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Deciduous trees 

Leaves 

Deciduous trees usually have broad, large leaves that turn colourful in 

the autumn in temperate forests. They are vital parts of green plants. 

They perform a variety of tasks, the most important of which is to 

manufacture food. They do this from carbon dioxide and water, using the 

energy of sunlight  which is trapped in the leaves by the pigment 

chlorophyll. 

In addition, tiny pores in the leaves called stomata allow carbon dioxide 

and oxygen to diffuse in and out of the plant. They also allow water to 

evaporate from the leaves. When the weather becomes cold, deciduous 

trees drop their leaves and await the return of spring. 

Deciduous means falling off at maturity or tending to fall off and is 

typically used in reference to trees or shrubs that lose their leaves 

seasonally and to the shedding of other plant structures such as petals 

after flowering or fruit when ripe. In a more specific sense deciduous 

means the dropping of a part that is no longer needed, or falling away 

after its purpose is finished. In plants it is the result of natural processes. 

Deciduous has a similar meaning when referring to animal parts such as 

deciduous antlers in deer. 

In botany deciduous plants, including trees, shrubs and herbaceous 

perennials, are those that lose all of their leaves for a part of the year. 

This process is called abscission. In some cases leaf loss occurs in 

winter - namely in temperate or polar climates. While in other areas of 

the world, including tropical, subtropical and arid regions of the world, 



 

 
 

plants lose their leaves during the dry season or during other seasons 

depending on variations in rainfall. 

The converse of deciduous is evergreen, where green foliage is 

persistent year round. Plants that are intermediate, may be called semi-

deciduous; they lose old foliage as new growth begins. Other plants are 

semi-evergreen and lose their leaves before the next growing season, 

but retain some during winter or during dry periods. Some trees, 

including a few species of oak have desiccated leaves that remain on the 

tree through winter. 

Many deciduous plants flower during the period when they are leafless 

as this increases the effectiveness of pollination. The absence of leaves 

improves wind transmission of pollen for wind-pollinated plants, and 

increases the visibility of the flowers to insect in insect-pollinated plants. 

This strategy is not without risks, as the flowers can be damaged by 

frost.  

Temperate deciduous forests 

Temperate deciduous forests are forests in cool, rainy areas; they have 

trees that lose their leaves in autumn and regrow them in spring. 

Temperate deciduous forests are found in the middle latitudes around 

the globe and have four distinct seasons: spring, summer, autumn, and 

winter. In the Northern Hemisphere, these forests are found in North 

America, Europe, and Asia. In the Southern Hemisphere, there are 

smaller areas of these forests, in South America, Africa, and Australia.  



 

 
 

Temperature and Precipitation: The average temperature in temperate 

deciduous forests is roughly 24°C but gets as high as 30°C, depending 

on the altitude of the forest. Forests higher in the mountains are colder. 

Deciduous forests receive from 0.5 to 1.5 m of precipitation (both rain 

and snow) each year. Humidity in these forests is high, from 60% to 

80%. 

Autumn Colours: In the autumn, the number of hours of daylight 

decreases. This causes some plants and trees (called deciduous) to stop 

producing chlorophyll (a green pigment that converts sunlight into 

chemical energy) and eventually lose their leaves. These leaves are 

delicate and vulnerable to winter winds, frost and snow.Deciduous trees 

stay dormant in the winter and bloom again in the spring! During autumn 

the leaves turn brilliant colours, ranging from red to orange to yellow to 

brown.  

Soil: The soil in the deciduous forests is quite fertile, since it is often 

enriched with falling leaves, twigs, logs, and dead organisms. 

Layers of the Temperate Deciduous Forest: There are five layers (also 

called zones or strata) in the temperate deciduous forest. These include 

the:  

 Tree stratum (canopy), the tallest layer where the crowns of most 

of the forest´s trees meet and form a thick layer. Mature oaks, 

maples, beeches, chestnust, hickories, elms, lindens, walnuts, or 

sweet gum trees.  



 

 
 

 Understory (small tree or sapling layer) - short tree species and 

young trees. They provide shelter for a wide range of 

animals.When gaps appear in the canopy, often times understory 

trees take advantage of the opening and grow to fill in the canopy. 

 Shrub layer - shrubs like rhododendrons, azaleas, mountain 

laurels, and huckleberries. They grow relatively close to the grand 

where enough light passes through the canopy to support their 

growth.   

 Herb layer – is dominated by herbaceous plants such as grasses, 

ferns, wildflowers and other grand cover. Vegetation in the herb 

layer often gets little light and in forests with thick canopies, shade 

tolerant species are predominant in the herb layer.   

 Ground layer (forest floor) - lichens, clubmosses, mosses, fungi, 

insects, bakteria and earthworms. It is often covered with decaying 

leaves, twigs, animal scat etc. There are many organisms that 

break down waste materials and ready them for reuse and 

recycling throughout the forest system. 

Animals: Animals that live in the temperate deciduous forest must be 

able to adapt to the changing seasons. Some animals in this biome 

migrate or hibernate in the winter.(ant, bear, fox, deer, rabbit, squirel, 

weasel, frog, snake, owl, eagle etc.) 

Tropical and subtropical deciduous forests  

During dry periods the leaves are dropped to conserve water and 

prevent death from drought. Leaf drop is not seasonally dependent as it 

is in temperate climates, and can occur any time of year and varies by 



 

 
 

region of the world. Even within a small local area there can be variations 

in the timing and duration of leaf drop; different sides of the same 

mountain and areas that have high water tables or areas along streams 

and rivers can produce a patchwork of leafy and leafless trees. 
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http://www.nhptv.org/natureworks/nwep8c.htm 

http://www.enchantedlearning.com/biomes/tempdecid/tempdecid.shtml 

http://animals.about.com/od/forest/a/structureforest.htm 

http://www.ehow.com/facts_7834610_food-deciduous-forest.html 
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