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Abstract: Short-rotation woody crops have maintained global prominence as biomass feedstocks for
bioenergy, in part due to their fast growth and coppicing ability. However, the water usage efficiency
of some woody biomass crops suggests potential adverse hydrological impacts. Monitoring tree
water use in large-scale plantations would be very time-consuming and cost-prohibitive because it
would typically require the installation and maintenance of sap flux sensors and dataloggers or other
instruments. We developed a model to estimate the sap flux of eastern cottonwood (Populus deltoides.
Bartr. ex Marsh.)) grown in bioenergy plantations. This model is based on adjusted vapor pressure
deficit (VPD) using Structural Thinking and Experiential Learning Laboratory with Animation
(STELLA) software (Architect Version 1.8.2), and is validated using the sap flux data collected from a
4-year-old eastern cottonwood biomass production plantation. With R? values greater than 0.79 and
Nash Sutcliffe coefficients greater than 0.69 and p values < 0.001, a strong agreement was obtained
between measured and predicted diurnal sap flux patterns and annual sap flux cycles. We further
validated the model using eastern cottonwood sap flux data from Aiken, South Carolina, USA with a
good agreement between method predictions and field measurements. The model was able to predict
a typical diurnal pattern, with sap flux density increasing during the day and decreasing at night for
a 5-year-old cottonwood plantation. We found that a 10% increase in VPD due to climate change
increased the sap flux of eastern cottonwood by about 5%. Our model also forecasted annual sap flux
characteristics of measured cycles that increased in the spring, reached a maximum in the summer,
and decreased in the fall. The model developed here can be adapted to estimate sap flux of other
trees species in a time- and cost-effective manner.
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1. Introduction

Fossil fuel consumption has been strongly tied to various sources of environmental
degradation. Climate change, in particular, is attributed in part to CO, emissions, and this
issue has motivated continuing efforts to identify sustainable alternatives to fossil fu-
els [1-4]. Various types of biomass have been identified as renewable bioenergy feedstocks
of global significance [4-9]. Algae, agronomic crops, grasses, trees, municipal wastes,
and other biological materials can be sourced for biomass, and biomass can be converted
to solid, liquid, or gaseous fuels to yield energy for industrial, commercial, and domestic
uses. The US Department of Energy is promoting an increased usage of biofuels in the
United States by targeting the creation of a biomass supply of 1 billion dry tons per year by
2030 [4].
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Tree and shrub cultivation in short-rotation (2-15 years) provides for high-yielding
bioenergy feedstock production. Over the past several decades, researchers have refined
improvements in short-rotation tree and shrub species such as eastern cottonwood (Popu-
lus deltoides Bartr. ex Marsh.), willow (Salix spp. L.), and eucalyptus (E. globulus Labill.) by
selecting for rapid growth, pest tolerance, and site suitability [10,11]. Eastern cottonwood
is a fast-growing poplar and one of the largest native North American broadleaf trees [12].
Eucalyptus is among the fastest growing hardwood plantation species utilized around the
world. Its suitability to plantation culture is driving current research and development
towards application to large-scale biomass production in the southern United States [11,13].
Shrub willows have been selected for short-rotation intensive culture in the northeastern,
north—central, and mid-Atlantic regions of the United States [14].

There are, however, concerns about the water use of trees in short-rotation bioenergy
systems, especially in regard to the potential adverse environmental impacts of excessive
water use [15-19]. Scott and Lesch [20] reported a 90 to 100% reduction in stream flow for
eucalyptus and a 40 to 60% reduction in stream flow for pines (Pinus spp. L.) in the first
8 years or so after planting. Morris et al. [21] studied water use in the eucalyptus plantations
of southern China and noted that annual water use by these plantations is about 550 mm,
but potential annual water use could reach 865 mm where soil water was not limiting.
Flanagan et al. [19] used the eddy covariance measurement of evapotranspiration (ET) to
estimate water use in a riparian cottonwood ecosystem in Alberta, Canada. They found a
comparatively high water use driven by relatively warm summer temperatures and high
vapor pressure deficit ((VPD) which is the difference between the amount of moisture in
the air and the maximum (saturated) amount of moisture the air can hold) and supported
by sufficient availability of alluvial groundwater. In regard to VPD, Weih [22] reported
that fast-growing hybrid willows are generally more sensitive to water stress and have
lower water use efficiency than slower-growing wild clones. Though the studies cited
above provide valuable insights into water use by trees in short-rotation bioenergy systems,
the long-term, continuous, and real-time monitoring of water use by trees in biomass
production plantations has rarely been conducted.

Sap flux measurement is currently the most widely used method for assessing indi-
vidual tree water use. Its advantages include a well-established technology, the ability to
continuously monitor trees for lengthy time periods, and the fact that instrumentation does
not modify the ambient environment [23,24]. However, for commercially sized biomass
production plantations, it would be very time-consuming and costly to install and maintain
a sufficient number of sensors and dataloggers to accurately and continuously assess tree
water use with real-time resolution. Therefore, there is a need to develop practical and
reliable methods for estimating tree water use in intensively managed short-rotation woody
crop systems.

This problem may be addressed with an understanding of the relationships between
sap flux and its driving environmental variables [24-29]. Hogg et al. [25] compared the sap
flux and eddy flux of water vapor in a boreal deciduous forest and found that the sap flux
response lagged behind eddy flux measurements by about 1 hour diurnally—presumably
because of water storage within the trees. Nadezhdina [26], who studied sap flux in apple
trees (Malus domestica Borkh.) over one growing season, found correlations to the diurnal
patterns of leaf water potential, air temperature, relative humidity, and solar radiation.
Wilson et al. [27] compared forest evapotranspiration with sap flux, VPD, soil water budget,
and eddy covariance. Reasonably good agreement was observed between sap flux and VPD
as well as sap flux and eddy covariance based on annual data. Liu et al. [29] studied the
sap flux of sawtooth oak (Quercus acutissima Carruth) and china-fir (Cunninghamia lanceolate
(LAMB) Hook.) relative to photosynthetically active radiation (PAR), air temperature,
relative humidity, VPD, precipitation, and soil water content. Significant linear correlations
were found between sap flux and PAR, air temperature, and VPD, but not soil water
content. These studies establish mechanistic relationships between tree water flux and
certain environmental variables based on the response of stomata to environmental drivers,
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but most of the reported relationships were obtained using annual data that provided low
correlation coefficients. Diurnal sap flux patterns are typically not distinctly parallel to
the diurnal patterns of environmental variables. Therefore, it is difficult and inaccurate to
simply predict diurnal sap flux directly from environmental variables.

Climate change is a natural phenomenon. However, anthropogenic activities such as
fossil fuel burning, industrial pollution, deforestation, and population growth have greatly
accelerated greenhouse gas emissions and resulted in extremely abnormal climate change
patterns [30]. Climate change over the last several decades has been linked to atmospheric
water vapor content increase, precipitation pattern shifts, snow cover reduction and ice
melt, and surficial hydrological cycle changes [30]. Lasch et al. [31] investigated the impacts
of short-rotation coppice plantation with aspen (P. tremula L.) in Eastern Germany under
changing climate conditions. These authors found that the aspen plantations contributed
to regional CO, mitigation and carbon sequestration, but had negative on the regional
water budget due to climate change. Griffiths et al. [32] reviewed the environmental effects
on short-rotation woody crop production. They cited long-term water use, C dynam-
ics, and soil quality studies as being needed to evaluate the potential effects of climate
change. Currently, our understanding of climate change effects upon the sap flux of eastern
cottonwood in short-rotation plantations is basically unknown.

The goal of this study was to develop a novel model for estimating diurnal and
annual sap flux of trees in short-rotation biomass production plantations associated with
climate change impacts. To accomplish this goal, we based our model on adjusted VPD
using Structural Thinking and Experiential Learning Laboratory with Animation (STELLA)
software, and used eastern cottonwood as the plantation tree species. We investigated
the relationship between adjusted VPD and eastern cottonwood sap flux to address the
following objectives: (1) establish a model using diurnal patterns and annual cycles of
adjusted VPD to predict those of measured eastern cottonwood sap flux; (2) validate
the model using an independent sap flux dataset collected from sensor measurements;
and (3) apply the model to predict eastern cottonwood sap flux in the absence of measured
sap flux data under a changing climate. It should be noted that we approached the problem
of predicting sap flux with the variable VPD because VPD data are easy to obtain from local
weather stations, and sap flux tends to follow VPD more closely than other environmental
variables such as air temperature and PAR. The model developed here provides a new
paradigm for estimating the sap flux of trees in short-rotation bioenergy plantations in a
time- and cost-effective manner.

1.1. Study Site

This work is based on sap flux measurements collected at a biomass production
plantation located near Hollandale, Washington County, Mississippi, US (see Figure 1).
The plantation was established in 2012 to study eastern cottonwood and black willow
(S. nigra L.) biomass production under several planting densities and harvest regimens.

The plantation is situated on a site with Sharkey clay soil that is poorly drained, and the
site was previously used for rice (Oryza sativa) production. For this study, we instrumented
six representative eastern cottonwood trees (each 3 years old) with a planting density of
1m x 1m and a plot area of 1.01 hectare, with 2 cm long laboratory made heat dissipation
type sensors [33] to collect sap flux measurements from September 2015 to September 2016.
One constructed sensor pair consists of a reference and heated sensor, each containing
thermocouples within hypodermic needles. Each sensor was installed radially in the
xylem of each tree at a height of 120 cm, where the diameter at breast height (DBH) was
measured. The sensors were about 10 cm apart vertically, and the immediate area of
the stem was covered with insulated aluminum shielding that prevented solar radiation
from impacting readings. All sensors were connected to a CR1000 datalogger and AM
16/32/B multiplexer (Campbell Scientific Inc., Logan UT, USA) and the instrumentation
was powered by rechargeable marine deep cycle batteries connected to a solar panel
(Figure 1b). The system was programmed to measure voltage differences between sensors
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corresponding to thermocouple temperature differences every 30 s, and data were averaged
every 30 min. As water flows through the xylem, it cools the heated sensor relative to
the reference sensor and, therefore, temperature differences between sensors can be used
to infer sap flux rates. Collected data were transmitted to an office computer through
a wireless carrier (Verizon Inc.). This real-time system enabled periodic monitoring for
malfunctions and quick troubleshooting. Meanwhile, time series VPD data with the same
collection interval (i.e., every 30 min) were downloaded from an on-site weather station
(https:/ /www.hobolink.com). Missing data from the on-site station were replaced with
data from the nearest weather station, which was located about 40 km north of the study
site (https:/ /www.wunderground.com/history /airport/KGLH/). The VPD data were
calculated using the following formula [34]:

75T,
Dy = {1 - (%)} %6107 % 10575 Toir 1)
where Dy, is the vapor pressure deficit (Pa), RH is the relative humidity (%), and T, is
the air temperature (°C). Differences in sap flux sensor temperature were converted to
sap flux densities (g/m?/s) with the widely accepted empirical equation developed by
Granier [33] using the software program Baseliner version 4. Data were scaled to the tree
level (g/s) with DBH measurements on the assumption that the entire cross-sectional area
was conductive sapwood.

Sap flux Sensor Data
Measurement Logger

Wireless Transmission
and Real-Time Display in
every 30 Seconds

Figure 1. A short-rotation woody crop plantation used in this study near Hollandale, Mississippi,
USA (a) and real-time monitoring of sap flux from eastern cottonwood using the sensor-datalogger
system (b).


https://www.hobolink.com
https://www.wunderground.com/history

Climate 2021, 9, 22

50f17

1.2. Adjusted VPD and its Correlation with Sap Flux

The measured hourly sap flux and VPD over the study period illustrated that the high-
est diurnal peaks for these two variables were not aligned (Figure 2a). That is, the highest
peaks for hourly sap flux occurred mostly in the summer, whereas the highest peaks for
hourly VPD were observed in the early fall. Analysis of hourly measured sap flux and
VPD over the one-year study period (Figure 2b) revealed a very weak relationship between
these variables (R? = 0.263). Further examination of measured sap flux and VPD at diurnal
scales in spring, summer, and fall (there are no leaves in winter) revealed the following
three distinct patterns (Figure 3): (1) sap flux peaked around 10:00 a.m. under normal
conditions; (2) peak VPD typically lagged about 3 hours behind peak sap flux; and (3) sap
flux maintained a constant value close to zero from 9:00 p.m. at night to 6:00 a.m. the
next morning, while VPD remained above zero during the same period. Based on these
observations, unadjusted diurnal VPD would be unsuitable for predicting diurnal sap flux.
However, VPD could be adjusted to develop a stronger correlation with sap flux.

6000 —
< Sap flux VPD
E o
= (a) £
B3 4000 - - 4000 2
3 =
E ©
F [+
4 2
- 2000 A L 2000 g
- 2
=
©
Q
E D I 0

10/23/2015 1/21/2016 4/20/2016 7/19/2016 10/17/2016 1/15/2017

6000

y=0.3918x + 508.63 (b)
R?=0.2631

4000 -

2000

Measured sap flux (g/m2/h)

0 1000 2000 3000 4000 5000
Measured VPD (Pa)

Figure 2. Time series plots of the measured sap flux and the measured vapor pressure deficit

(VPD) (a) and their correlation (b) for eastern cottonwood in a biomass production plantation near
Hollandale, MS, USA.

We employed the following eight steps (Figure 4) to adjust measured VPD and develop
a mathematical relationship between sap flux and adjusted VPD.

1.  Measured VPD was shifted about 3 hours ahead so that diurnal VPD peaks corre-
sponded to diurnal sap flux peaks (Figure 5). Such adjustment is needed for a better
prediction of sap flux behaviors using VPD. The 3-hour time shift ahead was only for
this study site and could be varied with sites and tree species.

2. VPD was adjusted to a minimum value at night. This adjustment was necessary

because eastern cottonwood sap flux was typically lowest from 9:00 p.m. at night to
6:00 a.m. the next morning.

3. Measured VPD was increased by a factor of 2.4 at 10:00 a.m. so that the adjusted

VPD peak was coincident with measured sap flux. The adjustment factor “2.4” was
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estimated from our experimental data, and this value can be changed for different
tree species or sites.

Spring dates (4/22/2016 to 4/26/2016)

6000 6000
= e
E ——Sap flux —\VPD Fg.
o= =
22 4000 - - 4000 2
x =
= =
o —_
g a
- 2000 4 - 2000 H
£ =
E
@O
= o . . v T o
o 24 48 72 96 120
Hour
Summer dates (7/22/2016 to 7/26/2016)
—= 6000 6000
——
E Sap flux —VPD ;E_‘
~ —_—
=L =y
= 4000 A F 4000 o
= =
n—= o
g 5
= 2000 I 2000 ®
= @
2 =
-]
L)
= o (o]
120
Hour
Fall dates (9/22/2016 to 9/26/2016)
= 6000 6000
-~
E Sap flux —VPD -
28 a
3 4000 - 4000 o
< =
o
g 3
B 2000 - 2000 3
2 ™\ ]
] \ =
@ ]
=
o — o
120

Hour

Figure 3. Diurnal sap flux and VPD as measured on selected spring, summer, and fall dates for
eastern cottonwood in a biomass production plantation near Hollandale, Mississippi, USA.

4. A correction factor was imposed to adjust the annual cycle of VPD to match the annual
sap flux cycle. This correction factor (F) was calculated with Equation (2) below.

F:l.l*EXP((O.C%)* (t;ﬁf) )

where t is the hour of year, § is a time constant that specifies the hour of year when
maximum sap flux occurs (5100 h in this example), and « is a constant characterizing the
shape of the annual sap flux cycle (1500 in this example). This constant was obtained from
measured annual eastern cottonwood sap flux.

5. VPD was adjusted to near zero for the dormant season. Our measurements confirmed
no sap flux during the late fall, winter, and early spring months when the deciduous
eastern cottonwood bores no leaves.

6.  We assumed soil water availability did not limit sap flux based on our field observa-
tions during the study period.

7. Regression analysis was used to develop a function to predict measured sap flux from
adjusted VPD. Equation (3) below was developed for this study.

—0.0006 * VPD?

qupflow = 5E—08x%VPD] adjusted 3)

adjusted
+2.5167 % VPDggjustea—16.45
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where Q is the sap flux (g/m?/h) and VPDygjusteq is the adjusted VPD (Pa). A detailed
discussion of Equation (3) is provided in the Results and Discussion Section.

8.  Because eastern cottonwood sap flux is affected by age (which is correlated to DBH),
we accounted for the age effect with Equation (4):

Fage — 0.03860'0431DBH (4)

where Fg is the age factor and DBH (cm) increases as time elapses. Equation (4) was
developed from data reported by Schaeffer et al. [35], who measured the sap flux and DHB
of eastern cottonwood growing in the San Pedro River system of southeastern Arizona.
Combining Equations (3) and (4) yields the following equation:

djusted
ang}sloiu = (1 + Fﬂgé’) . qupflow (5)

where ngﬁjii is the age-adjusted sap flux (g/m?/h). Equation (5) is used to predict

age-adjusted eastern cottonwood sap flux in this study.

Procedures to Predict Sap
Flux Using Adjusted VPD

Compare the measured
sap flux and VPD data

il

Adjust the measured diurnal VPD
peaks or valleys to match those of
the measured sap flux

It

Impose a correction factor to
match the annual cycles of VPD
and sap flux

4

Predict sap flux from the
adjusted VPD using the
regression equation

i

Develop a STELLA-based model to
implement the above procedures

U

Validate the predicted sap flux
using field measured data

Figure 4. A flowchart showing the procedures used to develop a Structural Thinking and Experiential
Learning Laboratory with Animation (STELLA)-based model for predicting sap flux using the
adjusted VPD.



Climate 2021, 9, 22

8of 17

Spring dates (4/22/2016 to 4/26/2016)

— 6000 6000

o

,E ——Sap flux ——\PD =

3 a

x 4000 - - 4000 o

= o

a >
-

2 8

® 2000 | - 2000 3

a3 =

a <

L'}

=

0 L) L] IA- L) 0
0 24 43 712 96 120
Hour

Summer dates (7/22/2016 to 7/26/2016)

E 6000 6000

NE ——Sap flux —\PD =

= &

X 4000 - - 4000 ©

- >

: -

a @

o d L 2

= 2000 2000 E

g

=

0 ' r ' ' 0
0 24 48 72 96 120
Hour
Fall dates (9/22/2016 to 9/26/2016)

— 6000 6000

3

- TR — -

% Sap flux VPD 3

< 4000 1 - 4000 ©

3 S

i ]
L1

] n

5 2000 - L 2000 2

E )m\ M !ﬂ\\ E

=3

©

L]

2 9 ; : ' ; 0

0 24 48 72 96 120
Hour

Figure 5. Measured sap flux and adjusted VPD for selected dates in spring, summer, and fall for
eastern cottonwood in a biomass production plantation near Hollandale, MS, USA.

1.3. STELLA Model

The eight steps listed above were applied to the development of a STELLA model.
STELLA is a software package used to develop system dynamic models by creating
a pictorial diagram of a system and assigning appropriate values and functions to it
(http:/ /www.iseesystems.com). System dynamic models created with STELLA have been
widely used [36-39]. Figure 6 provides the STELLA modeling map, which illustrates the
conditions and equations (in the dashed boxes) established for this study. The STELLA
model (with an hourly time step) we created is further described below. Referring to
Figure 6, data for Step 1 is stored as input data in the converter (or a circle) labeled “Mea-
sured VPD with shifting 3 hours ahead.” Steps 2, 3, and 5 are completed in the converter
labeled “Adjusted VPD” according to the conditions in the dashed box.
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Figure 6. A STELLA modeling map for estimating the sap flux of eastern cottonwood from ad-
justed VPD.

The routine first determines if time of year (in hours) is less than 2500 h or greater
than 7950 h (representing the winter period). If either condition is true, adjusted VPD is
set to zero. Then, if time of a day is <7 h or >21 h (representing the nocturnal period),
adjusted VPD is set to the minimum value for a site—the value for our study site is 33 Pa.
If the time of day is 10 am, the VPD, after having been shifted 3 hours, was adjusted
by multiplying it by 2.4 (as explained in Step 3). Step 4 and Equation (1) are processed
in the converter labeled “Annual correction factor.” It should be noted that we initiated
simulation at the beginning of winter (i.e., 12 December 2015) and terminated simulation at
the end of the following fall (i.e., 11 December 2016), but start and end times can be changed
as appropriate. It should also be noted that our field experiment started in September
2015 and the collection of sap flux data began in December 2015. After adjusted VPD was

calculated, predicted sap flux was estimated with Equation (5) in the converter labeled
“Predicted sap flow.”

2. Results and Discussion
2.1. Measured Sap Flux, Adjusted VPD, and Model Validation

The relationship between measured sap flux and adjusted VPD for the one-year study
period is illustrated in Figure 7. The values of R? = 0.823 and p < 0.001 (Figure 7a) indicate
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6000

that sap flux can be reliably predicted from adjusted VPD. This was further confirmed in
Figure 7b, which shows that the diurnal peaks of these two variables shared a relatively
similar annual cycle. Though the results above show that measured sap flux correlated
well with adjusted VPD, they do not confirm if sap flux predicted by the STELLA model
accurately matches measured sap flux. Therefore, model validation is necessary prior
to its application. It should be pointed out that sap flux measurements collected from
three of the six eastern cottonwood trees instrumented in this study were used to develop
Equation (3) and perform initial validation of the model, while sap flux data from the three
remaining trees were used as an independent dataset for additional validation of the model.
The initial validation of predicted sap flux against measured sap flux from the first three
trees is provided in Figure 8. The validation was measured using statistical parameters
such as R?, the Nash Sutcliffe coefficient (NSE), and normalized root mean square error
(nRMSE). The nRMSE is calculated as follows [40]:

1 Y1 (0; - S;)

nRMSE =
Ouve n

(6)

where O; is the field observation, S; is the model prediction, Oy is the average number of
field observations, and 7 is the total number of field observations.

5000 -

4000
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2000

1000

Measured sap flux (g/m?/h)

6000

(a) y = 5E-08x3 - 0.0006x? + 2.5167x - 16.45

R% =0.8228, p <0.001
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<
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Figure 7. The relationship between measured sap flux and adjusted VPD (a) and the time series plots of measured sap flux
and the adjusted VPD (b) for eastern cottonwood in a biomass production plantation near Hollandale, Mississippi, USA.
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Figure 8. A comparison of the measured and predicted sap flux (a) and their time series plots
(b) during the model validation process for eastern cottonwood in a biomass production plantation
near Hollandale, Mississippi, USA.

The NSE is given as [41]

(0, —8;)°

NSE =1 — i)
#1(0i - 0)

@)

The NSE ranges from -co to 1, with the values of 1 representing a perfect fit, >0.75 representing a
very good fit, between 0.36 and 0.75 representing a reasonable fit, and <0.36 representing an
unsatisfied fit to the model. With R? = 0.815, NSE = 0.697, nRMSE = 1.202 (g/m?/h), and p
value < 0.001 (Figure 8a), we suggest that the model developed in this study performed
well in predicting eastern cottonwood sap flux. This conclusion was further supported by
data presented in Figure 8b, which illustrate diurnal peaks and seasonal trends of predicted
sap flux to coincide with those of measured sap flux. For additional validation of the model,
we compared predicted sap flux to the measured sap flux from trees in the independent
dataset. This second validation confirmed that the developed model predicted sap flux
reasonably similar to the measured sap flux based on the relatively high R? (0.797) and
NSE (0.677) as well as the low nRMSE (2.002) and p value (<0.001) and its conformation to
measured sap flux peaks (Figure 9a).
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Figure 9. A comparison of the measured and predicted sap flux for eastern cottonwood in a biomass
production plantation near Hollandale, MS, USA (a) and an experimental plantation near Aiken, SC,
USA (b).

To develop users’ confidence, we further validated the model by comparing the
measured sap flux from a different study site to the predicted sap flux from our model.
The measured sap flux data were obtained from Samuelson et al. [42]. These authors
conducted an experiment to estimate the influence of irrigation and fertilization on transpi-
ration and hydraulic properties of the 3-year-old eastern cottonwood. Their study used
marsh clones at a 24.4 ha experimental plantation on the U.S. Department of Energy Savan-
nah River Site located near Aiken, SC. In this validation process, we used the measured
sap flux data from Block 2 of their experiment along with the VPD data calculated from
local weather variables (i.e., air temperature and relative humidity). A closer look at the
measured sap flux data revealed that the maximum sap flux from Samuelson et al. [42] was
5716.8 kg/m? /s in Aiken, SC but was 586.8 kg/m? /s in our experiment in Hollandale, MS.
The former was about 10 times greater than the latter. Since the sap flux, weather condi-
tions, and eastern cottonwood clones in Aiken, SC are different from those in Hollandale,
MS, we have modified Equation (3) for the Aiken study site as follows:

Quapfiow = —1E = 06 % VP20 + 1119 % VPDygjspeq + 12789 @)

It should be noted that other input values from Equations (2), (4), and (5) were not
changed during this validation process. A comparison of sap flux densities between model
prediction and experimental measurement is given in Figure 9b. The model predicted
most of sap flux densities very well, except for several unusually high measured sap flux
densities. With R? = 0.586, NSE = 0.580, nRMSE = 0.897, and p <0.01, we concluded that
the model predicted sap flux density reasonably well.
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2.2. Model application

The model was applied to predict eastern cottonwood sap flux at the same study site
for a simulation period beginning on 30 November 2016 and ending on 30 October 2017.
Input data were the same as for model validation except for measured DBH and VPD.
Average DBH was changed to 7.2 cm for this simulation period. This number was based
on the measured growth in the plantation. Data to calculate VPD for the simulation period
were downloaded from the on-site weather station.

The diurnal pattern of predicted sap flux by eastern cottonwood between 22 April
and 28 April 2017 is shown in Figure 10a. This projection conforms to the expectations for
the diurnal sap flux volume and the pattern of eastern cottonwood. Relatively low sap
flux on the first day (0 to 24 h) was a result of low VPD, normally observed on cloudy or
rainy days. When higher VPD prevailed, such as a VPD between 72 and 96 h, we observed
predicted sap flux in a pattern similar to previous measurements of sap flux. Maximum
sap flux during this time period was 3577 g/m?2/h, or 16 g/h for the 7.2 cm DBH tree.
This rate was within the range reported by Schaeffer et al. (2000), who found that eastern
cottonwood sap flux in the spring averaged about 20 g/h. Results indicated that the model
provided for reasonable prediction of diurnal sap flux by eastern cottonwood grown in a
biomass plantation.

Spring dates (4/22/2017 to 4/28/2017)

(a)

LNANAN

Predicted sap flux (g/m?/h)

n L]
0 24 48 0 144 168

Hour

(b)

2000 -

Predicted sap flux (g/m?/h)

0 v -
11/e6/2016 1/25/2017 4/15/2017 7/4/2017 9/22/2017 12/11/2017

Figure 10. Predicted diurnal (a) and annual (b) sap flux of eastern cottonwood in a biomass produc-
tion plantation near Hollandale, Mississippi, USA.

An annual cycle of predicted eastern cottonwood sap flux is presented in Figure 10b.
The simulation estimated total annual sap flux at 6,369,309 g/m?/y. Converting this
value to be representative of a tree with a DBH of 7.2 cm yields an annual water use of
25,919.52 g/ year.

We assumed soil water content did not limit eastern cottonwood sap flux in this study.
Soil water dynamics and hydrological processes would need to be included in the STELLA



Climate 2021, 9, 22

14 of 17

model if this factor were to be considered important. While we developed this model
by studying eastern cottonwood sap flux, it could be adapted to estimate the sap flux of
other tree species in short-rotation biomass production plantations. This would be done by
revising values outlined in the aforementioned eight steps (Section 1.2) to reflect the tree
species of interest and the site.

2.3. Impact of Climate Change on Sap Flux

To estimate the impact of climate change on sap flux, a simulation scenario was
developed by increasing the VPD by 10% from the original VPD. Up to date, no effort
has been devoted to estimating the impact of climate change on VPD and sap flux in our
study area. The 10% increase in VPD was considered as an extreme case based on the study
reported by Yuan et al. [43]. These authors studied the global VPD and reported that the
mean VPD in the growing season from 2011 to 2015 was 11.26% higher than that from 1982
to 1986.

Comparisons of the predicted daily and overall average hourly sap flux of eastern
cottonwood between the original VPD and the 10% increased VPD are shown in Figure 11.
In general, an increase in VPD resulted in an increase in sap flux (Figure 11a). The results
indicate that as the VPD increased due to the air temperature increase and the precipitation
decrease under the changing climate, the sap flux of eastern cottonwood increased. Overall,
the hourly average sap flux for the simulation period from 6 November 2016 to 1 December
2017 was 793 g/ m?/h with the original VPD but was 838 g/ m? /h with the 10% increased
VPD (Figure 11b). The latter was 5.67% greater than the former.

= 4000

~

E | eeeees 10% increased VPD
= 3500 - .

‘g — Original VPD
% 3000 A

o

a

o 2500 -

7]

g (a)

@ 2000

o

860
sa0 | (b) i

820

800

flux (g/m2/h)

780

Average predicted sap

760
Original VPD 10% increased VPD

Figure 11. Comparisons of the predicted daily (a) and overall average hourly (b) sap flux of eastern
cottonwood between the original VPD and the 10% increased VPD.
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3. Conclusions

This study provides a model to estimate the sap flux of eastern cottonwood grown
in short-rotation biomass production plantations. Sap flux was predicted from adjusted
VPD, as modeled with STELLA software. The model was validated using two different
sap flux datasets collected with sensors between 1 December 2015 and 30 November 2016.
Very good agreement was found between predicted and measured sap flux. More specifi-
cally, predicted diurnal patterns and annual sap flux cycles matched those of measured
sap flux.

The model was then applied to predict eastern cottonwood sap flux for a year-long
simulation period (30 November 2016 to 30 October 2017). The model appeared to predict
reasonable diurnal patterns and annual cycles of eastern cottonwood sap flux. Overall,
a 10% increase in VPD increased the sap flux of eastern cottonwood by about 5%. The model
provides a new approach for estimating the sap flux of cottonwood in short-rotation
bioenergy plantations in a time-saving and cost-effective manner.

The major limitations of the model were that soil water availability is not a limiting
factor for sap flux and the very high sap flux peaks were not easily predicted. Therefore,
further study is warranted to include soil water dynamics, hydrological processes, and high
sap flux peak accommodations into the STELLA model. Additionally, the response of
VPD to sap flux is tree species dependent. Although the model was developed for east-
ern cottonwood, it can be adapted to estimate the sap flux of other tree species with
moderate effort.
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