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Abstract: Spring barley (Hordeum vulgare L.) is an increasingly important cash crop in the province of
Quebec (Canada). Soil-crop models are powerful tools for analyzing and supporting sustainable crop
production. STICS model has not yet been tested for spring barley grown over several decades. This
study was conducted to calibrate and evaluate the STICS model, without annual reinitialization, for
predicting aboveground biomass and N nutrition attributes at harvest during 31 years of successive
cropping of spring barley grown in soil (silty clay, Humic Gleysol) from the Saguenay-Lac-Saint-Jean
region (northeastern Quebec, Canada). There is a good agreement between observed and predicted
variables during the 31 successive barley cropping years. STICS predicted well biomass accumulation
and plant N content with a low relative bias (| normalized mean error | = 0-13%) and small prediction
error (normalized root mean square error = 6-25%). Overall, the STICS outputs reproduced the same
trends as the field-observed data with various tillage systems and N sources. Predictions of crop
attributes were more accurate in years with rainfall close to the long-term average. These ‘newly
calibrated’ parameters in STICS for spring barley cropped under continental cold and humid climates
require validation using independent observation datasets from other sites.

Keywords: STICS; soil-crop model; gleysol; spring barley; long term; cold and humid continental climate

1. Introduction

Spring barley (Hordeum vulgare L.) is used as cattle feed and for malting but grain barley
production remains insufficient to meet the demand in the province of Quebec (Canada) [1].
Even with the use of high-performance cultivars and improved crop management over
the last decades, grain barley yields remain lower than in western Europe [2,3]. Average
annual barley grain yields in Canada were 2.0 Mg DM ha~! between 1960 and 1989, and
2.7 Mg DM ha~! between 1990 and 2021 [4] compared to about 4.4 Mg DM ha~! for western
Europe [5].

The cold and humid continental climate of eastern regions of Canada, including the
province of Quebec, poses significant constraints for crop production [6]. About 52% of the
barley acreage in the province of Quebec is located in areas with limiting soil and climate
conditions such as the Bas-Saint-Laurent, Gaspésie, {les-de-la-Madeleine and Saguenay-
Lac-Saint-Jean [1]. In these areas, the mean annual temperature ranges from 1 to 3 °C,
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and the last spring frost occurs late, up to the end of May. The sum of growing degree
days (GDD, basis 0 °C) between April and October ranges from 1800 to 2200 °C d, which
corresponds to severe to moderate limitations for spring-sown small grains according to
climatic suitability ratings [7]. Moreover, soils with excess water and poor fertility also
limit crop production in these areas [8]. For barley, waterlogging can reduce yields by 20 to
85% depending on the duration and intensity of the waterlogging at different stages of the
plant’s development and the cultivar tolerance [9].

The short growing season in several regions of northeastern Quebec dictates the choice
of cultivars that can be grown successfully. Cultivars are known to differ in their phyl-
lochron, which is positively correlated with temperature and daylength [10]. Phenological
traits were also shown to vary with locations [11]. For instance, the time needed to reach
anthesis from sowing is about 55 days (860-940 °C d) for two spring barley cultivars,
Cadette (a semidwarf lodging-resistant type) and Leger (a standard lodging-susceptible
type) grown under climatic conditions of Montreal region (province of Quebec) [12], but
10-20 days longer (up to 1200 °C d) in western Europe [12,13]. Differences in cultivars and
length of the growing season between western Europe and northeastern Quebec should
therefore be taken into account in process-based models of barley growth and development.
Understanding the growth and development of barley cultivars adapted to the cold and
humid conditions of northeastern Quebec, which has a short growing season is crucial for
improving cultivars and crop management practices.

Soil-crop models are valuable and powerful tools for understanding many complex
processes in agroecosystems [14]. They can be used to predict and analyze crop growth
attributes [15] and the use of nitrogen (N) [16,17] and water [18,19]; to assess the envi-
ronmental impacts of agriculture by taking into account crop management, soils, and
climate [20-22]; and to test longer-term scenarios in the context of global warming [23,24].
Several soil-crop models have been developed that differ in their structure, simulated pro-
cess and approach [25], scales (plant, field, watershed, or regional) [26], and objectives [27].
A number of process-based soil-crop models (e.g., DAISY, DSSAT-CERES, HERMES, MON-
ICA, and WOFOST) are available for spring barley crops grown in Europe [17,28]. In
western Canada, Jame et al. [29] developed a crop model using DSSAT for wheat and
barley grown on the Great Plains of the Canadian province of Alberta. STICS (Simulateur
mulTIdisciplinaire pour les Cultures Standard) is a generic soil-crop model initially developed
in France for wheat (Triticum turgidum L. subsp. durum) and maize (Zea mays L.) and then
for other annual and perennial crops in Europe [30,31]. STICS simulates crop growth and
development along with soil water, C, and N processes [23,32]. It has been tested in a large
number of soil-plant agroecosystems and was designed to adapt easily to various crops
and diverse climatic conditions [33-35]. STICS was tested and validated for spring barley
cultivars cropped in the temperate climate of western Europe [32,36].

In Canada, STICS was calibrated and validated for soybean (Glycine max L. Merr) and
spring wheat (Triticum aestivum L.) cultivars cropped in several sites distributed between
southwestern Quebec province and southern Ontario province, which highlighted the
opportunities for using STICS in areas with a short growing season [37]. The integration
of a snow-cover module has extended the possibility of using STICS for cold and humid
continental regions [38]. STICS has also been calibrated and evaluated for non-consecutive
simulations with annual resetting under these conditions for maize [39], potato (Solanum
tuberosum L.) [40], and timothy (Phleum pratense L.) [41].

No crop growth model has been yet calibrated and evaluated over long-term cropping
periods without annual resetting for spring barley in the soil and climate conditions of
the Saguenay—Lac-Saint-Jean region (northeastern Quebec, Canada). This region occupies
an immense territory (106.5 million km?) relatively far from the rest of the province of
Quebec [42] and constitutes the northern limit of the practice of agriculture in Quebec. Its
149,204 hectares of soil with agricultural potential [43] and the combination of the cool
climate and isolated geographic location provide the region with a unique place in the
agricultural industry due to its geographical position within the boreal zone. The objectives
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of this study were (i) to statistically analyze a dataset of dry matter aboveground biomass,
grain yield, grain and shoot N concentration and N uptake at harvest over 31 successive
cropping years of spring barley cultivars selected for the pedoclimatic conditions of the
Saguenay-Lac-Saint-Jean region; (ii) to calibrate and evaluate the ability of STICS to predict
the above-mentioned variables over several decades without annual reinitialization; and
(iif) to compare the two approaches: Are STICS predictions for the experimental site and
the associated database better or not than a statistical model?

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Experimental Site and Field Database

The study was conducted using a long-term experiment that was initiated in the fall
of 1989, at the Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada’s Normandin Experimental Farm, at
Normandin city, located in the regional county municipality of Maria-Chapdelaine, in
the Saguenay-Lac-Saint-Jean region of the Canadian province of Quebec (lat. 48°50' N;
long. 72°33’ W; alt. 137 m). Since 1936, research conducted there has significantly helped
to improve farming practices in Quebec’s Saguenay—Lac-Saint-Jean region [44]. The
region has a cold and humid continental climate. For the 31 years considered in this study,
cumulative rainfall from 10 days before seeding date to grain harvest ranged from 176 to
498 mm with an average of 317 mm. The average temperature was 16.0 °C (14.3-18.4 °C),
the sum of GDD above 0 °C ranged from 1431 to 1775 °C d, and the cumulative global
radiation ranged from 1543 to 2259 MJ m~2. Values for each of the 31 years are presented
in Table S1 for the growing season and the entire year. The soil is a Labarre series silty clay
(Humic Gleysol). Soil characteristics are presented in Table 1. The site had been cultivated
under a spring barley-alfalfa (Medicago sativa L.) rotation for about 10 years prior to 1990.

Table 1. Properties of the soil layers at the initiation of Normandin experimental setup.

Soil Characteristics Values
Soil texture Silty clay
Soil classification (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2014) Humic gleysol
Clay < 2 um (g kg~!) at 0-20 cm 490
Silt (2-50 um) (g kg1 430
Sand (50-2000 pm) (g kg~ 1) 80
Organic N (gkg™1) 1.7
CaCOj3 (%) <1
PHwater at 0-20 cm 5.6
Field capacity (% dry-mass soil):

0-20 cm 29.0
20-40 cm 26.7
40-100 cm 25.6
Wilting point (% dry-mass soil):

0-20 cm 20.0
20-40 cm 19.2
40-100 cm 18.6
Bulk density (gsoil cm 3 soil):

0-20 cm 1.36
20-40 cm 1.50
40-100 cm 1.60

The experimental design was a factorial split-split-plot replicated four times with two
types of crop rotation randomized into main plots (a continuous barley in monoculture
and a 3-year cereal-perennial forage rotation), two tillage systems randomly assigned
to subplots and two N sources randomly assigned to sub-subplots [45]. Only the plots
cropped with continuous barley in monoculture (16 plot units 10 m x 5 m in size) were
considered in this study. Six-row spring barley cultivars Chapais (1990-2014) and Alyssa
(2015-2020) [46], both having similar ecophysiological parameters, were sown between
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9 and 31 May at a rate of 360 grains m 2 using a conventional cereal seeder. Details of the

N application along with dates of seeding, harvest, and tillage for each year are provided in
Table S2. The two tillage systems consisted of a moldboard plow operated to a 20 cm depth
(MP) and a chisel plow to a 15 cm depth (CP), with tillage performed yearly in the fall
after harvest. The two N sources were ammonium nitrate (MIN) and N-based liquid dairy
manure (LDM), applied according to local recommendations. The LDM were analyzed
annually, and N concentrations were determined using a LECO CNS-1000 analyzer (LECO
Corp., St. Joseph, MI, USA). Before seeding, plots under the MIN treatment received
70 kg N ha~lyr—! as ammonium nitrate, 17.5 kg P ha~!yr~! as triple superphosphate, and
58 kg K ha~!yr~! as potassium chloride. For the LDM plots, about 50 m3 ha='yr~! of
liquid dairy manure obtained from a local farm was applied in early spring, providing
an average of 107 & 24 kg total N ha_lyr_l, 17 £ 4 kg total P ha_lyr_l, and 119 £ 29 kg
total K ha~!yr~!. Annual amounts of N applied as LDM from 1990 to 2020 are reported in
Table S2.

2.2. Plant Analysis

Grain yield (GY) and straw yield were determined every year from 1990 to 2020 in
the 16 experimental plots. Grain and straw yields were measured in an 8.2 m x 1.62 m
area at grain maturity between mid-August and mid-September depending on the year
(Table S2), using a Wintersteiger plot harvester (Salt Lake City, UT, USA). Dry matter
content of grain and straw was determined on a fresh 500 g subsample after drying in a
forced draft oven at 55 °C to constant weight. Straw residues were returned to the soil
after harvest. Nitrogen concentrations in grain (NCG) and straw were measured only from
1997 to 2020. Dried and ground (to pass through a 1 mm screen) subsamples of grain
and straw were digested using a mixture of sulfuric and selenious acids, as described
by Isaac and Johnson [47]. The N concentration in digested solutions was measured by
automated colorimetry using a Lachat QuikChem 8000 autoanalyzer (QuikChem Method
13-107-06-2-E; Lachat Instruments, Milwaukee, W1, USA). Dry matter aboveground biomass
(grain + straw) (AGB), N concentration in AGB (NCAGB), and N accumulation in AGB
(NU) and grain (NAG) were then calculated.

2.3. STICS Soil-Crop Model Overview

STICS is a generic soil-crop model applicable to a wide variety of agroecosystems
which has been in development since 1996 [30,31,48]. Based on general ecophysiological
concepts and soil processes that describe the functioning of soil-plant systems, STICS
simulates the dynamic of soil-crop systems on a daily time step as a function of climatic
conditions, crop and soil characteristics, and management practices (Figure 1). It calcu-
lates agricultural (e.g., crop yield and grain N content) and environmental (e.g., soil water
and mineral N contents, N leaching, and soil organic carbon dynamic) variables simulta-
neously [23]. STICS has several interdependent modules and sub-modules which were
built by assembling and synthesizing parts or formalisms of existing models [48,49]. Each
module or sub-module deals with a particular physical or ecophysiological process, and
variables are exchanged between modules and sub-modules. The description of these
processes mostly relies on a unique set of general parameters. In STICS, two types of plant
parameters are defined: cultivar parameters and generic parameters that are assumed
to be the same for all cultivars of the same species. An in-depth description of STICS
concepts, mathematical equations, general parameterization, and uses can be found in
Brisson et al. [49] and Beaudoin et al. [48].
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Figure 1. STICS soil-crop model: inputs, outputs, the different modules/processes, and their
respective influences.

Briefly, the phenological development stages of a given crop cultivar, are expressed
in development units that are mainly governed by thermal (degree day), photothermal,
or vernal-photothermal indices (according to the species) but are also affected by limiting
factors such as soil water and N content. Shoot biomass accumulation is calculated from the
leaf area index (LAI) by converting intercepted radiation into biomass using the radiation
use efficiency (RUE) concept. These processes are closely influenced by the phenological
development stage, temperature, and plant density along with water stress and N stress.
The grain C content is derived from the retranslocation of vegetative C as well as from
the continued assimilation of C during grain filling. The GY is calculated by applying a
progressive “harvest index” to the AGB dry weight of the plant [48], i.e., the ratio of the
biomass accumulated in the GY from the beginning of grain filling until maturity is an
increasing proportion of the AGB.

Plant N accumulation depends on soil mineral N availability in the soil-root system
(and symbiotic fixation for legumes) and on crop N requirements. Crop N requirements
were calculated using the concept of maximum (Nemax) and critical N (N¢) dilution curves.
The Nemax curve represents the plant’s maximum capacity to accumulate N in its shoot
biomass and is used in STICS to calculate potential crop N uptake. The N, curve represents
the N concentration in shoots required to produce the maximum AGB at a given time [50].
It can be used to calculate the N nutrition index (NNI), which is the ratio of the actual N
concentration to N.. The NNI is used to determine if the plant is under N stress or not.
An NNI below 1 will reduce potential crop growth. For spring barley, the Nemax and Ne
were calculated using the following equations: Nemax = 6.66 X (Shoot Biomass)’o'39 and
N, = 4.76 x (Shoot Biomass)™?3, respectively [51]. As with C, NAG is calculated as a
function of a dynamic N harvest index, i.e., the amount of N accumulated in grains from
the beginning of grain filling until maturity is an increasing proportion of the amount of N
in the AGB.

In STICS, the soil is described as a succession of up to five horizontal layers with
their hydrodynamic and pedological characteristics. Soil-dependent modules calculate
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water, C, and N balances and, consequently, the effects of water stress and N stress on
crops. Humus mineralization depends on soil characteristics (clay and CaCOj3 content), soil
organic N content, temperature, and soil water content. Mineralization of organic residues
is calculated as a function of the C/N ratio based on the model of Nicolardot et al. [52].
Interactions between soil and crops occur through the roots, which operate exclusively
as mineral N and water absorbers. Root growth is derived from root density, which is
calculated separately from AGB growth in the model, unless the “trophic-link root length
expansion” option is selected. STICS simulates crop water stress due to excess or lack of
water, based on soil water content available to roots and crop requirements, which are
directly linked to climatic conditions (rainfall) or crop management (absence/presence of
irrigation). In case of water excess, a waterlogging index (exofac), which is the proportion
of root length that is under anoxic conditions during the growing season, is calculated
and used in the model to calculate three anoxic stress indices that affect root growth, LAI
growth, and RUE.

STICS considers commonly used farming practices such as soil tillage, irrigation,
and the use of mineral or organic fertilizers. The model includes eight types of mineral
N fertilizers which differ in terms of ammonium fraction, microbial immobilization, and
volatilization. There are 10 categories of organic fertilizers, each with specific decomposition
parameters [48].

2.4. Model Inputs and Simulation Options

The V10 version of STICS was used [48]. The model was initialized only once, in the
spring of 1990, and used without resetting to simulate successive cropping cycles of spring
barley over 31 years (1990-2020) continuously.

Soil input parameters (clay and CaCOj3 contents, pH, organic N, and bulk density)
were obtained from soil analyses carried out at the beginning of the experiment (Table 1).
Gravimetric soil water content at field capacity and wilting point was calculated or derived
from analyses using a pedo-transfer function [53]. In STICS, mineralization is assumed
to occur up to a maximum depth (prothum) and to be negligible below this depth. This

‘prothum’” was assumed to be 20 cm. Soil depth and maximum rooting depth were set to

1 m. Initial soil water content was set to field capacity, which is representative of the soil
moisture status in early spring when soils are recharged with moisture from snowmelt. We
assumed that the mineral N amounts were 30, 35, and 20 kg N ha~1 for the 0-20, 20—40, and
40-100 cm soil layers, respectively. These values are consistent with soil mineral N contents
measured in spring after an alfalfa stand termination [54]. In keeping with the finding of
Martel and Lasalle [55] reported for a gleysolic Ap horizon, sampled on the experimental
farm of Agriculture Canada at La Pocatiére, Quebec (lat. 47° 20 00" N; long. 70° 200" W),
the proportion of inactive soil organic matter (finert) was set to 55% rather than 65%, which
is used as default value in STICS.

Climate inputs include minimum and maximum air temperatures, global radiation,
precipitations, wind velocity, and relative humidity. Daily weather data from 1990 to 2020
(Table S1) were obtained from Environment Canada’s Normandin weather station (lat.
48°50'30" N; long. 72°32'49"” W, alt. 137 m). Missing values (about 2% of the total) were
inputted by using data obtained from the Saint-Prime weather station (lat. 48°37/00” N;
long. 72°25'00” W, alt. 121 m), located approximately 20 km from Normandin. Management
practices such as dates and rates of sowing and N fertilization as well as harvesting dates
were carefully recorded (Table S2).

2.5. Calibration of Crop Parameters for New Cultivars and STICS Performance Evaluation

Although default values of parameters for several crop species and cultivars are
provided in STICS, these values can be adapted or modified for new cultivars. Two
datasets, designated the “calibration dataset” and the “evaluation dataset”, were used to
calibrate these parameters and evaluate the performance of STICS. The calibration dataset
included data with 28 predicted/observed data pairs (7 years x 4 treatments) from 1997



Agronomy 2023, 13, 2540

7 of 26

to 2003. AGB, GY, NCAGB, NCG, NU, and NAG data were available for those seven
years and cumulative rainfall during the growing season was near the 31-year average.
STICS was statistically evaluated using the calibrated crop parameters and the remaining
cropping years (from 1990 to 1996 and 2004 to 2020 for AGB and GY, and from 2004 to 2020
for NCAGB, NCG, NU, and NAG).

Calibration, which consists of adjusting the values of the parameters used in specific
equations to fit the output to a set of measured state variables, was performed using a
method proposed by the STICS development team [37,56]. Among the cultivars already
available in STICS, we selected the European spring barley cultivar Scarlett as a refer-
ence, as it gave better evaluation results with our dataset. Scarlett is a modern European
two-row spring barley cultivar [57]. We reviewed the literature to identify key parameters
of barley cultivars cropped in the province of Quebec that could be directly integrated into
STICS. Then, we took values directly from the literature or our experimental dataset for
six parameters: maximum number of grains per surface area (nbgrmax); maximum grain
weight (pgrainmaxi); maximum crop height (hautmax); sum of degree days between emer-
gence and beginning of grain filling (stlevdrp); and sum of degree days between beginning
of grain filling and maturity (stdrpmat). Finally, parameter optimization was carried out
in successive steps following the structure of the model, with each step corresponding
to a key process in the simulation of the variables of interest. Priority was given to the
cultivar-related parameters in order to preserve the genericity of the model as much as
possible. Parameter optimization was performed with the Javastics application using the
simplex method, which involves minimizing the mean square error for a given target
variable [58].

2.6. Statistical Analysis and Model Evaluation

Linear mixed model using the “Ime” function in the R package “nlme” [59] was
performed with field-observed data considering replicates as a random factor and both
years, N source type, tillage system, and their interactions as fixed factors. The year factor
was used to fit a first-order autoregressive covariance structure to consider the repeated
measurements across 31 years. Residuals were analyzed for normality using the Shapiro—-
Wilks and Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances. Where treatment or interaction effects
were significant at the 0.05 probability level, means were compared using LSMEANS. We
evaluated the predictive ability of the fitted mixed model using 5-fold cross-validation with
the “cvFit” function in the R package “cvTools” [60].

To calibrate and evaluate the ability of STICS to predict AGB, GY, NCAGB, NCG,
NU, and NAG of spring barley, we calculated various complementary statistical criteria
based on the comparison of predicted and observed data [33]. A revisited linear regression
procedure was used to test model performance [61].

The mean absolute error (MAE) (Equation (1)) quantifies the average magnitude of
the errors between the observed value and the predicted value. The normalized mean error
(NME) (Equation (2)) estimates the model’s relative bias. An INME| < 10% is considered a
low bias [40,62]. The normalized root mean square error (NRMSE) (Equation (3)) is used to
determine the error of prediction of the model by giving more weight to larger errors and it
represents the relative mean deviation of the predicted values to the observed values. The
NRMSE is particularly useful when comparing results from different studies. According
to Jamieson et al. [63], a model is considered excellent when NRMSE < 10%, good when
10% < NRMSE < 20%, fair when 20% < NRMSE < 30%, and poor when NRMSE > 30%.
For the STICS calibration, the best sets of parameters were identified by minimizing the
NRMSE.

The efficiency of the model (EF) (Equation (4)) measures the level of agreement be-
tween predicted and observed values. If the model is perfect, predicted values are equal
to observed values, and EF = 1. Negative EF values mean that the model is not a better
predictor than the average of all the observations. Positive EF values greater than 0.40 are
considered satisfactory [32].
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The coefficient of determination (R?) (Equation (5)) was calculated for the linear re-
gression between predicted and observed values in order to assess the strength (R? < 0.25:
very weak; 0.25 < R? < 0.50: weak; 0.50 < R? < 0.75: moderate: R?> > 0.75: substantial) of
the linear model by using the standardized major axis (SMA) regression. This approach
proposed by Correndo et al. [61] overcomes the axis orientation problem of the traditional
ordinary least squares method (y vs. x or x vs. y) [64] and provides a single line regres-
sion (symmetric) defining the relationship regardless of which variable is x or y. Thus,
the bivariate regression SMA model is likely to provide a more reliable regression line
and error decomposition. The mean square error was also decomposed into percentage
lack of precision (PLP) (Equation (6)), which refers to the percentage of dispersion, and
percentage lack of accuracy (PLA) (Equation (7)), which refers to the systematic error. These
criteria estimate the dominant type of model error (either dispersion or systematic error).
Statistical criteria were computed using the “STICSevalR” library and R-Code provided by
Correndo et al. [65]. Plots were created with the R library “ggplot2”.

1
MAE = ;Z:Z:1|Obsi — Pred; | )
Ly (Obs; — Pred,
NME (%) — 1002 2i=1(ObSi — Predi) @)
Obs
1yvn 2
Ly (Pred; — Obs;
NRMSE (%) =100 \/n i 1( 71 z) (3)
Obs
pp_ 1 _ Lia(Predi — Obs)’ W
2
1 (Obsi — Obs)
R2 T T (P red; — W) (Obsi — @) 5
N —
\/,11 " (Predi - Pred) \/}1 "1 (Obsi - Obs)
%Z?:l (‘Predi — P/re\dl ) (‘Obsi — 619\51’)
PLP (%) = 100 o ; ®)
o Y (Pred; — Obs;)
—_— 2
% Z?:l (Obs,» — Predi)
PLA (%) = 100 )

% Y. (Pred; — Obsi)2

Pred;: predicted values; Pred: mean of predicted values; Obs;: observed values; Obs:
mean of observed values; 1’/1’6\(7le value given by the linear regression of predicted vs.
observed values; Obs,: value is given by the linear regression of observed vs. predicted
values; n: number of predicted/observed pairs.

Prediction performance was also evaluated based on the waterlogging index (exofac)
calculated by STICS which is the proportion of root length that is under anoxic conditions
during the growing season (exofac = 0; 0 < exofac < 0.06; 0.06 < exofac < 0.14). A value of 1
means that all roots are under anoxic conditions.

3. Results
3.1. Statistical Analysis of Field-Observed Data

The analyses of variance and the means of treatments or interactions are presented in
Table 2. All crop production attributes (AGB, GY, NCAGB, NCG, NU, and NAG) at harvest
differed significantly among years and N source types in this study. The differences between
years are likely to be related to climatic conditions rather than treatment effects since the
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lowest AGB and GY were generally associated with unfavorable rainfall conditions (1991,
1993, 1994, 1995, 2003, 2014, 2018, and 2020). For these years, the amount of rainfall in
June or during the growing season was either too low or too high when compared with
the norm of 78 mm and 317 mm, respectively (Table S1). The MIN treatment performed
better than the LDM treatment in terms of AGB and GY (4.7 vs. 3.9 Mg DM ha~! yr~!
and 3.0 vs. 2.4 Mg DM ha~! yr~!, respectively). The NU and NAG were greater, while
NCAGB and NCG were lower for the MIN treatment than for the LDM treatment (Table 2).
The tillage system had a low but significant impact on GY, NCAGB, and NAG. The GY,
NCAGB, and NAG were slightly greater for the MP treatment than for the CP treatment. In
addition, significant interactions between years and N source type, year and tillage system,
and N source type and tillage system were observed except for NCG (Table 2; Figure S1).
However, there was no significant effect of the interactions between year, N source type,
and tillage system for all the variables. Although we have excluded the data from the first
3 years following initiation (1990, 1991, 1992), probably influenced by the preceding alfalfa
crop rotation, a slight drop in yield was observed over time for the 2 N sources and the
2 tillage systems (Figure S2).

Table 2. Analysis of variance of the effects of year, N source type, and tillage system on the field-
observed aboveground biomass (AGB), grain yield (GY), N concentration in aboveground biomass
(NCAGB), and grain (NCG), N uptake by plant (NU), and N amount in grain (NAG), and mean of
field-observed values. LDM: liquid dairy manure; MIN: ammonium nitrate; MP: moldboard plow;
CP: chisel plow. Different letters (a, b, ¢, d) indicate significant differences among treatment according
to a Lsmeans post hoc test (p < 0.05).

AGB GY NCAGB NCG NU NAG
Source (MgDMha—1) (MgDM ha1) (gkg—1 DM) (gkg—1 DM) (kg N ha—1) (kg N ha—1)
p-Value
Year (Y) <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001
N source type (N) <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.0008 <0.0001 <0.0001
Tillage system (T) 0.9464 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.1857 0.3647 0.0007
Y x N <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.0535 <0.0001 <0.0001
Y xT <0.0001 <0.0001 0.0002 0.1805 0.0003 0.0002
NxT 0.0002 0.0007 0.0328 0.4104 0.0332 0.0199
YXNxT 0.6422 0.4050 0.9160 0.9316 0.3748 0.6536

Mean of field-observed values
N source type

MIN 47 a 3.0a 16.1b 19.8b 732a 57.1a
LDM 39b 24Db 16.6 a 20.2a 62.0b 45.7b
Tillage system

MP 43a 28a 16.6 a 20.1a 672a 522a
cp 43a 26b 16.2b 20.0a 68.0a 50.6 b
N source type * Tillage system

MIN-MP 48a 31la 16.2b 19.8b 74.1a 58.8 a
MIN-CP 46b 29b 16.0b 19.8Db 723a 55.4b
LDM-MP 40c 24c 17.0a 20.3a 603 c 45.6 ¢
LDM-CP 3.8d 24c 16.3b 20.1ab 63.7Db 45.7 ¢

The evaluation of the ability of the mixed model considered in this study to predict
the AGB, GY, NCAGB, NCG, NU, and NAG is presented in Table 3. For each variable, the
model had low MAE and RMSE from 5-fold cross-validation. For NCAGB and NCG, the
model predictions were excellent with NRMSE of 8% and 7%, respectively. For AGB, GY,
NU, and NAG, the model prediction was good with NRMSE of 17% or 18%.
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Table 3. Linear mixed model evaluation metrics from 5-fold cross-validation. Independent variables
were aboveground biomass (AGB), grain yield (GY), N concentration in aboveground biomass
(NCAGB) and in grain (NCG), N uptake by plant (NU), and N amount in grain (NAG).

Independent Variable MAE RMSE NRMSE (%)
AGB (Mg DM ha™1) 0.6 0.7 17
GY (Mg DM ha~!) 0.4 0.5 17
NCAGB (g kg~ DM) 1.0 1.3 8
NCG (g kg~ ! DM) 0.9 1.3 7
NU (kg Nha™1) 8.7 11.3 17
NAG (kg N ha™1) 71 9.3 18

MAE: mean absolute error; RMSE: root mean square error; NRMSE: normalized root mean square error.

3.2. Calibration to Add New Cultivar Adapted to Northeastern Quebec Conditions in STICS

Default parameter values for the European reference cultivar (Scarlett) defined in
STICS and newly calibrated parameter values for the Chapais spring barley cultivar adapted
to the short growing season area are presented in Table 4. Based on the literature and our
experimental data, the sum of GDD from emergence to the beginning of grain filling
(stlevdrp) was reduced to 800 °C d and the duration of grain filling (stdrpmat) was reduced
to 565 °C d (Table 4). Thus, the sum of GDD between emergence and physiological maturity
(stlevdrp + stdrpmat) decreased from 1555 °C d for the Scarlett cultivar to 1365 °C d for the
Chapais cultivar.

Table 4. Default values of parameters of the Scarlett cultivar of spring barley in the standard version
of STICS and the newly calibrated values for the Chapais cultivar adapted for short-growing season
area (specific cultivar parameters are shown in italics).

Parameter Name and Definition Defallslr}}/élsues m Newl%ﬁzlelrrated Source
Phenological stages

stlev%sz. sum of degree days between t{)\e beginning of growth and 400 480 Optimization
maximum acceleration of leaf growth (°C d)

stamflax: sum of degree days between the maximum acceleration of leaf s
growth and the maximum LAI (°C d) 340 420 Optimization
stlevdrp: sum of degree days between the beginning of growth and the 940 800 [66-68]/
beginning of the reproductive stage (°C d) Calculation
stdrpm.at. sum of degree days between the beginning of grain filling and the 615 565 Calculation
maturity (°C d)

Leaves

dlaimaxbrut: maximum rate of daily increase in LAI (m? plant~! °C d~1) 0.00077 0.00028 Optimization
durvief: maximal lifespan of an adult leaf (Q19) 200 180 Optimization
hautmax: maximum height of crop (m) 1.00 0.85 [66-68]
Innsen: N stress function active on senescence -0.17 —0.18 Optimization
Innturgmin: N stress function active on leaf expansion —0.65 —0.73 Optimization
Shoot biomass growth

teopt: beginning of the thermal optimum plateau for net photosynthesis (°C) 12 16 Optimization
efcroijuv: maximum radiation use efficiency during the juvenile phase L
—_ 2.25 1.75 Optimization
(g DMMJ™)

efcroiveg: rrjmmum radiation use efficiency during the vegetative phase 45 22 Optimization
(g DMMJ™)

efcoirepro: 1}11ax1mum radiation use efficiency during the reproductive phase 45 41 Optimization
(gDMMJ™)

Nitrogen

INNimin: instantaneous NNI corresponding to INNmin -05 -0.77 Optimization
Yield formation

nbgrmax: maximum number of grains per surface area (grain m*Z) 26,000 17,500 [69]
pgrainmaxi: maximum weight of one grain (g) 0.044 0.046 [66-68]
nbjgrain: number of days used to compute viable grains number (d) 20 30 Optimization
cgrain: slope of relationship between grain number and growth rate 0.028 0.132 Optimization
vitircarb: rate of increase in the C harvested index vs. time (g g~1d 1) 0.0192 0.031 Optimization

vitirazo: rate of increase in the N harvest index vs. time (g gfldfl) 0.0308 0.038 Optimization
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Predictions of LAI dynamics were not assessed because measured LAI data were
not available. To improve the overestimated AGB predictions obtained with the default
parameters, we set out to optimize the parameters controlling LAI dynamics (dlaimaxbrut,
stlevamf, stamflax, durvief, and innsen) (Table 4). The maximum rate of leaf growth during
LAI development (dlaimaxbrut) decreased. The sum of GDD between emergence and the
end of the juvenile stage (stlevamf) and between the end of the juvenile stage and the
maximum LAI (stamflax) both increased by 80 °C d relative to the default values after the
optimization procedure. Therefore, the maximum LAI occurred at about 900 °C d after
emergence. The parameters describing potential RUE (efcroijuv, efcroiveg, and efcroirepro),
which is used for the calculation of shoot biomass, were also reduced (Table 4).

When the default parameters of the Scarlett cultivar were used, AGB was poorly
predicted and largely overestimated with NME = —42% (Table S3). Differences in AGB
accumulation and crop cycle duration between the Scarlett and the Chapais cultivars
(Figure 2) reflect the overall effects of differences in the cultivars” phenological parameters.
For the same seeding date, the Chapais cultivar reached maturity on average 18 days earlier
than the Scarlett cultivar under the conditions of northeastern Canada. On average for the
seven years and the four management units, the predicted AGB was 4.4 & 0.3 Mg DM ha~!
for the Chapais cultivar and 6.4 & 1.0 Mg DM ha ! for the Scarlett cultivars, respectively.
This reduction in AGB for the northeastern Canada cultivar resulted from the decrease in
the parameters relative to the maximum rate of daily increase in LAI and the potential RUE.
In addition, the vitircarb and vitirazo values were adjusted (Table 4) to increase the annual
GY and NCG values, respectively, which were underestimated with the Scarlett parameters
(NME = 16% and 38%, respectively).

------ Scarlett
—— Cultivar newly i
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=
=
a
s
= & 01
[ad)]
@
=
P
5
k=
S 2.5
=
| &
(=9
wn

0.0

160 200 240 280
Julian day

Figure 2. Predicted aboveground biomass (AGB) of cultivar Scarlett (blue dashed line) and the newly
calibrated cultivar Chapais (black solid line) with calibration dataset (7 years and 4 treatments per
year making 28 AGB curves).
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Spring barley AGB (Mg DM ha™")
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3.3. Comparison between Observed and Predicted Values
3.3.1. Aboveground Biomass and Grain Yield at Harvest

The observed AGB values for all treatments over 31 years of the cropping experiment
ranged from 2.2 to 7.8 Mg DM ha~!yr~! with a mean of 4.3 + 1.2 Mg DM ha~lyr},
whereas the predicted AGB values ranged from 2.8 to 6.4 Mg DM ha~'yr~—! with a mean
of 4.3 4+ 0.6 Mg DM ha~!yr~! (Figure 3a). The mean of observed GY values was 2.7 + 0.8
and the mean of predicted GY values was 2.8 + 0.4 Mg DM ha~! yr~! (Figure 3b), with a
narrower range for predicted values (1.8-4.0) than for the observed values (0.9-5.2).

(a) (b)

it | e
it 2| it
i | i 2
[ i R

Figure 3. Annual mean of observed (dots) and predicted (grey bars) (a) spring barley aboveground
biomass [AGB] and (b) grain yield [GY] from 1990 to 2020 for soil tillage and N fertilization source
treatments. Bars on dots are standard deviations (1 = 4). LDM: liquid dairy manure; MIN: ammonium
nitrate; MP: moldboard plow; CP: chisel plow.

After the calibration, STICS performed well in predicting AGB and GY with a low bias
(NME = 3% and 0%, respectively), good NRMSE (14% and 16%, respectively), and moderate
R? (0.44 and 0.69, respectively) (Figure 4a,c). The STICS evaluation with the 24 remaining
cropping years gave a similar performance for AGB and GY with a low bias (NME = 0%
and —3%, respectively), a small NRMSE (21% and 23%, respectively), a moderate R?and a
satisfactory EF (Figure 4b,d).

The error decomposition indicated that, for the evaluation dataset, the model errors
for AGB and GY are due to dispersion error rather than systematic error (PLP > PLA);
however, the opposite was true for the calibration dataset (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Predicted versus observed spring barley aboveground biomass (AGB) and grain yield (GY)
for ‘calibration’ (a,c) and ‘evaluation’ (b,d) dataset. Each point is the mean of four replicates. Mean
Obs: mean of observed values; Mean Pred: mean of predicted values; n: number of simulation units;
MAE: mean absolute error; NME: normalized mean error; NRMSE: normalized root mean square
error; EF: model efficiency; R?: coefficient of determination; PLP: percentage lack of precision; PLA:
percentage lack of accuracy; LDM: liquid dairy manure; MIN: ammonium nitrate; MP: moldboard
plow; CP: chisel plow.

3.3.2. Nitrogen Concentration in Aboveground Biomass and in Grain at Harvest

Annual values of observed NCAGB at harvest over 24 years of measurement for
the four treatments ranged from 12 to 20 g kg~! DM with a mean of 16 & 2 g kg~! DM
(Figure 5a). The mean (17 & 2 g kg~! DM) and the range (13-20 g kg~! DM) of predicted
NCAGB values were very close to the observed values. For NCG, the annual observed
values ranged from 14 to 24 g kg~! DM with a mean of 20 & 2 g kg~! DM. The range
(17-25 g kg~! DM) and the mean (20 + 2 g kg~! DM) of the annual predicted NCG values
were also quite similar to the observed values (Figure 5b).
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Figure 5. Annual mean of observed (dots) and predicted (grey bars) (a) N concentration in spring

barley aboveground biomass and (b) grain from 1997 to 2020 for soil tillage and N fertilization source

treatments. Bars on dots are standard deviations (n = 4). LDM: liquid dairy manure; MIN: ammonium

nitrate; MP: moldboard plow; CP: chisel plow.

Calibration led to good prediction of NCAGB and NCG with a low relative bias, excel-
lent NRMSE, and satisfactory EF; however, R? was moderate for NCAGB and substantial
for NCG, respectively (Figure 6a,c). For the evaluation dataset, the relative bias and the
NRMSE were low (NME = —1% and NRMSE < 16%) but the EF was negative and R? was
very weak for both variables (Figure 6b,d). The error decomposition showed that most
of the error for NCAGB and NCG was due to dispersion (PLP > PLA), for both datasets

(Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Predicted versus observed N concentration in aboveground biomass (NCAGB) and in

grain (NCG) for the “calibration’ (a,c) and ‘evaluation’ (b,d) dataset. Each point is the mean of four

replicates. Mean Obs: mean of observed values; Mean Pred: mean of predicted values; n: number of

simulation units; MAE: mean absolute error; NME: normalized mean error; NRMSE: normalized root

mean square error; EF: model efficiency; R?: coefficient of determination; PLP: percentage lack of

precision; PLA: percentage lack of accuracy; LDM: liquid dairy manure; MIN: ammonium nitrate;

MP: moldboard plow; CP: chisel plow.

3.3.3. Plant N Uptake and Amount of N in Grain

The mean observed NU value for the 24 years of cropping and four treatments was
67.4 & 11.9 kg N ha~lyr~! with values ranging from 41.2 to 89.3 kg ha~'yr~1. In comparison,
the predicted NU ranged from 55.1 to 92.8 kg ha~'yr~! with a mean of 70.9 + 7.0 kg ha=!yr~!
(Figure 7a). The mean observed NAG value was 51.4 + 11.2 kg N ha~lyr~! with values
ranging from 25.3 to 74.7 kg N ha~lyr~! (Figure 7b). For the predicted NAG, there was a nar-
rower range of values (43.9-74.4 kg N ha~!yr~') but the mean (56.5 4 5.6 kg N ha~lyr1)

was similar compared to observed values.
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Figure 7. Annual mean of observed (dots) and predicted (grey bars) (a) N uptake by spring barley
shoot (NU) and (b) N amount in grain (NAG) from 1997 to 2020 for soil tillage and N fertilization
source treatments. Bars on dots are standard deviations (n = 4). LDM: liquid dairy manure; MIN:

ammonium nitrate; MP: moldboard plow; CP: chisel plow.
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According to the statistical criteria, NU predictions were satisfactory for the calibration
and the evaluation dataset, with a small NRMSE (13% and 19%, respectively) and low
bias (NME = 2% and —8%, respectively) but relatively low EF and R? (Figure 8a,b). The
NAG predictions were satisfactory for the calibration dataset, with a good NRMSE and
a low bias, but a negative EF (—0.1) (Figure 8c). For the evaluation dataset, the NRMSE
was fair (25%), and the EF and R? were weak (Figure 8d). The relative contributions to the
model error for NU and NAG indicate that most of the error was due to dispersion, for
both datasets (PLP > 57%) (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Predicted versus observed shoot N uptake (NU) and N amount in grain (NAG) for the
‘calibration’ (a,c) and ‘evaluation’ (b,d) datasets. Each point is the mean of four replicates. Mean Obs:
mean of observed values; Mean Pred: mean of predicted values; n: number of simulation units; MAE:
mean absolute error; NME: normalized mean error; NRMSE: normalized root mean square error; EF:
model efficiency; R2: coefficient of determination; PLP: percentage lack of precision; PLA: percentage
lack of accuracy; LDM: liquid dairy manure; MIN: ammonium nitrate; MP: moldboard plow; CP:

chisel plow.
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3.4. STICS Performance in Relation to Climatic Conditions

STICS identified a slight degree of anoxia stress in the majority of cropping years in this
study. This may be due to the soil texture (silty clay), which has a low infiltration capacity,
and the high-intensity rainfall events in the region. Five of the 24 years in the evaluation
dataset were not subject to anoxic conditions (exofac = 0), but they were subject to water
deficit stress. The other years had waterlogged conditions which varied in intensity and
duration depending on the amount and distribution of rainfall over the growing season.
Situations with 0 < exofac < 0.06 were observed for 9 of the 24 years and situations with
0.06 < exofac < 0.14 for 10 of the 24 years. Conditions with 0 < exofac < 0.06 correspond
approximately to years with evenly distributed rainfall throughout the growing season and
close to the average level of rainfall over 31 years of experimentation (317 mm) (Table S1).

Predictions of the variables of interest were better for years with a low waterlogging
index (0 < exofac < 0.06), giving small biases (INME | < 7%), NRMSE values ranging
from 10% to 22%, and high EF, except for NAG (Table 5). Under water deficit conditions,
relatively higher NME values (I NME | > 8%) were obtained for biomass accumulation
variables and lower values for the amount of N in plant shoots and grain. The opposite
was true for conditions with a significant waterlogging index. EF values were negative for
all variables simulated under water deficit conditions. The NRMSE values were greater
when the waterlogging index was high (exofac > 0.06). The other climate variables such as
temperature, GDD, and global radiation varied from year to year but appear not to have
affected the performance of STICS in predicting AGB, GY, NCAGB, NCG, NU, and NAG.

Table 5. Performance evaluation of STICS by waterlogging stress level to predict spring barley
aboveground biomass (AGB), grain yield (GY), N concentration in AGB (NCAGB) and grain (NCG),
plant shoot N uptake (NU), and N amount in grain (NAG). Waterlogging stress was estimated in
STICS by the waterlogging index, denoted exofac, i.e., the fraction of root length that is under anoxic
conditions during the growing season.

Variables n Mean Obs Mean Pred NME NRMSE EF
0.06 < exofac < 0.14

AGB (Mg DM ha=1) 36 44(1.4)* 4.2(0.8) 5 23 0.4

GY (Mg DM ha1) 36 2.7(1.0) 2.7(0.5) -1 26 0.5
NCAGSB (g kg_1 DM) 20 15(2) 17(2) —-14 21 —-1.7
NCG (g 1<g*1 DM) 20 19(2) 21(2) -10 15 -25
NU (kg N ha™1) 20 62.5(13.9) 74.3(7.8) —19 25 -0.3
NAG (kg N ha=1) 20 47.0(14.9) 59.1(6.2) —26 34 —-0.2

0 < exofac < 0.06

AGB (Mg DM ha=1) 40 4.4(1.3) 4.4(0.7) -1 18 0.6

GY (Mg DM ha—1) 40 2.8(0.9) 2.9(0.4) -3 22 0.6
NCAGSB (g kg_1 DM) 36 17(2) 17(1) -1 11 —0.4
NCG (g 1<g*1 DM) 36 20(2) 21(2) —4 10 —0.6

NU (kg N ha™1) 36 67.3(12.0) 71.8(7.3) -7 16 0.1
NAG (kg N ha=1) 36 51.0(10.6) 57.2(5.9) —-12 23 -0.3

exofac =0

AGB (Mg DM ha=1) 20 3.7(0.6) 4.0(0.6) -9 20 —-0.5
GY (Mg DM ha—1) 20 2.4(0.4) 2.6(0.4) -8 19 —-05
NCAGB (g kg~! DM) 12 17(1) 15(1) 17 18 —11.5
NCG (g kg*1 DM) 12 22(1) 18(1) 17 19 -12.3
NU (kg N ha 1) 12 65.7(10.9) 63.9(5.1) 3 18 -0.2
NAG (kg N ha=1) 12 53.1(9.2) 50.9(4.0) 4 18 -0.2

* Mean with SD in parentheses. n: number of simulation units; Mean Obs: mean of observed values; Mean Pred:
mean of predicted values; NME; normalized mean error; NRMSE: normalized root mean square error; EF: model
efficiency.



Agronomy 2023, 13, 2540

18 of 26

4. Discussion
4.1. STICS Calibration for Spring Barley Cultivars Adapted to Climatic Conditions of
Northeastern Quebec

The biomass and plant N uptake of a spring barley cultivar adapted to pedoclimatic
conditions of the Saguenay-Lac-Saint-Jean region (northeastern Quebec) had never been
simulated with STICS. Our results for spring barley confirm that the model can be success-
fully calibrated for a new cultivar and new pedoclimatic conditions such as those found in
northeastern Quebec. This is consistent with the results previously reported for soybean
and spring wheat cultivars [37] as well as for maize cultivars [39].

Although the calibration was based on a limited set of target variables, all of them
measured at the end of the growing season, it significantly improved the simulation of
biomass accumulation and N nutrition for spring barley cultivars grown in silty clay soil at
Normandin. This is consistent with the findings of Guillaume et al. [56] that STICS can be
calibrated without integrating additional observed data from sequential sampling during
the growing season to improve the prediction of crop variables at harvest (e.g., AGB and
GY). However, this is not always the case for other crop models where restricted calibration
can create substantial uncertainty in crop growth predictions [25,28].

Although the calibration procedure should give priority to adjusting parameters by
using direct measurements and data from the literature, this is not always possible, for
many reasons [62]. In this study, crop height and yield component traits were adjusted
according to data found in the literature, and other parameter values were derived from the
sequential optimization performed using observed values. This underscores the importance
of ensuring that the values of the parameters calibrated by optimization are plausible. The
sum of GDD between emergence and physiological maturity obtained during calibration
falls in the range of GDD values (1268 to 1702 °C d) reported for spring barley grown at
three locations in the northern Great Plains of the Canadian province of Alberta (Botha, La-
combe, and Olds) from 1993 to 1996 [11] as well as in the range of values (1250 to 1850 °C d)
reported for barley grown in agricultural area of the western Canadian province of Man-
itoba [70]. The reduction of stlevdrp and stdrpmat is consistent with the shorter growing
season characterizing the study location in northeastern Quebec. In addition, the sum of
GDD required to reach maximum LAl is in line with results from Alberta, where reported
values ranged from 756 to 1109 °C d, depending on site location, year, and cultivar [11].
Furthermore, it is generally expected that post-anthesis RUE (efcroirepro) will be equal to
or lower than pre-anthesis RUE (efcroiveg) since no new leaves are produced after heading
and the photosynthetic activity of existing leaves decreases with age [71,72]. However, Raj
Singh et al. [73] found that RUE for spring barley is not constant throughout the growing
season. It has also been reported that post-anthesis RUE values can be high for six-row
barley under short-growing season conditions: 1.6 to 3.0 g DM MJ ! for pre-anthesis RUE
vs. 2.1to 3.8 g DM M] ! for post-anthesis RUE [74,75]. This higher post-anthesis RUE value
can be attributed to the significant contribution of the cereal spike to photosynthetically ac-
tive radiation interception (PAR) and to grain yield [76-78]. Furthermore, Zhang et al. [78]
suggested that RUE for cereal spike (spike light interception) should be included in crop
models in addition to the RUE derived from leaf light interception in order to capture
the contribution of spike photosynthesis to grain yield and to improve simulation results,
notably in the high yield range. For STICS, the interception of PAR by cereal spikes has not
been explicitly documented.

4.2. STICS Performance

After the calibration using 28 predicted/observed data pairs (7 years x 4 treatments)
of the dataset, the ability of STICS to predict AGB, GY, NCAGB, NCG, NU, and NAG
(Figures 4, 6 and 8) was tested with the remaining 96 predicted/observed data pairs
(24 years x 4 treatments) by regressing field-observed vs. STICS-predicted values using
the standard major axis procedure proposed recently by Correndo et al. [61].
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The NRMSE values for AGB (Figure 4a,b) were low compared to those reported in
previous studies where STICS was used for European spring barley cultivars (NRMSE of
about 25-35%) [23,36]. For GY (Figure 4c,d), the NRMSE values were in the same range as
those obtained by Rotter et al. (2012) (NRMSE = 24%) in northern and central Europe and
by Salo et al. [17] (NRMSE = 10-26%) in southern Finland. For NCG, the NRMSE values of
9% and 14% for calibration and evaluation, respectively, were low compared to the values
obtained by Salo et al. [17] (NRMSE = 13-27%) and Yin et al. [25] (NRMSE > 30%) for spring
barley. Our results for NU prediction were comparable to those reported for spring wheat
grown at three locations in the Mixedwood Plains Ecozone of eastern Canada (Quebec and
Ontario) (NRMSE = 14-20%) [79]. In general, plant N attribute variables are more difficult
to model than plant biomass. The simulation of these variables is closely dependent at the
same time on the simulation of biomass as well as the dynamic of mineral N in the soil,
which is itself the result of multiple simultaneous biotransformation processes that interact
with several other parameters.

With respect to error decomposition, it has been reported that complex models with a
large number of parameters generally tend to have a low systematic error but a large dis-
persion error [80]. In their overall performance evaluation, Coucheney et al. [33] concluded
that STICS errors are mostly related to dispersion error rather than systematic error, and
this is also what we observed in our study.

The annual variability of biomass and N accumulation in plant parts was generally
well captured, with predicted values being close to observed values, even several years after
the start of the simulation. This indicates that STICS performed well in predicting spring
barley production over 31 years in a continuous simulation mode without simulations
being reset each year, which is consistent with the results of previous studies [25,32]. This
was tested for the first time with STICS under northern climatic conditions with a heavy
snow cover every winter. The model’s continuous simulation mode is especially useful
for predicting the effects of climate change, which requires long-term simulations. In
addition, the STICS evaluation showed that all the output variables were well predicted
for the Alyssa cultivar, which has been used since 2015 in the long-term field experiment
(Figures 3, 5 and 7). After a validation step using independent observations from other
sites, the new set of calibrated parameters could be used for other cultivars in northeastern
Quebec with characteristics similar to those of the Chapais and Alyssa cultivars. This
aspect is important, especially since these cultivars are well adapted to the environmental
conditions found in Canada, in both the eastern and western regions [46,81].

Overall, the STICS outputs reproduced the same trends as the observed data for the
various treatments (Table S4). Concerning N sources, higher yields observed for the MIN
than for the LDM treatment in this study contradict some observations that dairy manure
can increase long-term soil fertility. Lafond et al. [45] found that LDM and MIN treatments
can affect barley grain yields differently depending on the cropping system (rotation or
monoculture). The mean predicted AGB and GY values were lower for the LDM treatment
than for the MIN treatment. However, the model overestimated NU and NAG for the LDM
treatment (Figure 7). Although the model predictions of AGB, GY, NCAGB, and NCG for
the LDM treatment in 2011, 2013, and 2014 were poor, the predicted values were close to
the observed values for all the other years (Figures 3 and 5). For the tillage systems, the
predicted values for the MP and CP treatments were comparable (Table S4). As is the case
for most currently available models, the variables and processes simulated by STICS are
still limited to the incorporation and redistribution of residues and nutrients in the soil
down to the tillage depth. Yet, tillage affects soil functioning and, ultimately, crop yield
through multiple processes such as microbial activity and biomass, weed seeds and soil
texture redistribution, as well as soil hydraulic properties [82]. In addition, the differences
in the observed values of some variables such as GY due to the tillage treatments were low
(7%), even if statistically significant (Table 2). The two tillage treatments did not differ in
the observed AGB values.
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4.3. STICS Process-Based Model vs. Statistical Model

Given that the performance metrics from the cross-validation method are equal to the
average of the performance metrics calculated for each of the 5 iterations (5 folds), we can
state that the overall predictive performance of STICS obtained with the 2 datasets was
comparable to that of the mixed model approach for all production attributes variables
(Table 2, Figures 4, 6 and 8). The 2 models, which represent the two extremes of a spectrum
of modeling approaches gave similar good performances although the process-based model
STICS integrates both soil and plant processes as well as agri-environmental conditions.
This is not surprising, since we only used the database from one experimental site. As
well as the great flexibility in the type of input that can be used, the main advantage of the
statistical model is that it relies solely on the data for its parameterization, by minimizing
the difference between observed and predicted values of the training datasets. However,
their results can not be extrapolated to new contexts. On the other hand, process-based
approaches require a significant amount of input data to run, some processes are better
understood than others, and calibration often requires a lot of time before achieving
satisfactory performance predictions. Therefore, the sources of error in a process-based
model can be multiple (model structure, model parameters, uncertainty in model inputs,
uncertainty in evaluation/validation data) [83]. To be applied to broader conditions,
although process-based models are theoretically universal in scope, as they are based on
ecophysiological and biological laws, validation steps with independent data are needed to
see how the model behaves outside the conditions under which it has been calibrated.

4.4. Suggestions to Improve Model Performance

The STICS evaluation indicated that predictions of plant variables were less accurate
when the waterlogging index level was high (Table 5). For example, the large underes-
timation of AGB and GY that occurred in 1996 (Figure 3a,b) was partly due to the large
amount of rainfall in July (200 mm), which induced transitory stress from waterlogging
(exofac = 0.09 during the reproductive stage) that the model captured too intensely in
the AGB growth and GY predictions. This suggests that some plant parameters related
to root, LAI, or biomass growth are sensitive to excess water and, should be adjusted to
improve the simulations under excessive water conditions. The assessment of the soil
water content (at 0-20 cm depth) was carried out with the measured data collected on
the adjacent plots belonging to the experimental set-up under spring barley and forage in
2011, a year characterized by above-average rainfall most of the growing season (402 mm),
showed a very satisfactory soil water content prediction with an excellent NRMSE (9.8%), a
satisfactory EF, and a moderate R? (data not shown). In general, soil water content is one
of the variables that is best predicted by the STICS model [33], and this is also true under
eastern Canadian (Ontario and Quebec provinces) climatic conditions [19,84].

The predicted values of AGB and GY were much greater than the observed values for
the LDM treatment in 2011, 2013, and 2014, but not for the MIN treatment (Figure 3). In
contrast to the other years, STICS failed to reproduce the low observed values of AGB and
GY in the LDM for these three cropping years. The observed AGB and GY values were
the lowest, and the yield gap compared to the MIN treatment was particularly large. It
has been reported that cereal GY in monoculture systems using organic fertilizers is lower
than with a mineral fertilizer due to low N use efficiency [45,85]. Significant differences in
observed AGB and GY values between the MIN and LDM treatments (Table 2, Figure S1)
can also be explained by the proportion of mineral N, the mineralization rate of organic
N in LDM, or poor synchronization of the availability of organic N in the soil for the
critical phases of crop growth [86]. The amount of N applied as organic fertilizer in 2011,
2013 and 2014 was large compared with other years (103, 138, and 123 kg total N ha~!,
respectively, with at least 30% in mineral form), and STICS output showed that predicted
soil mineral N content down to the 100 cm depth was comparable between LDM and
MIN in 2013 and 2014 (Figure S3). It is therefore likely that grain yields were affected and
exacerbated by factors related to biotic pressures, which are not accounted for by STICS.
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The slight NCAGB and NCG underestimations can be explained in part by a dilution
effect due to the strong overestimation of AGB and GY (Figure 3a,b), even though NU
and NAG were overestimated for these years (Figure 7a,b). It would be interesting in
the future to evaluate the model’s performance in simulating spring barley yield and N
plant status in response to contrasting N application rates of a given fertilizer. In this
study, the MIN (70 kg N ha~! yr~1) and LDM (107 kg N ha~! yr~! corresponding to about
40 kg N ha=! yr~! of mineral N) treatments provided an amount of available N to the
crop that differed slightly, taking into account immobilization of mineral N from mineral
fertilizer (on average 15 kg N ha~! yr~!) and net mineralization for the LDM treatment (on
average 9 kg N ha~! yr~1), as predicted by STICS.

To further refine consideration of the effect between MIN and LDM treatment, STICS
could be further improved by taking better account of N supply. In this study, all the
parameters of the model equations used to simulate soil N transformation processes are
model default values adopted for temperate regions. In the absence of measured field data,
the accuracy with which STICS simulates N transformation processes in the soil could not
be assessed. These processes influence the dynamics of soil mineral N and its availability
to plants [21,22]. Previous studies conducted on a sandy loam field near Quebec City
(QC, Canada) cultivated with perennial timothy (Phleum pratense L.) showed that total soil
mineral N was reasonably well simulated, although soil nitrate content was overestimated
during a certain period of the crop cycle [84]. Assessing the ability of STICS to simulate N
transformation processes under spring barley cropping systems in soils from northeastern
Quebec province should be included in future studies. This lack of soil measurement data
and the absence of observations from a different (independent) site constitute the main
limitation of this study.

In 2005 and 2010, predicted NCAGB and NCG values were lower than the observed
values for all treatments (Figure 5). Rainfall was significantly below the 31-year average
for these two years, with only 176 and 179 mm of cumulative rainfall during the cropping
period, respectively (Table S1). The crop was under water stress and STICS predicted low
NU values (Figure 7a). Drought is known to affect the acquisition of nutrients by roots
and their transport to shoots, resulting in reduced N uptake and plant N in barley [87,88].
STICS thus exaggerates the depressive effect of water stress on N nutrition. A study of
spring wheat at three sites in the Mixedwood Plains Ecozone of eastern Canada showed
that the model’s performance was sensitive to the amount of rainfall during the growing
season [79]. It showed that the model’s performance was better when rainfall was close to
normal in the early growing season.

Field data during the growing season (e.g., AGB and NCAGB) that could be used
in the calibration procedure would help to further improve the prediction of AGB, GY,
NCAGB, NGY, NU, and NAG. This would also make it possible to assess and adjust the
prediction of NU during the crop vegetative stage and N remobilization/uptake during the
grain filling period, as well as the effects of possible N stress. Kherif et al. [89] stated that the
performance of soil-crop models refers not only to the overall accuracy of model predictions,
but also to the ability of models to capture the temporal dynamics of plant and soil variables.
The verification of LAI dynamics which plays a key role in predicting plant biomass
accumulation and the validation of the critical N dilution curve parameters for spring barley
may also be required to predict AGB and NU more precisely. Morissette et al. [40] concluded
that using cultivar-specific N dilution curves instead of the default curve improves STICS
performance and is essential for adequately predicting the N cycle of potato growing
systems. To our knowledge, no critical N dilution curve for spring barley grown in
agricultural soils from the six provinces of eastern Canada (New Brunswick, Newfoundland,
Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, Quebec, and Ontario) has been established or at least
validated to date. The default critical N dilution curve parameters used in this study are
those proposed by Zhao [51] for winter barley from data obtained in China. For wheat, a
specific critical N dilution curve was developed for spring wheat in Canada, which differed
from the reference curve used for winter wheat in Europe [90]. For maize, the critical N
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dilution curve established in France was found to be valid in several agricultural sites
within the province of Quebec [91], although Jégo et al. [92] have proposed a specific critical
N dilution curve for Canada using the Bayesian approach for data analysis.

5. Conclusions

This study enabled us to calibrate STICS for spring barley cultivars grown on gleysolic
soil under the climatic conditions (continental cold and humid climate) of Saguenay-Lac-
Saint-Jean (northeastern Quebec). The STICS calibration procedure required the adjustment
of cultivar parameters in particular, thus confirming the genericity of most plant parameters
defined in STICS. Good agreement was obtained between annual observed and predicted
values of AGB, GY, NCAGB, NCG, NU, and NAG during 31 years of spring barley mono-
culture, although there was a greater dispersion for the plant N attributes. STICS also
reproduced the trends of observed values effectively with different tillage systems and
N sources applied at the locally recommended N rates. Model errors were generally due
to dispersion error rather than systematic error, indicating that the model was correctly
parameterized. Although the simulation results for the spring barley grown at the studied
experimental site were satisfactory, they could be improved with additional data, particu-
larly data obtained during the growing season to capture the temporal dynamics of plant
and soil variables. The validation of the STICS predictions for the temporal dynamics of
spring barley growth and N uptake in response to various crop management approaches
and contrasting soil types is also needed using observations from independent datasets
obtained from different sites. Our results will serve as the basis for future studies aimed at
understanding and quantifying long-term changes in C and N fluxes in cropping systems
with spring barley in the same site and experimental set-up.
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mdpi.com/article/10.3390/agronomy13102540/s1. Table S1. Weather data during the cropping period
of spring barley recorded at the Normandin and the Saint-Prime weather station of Environment
Canada. Table S2. Key cropping practices and measurements at harvest of the 2 spring barley
cultivars. Table S3. Performance of STICS with default parameters and newly calibrated parameters
to predict spring barley aboveground biomass, grain yield, N concentration in aboveground biomass
and grain, plant shoot N uptake, and N amount in grain. Table S4. Mean of field-observed and
STICS-predicted values for aboveground biomass, grain yield, N concentration in aboveground
biomass and grain, N uptake by plant, and N amount in grain as affected by N source type and tillage
system. Figure S1. Aboveground biomass, grain yield, N concentration in aboveground biomass, N
uptake by plant, and N amount in grain as affected by N source type or tillage system. Figure S2.
Scatterplots showing the trend in field-observed spring barley aboveground biomass and grain yield
as a function of N source type. Figure S3. STICS-predicted soil mineral N content down to 100 cm
depth over 31 years according to management system.
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