More Forest Cover May Not Aid Cooling in Some Regions 
by Scott O’Connell
Feb. 16, 2021: Worcester – The conventional theory, fueling tree-planting efforts across the globe, is that more tree cover could help slow down climate change.
But a new study from a research team at Clark University suggests a key clarification: that strategy won’t work everywhere, and in fact may make things worse in certain parts of the country.
The work of professor Christopher Williams and his team, published in the latest issue ofScience Advances, found that too much tree cover in places like the Intermountain West of the U.S. can actually make the climate hotter.
That’s because, even though trees are efficient at absorbing CO2 from the air and preventing it from building up in the atmosphere, they’re also darker than certain terrains, which makes them more prone to absorbing sunlight and retaining heat.
That latter phenomenon, called “the albedo effect,” can cancel out the carbon storage benefits of forests, Williams said, depending on the surrounding geography.
“It tends to be in dryer parts of the country, where precipitation is lower, creating forests that have less biomass, less carbon,” he said, adding it also occurs in brighter landscapes, which reflect more sunlight.
The albedo effect, and its impact on climate change, was known to the scientific world before his team’s study, Williams adde.  But the Clark researchers’ work is based on years’ worth of observational data from satellites that provide new evidence beyond computer modeling.
“This is really the culmination of work we’ve been doing for 3 years now,” said Williams.  He was joined on the project by post-doctoral data scientist Huan Gu and Ph.D student Tong Jiao.
His hope, he said, is their findings will inform massive tree-planting initiatives like the Nature Conservancy’s Plant a Billion Trees campaign, by showing where not to increase tree cover.  But he acknowledged that their conclusions will arouse some controversy as well.
“There’s a lot of discomfort about it” in the scientific community, he said, adding there may be incentive to dismiss the albedo effect impact, because of the more prevalent support from ecologists for widespread reforestation.  “I, too, really like forests, but we still have to bring to bear the best available science.”
On the other hand, Williams was also concerned about his team’s report being misinterpreted or misused by doubters of climate change – “that may be why some scientists have stayed away from it” as well, he said.
Williams clarified that their work is not suggesting deforestation is a good thing in general, or that forests have no purpose aside from their effect on global temperatures.
“It’s only one among many services they provide,” he said, like habitat for wildlife and clean air.  “We need to take a deep and thoughtful look at what the right strategy should be.”
The Clark researchers’ next step is to take their study beyond North America.  “We are just about to embark on a continuation of the work, but to go global,” he said.  “Our plan is, over the next few years, to generate data sets that quantify the albedo effect,” and provide further information for climate change mitigation efforts.
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