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Abstract

The distribution of terrestrial vegetation is determined ultimately by climate. Ongoing 

climate change, therefore, has the potential to induce vegetation shifts in many 

regions of the world. In water-limited systems, such as Mediterranean-type 

ecosystems, these changes are predicted to result from an increase in the frequency 

and intensity of major droughts. At the same time, any assessment on the likely 

effects of climatic changes has to be put in the context of current vegetation 

dynamics, which are highly dominated by recent human intervention, and have to 

account for the rich and complex set of stabilizing processes that confer vegetation 

resilience.

In this talk I will review some well known examples of climate-induced vegetation 

shifts, focusing on episodes of drought-induced vegetation die-off and their 

consequences on ecosystem function. I will then ask how frequent these episodes 

are at different ecological scales, based on best available evidence, and explore the 

main ecological mechanisms by which vegetation may stay relatively unchanged in 



face of extreme climatic disturbances. Next, I will address the major difficulties and 

knowledge gaps in predicting when and where drought-induced vegetation shifts are 

more likely to occur. Finally, I will discuss how management might be used to 

enhance ecosystem resilience under different environmental change scenarios, with a 

particular focus on forests.
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