
Sassafras Sassafras albidum
Description
Sassafras is at the northernmost extent of its range in southern lower 
Michigan. In southeast Michigan, sassafras remains smaller in stature than 
in the southern portion of its range. This understory tree grows best on 
moist well-drained soils in open woodlands and is a common pioneer species 
growing quickly underground by runners forming thickets along forest edges.  
This species is important to wildlife as a browse food and is commercially valuable 
for its fragrant oils.

Change Maps for Sassafras1

Tre e s  o f  t h e  H u ro n  R i ve r  Wa t e rs h e d  i n  a  C h a n g i n g  C l i m a t e

Current Abundance Modeled Abundance – 
Low Emissions Scenario

Modeled Abundance – 
High Emissions Scenario

n  < 1
n  1 - 3
n  4 - 6
n  7 - 10
n  11 - 20
n  21 - 30
n  31 - 50
n  > 50

L E G E N D

Abundance change maps for serviceberry showing current (1961-1990) range and importance of the species and predicted future (2071-2100) range and importance 
using an average of three low emissions climate models. The Importance Value ranges from 0 to 100 and gives a measure of the abundance of the species.

Implications of Climate Change
Climate models predict a range expansion northward within 
Michigan. Sassafras is considered moderately adaptable and 
should be a species that persists and possibly becomes more 
common in southeast Michigan. The species is vulnerable to 
increased fire, shade and pest and pathogens. Its ability to 
colonize disturbed areas and tolerate drought will be beneficial 
aspects of the species as climate changes. 

Natural Communities Associations2

Understory tree in oak barrens and dry southern forests. 
Canopy associate in dry-mesic southern forests.

Vulnerability of Natural Communities3

Dry southern forest systems are expected to have  
low vulnerability to climate change and may benefit  
from a longer growing season and warmer temperatures. 
Because these systems are widespread, there is greater 
potential for dispersal except in areas of significant fragmenta-
tion.  The climate envelope for oak barrens will likely move 
out of southeast Michigan and into more northerly regions.  
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Climate Resilient Communities
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