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Abstract: The societal and economic benefits of ecosystem services are both immense and multi-
faceted. To holistically quantify the contribution of pollinators to agriculture requires measuring
multiple indices of crop production beyond crop yield. Here, we conduct a field-based hand pol-
lination experiment to measure the effects of self and outcross pollen on fiber yield and quality in
conventionally managed cotton crops. First, we determine how different pollination treatments
affect specific indices of fiber yield and fiber quality, including fiber length and fineness. Second,
we investigate the suggested tradeoff between fiber yield and quality. We find that flowers receiv-
ing outcross pollen produce larger, heavier bolls than either self-crossed or non-crossed flowers.
However, contrary to expectation, flowers of different treatments are indistinguishable in terms of
fiber quality. Overall, we find that pollination treatment has no discernable effect on either fiber
length or fiber fineness. Understanding the contribution of ecosystem services across multiple axes
provides growers with information concerning potential tradeoffs or synergies, and offers insight
into management decisions.
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1. Introduction

Ecosystem services are processes through which natural systems support human
life [1]. The societal and economic benefits of these services are both immense and multidi-
mensional. Ecosystem services include, but are not limited to, climate regulation, biomass
production, water supply and purification, pollination, and the provision of habitat [2–7].
Long recognized for their importance [8], ecosystem services are increasingly appreciated
for their multi-faceted nature [9]. For example, while agricultural ecosystems are managed
to optimize crop yield as food, fiber, or fuel, they also contribute a variety of supporting
and regulating services, including soil fertility and habitat provision [10,11]. As a result,
measuring the entirety of services provided by agricultural systems requires quantifying
services beyond a single metric.

One particularly complex but vital ecosystem service is animal pollination. Pollination
is critical for more than 80% of all flowering plant species [8,12] and can impact fruit set
across a variety of traits, including fruit size [13], shape [14], and chemical composition [15].
Roughly two-thirds of the world’s most agriculturally important crops include cultivars
that depend on animals to set maximum yield [16,17]. Although the positive effects of
animal pollination have been shown in many food crops [18], the influence of pollination
service on other economically and culturally important dimensions of agriculture, such as
fuel and fiber crops, have received relatively less attention.

All plants experience tradeoffs in resource allocation, such as between competition
and defense [19,20] or between growth and reproduction [21,22]. Likewise, plants in agri-
cultural ecosystems can experience tradeoffs between crop yield and crop quality. For
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example, increased kernel number in maize can lead to smaller kernel size [23,24], maximiz-
ing tomato yield may reduce fruit quality [25], and greater yearly yields in perennial crops
may decrease crop longevity [26]. Tradeoffs may be especially evident in fiber crops, where
indices of fiber quality and yield are known to vary widely within and between plants [27].

Fiber crops, including cotton, kenaf, jute, flax, and hemp, are grown for the produc-
tion of fiber for textiles, cordage, and filling. A number of early studies on fiber crops
documented a tradeoff between fiber quantity and quality, with those cultivars producing
the most fiber also exhibiting the lowest quality [28–33]. Although much of the mod-
ern agricultural production of fiber is oriented toward increasing fiber quantity, a major
component of profitability, these crops are also valued for the quality of their fiber [34].
Advances in spinning technology have created a demand for long, fine fibers in the textile
industry. Longer fibers enable higher spinning speeds, whereas stronger fibers reduce
breakage and allow for faster and more efficient processing, increasing the overall value of
end products [35,36].

Cotton is the most economically valuable fiber crop in the world. Prized for its soft-
ness and breathability, cotton is worth over USD 8 billion in the U.S. alone [37]. While
the crop occupies only 2.1% of the world’s arable land, it meets 27% of the world’s textile
needs [38,39]. Previous work in Upland cotton (Gossypium hirsutum L.) has shown that
despite being a self-compatible species, pollination by insects can increase yield [40–42].
Specifically, hand pollination experiments revealed that cotton flowers receiving extra out-
cross pollen (from a different plant) produced significantly heavier bolls with more seeds
than treatments receiving ambient pollination service or self-cross (from the same plant)
pollen [41]. Though well-recognized as a major component of crop profitability, the rela-
tionship between pollination service and cotton fiber quality remains largely unquantified.

In this study, we investigated the potential for a pollination-mediated tradeoff between
crop quantity and quality in the widespread and economically important cotton agroe-
cosystem. First, we predicted that outcross pollination would contain a higher quantity of
fiber than other groups, while the no-pollination treatment would contain a higher quality
fiber than either the self or outcross treatments. Second, we examined the potential for
resource investment tradeoffs across pollination treatments, and hypothesized that bolls
with higher fiber quantity would have lower fiber quality. To examine these predictions,
we measured cotton fiber quantity and quality produced in hand pollination experiments
in 12 conventionally managed cotton fields across the Texas Gulf Coast, USA.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study System

In 2014, we conducted hand pollination experiments in 12 cotton fields along the Gulf
Coast of South Texas (28.847913, −96.892975–−28.303701, and −97.381612, Figure 1) [41].
In addition to cotton, the South Texas region is also cultivated with sorghum, corn, and
soybean (total agriculture is 55% of the landscape) [43]. The remainder of the region
comprises cattle ranching, low-density developed areas, and natural areas. Cotton field
sites were between 2 and 86 km apart, and were planted with conventionally managed
cotton within three weeks of one another in late February 2014. Cotton was grown under
similar management regimes (in terms of chemical applications, as described by growers)
and planted with either Phytogen or Delta Pine cultivars.

2.2. Hand Pollination Experiment

To isolate the role of self and outcross pollen in fiber quantity and quality, we con-
ducted a hand pollination experiment in each of the 12 cotton field sites. Early in the
flowering season (13–15 June), 30 virgin flowers were covered with lightweight white
organza bags that excluded pollinators and were randomly assigned to one of 3 treatments:
closed (C), closed self-cross (CS), and closed outcross (CO), for a total of 10 flowers per
treatment per site. Throughout anthesis, closed (C) flowers remained bagged, whereas
closed self-cross flowers (CS) were bagged and supplemented with self-cross pollen from
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the same flower, and closed outcross (CO) flowers were bagged but received pollen from
donor plants within a 10 m radius of the focal plant [41]. We consistently used flowers on
nodes three through five and floral positions one and two as variation in floral position can
alter resulting lint quantity and quality [44]. All pollination treatments were implemented
between the hours 08:00 and 13:00, when cotton flowers are most receptive [40]. Cotton
blooms remained covered until flowers were no longer receptive (2–3 days), after which
bags were removed and bolls were left to mature for six weeks in the field. Once mature,
bolls were hand-collected and processed.
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2.3. Fiber Processing

To test the effects of hand pollination treatments, we measured four indices of fiber
quantity and quality. To assess fiber quantity, seed cotton, which includes both lint and
seeds, was manually removed from cotton bracts and measured as seed-cotton weight
(grams) in the lab. The number of seeds per boll was estimated by counting the number of
firm seeds per boll locule, or section, and multiplied by the number of locules per boll (3–5).
To assess quality, fiber was first removed from seeds by hand and then analyzed via the
Advanced Fiber Information System (AFIS) at the Cotton Phenomics Laboratory Fiber and
Biopolymer Research Institute at Texas Tech University, which involves aero-mechanical
fiber processing followed by electro-optical sensing and high-speed microprocessor-based
computing [45]. Although the tests offer a wide range of quality indices, we focused on two
of the most economically important: fiber length and fineness. Fiber length was measured
as the average length of fiber in three randomly selected subsamples from each boll. Fiber
fineness (weight per unit length), was measured as the average number of millitex (mTEX)
for three randomly selected subsamples from each boll.

2.4. Statistics

To investigate our first hypothesis, concerning the relationship between pollination
service and our four indices of cotton quantity and quality, we first used a Shapiro test to
check for a normal distribution of response variables, followed by ANOVA and Tukey’s
HSD tests to determine if differences between hand pollination treatments (C, CS, and
CO) were significant at the alpha = 0.05 level. Second, to investigate possible resource
investment tradeoffs between cotton fiber quantity and quality, we used generalized linear
mixed-effects models (GLMMs) using hand pollination treatment (C, CS, and CO) as a
random effect, fiber quantity (seed-cotton weight and seed number/boll) as non-collinear
explanatory fixed effects, and fiber quality (fiber length and fineness) as response variables.
Models were investigated using the glmer function in the R Statistical package lme4 [46].

3. Results
3.1. Fiber Processing

Across all treatments, the seed-cotton weight ranged from 3.47 g to 7.0 g per boll
(average = 5.2 g, SE = 0.03 g). The number of seeds per boll ranged from 18 to 35
(average = 27 seeds, SE = 0.12 seeds). Fiber length ranged from 2.2 to 3.04 in (Average = 2.8 in,
SE = 1 in), and fiber fineness ranged from 165 to 224 mTEX (Average = 200 mTEX,
SE = 0.32 mTEX).

3.2. Statistics

Investigating our first prediction concerning the effect of pollination service on cotton
fiber quantity and quality, our ANOVA and Tukey tests indicated that flowers receiving
outcross pollen produced heavier bolls with more seeds than flowers receiving either no
pollen or self-cross pollen (Table 1, Figure 2a,b). However, pollination service had no effect
on fiber quality in terms of fiber length or fineness (Table 1, Figure 2c,d).

Investigating our second prediction concerning the relationship between cotton fiber
quantity and quality, our generalized mixed linear models found no tradeoff between
measures of seed-cotton weight and fiber length (Table 2, Figure 3a), or between measures
of seed-cotton weight and fiber fineness (mTEX) (Table 2, Figure 3b). Lastly, we also found
no relationship between the number of seeds per boll and our two measures of fiber quality
(Table 2). ANOVA and Tukey’s HSD statistics were used to compare responses between
treatments. Significance is shown with letters.
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Table 1. ANOVA models summarizing statistical differences of seed-cotton weight, seeds/boll, fiber
length, and fiber fineness between hand pollination treatments (closed (C), closed self-cross (CS), and
closed outcross (CO)).

Df Sum Sq Mean Sq F Value p Value

Seed-Cotton
Weight (g)
Treatment 2 32.05 16.023 82.98 <0.001
Residuals 33 6.37 0.193

Seeds/Boll
Treatment 2 368.2 184.09 22.75 <0.001
Residuals 33 267 8.09

Fiber Length (in)
Treatment 2 1.25 0.627 0.196 0.823
Residuals 33 105.73 3.204

Fiber Fineness
(mTEX)

Treatment 2 28 14.19 0.096 0.909
Residuals 33 4891 148.22
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Table 2. Mixed linear models summarizing the relationship between fiber length and fiber fineness
as a function of seed-cotton weight and number of seeds per boll. Model uses treatment (C, CS, CO)
as a random effect, fiber quantity (seed-cotton weight and number of seeds per boll) as fixed effects,
and fiber quality (fiber length and fineness) as response variables.

Estimate Std. Error df T Value p Value

Fiber Length (in)
Intercept 1.111019 0.085632 33 12.974 <0.001

Seed-cotton weight (g) −0.016764 0.021525 33 −0.779 0.442
Number of seeds

per boll 0.003094 0.005294 33 0.585 0.563

Fiber Fineness
(mTEX)
Intercept 204.9357 13.4956 33 15.185 <0.001

Seed-cotton weight (g) 3.5867 3.3923 33 1.057 0.298
Number of seeds

per boll −0.8429 0.8343 33 −1.01 0.320
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Figure 3. Correlation plots showing the lack of relationship between (A) seed-cotton weight (g) and fiber length (in) and (B)
seed-cotton weight (g) and fiber fineness (mTEX).

4. Discussion

In this study, we focused on the most valuable fiber crop in the world, cotton, and
demonstrated that while pollination treatments had significant effects on seed-cotton
weight and the number of seeds per boll, treatments had no effect on the indices of fiber
quality (fiber length or fineness). Our results also demonstrate that fiber quality was not
negatively correlated with fiber quantity in our system. In other words, we found no
tradeoff between the measures of fiber quality and quantity, as we had initially predicted.

The impact of pollination on fiber quantity reflects the important economic contribu-
tion of pollinators in our system. We observed a 1.5-fold increase in seed-cotton weight
between flowers excluded from outcross pollen (closed treatment) and those receiving an
abundance of pollen from nearby plants (closed outcross treatment) [41]. As cotton pollen
is known to be too heavy to move between flowers without an insect vector [40,47], our
results suggest that if insect pollinators were lost from the region entirely, growers would
suffer a 36% decrease in seed-cotton produced by weight in the region. In South Texas,
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where cotton covers ~10,000 acres and is worth approximately USD 600 per acre, 36% of
fiber loss would translate to USD 216/acre, or USD 2.1 million regionally [41].

Our study is among the first to investigate the influence of pollination on cotton
fiber quality, of which we found no effect. Prior to marketing, fiber quality is evaluated
and compared with industry standards. Fiber not meeting quality standard is subject to
value deductions, which result in a reduced price paid per pound of lint or may even be
deemed untenable and un-marketable. Potential losses in fiber quality can have devastating
economic effects. As of 2020, 15% of cotton grown in the state of Texas is considered
untenable due to low-quality fiber, an estimate slightly higher than the national average of
14% [48]. If methods were developed to increase fiber quality in this region, growers may
see values increase by up to USD 90/acre, or USD 0.9 million regionally. Our finding that
outcross pollen has no negative effect on fiber quality is a boon to minimizing losses due to
low quality, untenable fiber.

Although classic studies of plant resource investment indicated that tradeoffs exist
across fruit and seed traits in many crops, we did not document them here. Our find-
ings indicate that tradeoffs between fiber quantity and quality may not be mediated by
pollination, but may be mediated by other forces, such as water availability, nutrients, or
irradiance [49]. Working in a relatively small region, with minimal geographic and abiotic
variation, our sites were planted and hand pollinated within a few days of one another.
As a result, our pollination treatments were exposed to nearly identical abiotic factors
throughout their development. Treatment flowers were in similar node and floral positions
on each plant [44], and because each boll was sampled three times at random for fiber
quality, we accounted for variation in quality within each boll. As such, our experimental
treatments were likely less influenced by biotic and abiotic factors. Ideally, future research
may manipulate abiotic factors such as water availability, soil nutrients, and temperature,
and would target whole-plant yield rather than the measure of a single boll per plant, as we
did here. Our results may also reflect the superior breeding of cotton cultivars which have
been developed since the 1970s and 1980s to improve fiber yield and increase consistency
in fiber structure [50]. The modern cultivars used in our study are full-season varieties with
high yield potential and have been specifically bred to have 90% fiber uniformity within
boll and between plants.

Overall, we showed that the application of outcross pollen, while increasing seed-
cotton weight and the number of seeds per boll, had no detectable negative effects on
indices of fiber quality (either length or fineness). This is particularly important information
as the quality of cotton fiber affects the value of each pound of lint produced. Effective
economic markets require accurate measures of both the quantity and quality of the goods
and services being traded. Ideally, growers can manage for and measure the value of
ecosystem services in terms of both the increased quantity of goods as well as potential
changes in quality. These measures will allow growers to make well-informed management
decisions to promote both crop quantity and quality, and will also provide opportunities
for growers to consider and respond to changes of market value and demand.
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