
Conifers have special features that have allowed them to survive 
in a wide range of ecosystems for hundreds of millions of years.  
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Characteristics 
of Conifers 



Conifer seeds develop inside seed cones. Cones can be woody, 
like pine cones, or fleshy and berry-like, like those of the juniper.  
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Cones 



Many conifers have small, thin, and compact leaves. 
These can be needle-like or resemble scales. 

Photographer: Cary Bass-Deschenes 

Leaves 



These leaves are 
impressively 

drought-resistant.  
 

They are less 
susceptible to 
damage from 
freezing and 
dry winds.   
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Most also 
have a thick, 

waxy covering, 
or cuticle, 

which minimizes 
water loss. 
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Frost 
Resistance 

 
In many northern 

conifers, sugars and 
other compounds 

become highly 
concentrated within 
the fluid of leaf cells, 

acting as natural 
antifreeze.  
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Ice crystals  
only form in 

between the cells, 
causing little 

damage to the  
cell membranes.  

 
Therefore, 

evergreen conifers 
can retain their 
leaves in winter. 
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Tree Form 
 

In boreal forests, 
snowfall can be heavy 

and long-lasting.  
 

Conifers here are tall 
and narrow, limiting 

surface area for snow 
to collect on. 

Photographer: Andy Arthur 



The branches of many conifers are made of soft 
flexible wood and generally point downward.  
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Soft Wood 



This allows snow to slip off easily without breaking tree branches. 
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Roots 
 

Root systems  
in conifers tend to 
be wide-spreading 

and shallow,  
so they can grow 

even in rocky, 
sandy, or thin soils.  
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Fire is a common and necessary natural process 
in many habitats where conifers grow. 
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Adaptations  
to Wildfire 



Resprout 
from Roots 

 
Some conifer species 

can resprout from 
their roots if their 

trunks and branches 
have been badly 

damaged or 
destroyed by fire.  

Photographer: Dalgail 



 

Thick Bark 
 

Other species have 
very thick bark  
to protect the 

cambium, the thin 
layer of tissue that 
produces new cells 

and secondary 
plant growth. 
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Some species even rely on fire to disperse their seeds. 
Photo by Yellowstone National Park 

Seed Dispersal 



The cones of these species are sealed with resin. The seeds within 
can only be released after the resin has been melted by fire. 
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Fires also clear understory vegetation so many of the seeds fall 
on bare soil, the perfect place for germination. 
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Germination 


