Understory
For the 2007 novel by Pamela Erens, see The Understory.
Understory (or understorey, underbrush) in forestry

Lesser celandine (Ranunculus ﬁcaria) on forest ﬂoor in spring
Understory in the boreal forest near Prince Albert, Canada. The
red colour on the trembling aspen, (Populus tremuloides), is a ﬁre
suppressant released from the air to put out a forest ﬁre.

ally shade tolerant. The understory typically consists of
trees stunted through lack of light, other small trees with
low light requirements, saplings, shrubs, vines and undergrowth. Small trees such as holly and dogwood are understory specialists.
In temperate deciduous forests, many understory plants
start into growth earlier than the canopy trees to make use
of the greater availability of light at this time of year. A
gap in the canopy caused by the death of a tree stimulates
the potential emergent trees into competitive growth as
they grow upwards to ﬁll the gap. These trees tend to
have straight trunks and few lower branches. At the same
time, the bushes, undergrowth and plantlife on the forest
ﬂoor become more dense. The understory experiences
greater humidity than the canopy, and the shaded ground
does not vary in temperature as much as open ground.
This causes a proliferation of ferns, mosses and fungi and
encourages nutrient recycling, which provides favorable
habitats for many animals and plants.

Tree base showing moss understory limit

1 Understory structure

and ecology comprises plant life growing beneath the
forest canopy without penetrating it to any great extent, The understory is the underlying layer of vegetation
but above the forest ﬂoor. Only a small percentage of light in a forest or wooded area, especially the trees and
penetrates the canopy so understory vegetation is gener- shrubs growing between the forest canopy and the forest
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ﬂoor. Plants in the understory comprise an assortment
of seedlings and saplings of canopy trees together with
specialist understory shrubs and herbs. Young canopy
trees often persist in the understory for decades as suppressed juveniles until an opening in the forest overstory
permits their growth into the canopy. In contrast understory shrubs complete their life cycles in the shade of
the forest canopy. Some smaller tree species, such as
dogwood and holly, rarely grow tall and generally are understory trees.
The canopy of a rainforest is typically about 10 m (0
ft) thick, and intercepts around 95% of the sunlight.[1]
The understory receive less intense light than plants in the
canopy and such light as does penetrate is impoverished
in wavelengths of light that are most eﬀective for photosynthesis. Understory plants therefore must be shade tolerant—they must be able to photosynthesize adequately
using such light as does reach their leaves. They often
are able to use wavelengths that canopy plants cannot. In
temperate deciduous forests towards the end of the leafless season, understory plants take advantage of the shelter of the still leaﬂess canopy plants to “leaf out” before
the canopy trees do. This is important because it provides
the understory plants with a window in which to photosynthesize without the canopy shading them. This brief
period (usually 1–2 weeks) is often a crucial period in
which the plant can maintain a net positive carbon balance over the course of the year.
As a rule forest understories also experience higher
humidity than exposed areas. The forest canopy reduces
solar radiation, so the ground does not heat up or cool
down as rapidly as open ground. Consequently, the understory dries out more slowly than more exposed areas do. The greater humidity encourages epiphytes such
as ferns and mosses, and allows fungi and other decomposers to ﬂourish. This drives nutrient cycling, and
provides favorable microclimates for many animals and
plants, such as the pygmy marmoset.[2]
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See also
• Overgrazing
• Layers of rainforests

3

References

[1] “Light in the Rain Forest”. garden.org. Retrieved 8 January 2016.
[2] Kramer, D. M., G. Johnson, O. Kiirats, G. E. Edwards.
2004. New ﬂuorescence parameters for the determination
of Q redox state and excitation energy ﬂuxes. Photosynthesis Research 79:209-218

REFERENCES

3

4

Text and image sources, contributors, and licenses

4.1

Text

• Understory Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Understory?oldid=705114483 Contributors: Andres, Marshman, Jimbreed, Pollinator,
MPF, Andycjp, Vsmith, Berkut, Guettarda, MONGO, Javier martin, Gdrbot, Poppy, Mmcannis, SmackBot, Hidefr, Chris the speller,
Cybercobra, Copysan, Shrumster, Kukini, 16@r, Cydebot, Dominicanpapi82, Casliber, Rosser1954, Epbr123, Marek69, Dentren, CommonsDelinker, Vox Rationis, Ohms law, Darkfrog24, GrahamHardy, Targuman, Yintan, Revelian, Explicit, ClueBot, Ideal gas equation,
The Thing That Should Not Be, Fadesga, R000t, Niceguyedc, Monfornot, Cewvero, Addbot, Glane23, Erutuon, Luckas-bot, Ptbotgourou,
Fraggle81, TaBOT-zerem, Jim1138, Koshelyev, Minnecologies, TechBot, Forstbirdo, Kiwikibble, Pinethicket, Reaper Eternal, TjBot,
Hyarmendacil, EmausBot, Look2See1, ZéroBot, John Cline, Donner60, TYelliot, JonRichﬁeld, ClueBot NG, Cwmhiraeth, Ghuczek,
Alexlee2000, Gob Lofa, Heshan33, A*-search, Kertwonesty, Glacialfox, ChrisGualtieri, Guillermofdezg, E.middlebrook, JaconaFrere
and Anonymous: 61

4.2

Images

• File:Blue_Starfish.jpg Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/8e/Blue_Starfish.jpg License: CC BY-SA 2.0 Contributors: Blue Starﬁsh Original artist: Richard Ling
• File:Celandine_Sward.JPG Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/cc/Celandine_Sward.JPG License: Public domain Contributors: Self-photographed Original artist: Rosser1954 (Roger Griﬃth)
• File:Forestry_stub_copy.jpg Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/5/54/Forestry_stub_copy.jpg License: PD Contributors:
I created this work entirely by myself.
Original artist:
minnecologies (talk)
• File:Moss_tree_bark_coverage.JPG Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/5c/Moss_tree_bark_coverage.JPG
License: Public domain Contributors: Own work Original artist: Rosser1954 Roger Griﬃth
• File:Question_book-new.svg Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/9/99/Question_book-new.svg License: Cc-by-sa-3.0
Contributors:
Created from scratch in Adobe Illustrator. Based on Image:Question book.png created by User:Equazcion Original artist:
Tkgd2007
• File:Understory_vegetation.jpg Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/29/Understory_vegetation.jpg License:
CC BY-SA 3.0 Contributors: Own work Original artist: Ghuczek

4.3

Content license

• Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0

