
for pixels not recovered within 28 year LTS).

Nolè 
et al. 
(2022)

MODIS 
(MCD43A4)
(2002–2020)

NBR, 
NDVI

Pan-European assessment at 500 m spatial resolution of short-term (5 year) post-fire 
recovery using the NBR-derived Relative Recovery Indicator (RRI) and NDVI. RRI 
was scaled to disturbance magnitude. Variability across forest classes and bioregions. 
Severity assessed using the Relativized Burn Ratio (RBR); highest severity fires were 
located in the boreal region. NDVI = recovery within 2.5 years; higher variability in 
boreal. More rapid NDVI recovery with greater fire severity. Faster recovery rates for 
broadleaf and mixedwood forest types compared to conifer in boreal. RRI indicated 
recovery was incomplete at 5 years.
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disturbance serving as the reference. The authors reported that recovery was 24% greater for fires 
that burned previously harvested areas compared to areas with only a single harvest, and that 
short-term recovery was 39% slower when harvesting followed wildfire (i.e. salvage harvesting) 
compared to a single wildfire event.

Other studies have pursued different approaches. Madoui et al. (2012) used a chronose-
quence approach and generalized 48 land cover classes generated for four years of Landsat data 
(1985, 1995, 2000, 2005) into four post-disturbance development classes (stand initiation, early 
regeneration, stem exclusion, and coniferous forest) in order to measure revegetation rate. Senf 
and Seidl (2019) likewise followed a different approach in their pan-European assessment of forest 
resilience, similar to earlier works of Amiro et al. (2000) or Hicke et al. (2003), both of whom used 
NPP for recovery assessments. Rather than assessing recovery as a function of trends in a particular 
spectral index, Senf and Seidl (2019) used LTS data to model canopy cover and measured the time 
it took (in years) for canopy cover to return to pre-disturbance cover (determined as the 5-year 
pre-disturbance average). To model canopy cover, the authors used a suite of 7 different spectral 
indices (Table 3). Potapov et al. (2012) also used canopy cover as their indicator of recovery, but 
used an absolute threshold (≥49%) to indicate recovery.

As noted previously, the automated attribution of disturbance to a causal agent has been 
an important innovation for the assessment of recovery over large areas. As per earlier research 
(Table 1), most of the studies listed in Tables 2 and 3 have focused on post-fire recovery; however, 
a few studies have not discriminated by disturbance type (Frazier et al. 2015; Pickell et al. 2016; 
Senf and Seidl 2021), or have focused on post-harvest recovery exclusively (White et al. 2018; 
White et al. 2019b; Hird et al. 2021). Only three studies to date have focused on both harvest 
and wildfire, characterizing the spatial and temporal differences in recovery rates between these 
two disturbance types (Madoui et al. 2015; White et al. 2017; White et al. 2022). Generally, 
harvested areas have been found to recover more rapidly than areas impacted by wildfire: trees 
are typically harvested on the most productive sites and regeneration is mandated post-harvest, 
whereas wildfires are indiscriminate and will burn both forest and non-forest vegetation on all 
site types (Madoui et al. 2015; White et al. 2017; White et al. 2022). For example, White et al. 
(2022) reported that the mean Y2R for harvested area was 6.1 years (σ = 4.6 years), compared 
to a mean Y2R of 10.6 years (σ = 6.4 years) for wildfire areas. Differences between post-fire and 
post-harvest recovery rates have also been confirmed with ground plot observations in Canadian 
boreal forests (Bartels et al. 2016).

Insights on differences in forest recovery rates between wildfire and harvests have program 
and policy implications. For example, the Canadian Carbon Budget Model (CBM-CFS3) previ-
ously assumed that all burned areas immediately started to regrow from age 0 on a pre-disturbance 
yield curve. Using the Y2R metric and data from White et al. (2017, 2022) a post-fire regenera-
tion delay is now applied to 25% of the area burned annually within each analysis unit, which are 
defined by the intersection of ecozonal and jurisdictional boundaries (Environment and Climate 
Change Canada 2023a). The delay was derived using the 75th quantile of the Y2R metric within 
each analysis unit, and ranged from 5 to 19 years (mean = 14 years, standard deviation = 3 years; 
Environment and Climate Change Canada 2023b).

Time since disturbance is often one of the key predictors of recovery (Bartels et al. 2016) 
and although Landsat time series capture increasingly longer periods, they do only represent a 
snapshot in time. Thus if an area has not recovered by the end of the time series (depending on how 
recovery is defined), it does not mean that the area will not eventually recover, rather that the area 
has not recovered yet. Several studies have established the importance of time since disturbance 
in the interpretation of spectral recovery metrics. For example, White et al. (2017) demonstrated 
that when considering all harvesting and wildfires that occurred between 1985 and 2012, 92.5% 
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of areas impacted by harvest and 68.4% of areas impacted by wildfire had spectrally recovered 
by the end of the time series in 2017. In contrast, when considering only those disturbances that 
occurred prior to 1990, 98.4% of areas impacted by harvesting and 86.3% of areas impacted by 
wildfire had spectrally recovered. Likewise, Potapov et al. (2012) indicated that more than 60% 
of the total area of forest loss prior to 2007 had recovered by 2012 (Table 3) compared to 85% of 
the total area of forest loss prior to 1988.

Spectral change magnitude, often considered as a proxy for disturbance severity (Key 
and Benson 2006), has frequently been considered in recovery assessments (Tables 1–3). How-
ever, change magnitude is not analogous to burn severity, with the latter relating more to 
the ecological consequences of the fire (Whitman et al. 2018) than the absolute change in a 
spectral index. Johnstone and Chapin (2006) reported strong, positive effects of burn severity 
on seed germination, net seedling establishment, and growth of transplanted seedlings. Higher 
burn severity had significant positive effects for density and biomass of trembling aspen, but 
had negative effects for black spruce, suggesting that increased burn severity can shift suc-
cessional trajectories from self-replacement of conifers towards a mixedwood state (Johnstone 
and Kasischke 2005).

Reported results regarding the impact of change magnitude or burn severity on post-fire 
recovery have not been consistent. Earlier work, which focused on the use of NDVI as the spectral 
index of recovery, found that the greater the burn severity, the more rapid the post-fire recovery 
(Epting and Verbyla 2005, Jin et al. 2012). More recent studies, which have focused on longer-
term recovery using indices such as the NBR, have indicated that sites with the greatest change 
magnitude take longer to spectrally recover (White et al. 2017, 2022). However, Chu et al. (2016) 
also reported faster short-term recovery in areas with higher burn severity, noting that this rapid 
recovery was driven primarily by the establishment of herbaceous vegetation and broadleaf trees. 
Chu et al. (2017) found that burn severity was the most important predictor of short-term recovery 
rates (Table 3). The short-term metric used by Chu et al. (2016, 2017) is the Fractional Vegetation 
Cover (FVC) index, which is derived from the NDVI. The choice of spectral index may explain 
why some studies have reported more rapid recovery associated with higher burn severity, whereas 
others have not. However, using the NBR in Siberian boreal forests, Shvetsov et al. (2019) also 
reported more rapid recovery in more severely burned areas. This contrasts with the findings of 
White et al. (2022, 2023), who also used NBR in Canadian boreal forests, and reported that plots 
that recovered rapidly (i.e., within 1–5 years) had the lowest median change magnitude, while 
those plots that were not yet recovered by the end of the time series had the highest median change 
magnitude. This discrepancy in results may be attributed in part to differences in the nature of the 
fires in these two regions as noted earlier (i.e., ground fires versus crown fires, Cuevez-Gonzalez 
2009), as well as methodologies used to define severity. Shvetsov et al. (2019) used a dNBR 
(i.e. change magnitude) threshold of 0.4 to indicate high (>0.4) and low/moderate (≤0.4) sever-
ity classes, whereas White et al. considered dNBR as a continuous variable and did not generate 
severity classes. Thresholds used to define low, moderate, and high burn severity classes are highly 
variable (Lentile et al. 2006) and often require local field data for calibration (Hall et al. 2008; 
French et al. 2008). Given these differences in how severity has been defined in various studies, it 
is challenging to characterize the impact that severity has had on recovery trajectories in different 
regions of the boreal.

Pre-disturbance forest composition also influences post-disturbance recovery (Bartels et al. 
2016). Forests that are dominated by coniferous species pre-harvest have longer spectral recovery 
times when compared to broadleaf or mixedwood forest types (Tables 2 and 3). For example, 
White et al. (2022) reported that coniferous-dominated forests have the longest median Y2R 
overall (9 years) whereas broadleaf-dominated forests have the shortest median Y2R (3 years). 
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In a post-fire assessment of recovery using ground plot data, White et al. (2023) also observed 
that plots that were coniferous-dominated pre-fire had significantly longer median recovery 
rates (Y2R = 14 years) compared to broadleaf- (Y2R = 8 years) and mixedwood-dominated 
(Y2R = 7 years) plots. Pre-disturbance composition, combined with burn severity, will influence 
the regeneration potential of remnant species (seeds versus vegetative reproduction), the avail-
ability of in situ propagules, and proximity to seed source, among others (Bartels et al. 2016). 
The first 10 years post-fire, wherein recruitment rates are the highest and beyond which new 
establishment is rare, are critical for regeneration success and for determining long-term forest 
composition (Johnstone et al. 2010).

Almost all studies listed in Tables 1, 2, and 3 highlight the variability in the spectral recovery 
response – both spatially and temporally. One of the key advantages of using the LTS 30 m data to 
generate spatially explicit estimates of recovery is the capacity to fully characterize the spatial and 
temporal variability in post-disturbance recovery. These data facilitate the establishment of baselines 
for the benefit of monitoring programs (Potapov et al. 2015; White et al. 2022). For example, with 
consistent observations on an annual time step, LTS enable retrospective assessments of recovery, 
with the capacity to monitor the long-term impacts of disturbances that have occurred prior to or 
since 1985 (White et al. 2017). With these data it is possible to establish temporal baselines that 
are regionally specific and that articulate expectations for recovery that are relevant to the local 
ecological context and to the definition of recovery being applied (White et al. 2022). Frazier et 
al. (2018) reported that relative rates of short-term recovery (i.e. at 5 years) increased by an aver-
age of 12% for the period 1986–2011 in the Taiga Shield ecozones, whereas there was no similar 
trend in the Boreal Shield ecozones. Spatial statistics can also be used to identify and characterize 
spatial hotspots of recovery, wherein spatial clusters of significantly faster or slower recovery times 
can be mapped and interrogated. For example, White et al. (2022) reported that 3.5% of disturbed 
areas in Canada’s forested ecosystems had spatial clusters of significantly slower-than-expected 
recovery relative to an ecozone-specific baseline.

Validation of spectral measures of recovery has also been a focus of research. Field plot 
measurements are critical for improving our understanding regarding the relationship between 
measures of spectral recovery and the manifestations of forest structure on the ground (Bartels et 
al. 2016). Several studies have integrated field plot data into their recovery assessments (Chu et 
al. 2016; White et al. 2019b; Shvetsov et al. 2019; White et al. 2023). Chu et al. (2016) reported 
that the increase in FRI after 10 years post-fire in Siberian forests corresponded to a significant 
increase in larch sapling stem volume. White et al. (2019b) investigated post-harvest recovery in 
boreal forests of southern Finland, reporting that the driest, least productive sites (xeric) had an 
average recovery time (Y2R = 9.2 years) that was significantly longer than the most productive 
sites (heath; Y2R = 6.1 years). White et al. (2019b) also reported that those field plots that had a 
greater proportion of deciduous stems had more rapid recovery than plots with fewer deciduous 
stems. A common indicator of post-fire regeneration success is post-fire stem density (Coop et 
al. 2020). Shvetsov et al. (2019) found a non-linear relationship between field measured seedling 
density and NBR slope (slope of post-fire NBR trend), with a strong positive correlation (r = 0.71) 
between log-transformed seedling density and NBR slope. In other words, the rate of NBR spectral 
recovery increased with increasing post-fire stem density. Similarly, White et al. (2023) reported 
that field plots that experienced a reduction in stem density relative to pre-fire stem density (which 
represented 37% of analyzed plots) had spectral recovery rates that were significantly longer 
(Y2R = 17 years) than plots that did not experience a decrease in stem density (Y2R = 8 years) 
post-fire (White et al. 2023).

Another important source of validation data for spectral recovery assessments is ALS data. 
Although the cost and frequency with which ALS data are acquired may limit their utility as a 
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continuous forest recovery monitoring tool in most areas of the boreal, ALS data have emerged as 
an important source of validation data for measures of spectral recovery, particularly for defini-
tions of recovery that relate to the return of trees. ALS data have enabled investigations of whether 
or not pixels that are determined to be spectrally recovered have achieved structural targets that 
are commensurate with the definition of recovery that is being applied. For example, White et al. 
(2018) used ALS data to assess whether spectrally recovered pixels had achieved benchmarks of 
cover (>10%) and height (>5 m) post-harvest in intensively managed forests of southern Finland: 
overall, 89% of spectrally recovered pixels had achieved benchmarks of both height and cover. In 
a similar assessment that considered both wildfire and harvest in Canadian forests, 57% of spec-
trally recovered pixels had achieved benchmarks of both height and cover, with height benchmarks 
more commonly achieved for wildfire (White et al. 2022), likely as a function of residual trees that 
are left behind after fires (Bolton et al. 2015, 2017). It is important to note that although spectral 
indices may return to pre-disturbance values once canopies reach crown closure (or sooner), large 
differences in vertical structure may remain, highlighting the utility of considering both height and 
cover ALS metrics for recovery assessments (Magnussen and Wulder 2012). ALS data have also 
been used to examine the aforementioned spatial recovery hotspots: significant positive spatial 
clusters of Y2R with recovery rates that were slower than their ecozonal baseline were less likely 
to have achieved benchmarks of cover and height (as measured by the ALS data), particularly in 
harvested areas (White et al. 2022).

5 Airborne laser scanning data for boreal forest recovery assessments

In addition to serving as a valuable source of validation data for spectral assessments of post-
disturbance forest recovery, ALS data have also enabled new insights on the nature of recovery in 
the boreal by leveraging a chronosequence of post-disturbance forest structures (Table 4). Bolton 
et al. (2015) developed a 25-year chronosequence of post-fire structural development for dense 
(>50% canopy cover) and open (20–50% canopy cover) forest structures. LTS data were used to 
map fire patches (1985–2010), and the ALS data from 2010 were used to characterize vertical forest 
structure. The authors found no significant difference in canopy cover or height within the first 
10 years post-fire, but did observe significant differences at 20–25 years. However, canopy cover and 
height were significantly lower for patches at 20–25 years post fire compared to unburned patches, 
suggesting that the stem exclusion phase had not yet been reached. Canopy cover and height were, 
on average, 20% and 50% lower, respectively, than was observed in similar unburned patches. Criti-
cally, the work of Bolton et al. (2015) highlights that ALS metrics, particularly height metrics, are 
sensitive to residual structures that remain 10-years post-fire. This underscores the importance of 
using metrics of both height and cover to assess recovery and indicates that pre-disturbance forest 
structure, as well as pre-disturbance composition are important for assessing recovery. The study 
of Magnussen and Wulder (2012) developed statistical methods to differentiate regenerating and 
residual canopy using a single date of ALS data and a chronosequence approach; however, such 
approaches rely on expectations for growth that may not be possible to quantify with certainty in 
all regions of the boreal. As large-area acquisitions of ALS data continue to expand and in some 
cases are repeated in certain regions of the boreal (e.g., Finland, Québec), further opportunities to 
study detailed structural recovery will become increasingly possible.
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Table 4. Summary of studies that have used ALS data independently or have integrated LTS and ALS data to character-
ize boreal post-disturbance forest recovery. For a complete list of spectral index acronyms, see Table 1.

Study Data Spectral 
index

Key findings

Magnussen 
and Wulder 
2012

Airborne laser 
scanning data 
(2010)

N/A 163 historic fires from Canadian National Large Fire Database. Incom-
plete fire consumption means that canopy heights could be a mixture of 
residual tree heights and recovering heights. Chronosequence approach, 
to identify regenerating canopy: mean annual height growth had to be 
less than a specified value (derived from unassociated plot data).Devel-
oped a least-squares polynomial between post-fire recovered canopy 
heights and years since fire. Based on expectation for growth.
Statistically separated post-fire recovered canopy heights from pre-fire 
canopy heights.

Bolton et al. 
2015

LTS
(1985–2010)
Airborne laser 
scanning data 
(2010)

NBR Post-fire; sample-based; 600 burned patches > 13 000 ha. Chronose-
quence of ALS-derived canopy height and cover. Pre-disturbance cover 
influenced post-fire structure.Canopy cover and height were significantly 
greater at 20–25 years post-fire for stands that were denser pre-fire. 
ALS metrics sensitive to residual canopy structures in the first 10 years 
post-fire.

Bolton et al. 
2017

LTS
(1985–201)
Airborne laser 
scanning data 
(2010)
MODIS GPP 
(2000–2015)

N/A Post-fire; 417 burned patches (1985–2009). 25-year chronosequence of 
canopy height & cover from ALS. Post-fire canopy cover related to GPP 
but only after 16–25 YSF (mean = 16.2–21.7%, SD = 16.0–17.1%), and 
correlations to GPP were stronger (r = 0.63–0.71, P < 0.0). Variability in 
height remained low at 16–25 YSF (mean = 4.9–5.0 m, SD = 0.9–1.1 m) 
and weakly related to GPP (r = 0.16–0.21).

6 Future research priorities

Boreal forests are generally underrepresented in LTS recovery research (Fig. 1), perhaps as a 
function of slower growth rates and longer recovery times in the boreal. Beyond the boreal biome 
however, there is a significant body of research on the use of LTS and ALS for assessing post-
disturbance forest recovery in temperate, mediterranean, and tropical forests that can be drawn 
upon to inform work in the boreal. Based on the synthesis provided herein, several topics emerge 
that merit further investigation in a boreal context. First and foremost, given the relatively short 
time span available from LTS for characterizing recovery in a boreal forest context (currently 
38 years), the question of whether short-term spectral recovery (i.e., within 5- or 10-years post 
disturbance) is indicative of long-term recovery outcomes is key. Early indications of recovery 
could be useful for planning interventions or improving our understanding of the consequences 
of disturbances. Such an experiment would require ALS or field plot data for calibration and 
validation. Likewise, discrepancies regarding the influence of change magnitude or disturbance 
severity on post-disturbance recovery rates also requires further investigation in a boreal context. 
For example, is the influence of change magnitude on recovery rates determined by the choice of 
spectral index (i.e., NDVI versus NBR or others), or by the application of burn severity classes 
versus the characterization of the disturbance as a continuum? Alternatively, is the impact of change 
magnitude on post-disturbance recovery rates modulated by forest type, as has been found in other 
forest environments (Hislop et al. 2019)?

Much research has focused on post-fire recovery, highlighting the need for further inves-
tigations regarding long-term recovery trends following harvesting in different boreal forest 
environments. Likewise, additional investigations that link field plot measurements to measures 
of spectral recovery are needed, particularly to better understand the strengths and weakness of 
different spectral indices for the assessment of short- and long-term recovery. Open datasets, such 
as that of Baltzer et al. (2021) contribute greatly to these types of studies. The integration of ALS 
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and LTS data for boreal forest recovery assessments remains an underexploited source of infor-
mation for those applications where forest recovery is defined by the return of trees. Given the 
unprecedented extent of wildfires in North American boreal forests in 2023, the impact of recov-
ery rates on the likelihood of reburn or reburn severity also merits further investigation (Weber 
et al. 2022), as does the impact of multiple disturbances on long-term recovery (Hermosilla et al. 
2019). Finally, earlier research (Table 1) raised some interesting questions that should be revis-
ited with newly available data sources such as LTS and ALS. Examples include differences in 
recovery rates as a function of disturbance time (i.e., fires in the early spring versus late summer 
fires; Kasischke and French 1997), the impact of ground versus crown fires on spectral recovery 
rates (Cuevez-Gonzalez 2009), and the use of productivity as a measure of recovery (Amiro et 
al. 2000; Hicke et al. 2003).

7 Conclusion

Innovations in data policies, curated data archives, and increased computational capacity have 
enabled disturbance detection at an annual or sub-annual time step, as well as the automated attri-
bution of changes to a causal agent. These same innovations have also enabled the unprecedented 
capacity to characterize post-disturbance forest recovery, particularly following stand replacing 
disturbances, in a manner that is synoptic, spatially-explicit, and spatially detailed. Several insights 
regarding the nature of post-disturbance recovery in boreal forests have emerged from the review 
of past and current research presented herein. First and foremost, definitions of recovery must be 
clear and measurable to enable quantitative and objective assessments of recovery. Moreover, 
indices that are used to assess recovery must align with the definition, whether those indices be 
spectral (e.g., NBR), structural (e.g., canopy cover), or derived (e.g., NPP). Disturbance type, 
magnitude, time since disturbance, and pre-disturbance conditions are all critical for interpreting 
spectral indicators of post-disturbance forest recovery – factors that have also been reported for 
studies conducted in other forest biomes. Spectral recovery metrics derived from LTS data are 
spatially explicit and temporally exhaustive, and can serve as an important monitoring tool when 
augmented by ALS and field plot data. Virtually all studies reviewed herein have highlighted the 
spatial variability inherent in spectral recovery rates; the capacity to map this spatial variability 
at a 30 m spatial resolution and analyze spatial patterns provides useful information for forest 
science, planning, and management. Importantly, Landsat time series data have enabled retrospec-
tive analysis, establishment of recovery baselines, and identification of spatial hotspots that have 
significantly slower or faster recovery times relative to a regionally-relevant historical baseline. 
Finally, synergistic uses of LTS and ALS data have yet to be fully exploited to provide insights on 
relations between spectral and structural measures of recovery. Opportunities for further research 
on post-disturbance recovery in the boreal are numerous, with a foundation of innovative stud-
ies to build upon. Forest monitoring efforts in the boreal would greatly benefit from an increased 
research emphasis in this biome.
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