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Abstract. We use a general ecosystem process model (BIOME-BGC) coupled with
remote sensing information to evaluate the sensitivity of boreal forest regional
evapotranspiration (ET) and net primary production (NPP) to land cover spatial scale.
Simulations were conducted over a 3 year period (1994–1996) at spatial scales ranging
from 30 to 50 km within the BOREAS southern modeling subarea. Simulated fluxes were
spatially complex, ranging from 0.1 to 3.9 Mg C ha21 yr21 and from 18 to 29 cm yr21.
Biomass and leaf area index heterogeneity predominantly controlled this complexity, while
biophysical differences between deciduous and coniferous vegetation were of secondary
importance. Spatial aggregation of land cover characteristics resulted in mean monthly
NPP estimation bias from 25 to 48% (0.11–0.20 g C m22 d21) and annual estimation
errors from 2 to 14% (0.04–0.31 Mg C ha21 yr21). Error was reduced at longer time
intervals because coarse scale overestimation errors during spring were partially offset by
underestimation of fine scale results during summer and winter. ET was relatively
insensitive to land cover spatial scale with an average bias of less than 5% (0.04 kg m22

d21). Factors responsible for differences in scaling behavior between ET and NPP
included compensating errors for ET calculations and boreal forest spatial and temporal
NPP complexity. Careful consideration of landscape spatial and temporal heterogeneity is
necessary to identify and mitigate potential error sources when using plot scale
information to understand regional scale patterns. Remote sensing data integrated within
an ecological process model framework provides an efficient mechanism to evaluate
scaling behavior, interpret patterns in coarse resolution data, and identify appropriate
scales of operation for various processes.

1. Introduction

The boreal forest has received increasing attention from the
scientific community in recent years because of its importance
as a major reservoir of the world’s carbon and mounting evi-
dence that the magnitude and stability of this reservoir may be
changing [e.g., Chapin et al., 1995; Myneni et al., 1997; Goulden
et al., 1998]. The Boreal Ecosystem-Atmosphere Study
(BOREAS) was an interdisciplinary field experiment designed
to assess the magnitude and direction of boreal forest surface-
atmosphere exchanges of energy, water, and carbon as well as
the factors regulating these exchanges and their sensitivity to
climate change [Sellers et al., 1997]. A key BOREAS objective
has been to quantify these processes at local scales (i.e., ,1 km2)
and to extrapolate results to regional scales consistent with
atmospheric general circulation model (GCM) and other
global data sets using process-type models driven by aircraft
and satellite remote sensing inputs [Sellers et al., 1997].

GCMs and other regional scale models generally define sur-
face-atmosphere conditions and fluxes at scales of 100 km2 or
more, where minimum grid cell sizes often represent area

averages of highly heterogeneous surface features. The boreal
forest, in particular, represents a complex land cover mosaic
where vegetation morphology, condition, and distribution are
strongly regulated by environmental factors such as moisture
availability, growing season length, disturbance, and nutrient
levels [Bonan and Shugart, 1989]. Flux rates and physiological
responses to environmental controls within boreal forest com-
munities have also been shown to be nonlinear, spatially vari-
able, and strongly dependent on site conditions and stand
physiological characteristics [e.g., Bonan, 1993; Dang et al.,
1997a, Hogg and Hurdle, 1997]. Deciduous aspen stands, for
example, exhibit larger carbon and water fluxes per unit leaf
area than coniferous jack pine and black spruce stands under
optimal conditions, though annual productivity for deciduous
vegetation is limited by a shorter growing season [Black et al.,
1996; Baldocchi et al., 1997a; Goulden et al., 1998]. Stomatal
sensitivity to vapor pressure deficit (VPD) also tends to be
greater for aspen stands than for jack pine and black spruce
stands [Dang et al., 1997a].

Land cover features essential for characterizing regional
fluxes may not be distinguished at coarse spatial resolutions.
Wetlands, for example, represent less than 7% of the
BOREAS southern study area (SSA) but may play a major role
in the regional carbon balance [Roulet et al., 1997]. Accurate
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distinctions between boreal needleleaf coniferous and broad-
leaf deciduous forest types have also been found to be critical
for determining regional net photosynthesis [Bonan, 1993].
Unfortunately, these features may not be adequately repre-
sented at spatial scales consistent with regional data sets. A key
issue in evaluating boreal forest ecological and physical pro-
cesses at various scales is the influence of sub-grid-scale land
cover features on regional water and carbon fluxes.

The purpose of this investigation is to evaluate the effect of
boreal forest land cover heterogeneity on regional mean water
and carbon flux simulations using a process level ecosystem
model, BIOME-BGC, coupled with remote sensing derived
parameter maps of key state variables at different spatial
scales. We use remote sensing derived maps of land cover type,
crown, and stem biomass as model inputs to determine re-
gional mean evapotranspiration and net primary productivity
within the BOREAS southern modeling subarea (SMSA).
Model simulations are conducted using input data at length
scales ranging from 30 to 50 km. These methods are used to
assess the importance of sub-grid-scale land cover variability
on regional biogeochemical processes over a 3 year period,
from 1994 to 1996.

2. Background
Remote sensing provides a means for mapping state vari-

ables such as land cover type and leaf area that can be used
within an ecological model framework to determine regional
scale processes such as photosynthesis, respiration and evapo-
transpiration [e.g., Sellers et al., 1986; Running and Gower,
1991]. Two major factors affect the characterization of regional
fluxes with this method: (1) the influence of sub-grid-scale
processes within the aggregate and (2) the degree of nonlin-
earity between model inputs and outputs. Most process models
employ similar sets of functional relationships that have gen-
erally been developed at the plot level where direct measure-
ment and control of vegetation, soil, and meteorological con-
ditions is possible. These methods accurately represent point
level processes but ignore or greatly simplify the effects of
spatial heterogeneity in the driving variables. As a result, mod-
els that utilize nonlinear, plot scale relationships may produce
biased results when simple arithmetic means are used to de-
scribe complex surfaces at regional scales. The propagation of
errors among the various functional relationships within the
larger model framework may also be additive or compensatory
depending on the specific process being modeled, model time
step, and land surface characteristics [Rastetter et al., 1992;
Band, 1993; Pierce and Running, 1995; Sellers et al., 1995].

Remote sensing data can be used within a process model
framework to partition habitats in which variation of the driv-
ing processes is minimized. This provides a mechanism where
nonlinear biophysical relationships can be evaluated with min-
imal bias. Ideally, the spatial complexity of the processes and
the degree of nonlinearity in their response determine the
degree of partitioning. In practice, however, the scale and
extent of available data and the computational efficiency of the
model limit the degree of partitioning. If a critical land cover
characteristic is inadequately represented or not resolved at
the resolution of the spatial data, then significant bias may
occur at regional scales. The challenge of regional modeling is
to characterize the important components of the surface with-
out overwhelming model computations with unnecessary detail
[Rastetter et al., 1992].

Ecological model sensitivity to spatial scale has been found
to vary depending on surface conditions and the nature and
temporal scale of the variable being estimated. For coniferous
forests of the mountainous, western United States, soil mois-
ture heterogeneity was found to be a major source of bias for
area-averaged carbon and water fluxes, particularly under dry-
ing conditions [Band, 1993; Pierce and Running, 1995]. When
both deciduous and coniferous vegetation types were consid-
ered, land cover heterogeneity was found to be a major source
of bias for area-averaged annual carbon fluxes, while annual
water fluxes were relatively insensitive to spatial scale [Turner
et al., 1996]. For tallgrass prairie regions of the central United
States, relationships describing the effects of moderate topog-
raphy on surface energy and water fluxes were found to be near
linear and largely scale invariant provided that the vegetation
type was relatively homogenous [Sellers, 1992; Sellers et al., 1995].

The southern boreal forest is characterized by large seasonal
variations in solar irradiance and temperature that generally
limit the growing season to spring and summer months. Much
of the annual precipitation falls during the growing season,
though dry summer periods are known to occur and can be
water limiting for ecosystem processes. The topography is gen-
tle to moderate, while low solar elevation angles enhance to-
pographic effects on microclimate. These factors combined
with variable fire and other disturbance regimes create a com-
plex mosaic of soil and vegetation characteristics that may not
be adequately represented at spatial scales coarser than ;30 m
[Bonan and Shugart, 1989]. Vegetation type and structure are
important in regard to regional flux rates because physiological
differences in assimilation rates, canopy conductances, carbon
allocation, and nutrient use efficiencies strongly influence car-
bon and water exchanges with the atmosphere [Bonan, 1993;
Sellers et al., 1995; Dang et al., 1997a, b]. At coarser spatial
scales, sub-grid-scale land cover characteristics may exert a
major control over regional mean water and carbon fluxes.
These relationships may also vary as surface resistance char-
acteristics change, in response to interannual variations in
weather patterns.

3. Methods
3.1. Study Area Description

The focus of our investigation lies within the BOREAS
SMSA, which covers an area of ;40 km by 50 km within
central Saskatchewan, Canada (>538559N, 1048489W) and is
fairly typical of the southern boreal forest region [BOREAS
Science Team, 1995; Sellers et al., 1997]. Topographic variability
is low with elevations ranging from 440 to 660 m and slopes
generally less than 5%. Vegetation in the region is composed
of both deciduous and coniferous life forms. Dry, sandy upland
sites support jack pine (Pinus banksiana) stands, while aspen
(Populus tremuloides), balsam poplar (Populus balsamifera),
and white spruce (Picea glauca) species are found on well-
drained, glacial deposits. In wet, poorly drained areas, black
spruce (Picea mariana) and tamarack (Larix laricina) species
are common. Bogs and fens are also common in poorly drained
areas and are mainly composed of sedges (Carex spp.) inter-
spersed with black spruce, tamarack, and bog birch (Betula
pumila) species. Logging and fire-related disturbances also
play a major role in shaping vegetation patterns in the area.
Localized logging for paper pulp and fence posts is common
along roadside areas within the study area, while the northeast
portion of the SMSA encompasses part of an extensive burn,
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which occurred in 1977 and 1978. This area is predominantly
covered with small (,5 m) jack pine regrowth. Additional fires
and logging activity occurred in 1995 and 1996. However,
changes in land cover characteristics after 1994 were not ad-
dressed in this investigation.

3.2. Ecosystem Model Description

BIOME-BGC (BioGeoChemistry) is a process-level, ecosys-
tem model that simulates biogeochemical and hydrologic vari-
ables within multiple biomes. Model logic is based on the
assumption that differences in process rates among biomes are
primarily a function of climate and general life-form charac-
teristics [Running and Hunt, 1993]. The model represents a
compromise between (1) the desire to represent detailed sur-
face structure and biophysical interactions readily observed at
the plot scale and (2) the limitations of surface biophysical,
meteorological, and validation information at regional scales.
The model employs several simplifying strategies regarding
stand and meteorological conditions to facilitate application at
regional scales. The surface is represented by singular, homo-
geneous canopy and soil layers where understory processes are
not distinguished from the aggregate. Meteorological charac-
teristics are defined from daily minimum and maximum air
temperature, precipitation, and solar irradiance. These data
are used in conjunction with general stand and soil information
to predict net photosynthesis, respiration, evapotranspiration,
snow cover, and soil water conditions on a daily basis. BIOME-
BGC logic, input requirements, and model applications for
various environments are well documented elsewhere [e.g.,
Hunt and Running, 1992; Running and Hunt, 1993; Hunt et al.,
1996]. Documentation of model structure and input require-
ments unique to the BOREAS environment are also provided
by Kimball et al. [1997a, b]; these results compared favorably
with 1994 tower flux and hydrologic measurements over vari-
ous stands within the study region. A summary of model struc-
ture relating to the characterization of spatially distributed
carbon and water fluxes within the SMSA is provided here.

Net primary production (NPP) represents the net accumu-
lation of carbon by the stand and is determined as the daily
difference between gross photosynthesis and respiration from
maintenance (Rm) and growth (Rg) processes. Photosynthesis
is calculated using a modified form of the Farquhar biochem-
ical model [Farquhar and von Caemmerer, 1982; Kimball et al.,
1997a]. Photosynthetic response is regulated by canopy con-
ductance to CO2, leaf maintenance respiration, and daily me-
teorological conditions including air pressure, air temperature,
and solar irradiance. Canopy CO2 conductance is calculated as
a proportion (62.5%) of the canopy conductance to water
vapor ( gc). The maximum canopy water vapor conductance
( gc ,max) defines the upper boundary of the photosynthetic rate
and is determined by leaf area index (LAI) and prescribed leaf
scale boundary layer ( gbl) and stomatal minimum ( gst ,min)
and maximum ( gst ,max) conductances to water vapor; gc is
reduced in a nonlinear fashion when air temperature (Ta),
VPD, solar irradiance, or soil water potential (PSI) deviate
from prescribed optimal conditions [Running and Hunt, 1993;
Kimball et al., 1997a].

Rm represents the total loss of carbon from the system due
to day and night leaf respiration (Rdl 1 Rnl), sapwood (Rsw),
coarse root (Rcr), and fine root (Rfr) respiration components.
Rm is calculated from mean daily air temperatures and pre-
scribed foliar, root (coarse plus fine) and stem carbon pools
using an exponential relationship between respiration and tem-

perature [Kimball et al., 1997a]. The magnitude of the respira-
tion response to temperature is governed by a prescribed rate
defined at a reference temperature (i.e., 208C) and a propor-
tional rate change for a 108C change in temperature (Q10).
Daily growth respiration was not determined explicitly by the
model but was computed as a proportion (32%) of the daily
difference between gross photosynthesis and Rm [Penning and
de Vries, 1974; Lavigne and Ryan, 1997].

Evapotranspiration is computed as the daily sum of transpi-
ration and evaporation from surface, snow, and canopy com-
ponents. Both transpiration and evaporation components are
estimated from daily air temperature, humidity, and solar ir-
radiance information using a modified Penman-Monteith ap-
proach [Running and Hunt, 1993; Kimball et al., 1997b]. Max-
imum transpiration rates are regulated by gc. Maximum
surface evaporation rates are controlled by a surface conduc-
tance term that deviates from an optimal rate using an inverse
exponential decay function based on the number of days since
a rainfall event [Kimball et al., 1997b].

Since its inception as a point scale model, BIOME-BGC has
evolved to simulate regional scale processes by incorporating
spatially distributed daily meteorological fields derived from a
microclimate simulator, and remote sensing derived surface
parameter maps to define important landscape characteristics.
The model employs a biome-level stratification of land cover
conditions to minimize spatial variability in conversion effi-
ciencies and potential environmental controls. The model is
now capable of simulating ecosystem processes over land-
scapes ranging from watershed to global scales [Running et al.,
1989; Running and Hunt, 1993; Hunt et al., 1996].

3.3. Ecosystem Model Inputs and Initialization

3.3.1. Biophysical constants. For landscape simulations,
BIOME-BGC uses a spatial database composed of soil, vege-
tation, and daily meteorological characteristics registered to a
common projection format, as well as array of critical physio-
logical constants that define the environmental response
curves of individual biome types within the spatial domain (see
Table 1). These physiological constants were obtained from
BOREAS field measurements when possible. When these data
were unavailable, values were selected from the literature for
representative cover types under similar environmental condi-
tions.

3.3.2. Remote sensing inputs. Remote-sensing-derived
crown and stem biomass and land cover classification maps
were used to drive model simulations within the SMSA. Crown
and stem biomass maps were derived from 1994 airborne syn-
thetic aperture radar (AIRSAR) remote sensing measure-
ments of the SMSA from a DC-8 aircraft [BOREAS Science
Team, 1995; Saatchi and Moghaddam, 1999a, b]. Land cover
classification maps were obtained at 30 m and 1 km spatial
resolutions from AIRSAR and NOAA AVHRR sensor infor-
mation collected during the 1994 growing season over the
SMSA [Saatchi and Rignot, 1997; Steyaert et al., 1997]. The
spatial extent of the AIRSAR-derived land cover and biomass
maps defined the study area for this investigation, which was
limited to ;1205 km2 within the SMSA (see Figure 1).

Land cover classification maps were used to define the num-
ber of individual biome types represented in the ecosystem
model, while biomass maps were used to define LAI and foliar
and stem carbon pools within each grid cell. The AIRSAR
classification map was used to characterize land cover over the
30 m spatial grid, while the AVHRR classification map defined
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land cover characteristics at the 1 km spatial scale. The classi-
fication maps were used to distinguish seven land cover classes
within the SMSA, representing dry conifer (DC), wet conifer
(WC), open water (OW), disturbed (DSTRB), deciduous
(DEC), mixed deciduous/conifer (MX), and wetland (WD)
areas. DC areas were mainly composed of jack pine stands,
while WC areas consisted mainly of black spruce stands. WD
areas were composed of a mixture of black spruce, bog, and fen
sites, while DSTRB sites represented a mixture of recently

logged or burned areas, roads, and other sparsely vegetated
and nonwater surfaces. DEC areas were generally composed of
greater than 80% deciduous cover dominated by aspen stands
and grassland. MX areas represented a mixture of mainly jack
pine and aspen forest with no clear dominance of either spe-
cies type.

Our analysis focused on vegetated cover within the study
area only. Open water areas were not represented in the model
and were masked from further analysis. Deciduous and conif-

Figure 1. Map of the BOREAS southern study area (SSA). The study region (i.e., modeling grid) for this
investigation (enclosed by the dashed line) represented an area of ;1205 km2 within the BOREAS southern
modeling subarea (SMSA) and was defined by the spatial extent of available AIRSAR-derived biomass and
land cover information.

Table 1. Summary of BIOME-BGC Constants for Coniferous and Deciduous Vegetation
Types Within the BOREAS SMSA

Parameter Coniferous Deciduous Reference

Leaf N in Rubisco, % 6.0 14.0 1, 2
Max gs, mm s21 1.0 7.0–8.0 3, 4
gbl, mm s21 0.3 0.3–0.4 5
Optimal air temperature for gs, 8C 15.0 15.0 6, 11
PSI at stomatal closure, 2MPa 2.5–4.0 2.0–4.0 3
VPD at stomatal closure, kPa 1.6–2.75 1.75 3, 4
Albedo (no snow conditions, %) 10.0 20.0 8
Leaf, fine root Rm proportions at 208C, 1/day 0.002 0.009 7, 9, 10
Stem, coarse root Rm proportions at 208C, 1/day 0.001 0.004 7, 9, 10
Canopy extinction of PAR 20.5 20.5 5, 12
Q10 for Rm 2.0 2.0 7
Ratio of total to projected LAI 2.2 2.0 5, 7
SLA (1-sided), m2 kg21 C21 6.0 22.5 12

Constants were estimated from both BOREAS field measurements and literature sources for repre-
sentative cover types. 1, Field and Mooney [1986]; 2, Fan et al. [1995]; 3, Dang et al. [1997a]; 4, Hogg and
Hurdle [1997]; 5, Waring and Running [1998]; 6, Baldocchi et al. [1997a]; 7, Sprugel et al. [1995]; 8, Betts and
Ball. [1997]; 9, Vowinckel et al. [1975]; 10, Johnson-Flanagan and Owens [1986]; 11, Lavigne and Ryan
[1997]; 12, Dang et al. [1997b].
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erous canopies within mixed cells were simulated separately
because of marked differences in biophysical characteristics
and physiological responses to environmental controls. DC and
WC classes were assumed to be composed entirely of conifer-
ous vegetation, while DEC areas were assumed to be 100%
deciduous. DSTRB, MX, and WD classes were represented as
a mixture of 50% deciduous and 50% coniferous life-forms.
Ideally, information on deciduous and coniferous proportional
cover characteristics could be used to simulate the relative con-
tributions of these life-forms to the total water and carbon flux
within each cell. Unfortunately, this information was not available
for the investigation, so simplifying assumptions were necessary.

3.3.3. Derived inputs. The mass of living stem carbon was
derived from the stem biomass map and estimates of the rel-
ative proportions of living and total stem biomass, and the
proportions of living cells in sapwood tissue. This information
was obtained from biomass harvest plots within the SSA and

information reported in the literature for representative veg-
etation types [Gower et al., 1997; Waring and Running, 1998].
The mass of living coarse root carbon was estimated as a
proportion (0–25%) of live stem carbon using allometric rela-
tionships for representative cover types [Grier et al., 1981; Vogt,
1991; Steele et al., 1997]. The mass of living fine root carbon
was estimated from 1.5 to 3.0 times foliar carbon estimates
based on SSA biomass measurements and information re-
ported in the literature for nutrient limited arctic, boreal, and
cold temperate environments [Bigger and Oechel, 1982; Mitsch
and Gosselink, 1993; Schimel et al., 1996; Gower et al., 1997;
Steele et al., 1997].

The mass of foliar carbon was derived from AIRSAR crown
biomass (i.e., leaves plus branches) maps and estimated pro-
portions of foliar to crown biomass obtained from biomass
harvest plots within the SSA [Gower et al., 1997]. LAI was
derived from foliar carbon maps and specific leaf area (SLA)

Plate 1. Land cover classification maps of the study area at 30 m and 1 km spatial scales; the images are in
the BOREAS grid system [BOREAS Science Team, 1995] which is an Albers equal-area conic projection. The
bottom graph shows the proportion of classified area represented by each land cover class at 30 m, 1 km, and
50 km spatial scales.
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values obtained from canopy biophysical measurements within
the SSA [Dang et al., 1997b]. The LAI for coniferous vegeta-
tion was held constant over each year. For deciduous vegeta-
tion, LAI was regulated between a prescribed seasonal mini-
mum (i.e., 0.0) and the remote sensing defined seasonal
maximum using a phenology model based on daily meteoro-
logical predictions of satellite-observed dates of greenness on-
set and offset [White et al., 1997]. The model predicts the onset
of greenness using a combined thermal and radiation summa-
tion, while offset is determined using a thermally adjusted
photoperiod trigger. The foliar carbon pool was increased on a

daily basis using a stepped, 45-day linear ramping function
between the onset date and the AIRSAR defined LAI, while
foliage drop occurred at the offset date.

Foliar leaf nitrogen concentrations (Nleaf) strongly influence
the photosynthetic capacity of the system and are directly re-
lated to the amount of radiation absorbed by the canopy
[Schimel et al., 1991; Pierce et al., 1994]. Because canopy ab-
sorption is also related to LAI, Nleaf was estimated as a pro-
portion (0.7–4.5%) of leaf biomass. These fractions were de-
rived from site measurements within BOREAS aspen, jack
pine, and black spruce stands [Dang et al., 1997b; Sullivan et al.,

Plate 2. Year 1994 simulated annual NPP (Mg C ha21 yr21) and ET (cm yr21) within the BOREAS SMSA
study area using BIOME-BGC and a 30 m land cover database; the images are in the BOREAS grid system
[BOREAS Science Team, 1995] which is an Albers equal-area conic projection. The SMSA covers an area ;40
km by 50 km, while the size of the study area is slightly smaller and was defined by the aerial extent of available
AIRSAR remote sensing data. White areas represent unknown surface land cover conditions that were
masked from model analysis.
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1997] and values reported in the literature for representative
cover types [Aerts et al., 1992; Mitsch and Gosselink, 1993;
Schimel et al., 1996].

Soil-rooting depth and water-holding capacity information
were derived for each land cover class from a 1;106 scale
digital soils inventory database of Canada [Acton et al., 1991],
as well as volumetric soil moisture and soil survey measure-
ments conducted at several sites within and adjacent to the
SMSA [Boreas Science Team, 1995; Cuenca et al., 1997]. Soil
b-parameter values define the slope of the functional PSI re-
sponse to changes in soil water and were derived from values
reported in the literature for representative soil types [Cosby et
al., 1984]. For this investigation, soil structural characteristics
were defined for each land cover type and assumed constant
within the area represented by each land cover class at each
spatial scale.

3.3.4. Meteorological inputs. BIOME-BGC uses daily
maximum and minimum air temperatures, solar irradiance (di-
rect plus diffuse), and precipitation to determine daily carbon
and water fluxes. Daily meteorological data were interpolated
over a 1 km resolution, digital elevation map (DEM) of the
SMSA using a daily meteorological interpolator [Running et
al., 1989; Thornton et al., 1997], digital elevation information
(i.e., elevation, slope, aspect), and daily meteorological data
from ;60 weather stations within the BOREAS region. Grid-
ded daily meteorological data were produced for the 3 year
(1994–1996) study period. Meteorological data were obtained
from the National Climatic Data Center’s Global Surface Sum-
mary of the Day database, the Saskatchewan Research Coun-
cil’s Automatic Meteorological Stations database, and
BOREAS tower flux site measurements within the SSA
[National Weather Service, 1988; Boreas Science Team, 1995;
Shewchuk, 1997]. DEM information were provided by the

BOREAS HYD-08 team and BOREAS staff [BOREAS Sci-
ence Team, 1995].

Daily model simulations were conducted within the study
region from January 1, 1994 to December 31, 1996. Meteoro-
logical conditions were defined using the 3 year gridded daily
meteorological fields, while 1994 land cover type and biomass
maps defined surface physical conditions for the three 3 year
period. Spatially distributed estimates of initial soil water and
snow water equivalent depth were required to initialize the
1994 water balance. The model was initialized with a uniform,
snow water equivalent depth of 3.3 cm and a soil water content
set at 95% of field capacity. These values were determined
from BIOME-BGC point simulations at BOREAS SSA tower
sites using 1993 daily meteorological data from Nipawin Air-
port ('538209N 1048009W) near the SE corner of the SMSA.

3.4. Model Output Analysis

The goal of this investigation is to test the sensitivity of
regional NPP and evapotranspiration simulations to the spatial
scale of input land cover type and vegetation structural condi-
tions within the SMSA. BIOME-BGC was run using 1 km
DEM and gridded meteorological information with land cover,
crown, and stem biomass data assembled at 30 m, 1 km, and 50
km spatial scales. These minimum cell sizes are generally con-
sistent with the variety of satellite sensor information available
for the region, including Landsat TM, NOAA AVHRR, and
global scale land cover data sets [e.g., Steyaert et al., 1997].
Crown and stem biomass data were aggregated to 1 and 50 km
spatial grids using an averaging window of 30 m resolution
cells. AIRSAR and TM classification maps defined land cover
characteristics at the 30 m resolution, while the AVHRR clas-
sification map defined the number of land cover classes at the
1 km resolution. Land cover was determined at the 50 km

Table 2. Weather Summary for the Nipawin Airport Weather Station ('538209N
1048009W) Located Near the SE Corner of the SMSA

Characteristic 1994 1995 1996 1976–1997 s.d.1976–1997

Mean air temperature, 8C 0.60 0.24 21.24 0.76 1.13
Mean air temperature, 8C, fall 3.39 1.15 20.24 1.80 1.67
Mean air temperature, 8C, spring 3.5 20.46 21.51 1.59 1.93
Mean air temperature, 8C, summer 15.78 16.65 17.13 16.39 1.19
Total precipitation, cm 45.56 42.52 49.76 44.28 6.01
Total rainfall, cm 39.84 30.16 38.12 34.99 6.08
Total snow water equivalent, cm 5.72 12.36 11.64 9.29 2.46

Data represent mean annual weather conditions for 1994–1996, as well as long-term (1976–1997)
means and standard deviations (s.d.) for the site; air temperature data are also summarized for fall
(September 1 to November 30), spring (March 1 to May 31), and summer (June 1 to August 31)
conditions.

Table 3. Statistical Summary (Means With Standard Deviations in Parentheses) of Crown
and Stem Biomass (kg m22), Leaf Area Index (LAI, 1-sided), Foliar and Live Stem Carbon
(kg m22) for Wetland (WD), Mixed Forest (MX), Dry Conifer (DC), Wet Conifer (WC),
Disturbed (DSTRB), and Deciduous (DEC) Landcover Types Within the SMSA

Parameter WD MX DC WC DSTRB DEC Total

Crown B 1.5 (0.3) 2.1 (0.2) 1.2 (0.2) 1.8 (0.3) 0.3 (0.2) 1.5 (0.2) 1.6 (0.36)
Stem B 7.1 (1.6) 8.7 (0.8) 5.2 (1.7) 7.0 (2.0) 0.0 11.7 (1.7) 7.4 (2.6)
LAI 3.3 (0.6) 4.5 (0.4) 2.5 (0.3) 4.3 (0.8) 0.6 (0.4) 3.3 (0.4) 3.7 (0.9)
Foliar C 0.3 (0.06) 0.5 (0.04) 0.4 (0.05) 0.7 (0.13) 0.1 (0.04) 0.2 (0.01) 0.5 (0.23)
Stem C 0.2 (0.04) 0.3 (0.03) 0.1 (0.02) 0.2 (0.03) 0.04 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 0.2 (0.05)

Biomass data were obtained directly from AIRSAR 30 m remote sensing data, while the other variables
were derived indirectly from the biomass maps, surface biophysical and biomass measurements.
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resolution by selecting the dominant cover class (i.e., mode)
from a histogram of the 1 km land cover classification data for
the study area.

Bias was assessed between spatially averaged monthly and
annual means of daily NPP and ET results for each of the three
years of the investigation. Model output bias was determined
as the absolute difference between 30 m (i.e., base conditions)
and coarser resolution results and then summarized as a per-
centage of the mean annual base value. At monthly timescales
the correspondence between base conditions (dependent vari-
able) and aggregated (independent variable) results was as-
sessed using linear regression analysis, while significance
( p , 0.05) of the differences in monthly and annual results was
evaluated using a student’s t-test.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Regional Meteorological Characteristics

Meteorological conditions from 1994 to 1996 were quite
different relative to the long-term (22 years) record for the
region (see Table 2). The year 1994 had relatively warm spring
and fall conditions, with a cooler summer and more precipita-
tion than normal; 1995 and 1996 generally had cooler spring
and fall conditions but warmer summer temperatures than
1994 or the long-term record. Summer conditions for 1995,
however, were drier than 1994, 1996, or the long-term record.

Spatial variability in gridded air temperature and solar irra-
diance represented less than 6% (0.38C) and 0.9% (1.5 W m22)
of mean annual results, respectively. The gentle topography of
the SSA and similar daily meteorological conditions for
weather stations in and around the study region were generally
responsible for the low spatial heterogeneity in these results.
Spatial variability in annual precipitation was also low, repre-
senting less than 7% (0.4 cm) of the mean annual total pre-
cipitation for the region. However, variability in daily precipi-
tation was much greater due to the predominance of small,
spatially erratic precipitation events produced by convective
activity during the summer months. Spatial heterogeneity in
daily meteorological conditions were likely much greater than
our results indicate due to the influence sub-grid-scale micro-
topography, vegetation, and moisture effects on the surface
energy balance. These effects may influence regional water and
carbon fluxes but were not addressed within the framework of
this investigation because of the coarse nature of the DEM and
the low surface station density (;,1 station per 1900 km2).

4.2. Aggregation Effects on Land Cover Characteristics

Seven land cover classes were distinguished using the 30 m,
land cover map (see Plate 1). WC was the dominant cover
class, representing 45.9% of the study area. Other classes rep-
resented from 2.2% (OW) to 17.1% (DC) of the region and
were generally more dispersed and fragmented than WC areas.
At the 1 km resolution, WC and MX were the dominant cover
classes, representing 76.5 and 12.5% of the region, respec-
tively. WD and DEC cover classes were no longer distin-
guished, while DC, DSTRB, and OW classes each represented
less than 5% of the study area. Wetlands, small water bodies,
and small DC stands identified at the 30 m scale were generally
merged into the WC class, while mixed forest and deciduous
stands were merged into both the MX and the DSTRB classes.
These results are consistent with land cover map comparisons
using Landsat TM and NOAA AVHRR information for the
BOREAS SSA [Hall et al., 1997; Steyaert et al., 1997]. As the

spatial grid was aggregated to 50 km, the proportional area
represented by the dominant WC class grew to represent 100%
of the study region; this is also consistent with other land cover
representations of the region derived from global data sets
[e.g., Matthews, 1983; Steyaert et al., 1997].

Remotely sensed biomass and derived LAI, foliar, and stem
carbon distributions were quite variable over the 30 m spatial
grid, both within and between different land cover classes (see
Table 3). These results were generally consistent with the
ranges of values reported by other investigators using allomet-
ric relationships, biomass and optical LAI field measurements,
as well as satellite-based optical and synthetic aperture radar
remote sensing of biomass within the BOREAS region [e.g.,
Chen et al., 1997; Gower et al., 1997; Hall et al., 1997; Ranson et
al., 1997; Saatchi and Moghaddam, 1999a, b]. Gower et al.
[1997], for example, estimated overstory LAI (projected) val-
ues of the order of 5.6 (61.7), 2.8 (60.8), and 3.3 (60.7) for
mature black spruce, jack pine, and aspen stands using biomass
harvest plot information and allometric relationships within
the BOREAS SSA. These values are similar in relative mag-
nitude and range to AIRSAR-derived LAI for WC, DC, and
DEC cover classes (Table 3).

Distributions of the AIRSAR-derived variables were nor-
mally distributed and significantly different ( p , 0.001) be-
tween land cover classes. Within-class biomass diversity was
large, however, with mean coefficients of variation ranging
from 9% (MX) to 69 (DSTRB) %. Deciduous stands generally
had the most aboveground biomass, though wet conifer stands
tended to have the most crown biomass and leaf area. Dis-
turbed sites had the lowest biomass and leaf area of all the
classes due to the sparsely vegetated logged and burned con-
ditions. Biomass levels within WD areas were generally inter-
mediate between DC and WC classes. These levels are gener-
ally in the upper range of biomass values reported for Siberian
and western European wetlands but are similar to values re-
ported for forested fens, bogs, and peatlands in northern Min-
nesota and Michigan [Mitsch and Gosselink, 1993].

As the biomass maps were aggregated from 30 m to 1 km,
variability in LAI and foliar C decreased by 13%, while stem C
variability decreased by 17.0%. Population means were within
3% of the 30 m results regardless of spatial resolution, while
the distributions of the variables tended to remain approxi-
mately normally distributed.

4.3. Ecosystem Model Results

Annual NPP and ET simulations exhibited a large degree of
spatial variability at the 30 m scale (see Plate 2), ranging from
;0.1–3.9 Mg C ha21 and 13–29 cm for 1994. Annual ET spatial
patterns were directly related to the amount of surface bio-
mass, particularly LAI, while NPP spatial patterns were related
to both the LAI and the proportions of deciduous and conif-
erous vegetation. These results were normally distributed and
were significantly different among the six land cover types
( p , 0.001). Within-class variability was also substantial,
with NPP and ET coefficients of variation of ;24% (60.34 Mg
C ha21) and 5% (61.1 cm) for the 3 year period (see Table 4).
Years 1995 and 1996 showed significant reductions in regional
NPP of ;19% (0.4 Mg C ha21) due to cooler spring and
warmer, drier summer conditions relative to 1994. Annual vari-
ations in ET were generally mixed. Overall, ET showed re-
gional increases of 0.4% (0.1 cm) and 3.6% (0.8 cm) for 1995 and
1996, respectively. However, WD, DC, DSTRB, and DEC classes
showed approximate 4% (0.8 cm) reductions in ET for 1995.
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Simulated ranges and land cover differences in NPP were
similar to observations reported by other BOREAS investiga-
tors using aboveground and below-ground biomass measure-
ments and allometric relationships within black spruce, jack
pine (young and mature), and aspen stands [Gower et al., 1997;
Steele et al., 1997]. NPP observation data for fen and other
wetland areas were not available within the SMSA. However,
model results were similar to the magnitudes and ranges of
NPP (aboveground only) reported in the literature for north-
ern bog marshes, rich fen, forested peatland, and fen forest
sites within Canada and the northern United States; reported
values ranged from 0.5 to 9.7 Mg C ha21 yr21 [Mitsch and
Gosselink, 1993].

The magnitudes and relative differences in ET between land
cover classes were similar to 1994 cumulative ET estimates
obtained from tower eddy-flux measurements at SSA black
spruce [Jarvis et al., 1997], jack pine [Baldocchi et al., 1997b],
and aspen (overstory) sites [Black et al., 1996]. Detailed com-
parisons were previously conducted between BIOME-BGC
daily site simulations and tower eddy-flux and soil moisture
measurements within the SSA for 1994 [Kimball et al., 1994b].
Model results explained 62 and 98% of the respective vari-
ances in observed daily evapotranspiration and soil water. Sim-
ulations of the onset of spring thaw and the dates of snowpack
disappearance and accumulation were also generally consis-
tent with observations [Kimball et al., 1997b].

4.4. Land Cover Aggregation Effects on NPP
and ET Simulations

Monthly NPP bias averaged ;38% over the 3 year study
period and corresponded to respective mean monthly differ-
ences of 0.13 and 0.19 g C m22 d21 at 1 and 50 km spatial
scales (see Figure 2). For the 1994–1996 study period, 1 and 50
km results accounted for 94% (SE 5 0.16 g C m22 d21) and
90% (SE 5 0.24 g C m22 d21) of the variation in base condi-
tions. Coarse resolution data generally resulted in spring over-
estimates and summer and winter underestimates of 30 m
results. Differences between base and coarse resolution results
were primarily due to canopy phenology and other biophysical
differences between deciduous and coniferous life-forms. In

1994, estimated leaf-out for deciduous vegetation was initiated
at the end of April and completed during the third week of
June. This pattern is also consistent with 1994 observations
within the SSA aspen tower flux site [Black et al., 1996]. In 1995
and 1996, spring conditions were much cooler, while simulated
snow cover remained on the ground ;1 month longer than
1994. Snow depth measurements at the Nipawin atmospheric
weather station (Table 2) also showed approximate 3 and 5
week delays in snow disappearance for 1995 and 1996, relative
to 1994. Estimated leaf-out for these years did not occur until
the last week of May and the first week of June, while decid-
uous canopies were not in full leaf until mid-July. As land
cover conditions were aggregated from 30 m to 1 km and 50 km
scales, the proportions of deciduous and coniferous vegetation
represented within the study area decreased and increased,
respectively (e.g., Plate 1). Underrepresentation of deciduous
cover within the aggregate resulted in an overestimation of
LAI and corresponding NPP fluxes during spring, prior to and
during leaf-out of deciduous vegetation. Similarly, canopy fo-
liar biomass and LAI were overestimated during winter
months, resulting in overestimation of foliar respiration and
corresponding underestimation of NPP.

Boreal forest deciduous stands are generally more produc-
tive than coniferous vegetation per unit leaf area under opti-
mal conditions because of greater photosynthetic capacity and
stomatal conductance characteristics (e.g., Table 1). During
the summer months, coarse resolution data underestimated
NPP relative to base conditions because the proportions of
broadleaf deciduous vegetation were underrepresented, even
though the mean LAI within the study area was relatively
consistent at the various spatial scales.

Partial compensation of model errors between spring and
summer and winter conditions resulted in a reduction of po-
tential error at longer timescales. NPP annual error for 1994
was ;10.6 and 14.3% at 1 km and 50 km scales, respectively.
These values corresponded to significant ( p , 0.001) under-

Figure 2. Plotted mean monthly integrated NPP (g C m22

d21) derived from BIOME-BGC and land cover data at 30 m,
1 km, and 50 km spatial scales within the BOREAS SMSA
study area. Significant reductions in model accuracy were re-
ported on a monthly basis using 1 km (r2 5 0.94, Std. Err. 5
0.16 g C m22 d21) and 50 km (r2 5 0.90, Std. Err. 5 0.24 g
C m22 d21) landcover data over the 1994–1996 study period.
Annual bias was within 14.4% (0.31 Mg C ha21 yr21) because
coarse scale overestimation errors during spring were offset by
underestimation of fine scale results during summer and winter.

Table 4. Annual Summary (Aerial Means With Standard
Deviations in Parentheses) of BIOME-BGC Base Level (30
m) NPP and ET Simulations for Wetland, Mixed Forest, Dry
Conifer, Wet Conifer, Disturbed, and Deciduous Landcover
Types Within the SMSA

Cover Type 1994 1995 1996

Total Net Primary Production, Mg C ha21

WD 2.75 (0.39) 2.19 (0.34) 1.95 (0.32)
MX 3.37 (0.26) 2.74 (0.25) 2.50 (0.25)
DC 1.91 (0.27) 1.56 (0.23) 1.67 (0.24)
WC 2.05 (0.29) 1.89 (0.28) 1.84 (0.29)
DSTRB 1.0 (0.46) 0.88 (0.39) 0.80 (0.35)
DEC 1.95 (0.54) 1.06 (0.51) 0.72 (0.50)
Total 2.16 (0.56) 1.79 (0.53) 1.69 (0.55)

Evapotranspiration, cm
WD 23.32 (1.70) 23.04 (1.18) 23.90 (1.13)
MX 23.67 (1.71) 24.20 (0.93) 25.14 (0.99)
DC 21.39 (1.62) 19.61 (0.51) 20.51 (0.54)
WC 24.55 (2.07) 25.20 (1.99) 25.52 (2.12)
DSTRB 19.32 (0.25) 19.06 (0.21) 20.64 (0.35)
DEC 22.31 (0.73) 21.36 (0.63) 23.18 (0.65)
Total 23.12 (2.41) 23.20 (2.71) 23.96 (2.48)
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estimates of base level results of 0.23 and 0.31 Mg C ha21 yr21.
For 1995 and 1996, 1 and 50 km data resulted in small over-
estimates of base results, averaging 3.1% (0.06 Mg C ha21

yr21) and 5.2% (0.09 Mg C ha21 yr21), respectively.
Monthly bias for ET was much less than NPP, averaging

3.1% at 1 and 50 km scales and corresponding to errors of
approximately 0.03 kg m22 d21 over the 3 year period (see
Figure 3). Mean monthly ET derived from 1 km and 50 km
data were not significantly different and also accounted for
approximately 97% (SE , 0.04 kg m22 d21) of the variance in
30 m results. The sensitivity of aerial average fluxes has been
found to be generally greater under suboptimal conditions due
to increased spatial heterogeneity in environmental controls
and greater nonlinearity in system response curves [Rastetter et
al., 1992; Band, 1993; Sellers et al., 1995]. Bias was generally
greater during the 1995 and 1996 summer months because of
warmer, drier conditions that resulted in greater spatial heter-
ogeneity in surface resistances. On an annual basis, ET bias
averaged 0.3% (0.1 cm yr21) for 1994 and 1.3% (0.3 cm yr21)
for 1995 and 1996.

LAI accounted for 47–62% of the variance in annual NPP
and 79–85% of the variance in annual ET for different land
cover classes under base conditions for the 3 year study period
(see Plate 3). Bonan [1993] found similar correspondences
between LAI and net canopy assimilation of CO2 for 21 black
spruce, white spruce, aspen, balsam poplar, and paper birch
stands near Fairbanks, Alaska. Much of the unexplained vari-
ance in NPP was due to phenological differences between
deciduous and coniferous lifeforms. Reductions in the height
and slope of the NPP, and LAI relationships for 1995 and 1996
were due to approximate 19% reductions in annual productiv-
ity associated with cooler spring temperatures and simulated
3–4 week delays in leaf-out of deciduous vegetation. Corre-
spondences between 30 m LAI and NPP and ET results were
also reduced for 1995 and 1996 because of greater spatial and
temporal complexity in the response curves of different land

cover types to warmer, drier summer conditions for these
years.

Several factors contributed to partial reductions in model
bias and observed differences in response between ET and
NPP at coarse spatial scales. Land cover aggregation from
30 m to 50 km corresponded with reductions in biomass het-
erogeneity and extremes, as well as representation of both high
and low productivity sites within the aggregate. The resulting
impacts on mean errors from overestimation of NPP and ET in
one area were partially balanced by underestimation of fluxes
elsewhere. Mean ET fluxes between deciduous and coniferous
life-forms also exhibited similar characteristics on a monthly
and annual basis even though daily fluxes were generally quite
different (e.g., Table 4) [Kimball et al., 1997b]. While broadleaf
deciduous stands are generally capable of larger daily fluxes
(per unit leaf area) under optimal conditions, WC and DC
stands are less sensitive to adverse conditions such as high
VPD and low soil moisture [e.g., Dang et al., 1997a]. Under-
estimation of ET due to underrepresentation of deciduous
vegetation at coarse spatial scales was partially balanced by
overestimation errors during suboptimal conditions and partial
error compensation at longer timescales.

Another factor responsible for reduced ET sensitivity to
land cover spatial scale is due to model interactions among
LAI, transpiration, and evaporation. NPP, transpiration, and
canopy evaporation (for boreal stands) show a direct linear
response to LAI under optimal conditions. However, litter and
soil surface evaporation show an apparent inverse response to
LAI, because greater leaf area increases canopy interception of
radiation, reducing energy available for surface evaporation
[Kimball et al., 1997b; Pierce and Running, 1995]. This partial
compensation of model error results in a relative reduction of
ET (i.e., transpiration plus litter and soil evaporation) sensi-
tivity to LAI spatial heterogeneity within the aggregate.

5. Summary and Conclusions
The purpose of this investigation was to evaluate the sensi-

tivity of regional means of monthly and annual ET and NPP
simulations to boreal forest, sub-grid-scale land cover complex-
ity. Sensitivity was assessed over a 3 year period (1994–1996),
ranging from warm spring and cool, moist summer conditions
to cool spring and warm, dry summer conditions. Our results
show that NPP is strongly sensitive to land cover heterogeneity,
particularly in regard to the relative proportions of deciduous
and coniferous vegetation represented within the aggregate.
Inadequate representation of these differences at regional
scales resulted in mean monthly bias from 25 to 48% (0.11–
0.20 g C m22 d21). However, error was reduced to 2.4–14.3%
(0.04–0.31 Mg C ha21 yr21) at annual time intervals because
coarse scale overestimation errors during spring were partially
balanced by underestimation errors during summer and win-
ter. ET was relatively insensitive to land cover spatial scale,
with monthly bias averaging less than 5% (0.04 kg m22 d21).
Several factors were responsible for differences in scaling be-
havior between ET and NPP, including compensating errors
for ET calculations and boreal forest spatial and temporal NPP
complexity.

NPP and ET sensitivity to land cover spatial scale was also
found to vary depending on year-to-year fluctuations in
weather patterns. Variations in the timing of seasonal thaw and
growing season length, as well as suboptimal air temperature
and moisture conditions during the growing season, were

Figure 3. Plotted mean monthly integrated ET (kg m22 d21)
derived from BIOME-BGC and land cover data at 30 m, 1 km,
and 50 km spatial scales within the BOREAS SMSA study
area. Coarse resolution simulations generally agreed well
(r2 5 0.97, SE , 0.04 kg m22 d21) with base level results over
the 1994–1996 study period even though seasonal weather
patterns were quite variable, ranging from cool spring, warm,
dry (1995) and wet (1996) summer conditions, to warm spring
and cool, wet summer (1994) conditions (see Table 2).
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found to have a major influence on scaling behavior. Careful
consideration of landscape spatial and temporal heterogeneity
is necessary to identify and mitigate potential error sources
when using plot scale information to understand regional scale
patterns.

Simulation of the seasonal cycles of atmospheric CO2 at
continental and global scales often involves the use of highly

aggregated land cover data at spatial scales of 100 km2 or
more. Our results indicate that inadequate representation of
sub-grid-scale land cover heterogeneity could significantly af-
fect the timing and amplitude of the predicted seasonal CO2

cycle. Underrepresentation of the proportions of broadleaf
deciduous life-forms, for example, could result in overestima-
tion of CO2 uptake by the land surface in early spring, followed

Plate 3. Plotted linear least squares relationships between LAI and BIOME-BGC (1994–1996) NPP (Mg C
ha21 yr21) and ET (cm yr21) simulations at the 30 m scale. Data points represent aerial means for the entire
study region and individual land cover classes within the SMSA. LAI heterogeneity was a dominant factor
influencing annual NPP and ET spatial complexity (see Plate 2, Table 3), while other biophysical differences
between deciduous and coniferous vegetation were of secondary importance. Reductions in the height and
slope of the NPP-LAI relationship for 1995 and 1996 were primarily due to marked reductions in annual
productivity associated with cooler spring temperatures and simulated 3–4 week delays in leaf-out of decid-
uous vegetation. Annual ET showed greater association with LAI than annual NPP because ET characteristics
between broadleaf deciduous and coniferous vegetation were found to behave similarly at longer timescales
even though daily differences were often quite large.
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by underestimation of maximum seasonal CO2 uptake during
the summer. Methods for mitigating these effects could involve
the utilization of coarse scale data sets that incorporate infor-
mation on dominant and subdominant land cover categories.
Simulations could then be conducted by weighting each grid
cell according to the relative proportions of the various land
cover types represented.

There are other factors not addressed in this investigation
which may also affect scaling behavior in water and carbon
fluxes. First, our methods do not explicitly account for inter-
actions between overstory and understory processes or lateral
transfers of matter and energy. For example, lateral redistri-
bution of runoff and soil moisture, as well as moss-overstory
interactions may play an important role in mitigating or en-
hancing bias at regional scales. Other factors such as stand age,
disease and mortality, and soil-nutrient variability were also
not addressed in this investigation and may influence scaling
behavior. Although much of the boreal forest is relatively flat,
sub-grid-scale variability in precipitation, wind, solar irradi-
ance, albedo, and the surface energy balance may induce
greater heterogeneity in surface fluxes than we were able to
distinguish using a 1 km resolution, gridded daily meteorolog-
ical database, and a 30 m land cover database. Surface weather
station information is currently limited in the BOREAS region
and almost totally absent within global boreal forest and arctic
regions. However, remote sensing information of surface char-
acteristics such as biomass, freeze-thaw, albedo, and surface
temperature may provide indirect “snapshots” of spatial het-
erogeneity in microclimate conditions and scaling behavior.

In recent years, developments in remote sensing technology,
using arrays of different sensor platforms and instrument
types, have produced an abundance of information about sur-
face characteristics at a variety of spatial scales. Surface char-
acteristics currently defined by remote sensing technology in-
clude both land cover (e.g., vegetation type, greenness,
biomass, leaf area) and physical properties (e.g., surface tem-
perature, freeze-thaw timing, and extent). All are potentially
useful for describing spatial and temporal variations in surface
conditions. Remote sensing information can be incorporated
within an ecological process model framework to describe the
function of boreal forest systems and disturbance-related ef-
fects on water and carbon cycling at a range of spatial scales.
However, problems exist between linking patterns observed at
one scale with processes and relationships identified at other
scales. Careful consideration of landscape heterogeneity and
scaling behavior is necessary to identify and mitigate potential
error sources when using plot scale information to understand
regional scale patterns. Remote sensing data integrated within
an ecological process model framework provides an efficient
mechanism to evaluate scaling behavior, interpret patterns in
coarse resolution data, and identify appropriate scales of op-
eration for various processes.
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