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Abstract:



The productivity of the approximately 11 million ha of loblolly pine plantations in the southeastern USA could be threatened by decreased water availability in a future climate. To determine the effects of sustained drought on leaf gas exchange, whole-tree water use, and individual tree growth, we examined the response of loblolly pine trees to 100% throughfall exclusion cumulatively spanning the sixth and seventh growing seasons of a plantation in southeastern Oklahoma. Throughfall exclusion reduced volumetric soil water content for 0–12 cm soil depth from 10.8% to 4.8% and for 12–45 cm soil depth from 24.2% to 15.6%. Compared to ambient throughfall trees, leaf water potential of the throughfall exclusion trees became more negative, −0.9 MPa vs. −1.3 MPa for predawn measurements and −1.5 MPa vs. −1.9 MPa for midday measurements. Throughfall exclusion did not significantly reduce leaf gas exchange or tree water use. However, throughfall exclusion significantly reduced leaf biomass by 21% and stem volume growth by 23%. These results indicate that sustained drought may cause downward shifts in leaf quantity to conserve water rather than reducing leaf-level water use.
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1. Introduction


Planted pines account for 19% of all forests in the southeastern USA [1] with loblolly pine (Pinus taeda L.) plantations accounting for over 50% of these pine plantations [2]. Therefore, loblolly pine plantations are important sources of productivity that could be threatened by decreased water availability in years to come [3,4]. Atmospheric CO2 is increasing and changes in temperature and precipitation regimes are expected to impact the southeastern USA [3]. Increases in intensity and more irregular occurrences of precipitation events across the region are predicted, with no change to total annual precipitation. However, greater rainfall intensity and increased number of dry days between events may increase runoff, reducing soil water availability [4]. Increases in mean annual temperature by the end of this century are predicted to be between 2.5 and 4.0 °C for this region [4]. Increases in temperature cause greater vapor pressure deficit (VPD) and evapotranspiration, thus increasing the potential for tree water stress [5,6]. Therefore, the combined effects of increased temperature and decreased soil water availability are predicted to increase the frequency and severity of drought [3,4]. This is especially important for the western edge of the loblolly pine range, which already experiences higher growing season temperatures and VPD than the more eastern part of the range [7].



Reduced water availability decreases tree growth and can ultimately lead to mortality, depending on the longevity and severity of drought events [8,9,10]. During recent years, drought has been linked to widespread tree mortality events [11,12,13]. During drought, reduced stomatal conductance or stomatal closure is one of the earliest tree responses [14], which reduces net photosynthesis and subsequently growth [9,15]. During longer or more intense droughts, structural modifications can occur, such as reductions in leaf area or leaf biomass [8,15,16]. In a loblolly pine stand in southeastern Oklahoma, it was found that leaf biomass production was reduced in drier years compared to years when water availability was more abundant [17].



Leaf area or leaf biomass is commonly studied because it is an important determinant in tree-level water use and carbon gain. Trees with a greater quantity of leaves typically have greater total transpiration than trees with a smaller quantity. Failure to reduce transpiration rates during drought can harm trees by leading to dehydration and injury, or possibly death [8]. Changes in stomatal conductance are associated with changes in leaf specific hydraulic conductance [18], indicating that with increasing leaf area or biomass, reductions in stomatal conductance are essential in order to avoid leaf water potentials that might cause cavitation [19]. During drought, early abscission of leaves can occur which reduces shoot water loss and helps conserve resources [20]. Water stress can lead to early abscission in loblolly pine and shift peak needle fall up to two months earlier [17].



Effects of long-term drought [21,22,23] and induced drought [24,25,26,27] on tree mortality and survival have been documented for numerous species [13,28,29,30]. However, research on the effects of drought on loblolly pine has focused on seedlings [15,31,32,33], short-term natural drought [34,35,36], or induced moderate drought [37,38,39,40,41]. During short-term, natural drought or induced, moderate drought (removal of 30% of throughfall), loblolly pine typically exhibit more negative water potentials and respond by reducing stomatal conductance to avoid water loss [15,38,42]. We currently lack an understanding of how sustained, more severe droughts will impact the physiology and productivity of loblolly pine.



The objective of this study was to determine the effects of sustained drought on leaf gas exchange, whole-tree water use, and individual tree growth. To accomplish this objective, we examined the response of individual, mid-rotation (ages 6–7) trees to 100% throughfall exclusion. Our central hypothesis was that sustained elimination of throughfall would cause more negative leaf water potentials and decrease leaf gas exchange, tree water use, leaf biomass, and tree growth. Further, we hypothesized that leaf gas exchange would be the most pronounced change such that water use per sapwood area would be much lower with throughfall elimination. Determining the effects of sustained drought is important for understanding physiological and structural responses as well as mechanisms that contribute to acclimation and survival.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Study Site


The study took place from March 2013, through September 2014, which spanned the sixth and seventh growing seasons of a loblolly pine stand near Broken Bow, Oklahoma (34°01′47″ N, 94°49′23″ W) (~157 m above sea level). Soils had 3 to 8 percent slopes and consisted of Ruston series (Fine-loamy, siliceous, semiactive, thermic Typic Paleudult). These soils are characterized as very deep, fine sandy loam typical for forests on the uplands of the western and southern Coastal Plain [43]. Mean annual precipitation for Broken Bow, OK, since stand establishment (January 2008) was 1313 mm, with the greatest average monthly precipitation occurring in May (151 mm) and the least occurring in August (79 mm). Annual mean, average maximum, and average minimum temperatures for Broken Bow, OK since stand establishment were 16.0 °C, 23.2 °C, and 9.3 °C [44].



Site preparation prior to planting included 680 g·ha−1 of Chopper® (27.6% imazapyr, 72.4% inert ingredients) (BASF Corporation, Florham Park, NJ, USA) plus 2.8 L·ha−1 of glyphosate (53.8% active ingredient, 46.2% other) applied in August 2007 followed by a prescribed burn in October 2007. In November 2007, the site was subsoiled along the contour to depths of 51 to 61 cm using a D8 Caterpillar dozer and subsoiling shanks (Caterpillar Corporate, Peoria, IL, USA). In January 2008, the site was planted at an approximate spacing of 2 m × 3 m (~1650 trees·ha−1) with improved Western Gulf Tree Improvement Cooperative 1-0 bare-root seedlings originating from a mix of half-sib families. In March 2008, a mix of 420 g·ha−1 of Arsenal® (27.6% imazapyr, 72.4% inert ingredients) (BASF Corporation, Florham Park, NJ, USA) and 175 g·ha−1 of Oust Extra® (56.25% Sulfometuron methyl, 15.0% Metsulfuron methyl, 28.75% other) (E.I. Du Pont De Nemours and Company, Wilmington, DE, USA) was applied for woody plant and herbaceous weed control.




2.2. Experimental Design


The study was a randomized complete block design consisting of five blocks. Each block consisted of two trees (10 trees total), one each of 100% throughfall exclusion (TE) and ambient throughfall treatments (TA) (Figure 1). Within the stand, this experiment was located where trees had relatively uniform height and diameter at breast height (DBH) and soils were presumed consistent. The location was along a broad ridge (approximately 50 m wide) in an effort to minimize subsurface water flow and increase chances of above- and subsurface water flow away from treatment blocks. To prevent root expansion beyond treatment areas, all 10 trees were trenched. Trenches were excavated to approximately 60 cm. A 2 × 3 m rectangle representing the growing space of each stem was trenched around each treatment tree. Trenches between rows were excavated with a ride-on trencher (Ditch Witch RT40, Perry, OK, USA) and trenches between across rows were excavated with Zahn walk-behind trencher (Ditch Witch R150, Perry, OK, USA). Trenches were lined with 6 mil heavy duty plastic polyethylene (BLUE HAWK LF, LLC, Mount Mourne, NC, USA) and back-filled with soil. Competing vegetation was chemically eliminated using directed sprays of glyphosate (2% a.i., Roundup®, Monsanto Company, St. Louis, MO, USA) from March 2013 through the remainder of the study.


Figure 1. Diagram of study site showing treatment design and block layout for 100% throughfall exclusion (TE) and ambient throughfall (TA) treatments.
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The TE treatment consisted of 3.7 m by 2.7 m excluders built around each tree (Figure 2). Excluders were installed in February 2013 and were built of lumber and covered with clear 6 mil heavy duty plastic polyethylene (BLUE HAWK LF, LLC, Mount Mourne, NC, USA). Covers were monitored and replaced as needed. Excluders were approximately 1.1 m in height at the tree sloping to approximately 0.8 m to allow precipitation runoff and air flow to circulate underneath. Excluders extended approximately 0.3 m beyond the trenches. Branches below excluders were removed to prevent shading of the soil surface and potential damage to excluder covers. Stemflow was diverted onto excluders by securing cone shaped polyethylene around the tree above excluders. Excluders were designed the same way for TA trees to minimize possible microclimate differences beneath excluders between treatments. Openings were cut into the polyethylene to allow throughfall to reach the soil for TA treatments.


Figure 2. (a) Photograph of individual excluder during construction and (b) photograph of excluders following completion of construction at the study site in southeastern Oklahoma.
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2.3. Environmental Variables


Climate variables were measured on site using meteorological sensors mounted at the top of a tower located in an opening within the stand. Sensors included a CS215 air temperature and relative humidity probe (Campbell Scientific, Logan, UT, USA) and a TR-525M remote tipping bucket precipitation sensor (Texas Electronics, Inc., Dallas, TX, USA). Data were recorded every 15 min using a CR1000 data logger (Campbell Scientific, Logan, UT, USA). Data gaps from sensor malfunctions or power outages were backfilled using data from the Broken Bow, OK (34°02′35″ N, 94°37′27″ W) Oklahoma Mesonet environmental monitoring station via data request from the Oklahoma Climatological Survey. Vapor pressure deficit (VPD, kPa) was calculated from relative humidity and temperature measurements based on published protocols [45]. Mean monthly daytime VPD was determined by averaging daily 15-min VPD calculations between sunrise and sunset times for Broken Bow, OK (Astronomical Applications Department, U.S. Naval Observatory).




2.4. Volumetric Soil Water Content


Volumetric soil water content (VWC) was measured by time domain reflectometry (TDR) using a 1502C metallic TDR cable tester (Tektronix, Inc., Beaverton, OR, USA) taken every seven to ten days during the sixth growing season and every four to six weeks during winter months and throughout the seventh growing season. Beneath each excluder, one pair of vertical, stainless steel rods for 0–12 cm, 0–45 cm, and 0–90 cm soil depths were installed on the south side of the tree approximately 0.3 m apart and 0.6 m from the base of the tree. All measurement depths per tree were measured each sampling round.




2.5. Physiology


Measurements of leaf gas exchange were conducted from March 2013 through September 2014. Measurements were conducted bi-weekly during the 2013 growing season and every four to six weeks during the winter months. For 2014, measurements were conducted approximately every four weeks during the growing season and every six to eight weeks during the winter months. All measurements were taken using an LI-6400 portable photosynthesis system (LiCor Inc., Lincoln, NE, USA). Measured variables included net photosynthesis (Pnet), stomatal conductance (gs), and intercellular CO2 concentration (Ci). Leaf gas exchange was measured on all trees (10 total). For each tree on each measurement date, two fascicles were sampled that developed in full sun in the upper third of the tree on the south side. Needles were collected by hand in 2013 and by a pole pruner in 2014. Fascicles from the first flush of 2012 were measured from March to July 2013 while the first flush of 2013 was measured from August 2013 to July 2014 and the first flush of 2014 was measured from August 2014 through September 2014. Within sampling dates, measurements were taken between 1300 and 1500 h.



During leaf gas exchange measurements, photosynthetic photon flux density (1800 μmol·m−2·s−1) and reference CO2 concentration (400 μmol·mol−1) were held constant inside the leaf chamber. For the majority of measurements, relative humidity (Rh) within the chamber (2 × 3 cm) was not controlled and fluctuated with ambient conditions. All-sided leaf area in the cuvette was calculated based on measuring the radius of one needle per fascicle using a scale loupe. Specific leaf area of foliage used for gas exchange measurements was calculated by drying and weighing the foliage from the cuvette and calculating the ratio between area/weight. Samples for midday leaf water potential (ΨL) measurements were collected in unison with leaf gas exchange measurements. Samples for predawn leaf water potential (ΨL) were collected from the same canopy location as those for midday ΨL. Measurements of predawn ΨL were conducted the mornings before leaf gas exchange measurements between 400 h and 600 h, finishing at least 30 min before sunrise. Midday ΨL and predawn ΨL were measured using a PMS 600 pressure chamber (PMS, Instrument Corp., Corvallis, OR, USA).



Stable carbon isotope ratio (13C/12C) and nitrogen concentration were determined for the foliage used for leaf gas exchange measurements. For each tree, foliage was grouped by foliage cohort and dried at 60 °C for at least 48 h before measurement. Measurements were conducted at the Texas A&M University Stable Isotopes for Biosphere Science Laboratory using an ECS 4010 CHNSO analyzer (Costech Analytical Technologies, Inc., Valencia, CA, USA) coupled with Thermo Conflo IV and Thermo Delta V Advantage stable isotope mass spectrometer (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Inc., Waltham, MA, USA). Relative to the reference material, Pee Dee Belemnite, the 13C/12C ratios of the samples were normalized and expressed in delta (‰) units.




2.6. Peak Foliage Mass


Sampling was conducted on 20–21 August 2015 to capture peak leaf biomass for the 2015 growing season (i.e., both the 2014 and 2015 foliage cohorts). At that point, a small portion of the lower foliage in the 2014 cohort had senesced and that senescence was mostly associated with the death of lower branches from canopy shading. As this measurement was semi-destructive, we waited until we had completed the experiment. As a result, leaf biomass data are for the 2014 and 2015 cohorts while leaf gas exchange and tree water use data are for 2013 and 2014. Treatments were maintained for the entirety of 2015.



For each tree, the diameter at insertion (2 cm from the main stem) for all live branches was measured up to a height of 5.5 m. One branch per whorl was randomly selected and harvested with hand clippers and foliage was separated into the 2014 and 2015 cohorts, placed in paper bags, dried at 60 °C for at least 48 h, and weighed. For whorls higher than 5.5 m, one branch per whorl was harvested with a pole pruner and its diameter measured. The diameters of the remaining branches were estimated by eye (from less than 1.5 m away) based on the measured diameter of the harvested branch and the relative size difference of the attached branches. Foliage from the main stem was not measured. When a fork occurred (two of ten trees), the smaller of the forks was harvested and all foliage from the fork was collected.



The relationship between branch diameter squared (BD2) and foliage biomass was determined for each tree and foliage cohort separately. Based on these relationships, the lowest 0 to 3 whorls (depending on the tree) were excluded from each regression analysis because the lowest whorls had disproportionately low leaf biomass per BD2 due to shading effects. These lowest branches had developed to support previous cohorts. After removing the lowest branches from the analysis, the results were linear relationships between foliage biomass and BD2. The average r2 was 0.63 and 0.67 for 2014 and 2015 foliage cohorts, respectively.



To estimate the leaf biomass of each tree and cohort, the leaf biomass of the non-harvested branches was estimated using the regression relationships, and the foliage biomass of all branches was summed. For lower branches in whorls that were not included in the regression analysis, the biomass of harvested branches was added to the total, and the biomass of non-harvested branches was estimated relative to the harvested branch for that whorl (i.e., (diameter squared of unharvested branch/diameter squared of harvested branch) × leaf biomass of harvested branch). For the two trees with forks, forks were not included in the regression analysis and the foliage biomass of the fork was included in the total.




2.7. Growth


Tree size was measured in February 2013 prior to treatment application (following the fifth growing season), in January 2014 (following sixth growing season), and in January 2015 (following seventh growing season). Measurements included DBH and height. DBH was measured using a diameter tape. Height was measured prior to treatment application and following the sixth growing season using a height pole. Height was measured following seventh growing season using a hypsometer (Laser Technology, Inc., Centennial, CO, USA). DBH, height, and volume growth [46] were determined from the difference in successive dormant season measurements.




2.8. Water Use


Sap flow density was measured using thermal dissipation probes (TDPs) that consisted of 19 gauge 38.1 mm stainless steel hypodermic needles that were cut to 20 mm in length [47] and constructed in the tree physiology laboratory at Oklahoma State University. Probes were inserted beneath excluders on the north side of each tree. Probe height ranged from 0.73 m to 0.42 m above the ground. All trees contained one probe set (total 10 probe sets). All probes were initially inserted in February 2013. Probes were wrapped with reflective insulation to minimize thermal gradients. Probes were monitored through weekly data downloads and screened for malfunctions and errors. Malfunctioning probes were replaced by new probes in the same tree at least 25 mm from the original location. New probes were not expected to provide the same readings as original probes due to variation in sapwood conductivity [48,49], and each replacement was treated as a separate probe. Therefore, the actual number of probes in the study varied in the analysis based on the number of replacements.



The temperature differential between the upper probe (heated at a constant 0.2 watts) and lower probe (unheated) was measured every two minutes beginning from initial probe insertion and recorded by a data logger (model CR1000, Campbell Sci., Logan, UT, USA). Data from March 2013 through September 2014 are presented. Sap flux was calculated according to [50] by solving the flow index (K) using Equation (1):


K = (∆Tmax− ∆T)/∆T



(1)




where ∆Tmax is the maximum temperature difference established between the heated and non-heated probes at zero flux and ∆T is the temperature difference between heated and non-heated probes at a given sap flux density and using K to calculate sap flux velocity (V) (see Equation (2)):


V = 0.000119 × K1.231(m·s−1)



(2)




V was converted to sap flux (see Equation (3)):


Js = SA × V (m3·sec−1)



(3)




where SA is sapwood area in m2. Finally, these instantaneous measurements were converted to units of sap flux in liters per day. Sapwood area for all trees in this study was assumed to be the cross sectional area at probe height minus bark thickness, due to the fact that the trees were eight years old at the end of the experiment, which is younger than the age when heartwood development begins in loblolly pine [51]. This was confirmed by coring five dominant sized trees in the plantation, outside the measurement plots.




2.9. Statistical Analysis


For all measurements, treatment effects were analyzed using repeated measures analysis (Proc Mixed, SAS Inc., Cary, NC, USA) with block as a random factor and treatments as fixed factors and the autoregressive 1 (AR1) covariance structure. When there was a significant interaction involving year, treatment effects within year were tested using the SLICE statement in Proc Mixed. Daily tree water use was summed per week for analysis. Growth data was square root transformed to homogenize variance among trees. Each tree was an experimental unit (n = 5) and treatment effects were considered significant at p < 0.1.





3. Results


3.1. Environmental Variables


Mean monthly average temperature was greatest in August in 2013 (26.1 °C) and 2014 (25.4 °C) and lowest in December (4.3 °C) in 2013 and January (4.5 °C) in 2014. Overall mean monthly temperature for the measurement period (March 2013–September 2014) was 16.7 °C (Figure 3a). Mean monthly daytime VPD was greatest in August in 2013 (1.41 kPa) and 2014 (0.92 kPa) and lowest in December in 2013 (0.25 kPa) and 2014 (0.17 kPa). Overall mean monthly daytime VPD for the measurement period was 0.77 kPa (Figure 3b). Annual precipitation was 1190 mm in 2013 and 1046 mm in 2014. In 2013, the greatest monthly precipitation occurred in July (216 mm) and least occurred in August (8.1 mm). In 2014, the greatest monthly precipitation occurred in July (182 mm) and least occurred in August (11 mm). Total precipitation over the measurement period was (1982 mm) (Figure 3c).


Figure 3. Mean monthly (a) air temperature; (b) mean monthly daytime vapor pressure deficit (VPD); and (c) total monthly precipitation for 2013 and 2014.
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3.2. Volumetric Soil Water Content


Throughfall exclusion reduced VWC from 0–12 cm soil depth except for dry periods when VWC also decreased in the TA treatment, causing treatment differences to compress (Table 1) (Figure 4). Across the measurement period, throughfall exclusion reduced VWC 0–12 cm soil depth by approximately one half, averaging 4.8% ± 1.5% (averaging ± SE, same below) for the TE treatment and 10.8% ± 2.9% for the TA treatment. Similar to VWC from 0–12 cm soil depth, throughfall exclusion reduced VWC from 12–45 cm soil depth except for dry periods when VWC also decreased in the TA treatment (Table 1, Figure 4). Across the measurement period, VWC of the TE treatment was reduced by approximately one third compared to the TA treatment, averaging 15.7% ± 2.9% for the TE treatment and 24.2% ± 3.1% for the TA treatment. Throughfall exclusion had little effect on VWC from 45–90 cm soil depth. A date x treatment interaction for VWC from 45–90 cm was caused by changes in the rank of treatment means (Table 1, Figure 4). Average VWC from 45–90 cm across the measurement was 27.4% ± 2.8% and 26.0% ± 2.8% for the TE and TA treatments, respectively. Over the last week of October 2013 and first week November 2013, the site received 213 mm of precipitation which is greater than 2.5 times the average monthly precipitation across the study period (73 mm). The intense precipitation over a short period of time caused a recharge in VWC at all depths across both treatments (Figure 4). However, the TE treatment maintained significantly lower VWC than the TA treatment.


Figure 4. Mean volumetric soil water content (%) between 0–12 cm, 12–45 cm, and 45–90 cm in response to 100% throughfall exclusion (TE) and ambient throughfall (TA) treatments. An asterisk (*) above the data represents dates that treatments are significantly different (p < 0.1 (n = 5)). Pre-treatment (PT) represents measurements before treatment application.
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Table 1. Statistical significance for the effects of date and throughfall exclusion (TE) on volumetric soil water content (VWC) from 0–12 cm, 12–45 cm, and 45–90 cm for the entire measurement period (2013–2014).







	

	
VWC 0–12 cm

	
VWC 12–45 cm

	
VWC 45–90 cm






	
Date

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001




	
TE

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001

	
0.07




	
Date × TE

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001

	
0.01











3.3. Peak Foliage Mass


Averaged across the 2014 and 2015 foliage cohorts, throughfall exclusion decreased foliage mass by 21% (Table 2, Figure 5a). While the foliage biomass was greater for the 2015 than the 2014 foliage cohort, treatment effects were consistent within years (Table 2). Average foliage mass for both years combined was 3550 ± 226 g for the TA treatment and 2806 ± 232 g for the TE treatment. Throughfall exclusion did not significantly affect peak foliage mass per unit sapwood area (Table 2) nor was there a significant interaction between throughfall exclusion and year (Table 2, Figure 5b).


Figure 5. (a) Peak foliage mass and (b) peak foliage mass per unit sapwood area for the 2014 and 2015 foliage cohorts in response to 100% throughfall exclusion (TE) and ambient throughfall (TA) treatments. Error bars represent standard error of treatment means (n = 5).
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Table 2. Statistical significance for the effects of year and throughfall exclusion (TE) on peak foliage mass, peak foliage mass per unit sapwood area, stable carbon isotope (δ13C), nitrogen concentration of the foliage, total height growth, total diameter at breast height (DBH) growth, and total volume growth for the measurement period (2013–2014).







	

	
Peak Foliage Mass

	
Peak Foliage Mass Per Sapwood Area

	
ΨL

	
δ13C

	
N

	
Height

	
DBH

	
Volume






	
Year

	
0.004

	
0.004

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001

	
0.01

	
0.0001

	
0.005

	
<0.0001




	
TE

	
0.047

	
0.60

	
<0.0001

	
0.34

	
0.64

	
0.49

	
0.28

	
0.13




	
Year × TE

	
0.50

	
0.81

	
0.02

	
0.72

	
0.17

	
0.91

	
0.72

	
0.28











3.4. Physiology


Leaf-level Pnet, gs, and Ci varied by sampling date (Table 3) and followed similar trends. Throughfall exclusion marginally increased gs (Table 3) (Figure 6b) by 12% on average. Throughfall exclusion did not significantly affect leaf-level Pnet (Table 3) (Figure 6a) or Ci (Table 3) (Figure 6c). The interaction between sampling date and throughfall exclusion was not significant for leaf gas exchange variables (Table 3). Throughfall exclusion (Table 3) caused more negative predawn ΨL following the second measurement date once the TE treatment began to take effect (Table 3, Figure 7a). Excluding the first two measurement dates, the differences were 34% on average. Throughfall exclusion caused more negative midday ΨL, with the effects increasing over the course of the experiment (Table 3, Figure 7b). On dates where throughfall exclusion was significant for midday ΨL, the differences were 23% on average. Across all dates, throughfall exclusion decreased midday ΨL by 17%. δ13C varied by year (Table 2). Throughfall exclusion did not significantly affect δ13C. Average δ13C was −29.38‰ ± 0.18‰ for the 2012 cohort, −29.69‰ ± 0.16‰ for the 2013 cohort, and −30.40‰ ± 0.14‰ for the 2014 cohort. As with δ13C, foliar N varied by year (Table 2). Throughfall exclusion did not significantly affect foliar N. Average foliar N was 9.82 ± 0.44 mg·g−1 for the 2012 cohort, 10.06 ± 0.49 mg·g−1 for the 2013 cohort, and 10.95 ± 0.39 mg·g−1 for the 2014 cohort. Throughfall exclusion did significantly increase specific leaf area of measured foliage, from 121.9 ± 11.3 cm2·g−1 for the TA treatment to 128.9 ± 10.5 cm2·g−1 for the TE treatment (p = 0.001).


Figure 6. (a) Mean leaf-level net photosynthesis; (b) mean stomatal conductance; (c) intercellular CO2 in response to 100% throughfall exclusion (TE) and ambient throughfall (TA) treatments. Error bars represent standard error of treatment means (n = 5).
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Figure 7. (a) Mean predawn leaf water potential and (b) mean midday leaf water potential in response to 100% throughfall exclusion (TE) and ambient throughfall (TA) treatments. An asterisk (*) above the data represents dates that TE effect is significant. Error bars represent standard error of treatment means (n = 5).
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Table 3. Statistical significance for the effects of date and throughfall exclusion (TE) on leaf-level net photosynthesis (Pnet), stomatal conductance (gs), intercellular CO2 (Ci), predawn leaf water potential (ΨL), midday leaf water potential (ΨL), whole-tree water use (WU), and whole-tree water use per sapwood area (WUSA) for the entire measurement period (2013–2014). Bold values indicate significance at p < 0.1.







	

	
Pnet

	
gs

	
Ci

	
Predawn ΨL

	
Midday ΨL

	
WU

	
WUSA






	
Date

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001




	
TE

	
0.64

	
0.09

	
0.12

	
<0.0001

	
<0.0001

	
0.22

	
0.45




	
Date × TE

	
0.17

	
0.24

	
0.78

	
0.0002

	
0.04

	
0.99

	
0.85











3.5. Water Use


Weekly whole-tree water use (WU) and water use per sapwood area (WUSA) varied by sampling date (Table 3) and followed similar trends. Throughfall exclusion reduced WU by 12% on average, but this difference was not significant (Table 3, Figure 8a). Throughfall exclusion increased WUSA by 6% on average, but this difference was not significant (Table 2, Figure 8b). There was no date by treatment interaction for WU (Table 3) or WUSA (Table 3).


Figure 8. (a) Mean weekly total whole-tree water use and (b) mean weekly total water use per sapwood area in response to 100% throughfall exclusion (TE) and ambient throughfall (TA) treatments (n = 5).
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3.6. Growth


Before treatment application, mean tree height, DBH, and volume were 4.6 ± 0.6 m, 6.8 ± 0.8 cm, and 0.012 ± 0.002 m3 for the TE treatment and 4.7 ± 0.4 m, 6.9 ± 0.8 cm, and 0.012 ± 0.002 m3 for the TA treatment, respectively (Figure 9a–c). Throughfall exclusion did not significantly affect total height growth (Table 2) or DBH growth (Table 2). Throughfall exclusion reduced volume growth by 28% (Table 2, Figure 9c). All measures of growth were greater for 2014 compared to 2013 (Table 2). Throughfall exclusion showed trends of reduced total height and DBH growth across the entire study period.


Figure 9. Total (a) height growth; (b) DBH growth; and (c) stem volume growth for 2013 and 2014 in response to 100% throughfall exclusion (TE) and ambient throughfall (TA) treatments. Error bars represent standard error of treatment means (n = 5).
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4. Discussion


We hypothesized that sustained throughfall elimination would cause more negative leaf water potentials and decrease leaf gas exchange, tree water use, leaf biomass, and tree growth, with effects on leaf gas exchange the greatest. In support of our hypothesis, 100% throughfall exclusion for two growing seasons led to reduced VWC and more negative predawn and midday ΨL. In turn, these effects of long-term drought caused a reduction in foliage mass. However, long-term throughfall exclusion did not significantly reduce leaf-level gas exchange or whole-tree water use. Given the lack of gas exchange and water use response, the net effect of long-term throughfall exclusion was to cause moderate, sustained water stress. Severe drought stress was avoided by roots accessing water below 45 cm soil depth where soil moisture was available or by upward movement of deeper water through capillary action. Although reduced foliage biomass of the throughfall excluded treatments did not significantly reduce water use, it did reduce potential water use and possibly altered the root:shoot ratio. The net effect of the reduction in leaf biomass was that when the relationship between water use and leaf biomass was calculated as annual water use per leaf biomass for 2014, both the TE and TA treatments had similar values of 1.01 and 0.99 L·g−1, respectively.



In our study, throughfall exclusion caused a large sustained decrease in predawn and midday ΨL. Compared to throughfall reduction experiments on planted pine, both predawn and midday ΨL of the TE treated trees were more negative in our study than reported in previous research [37,38]. Mean predawn ΨL of the TE trees in our study reached levels more negative than those previously reported for planted loblolly pine during natural drought [34,35,36] but midday ΨL did not quite reach midday values previously reported [36,52]. Predawn ΨL reflects plant water status after a time of recovery with stomata closed while midday ΨL is affected by transpiration rate as controlled by VPD and stomatal conductance. Our midday ΨL of the TE trees could have been less negative than some of those reported because natural droughts often occur during periods of very high evaporative demand or because the trees originating from the Western Gulf region might close their stomata sooner in response to water stress than seed sources from further east in the range.



The excluders were effective at eliminating throughfall. However, deeper soil moisture (45–90 cm depth) did not show a decline. This was probably due to a combination of lower rooting density at that depth and subsurface movement of deeper soil water. In loblolly pine, greater than 95% of root biomass is in the top 60 cm of the soil of both dry and wet soils [53,54], with 70% to 80% commonly located in the top 20 cm of soil [55] and the majority of absorptive roots within the top 15 cm of the soil [51]. While deeper roots are less common, roots accessing the more available, deeper soil water may have been able to prevent more severe drought stress. Subsurface water moves from areas of higher soil water potential to areas of lower soil water potential. Even though we trenched down to 60 cm, lined the trench with plastic, and placed the site on a ridge, lateral soil water movement may have occurred, keeping VWC from 45–90 cm soil depth similar throughout the duration of the study. The net effect was that although we eliminated 100% of throughfall, the treatment we imposed probably represented sustained, moderate drought stress rather than severe drought stress sufficient to cause mortality. This differs from other situations where a fraction of throughfall is removed [56], in that the surface soil layers never recharged with 100% exclusion treatment. Because of access to deeper soil water, this study failed to establish conditions sufficient to simulate extreme drought which might occur under warmer climate conditions with more sporadic precipitation.



Rather than causing stomatal closure and a reduction in leaf-level gas exchange, the sustained drought treatment caused a downward shift in leaf biomass. Morphological changes such as reduced leaf area or biomass can occur in some tree species in response to drought over longer time scales [16,57], while short-term and/or less severe drought cause stomatal closure without affecting foliage mass [57]. If converted to a leaf area basis, the higher specific leaf area of the TE treatment decreases the treatment effects from a 21% reduction on a leaf biomass to a 14% reduction on a leaf area basis.



Trees can employ different strategies during drought, ranging from water-conserving behavior known as isohydric regulation to a riskier, less conservative strategy known as anisohydric regulation [10,58]. Isohydric species reduce stomatal conductance as soil water decreases and the demand for water in the atmosphere increases during drought conditions, maintaining relatively constant midday leaf water potential. In contrast, anisohydric species allow midday leaf water potential to decline as soil dries during drought, thus maintaining stomatal conductance and CO2 assimilation [10,58,59]. Trees experiencing long-term, persistent drought in our study did not maintain leaf water potentials or reduce stomatal conductance, which could indicate an anisohydric response strategy to long-term drought conditions. Part of what may have allowed the TE treatment trees to maintain physiological function at more negative water potentials could have been due to osmotic adjustment.



In our study, throughfall exclusion reduced foliage mass by 21%, which is consistent with the effects of severe or sustained drought. Current-year loblolly pine needles are influenced by conditions during the previous two years [60]. In comparison, a recent study conducted in the same stand, but different area found that a more moderate reduction in throughfall of approximately 30% decreased leaf area index by 8.5% [61]. Similarly, a 12% reduction in foliage mass from throughfall reduction in an 18-year-old loblolly pine plantation in Louisiana was reported [37]. While we expect that the direct effects of soil moisture deficit had the major influence over leaf development, reduced soil water content could have reduced nutrient turnover and availability in the soil which could have slowed leaf biomass development. However, no differences in foliar nitrogen occurred between treatments.



Reductions in VWC often result in reduced stomatal conductance to conserve water, subsequently reducing leaf-level photosynthesis and growth in loblolly pine [9,15]. This is consistent with recent loblolly pine throughfall reduction studies [37,38,41], as well as drought induced experiments on piῆon pine (Pinus edulis) and juniper (Juniperus monosperma) [24,27]. For loblolly pine under water stress, Ci (a surrogate for water use efficiency) has been found to decrease [15,41,62]. In contrast, 100% throughfall exclusion in this study increased gs and the lack of differences in leaf-level Pnet, Ci, and δ13C in our study could be due to a combination of the significant reduction in peak foliage mass and an anisohydric response to the consistent reductions in VWC in 0–45 cm soil depth. The increases in gs for TE trees compared to TA trees but not leaf-level Pnet could be from non-stomatal limitation to water stress such that higher gs was necessary to maintain Pnet. Mesophyll conductance has been recognized as being more sensitive to water stress than gs [62,63], which may have triggered such a tradeoff.



Throughfall exclusion did not significantly reduce WU or WUSA in our study which contrasts with recent loblolly pine throughfall reduction studies measuring WU [61] and stand-level transpiration [39,40]. The lack of effect of throughfall exclusion on WU or WUSA in the current study is consistent with our leaf gas exchange results. There were nonsignificant trends of lower WU and higher WUSA in the throughfall exclusion treatment, especially during the summer, which is consistent with reduced foliage mass. Our relatively low sample size may have limited our ability to detect significant effects. In contrast, the increased gs in the TE treatment could be increasing WU even though foliage mass was reduced, as water use is highly responsive to leaf quantity and gs [64,65].



Given no differences in leaf-level Pnet, reduced tree stem volume growth of the TE treatment was probably related to reduced leaf development as there is a direct correlation between leaf quantity and growth in loblolly pine [66,67]. Growth in 2014 was much greater than 2013 probably due to trenching and resultant damage to root systems immediately before the 2013 growing season. Reduced latewood production has been found to be proportional to the amount of cross-sectional root area severed [68]. For our site, in the same location but separate from this study, three trees were 100% excluded but not trenched. Mean volume growth for the 2013 growing season for these excluded, non-trenched trees was 40% greater than trees in the TE treatment and 30% greater than trees in the TA treatment.




5. Conclusions


Our results indicate that 100% throughfall exclusion surrounding individual trees decreased soil moisture, reduced leaf water potentials, reduced foliage biomass, and decreased stem volume growth. However, contrary to our initial hypothesis, 100% throughfall exclusion did not reduce leaf-level gas exchange or water use. Rather, 100% throughfall exclusion trees avoided stomatal closure while reducing foliage biomass. In turn, stomatal conductance maintained water use without reaching leaf water potential values low enough to cause permanent damage. These results indicate that loblolly pine on similar sites under sustained, moderate drought change their water conserving strategies and make morphological changes in regards to reduced leaf biomass in order to maintain productivity while avoiding severe and potentially fatal levels of water stress. During sustained, consistent moderate drought, morphological water conserving strategies rather than physiological acclimations were more important for avoiding severe and potentially fatal levels of water stress for loblolly pine on similar sites.
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