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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Eddy covariance methodologies have greatly improved our understanding of the forest carbon cycle, including
controls over year-to-year variability in productivity (measured as net ecosystem productivity, NEP, where NEP
is the difference between the mass of carbon fixed by photosynthesis and that lost by ecosystem respiration).
However, establishing and maintaining eddy covariance towers requires sizeable financial and logistical in-
vestments. Tree-ring methods, which can produce annual estimates of tree biomass increment from individual
trees, provide an alternative approach for assessing forest productivity. Attempts to link these measures of
productivity (i.e., NEP and tree biomass increment) have produced inconsistent results, in part because NEP time
series are typically too short to provide robust comparisons. We here use a relatively long (20-year) NEP time
series together with annual tree biomass increment (derived from tree-ring data) from the same site to determine
to what extent the two productivity measures relate to each other. We conducted this study at the Howland
Research Forest, central Maine USA, which supports a mature, mixed-species conifer forest. We expressed stand-
level tree biomass increment on a per-area basis, which allowed direct comparisons with NEP data. Our results
revealed a strong relationship between tree biomass increment and annual NEP measurements when the latter
are summarized from previous-year fall to current-year fall, a marked improvement over more typical calendar-
year summaries. Further, our results suggest tree biomass increment lagged one year behind NEP (i.e., assimi-
lated carbon was not allocated to wood formation until the following year) for roughly the first half of the time-
series, but later became synchronized with current-year NEP. This shift to synchrony may reflect a change in
stand-level carbon allocation and growth dynamics. The apparent shift in carbon allocation from storage into
current-year wood formation is most evident in two recent years with above-average spring temperatures.
Although our results demonstrate a link between annual tree biomass increment and NEP, they also point to
complexities that may confound our interpretation of these productivity measures.
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1. Introduction

Forests play a critical role in the global carbon cycle. Although
details of the carbon cycle have long interested ecosystem ecologists,
this interest has recently grown to include a wide range of researchers,
forest managers, and policy makers as the link between atmospheric
carbon dioxide (CO,) and climate change becomes increasingly clear.
Further, any efforts aimed at managing forests to partially mitigate
elevated atmospheric CO, require a thorough understanding of the
forest carbon cycle. Particularly important in our understanding of the
forest carbon cycle is the inherent year-to-year variability in carbon
sequestration. At the level of forest stands, annual carbon sequestration

is inferred primarily from tree growth (i.e., carbon assimilated to
woody tissue) or from eddy covariance (i.e., CO, exchange between
forest canopies and the atmosphere) measurements.

Tree growth is regularly monitored for ecological studies using re-
peated diameter measurements of sample trees, from which net primary
productivity can be inferred (Clark et al., 2001). Changes in tree bio-
mass estimated from repeated measurements can be used to calculate
the mass of carbon fixed into plant tissue. However, repeated tree
measurements on an annual basis are time intensive, costly, and prone
to measurement error. An alternative to repeated measurements in
temperate and boreal systems is utilizing annual tree-ring records (de-
rived from increment cores) to reconstruct previous tree diameters.
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Annual diameter growth can then be converted to tree biomass growth
(and hence carbon gain) using published allometric equations. This
method has the potential to track annual stand-level forest productivity
back decades, and more importantly does not require repeated field
inventories (Dye et al., 2016).

Stand-level forest productivity can also be estimated using the eddy
covariance (flux) technique (Baldocchi et al., 1988). Flux towers
reaching above tree canopies continuously measure net CO, exchange
at the canopy-atmosphere interface, with a footprint (i.e., flux mea-
surement zone) ranging from hundreds of meters to several kilometers
(Baldocchi 2003). These exchanges provide robust datasets capable of
inferring year-to-year variability in net ecosystem productivity (NEP).
As these datasets become more temporally robust, they can be used to
track whole-forest response to climate variability (Hollinger et al.,
2004; Wharton and Falk 2016) and disturbance (Ueyama et al., 2011;
Hicke et al., 2012), and to improve ecosystem carbon dynamics models
(Richardson et al., 2010). However, establishing and maintaining eddy
flux towers requires sizeable financial and logistical investments.

Tree biomass increment expressed at the stand-level can potentially
serve as a proxy for NEP (measured from eddy covariance); however,
the two measures differ in magnitude because they provide information
on different components of the ecosystem. NEP captures the cumula-
tive, total difference between all CO, sources and sinks within the en-
tire system. While trees are the largest sink contributing to NEP in
forested systems, they do not necessarily represent the annual varia-
bility in carbon exchange from other components (e.g., saplings, un-
derstory vegetation) nor carbon lost from respiration. As a result, tree
biomass increment represents a subset of the carbon sink registered by
NEP.

Naturally, we are led to ask to what extent the two methods for
assessing productivity — tree biomass from tree-ring methods and NEP
from eddy flux measures — are linked on annual timescales. If they
track each other reliably, then tree-ring records could be calibrated to
provide inferences about NEP for sites without flux towers. Eddy flux
coupled with tree growth has been used to validate photosynthesis and
transpiration rates (Catovsky et al., 2002) and to evaluate forest pro-
ductivity response to climate (Grant et al., 2009; Wharton and Falk
2016). However, previous attempts to link annual NEP with tree dia-
meter growth (Rocha et al., 2006; Zweifel et al., 2010) and tree biomass
increment (Babst et al., 2013; Delpierre et al., 2016) have produced
inconsistent results. For example, Babst et al. (2013) demonstrate po-
sitive correlations between tree biomass increment and early season
flux measurements (January-July), yet Delpierre et al. (2016) suggest
the two metrics are uncorrelated on an annual basis. These studies have
been limited in part because of relatively short eddy-flux time series.

Discrepancies between tree biomass increment and NEP measure-
ments may be due to temporary non-structural carbohydrate storage
(Gough et al., 2009; Babst et al., 2013; Delpierre et al., 2016). Plants
accumulate non-structural carbohydrates (primarily sugars and starch)
via photosynthesis that can be mobilized and used for later growth or
other plant functions (Chapin et al., 1990). Non-structural carbohy-
drates are critical for dormant season respiration and maintenance, and
unused carbohydrates will often contribute to early season structural
growth in the following year (Keel et al., 2006; Eglin et al., 2010;
Michelot et al., 2011). Non-structural carbohydrate stores can last for
several years; in some species they can remain in stemwood for over a
decade (Richardson et al., 2013). As a result of carbohydrate storage,
multi-year metrics of tree biomass increment, when compared to single-
year tree biomass increment, appear to be more strongly correlated
with NEP measurements (Barford et al., 2001; Curtis et al., 2002; Gough
et al., 2008).

Our specific objective here was to characterize the relationship
between annual tree biomass increment (from tree ring series) and
annual NEP (from eddy covariance measurements). We conducted this
work at the Howland Research Forest, a mature, mixed-species, multi-
aged coniferous forest located in central Maine, USA. Howland has one
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of the longest available eddy flux time series in the USA, extending back
to 1996. This long time series allowed us to not only characterize the
relationship between the two methods, but also to isolate potential lag-
periods of tree growth and evaluate carbon allocation strategies, im-
proving our understanding of the forest carbon cycle. Our work builds
upon previous work by Babst et al. (2013) by examining the relation-
ship in a more complex system and over a longer time period. Our study
provides a framework for tracking annual forest carbon sequestration
using tree-ring methods that can be used in future studies.

2. Methods
2.1. Site description

This study was conducted in the Howland Research Forest in central
Maine, USA, which is widely recognized for its long-term research in
forest ecosystem science (see Rustad and Fernandez 1998; Hollinger
et al., 1999; Davidson et al., 2002; Richardson et al., 2009). The site has
the second longest running flux record in the US, extending back to
1996 (the longest belonging to Harvard Forest). The 20 years of data
used here provide a time series long enough for robust analyses of re-
lationships between NEP and tree biomass increment.

The Howland Forest supports a mature multi-aged forest dominated
by red spruce (Picea rubens) and eastern hemlock (Tsuga canadensis),
consisting of approximately 90% conifer, and 10% deciduous tree
species (Table 1). Soils are spodosols, formed in well- to poorly-drained
glacial till with very little elevational change. The climate is damp and
cool, with average annual temperatures of 6.2 °C and a mean annual
precipitation of 1148 mm (Daly et al., 2008). The site has evidence of
previous logging (evenly distributed, well-decayed cut stumps) but has
been unmanaged for roughly a century. Compared to other stands of the
region, Howland Forest is diverse in both tree size and age distribution.
The site supports several remnant trees in excess of 200 years old, along
with many standing dead trees, and pit-and-mound topography.

A 3-ha permanent plot (150 X 200 m) whose center lies 240 m
north of the main tower, was established in 1989 by the Laboratory for
Terrestrial Physics at NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center for remote
sensing and ecosystem dynamics research (see Weishampel et al., 1994;
Ranson et al., 2001; Sun et al., 2011). At that time, all living and dead
plot trees =3.0 cm diameter at breast height (DBH, 1.37 m) were
mapped and measured (diameter and total height), recording ca. 7800
stems. Each tree was uniquely tagged for later re-measurement. This
plot is subsequently referred to as the NASA plot. The tree species
composition of the NASA plot — based on relative densities and relative
basal areas (Table 1) — is nearly identical to that of the 46 continuous

Table 1

Forest descriptors by tree species in the Howland Forest NASA plot (2015 inventory).
Species ranked by decreasing relative density based on trees =10 cm. (DBH = diameter
at breast height; density refers to the number of trees per unit area.).

Species Relativ Relative DBH (cm)
edensity basal area
Mean Std. dev. Max.

Red spruce (Picea rubens)  0.447 0.413 20.1 7.1 45.2

Eastern hemlock (Tsuga  0.278 0.276 20.5 8.1 50.1
canadensis)

N. white-cedar (Thuja 0.108 0.086 188 6.4 40.9
occidentalis)

Red maple (Acer rubrum)  0.090 0.069 18.2 6.7 41.3

White pine (Pinus 0.049 0.140 333 17.2 68.5
strobus)

Balsam fir (Abies 0.021 0.006 11.7 1.5 16.9
balsamea)

Yellow birch (Betula 0.004 0.007 25.8 125 56.3
alleghaniensis)

Paper birch (Betula 0.003 0.003 19.0 7.5 31.5
papyrifera)
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forest inventory plots established to characterize the tower footprint
(Hollinger et al., 2004). These plots (each 7.3 m radius) are arrayed in
concentric circles forming a 400-m radius centered on the tower. The
importance values (i.e., mean of relative density and relative basal
area) for the five top ranked species were strikingly similar between
these two data sets: P. rubens = 0.43 and 0.42, T. canadensis = 0.28
and 0.28, T. occidentalis = 0.10 and 0.11, A. rubrum = 0.08 and 0.12,
and P. strobus = 0.09 and 0.05, NASA plot and tower plots, respec-
tively. Subsetting the tower plot data into smaller footprints or wind-
ward-only footprints yielded very similar results. Further, the mean
diameters within species did not differ between the NASA and tower
plots (t tests, all P values much greater than 0.05).

2.2. Forest re-inventory

In 2015, we re-located and re-measured diameters for all living and
dead standing trees =10 cm DBH in the NASA plot. Previous species
assignments and mapped locations were confirmed or corrected as ne-
cessary. Trees with equal or slightly smaller current diameters than
those recorded in 1989 were assumed to have zero growth, and
therefore no increase in carbon mass. These mapped datasets from 1989
and 2015 allowed us to track long-term mortality, ingrowth, diameter
growth, and carbon pool change at the stand-level. These two in-
ventories were used to estimate total tree carbon pool size on a per-ha
basis in 1989 and 2015, accounting for tree mortality and ingrowth.
These data are useful for studying long-term forest dynamics, but
cannot be used to track annual variability in carbon mass change.

2.3. Tree biomass increment

Annual tree biomass increment was estimated from increment cores
collected from a 10% subset of trees on the NASA plot at the end of the
growing season in 2015. The subset was selected in a random stratified
(by species and diameter class, using 10-20, 20-30, > 30 cm classes)
manner, resulting in 327 trees. Although no spatial constraints were
placed on the selection process, the large number of trees selected en-
sured adequate spatial distribution throughout the plot. The random
subset is assumed to represent all living trees =10 cm DBH in the plot,
ranging from understory suppressed trees to overstory dominants. One
core was extracted from each tree at breast height with a standard
5.2 mm increment borer (Higlof, Langsele, Sweden). Cores were air-
dried and secured to wooden mounts then sanded to a fine polish. Ring-
widths were measured to the nearest 0.01 mm using a Velmex sliding
stage (Velmex Inc., Bloomfield, NY, USA) with MeasureJ2X software
(VoorTech Consulting, Holderness, NH, USA) and stereomicroscope.
Cross-dating was performed using marker years, usually light or narrow
rings, followed by statistical confirmation using COFECHA software
(Holmes 1983). Numerous locally absent rings were identified and
corrected in understory Picea rubens and Tsuga canadensis.

Tree ring measurements were used to back-calculate past diameters
for every year since NASA plot establishment in 1989. Species-specific
bark factors (Dixon and Keyser 2011) were used to estimate inside bark
diameters in 2015. When possible, ring-widths were adjusted so that
cumulative ring width equaled half the inside bark diameter in 2015,
following justification presented by Frelich (2002). This adjustment
compensates for off-center piths, but is only possible if cores include or
approach the pith (< 15 mm) and are not affected by central rot. Ring-
widths were sequentially subtracted from 2015 inside bark diameter to
estimate each year’s diameter inside bark. Bark thickness predicted
from these diameters (using bark factors from Dixon and Keyser 2011)
was then added back to each year’s inside bark diameter for use in
allometric equations.

Whole tree mass was estimated for each tree and each year from
1989 to 2015 using locally developed whole tree biomass equations
(Young et al., 1980). Young’s species specific equations have the benefit
of estimating whole tree dry mass directly, including mass of the bole,
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branches, leaves, and coarse roots individually or as a whole. The
whole-tree dry mass estimates produced from the allometric equations
were converted to carbon mass by multiplying by species-specific
carbon contents (Lamlom and Savidge 2003). We refer to the annual
change in whole-tree carbon mass as tree biomass increment.

To express tree biomass increment on a per-area basis, we scaled
growth from sampled trees to that of the entire NASA plot. Ring-width
data from cored trees were used to estimate annual growth of the non-
cored trees, assuming that the randomly-selected cored trees ade-
quately represent the entire tree population on the NASA plot. To this
end, we calculated total growth from 1989 to 2015 for each non-cored
tree, and apportioned this growth to individual years based on esti-
mated percent annual radial growth (from cored trees) for each species
across the same diameter classes used for stratification (i.e., 10-20,
20-30, > 30 cm). This approach assumes trees within the same species
and diameter classes grew similarly, which we believe is reasonable,
given the relatively large number of cored trees (N = 327) and the
stratified random manner in which they were selected. The annual
biomass increment was thus estimated for every tree in the 2015 in-
ventory period based on predicted ring-widths. Trees that died over the
study period were not included because of unknown mortality dates;
these trees were generally small-diameter, presumably slow-growing
suppressed trees, and thus contributed little to tree biomass increment.
Tree biomass (expressed in grams of carbon m ™~ 2) was summed for all
living trees, and the resulting time series reflects the year-to-year
variability in carbon mass accumulated in tree tissue. The spatial
variability was estimated by calculating tree biomass increment on the
forty-eight 25 X 25 m subunits on the NASA plot and expressed as
standard error.

2.4. Annual NEP

Net ecosystem productivity (NEP, defined as the difference between
the mass of carbon fixed by photosynthesis and that lost by ecosystem
respiration) was measured by eddy covariance at a tower height of 29 m
and summarized from 1 January 1996-31 December 2015 as 30 min
averages in units of micromoles CO, m~?s~!. The flux system on the
main tower consisted of a SAT-211/3 K 3-axis sonic anemometer (Applied
Technologies, Inc., Boulder, CO) and model LI-6262 fast response CO,/
H-0 infrared gas analyzer (LiCor Inc., Lincoln, NB). Air was ducted from
the tower through 50 m of 3.2mm high-density polyethylene tubing,
regulated by mass flow controller at a rate of 4 L min~ . The model LI-
6262 analyzer was replaced with a LiCor model LI-7200 closed path
analyzer in 2012. Tube length and flow rate remained unchanged.
Detailed Howland flux procedures, including gap-filling and quality con-
trol can be found in Hollinger et al. (1999, 2004).

Flux data were first converted to half-hourly mean grams of carbon per
square meter (§ Cm ™25~ ') and then summed for each year since 1996 as
the cumulative annual net carbon exchange (g Cm™2 yr~!). Tower based
estimates of net ecosystem exchange are typically reported in negative
units, as they reflect a micrometeorological sign convention where flux
from the atmosphere is negative. For comparison to biomass increment in
trees, we report NEP from the forest pool perspective: carbon into the
forest is accumulated to positive values, while carbon loss to the atmo-
sphere is negative (as presented in Richardson et al., 2013).

2.5. Linking tree biomass increment and annual NEP

Yearly NEP data are typically summarized by calendar year.
Calendar year summaries are practical for carbon accounting purposes
or comparisons between sites, but this timeframe holds little biological
significance. Several studies have avoided a mid-winter split (calendar
year) by beginning the flux year in the previous year’s autumn
(Goulden et al., 1996; Pereira et al., 2007). Thomas et al. (2009)
summarized CO,, fluxes by hyrdo-ecological year to study flux response
to drought. Here we adopt a similar approach for summarizing flux;
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however, we target the date at which stem growth terminates (i.e., end
of growing season before leaf senescence). By incrementally shifting the
date used to separate NEP years and comparing the correlation between
tree biomass increment and NEP at each shift, we determined the op-
timal shift for comparing these two metrics (see section 3.3 below). In
theory, this should roughly correspond with the date trees stop allo-
cating carbon to radial growth.

We evaluated NEP measurements as the response variable in multiple
linear regressions with tree biomass increment and various expressions of
climate as explanatory variables. We recognize that this regression re-
presents a reversal of typical cause and effect (i.e., biomass increment does
not control NEP); however, structuring the analysis in this form allowed us
to evaluate the strength and potential factors influencing the relationship
between NEP and tree biomass increment. The set of potential climate
variables included mean daily temperature and total precipitation sum-
marized by year and season (three month intervals) from current and
previous year using the interpolated PRISM gridded climate dataset (Daly
et al., 2008). We screened this large set of variables to determine an ap-
propriate subset for inclusion in regression models using the random forest
(VSURF) package (Genuer et al., 2016) in R (R Core Team, 2014). The
selected subset included mean spring temperature and previous summer
precipitation. We evaluated candidate regression models using corrected
Akaike’s information criterion (AICc) scores, which allowed us to de-
termine which model was best supported by the data (Burnham and
Anderson, 1998). We then repeated these same tests separately for each of
the four species with the highest average tree biomass increment.

3. Results
3.1. NASA plot re-inventory

An assessment of tree growth, mortality and ingrowth (small trees
that achieved 10 cm DBH between 1989 and 2015) over the study
period revealed an increase in plot-level carbon storage, resulting in an
increase in whole-tree woody biomass stored in trees =10 cm from 73
(1989) to 108 Mg ha~! (2015) (Table 2), that is, an average of 1.3
Mg ha~! year '. Ingrowth (182 trees per hectare) exceeded tree mor-
tality (171 trees per hectare) in the NASA plot. Trees in the 1989 da-
taset experienced 16.4% mortality over the 26-year period, pre-
dominantly in the smaller diameter classes.

3.2. Tree biomass increment

The total tree biomass increment (scaled to the entire plot, using
growth data from cored trees) showed marked annual fluctuations over
the sampling period, ranging from 131 to 177 g Cm ™2 (Fig. 1). The
lowest tree biomass increments over this period were in years 1994 and
1995, immediately preceding flux measurements. The most productive
year in terms of tree biomass was 2010.

3.3. Linking tree biomass increment and annual NEP

The tree biomass increment series derived from increment cores
was not well correlated with the annual NEP series based on a January
— December calendar year (r = 0.39). However, by incrementally

Table 2

Forest descriptors for all trees in the NASA plot at establishment (1989) and re-mea-
surement (2015). Whole-tree carbon mass was calculated using equations presented by
Young et al. (1980).

Forest descriptors Inventory 1989 Inventory 2015

Trees per hectare =10 cm 1044 1055
Basal area (m?>ha 1) 29.4 40.6
Mean diameter (cm) 17.7 20.4
Total tree carbon mass (Mg ha™') 73 108
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Fig. 1. Annual whole-tree biomass increment for the 3-ha NASA plot (established 1989)
based on all trees =10 cm DBH. Error bars represent standard error calculated from forty-
eight 25 x 25 m subunits of the NASA plot.

shifting the dates used to define an NEP year, we determined the one-
year period with the strongest correlation with tree biomass increment.
As the yearly flux summary was incrementally shifted, the correlation
improved dramatically (Fig. 2). For example, the correlation reached a
maximum (achieving r = 0.70) by defining a flux year as August 23 of
the previous year to August 22 of the following year. Based on this
result, and constrained by the need to later use monthly climate data to
explore climate-growth relationships, we chose to summarize the an-
nual NEP data from previous September 1 to the following August 31
(r = 0.68). This annual summary of NEP allows us to better assess the
year-to-year relationships with tree biomass increment (Fig. 1).

The mean ( = SE) annual tree biomass increment (derived from tree-
ring series) since 1996 was 152 = 9gCm™2? compared to
224 + 49gCm™2 of annual NEP. Although the two metrics of pro-
ductivity correlate well, tree biomass increment accounted for only 68% of
the total annual NEP measurements over the sampling period. When
plotted together (Fig. 3), tree biomass increment and annual NEP de-
monstrate strong coherence. However, the relationship is interrupted by a
striking shift that occurred ca. 2007. Prior to that shift, the tree biomass
increment shows a distinct one-year lag behind the annual NEP data
(Fig. 3), a pattern also recognized by Richardson et al. (2013) at this same
site. However, after ca. 2007, this relationship changes, with flux and tree
biomass increment becoming more synchronous.

Regression results also demonstrated a significant relationship

071 9 Beginning of month
= 0.6 !
§e] :
S s
2 051 !
[e) ‘
o ,
0.4 ' ’'
C R A Sy O & S
F P O PVVLL O E ¥
I TR F LT

Start of annual flux summary

Fig. 2. The correlation with tree biomass increment when annual NEP starting dates are
incrementally shifted into the previous year. The solid line represents correlation when
incrementally shifted by day, and diamonds represent correlation when shifted by month.
The vertical dashed line illustrates the highest monthly correlation at September 1
(r = 0.68). The prefix p refers to previous year.
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between annual NEP and stand-level tree biomass increment. Based on
the results above, we used current year tree biomass increment, one-
year lagged tree biomass increment, and two climate variables (pre-
vious summer precipitation and spring temperature) as model pre-
dictors. Using biomass predictors from current and previous year, in-
cluding their interaction, formed the top model (lowest AICc score),
which accounted for much of the variability associated with annual
NEP (R? = 0.67, p = 0.001, Table 3). Although the climate variables
did not contribute to the top model (based on AICc scores, Table 3), we
found significant positive relationships between NEP and previous
summer (June-August) precipitation (p = 0.026) as well as a marginal
positive relationships with spring (March-May) temperature
(p = 0.056). These climate variables also demonstrated significant
positive relationships with tree biomass increment (p = 0.009 and
p = 0.043 respectively). When the same regression analyses were
conducted separately for each species, the correlation between NEP and
biomass increment seen at the stand level became much less apparent
(Fig. 4). Only one species, Tsuga canadensis, showed a significant re-
lationship (p = 0.001, R? = 0.46) between NEP and tree biomass in-
crement (from current year, interaction not significant).

4. Discussion

This study used a 20-year NEP time series together with stand-level
tree biomass increments (via tree-ring data) to determine to what extent
the two productivity measures relate to each other. We demonstrated
that by shifting the dates used to demarcate annual NEP summaries, we

Table 3

Diagnostics for the top ten models (ranked by AAICc) for estimating NEP using stand-level
tree biomass increment (TBI) from current and one-year lagged (TBI.lag) summaries, as
well as climatic variables (T_spring = mean spring temperature, March-May;
P_psummer = precipitation in previous summer, June-August.) Null model (intercept
only) included for comparison.

Model parameters AlCc AAICc AICc Wt R?
TBI + TBl.lag + TBI*TBI.lag 185.3 0 0.57 0.67
TBI + TBlLlag 186.7 1.4 0.29 0.55
TBI + TBlLlag + T_spring 189.6 4.2 0.07 0.58
TBI + TBlLlag + P_psummer 190.2 4.9 0.05 0.56
TBI + TBlLlag + P_psummer + T_spring 193.9 8.6 0.01 0.59
TBlLlag + P_psummer 194.7 9.4 0.01 0.30
TBLlag + T_spring 195.7 10.4 0 0.27
TBI 196.1 10.7 0 0.46
TBIL.lag 197.1 11.8 0 0.04
TBI + T_spring 198.6 13.2 0 0.48
Null 204.8 19.5 0 -
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& Fig. 3. Relationship between tree biomass increment (derived from tree-
8 ‘E ring series) and annual NEP (eddy flux data), with a flux year defined as
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could clarify the link between tree biomass increment and annual NEP.
We thus determined the optimal annual summary period (using
monthly increments) to be the previous September through current
August, as this summary showed the highest correlation with tree
biomass increment. Starting the flux summary in September corre-
sponds with the cessation of radial growth and the end of latewood
formation of cool-weather conifers of North America (Deslauriers et al.,
2003; Rossi et al., 2008; Thibeault-Martel et al., 2008; Duchesne et al.,
2012), as well as increases in non-structural carbohydrate storage
(Gough et al., 2009), and thus provides strong biological justification
for this shift. That is, this previous September — August summary,
when compared to a calendar-year summary, better represents the time
period in which carbon is being allocated to a given year’s tree growth.
This summary period allowed us to identify a one-year lag in structural
growth (relative to NEP), and it could similarly clarify relationships at
other flux sites; however, the optimal period for this shift likely differs
depending on tree species present and the ecosystem under study.

The difference in magnitude between tree biomass increment and
NEP (the latter greater than the former; Fig. 3) is partially due to un-
accounted carbon sequestered in saplings, understory vegetation, and
trees that died over the sampling period. Also, whole-tree allometric
equations likely produce conservative estimates of primary productivity
because they do not account for fine root and litter production, po-
tentially underestimating by ca. 10-30 gCm ™2 yr~! of plant matter
contributions to net soil carbon accumulation (Gaudinski et al., 2000).
Additionally, uncertainties associated with landscape-level NEP may
contribute to the discrepancy between measurements. For example,
eddy flux measurements are sometimes biased due to inadequate
measurement of nocturnal respiration (Goulden et al., 1996; Hollinger
et al., 2004). Flux measurements rely on turbulence that is often sup-
pressed at night due to atmospheric stability. A threshold is used to
determine whether adequate mixing is taking place for valid measure-
ments. A higher threshold leads to underestimating respiration, thereby
overestimating NEP. These uncertainties, as well as carbon losses by
mechanisms other than biological respiration (i.e., volatile or dissolved
carbon compounds), may cause NEP magnitudes to differ from those of
tree biomass increment. Despite the apparent difference in magnitudes,
the two metrics of stand-level productivity maintain significant statis-
tical relationships.

Our regression model suggests current and following year tree biomass
increment together are useful predictors of NEP at the Howland Forest site.
The significant interaction between current and following year supports
our finding that tree biomass increment is lagged behind NEP over the first
portion of the time series (Fig. 3), and may suggest a trade-off between
current and following-year growth. Models using only one year of tree
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Fig. 4. Relationship between tree biomass increment (derived from tree-ring series) and annual NEP (eddy flux data) for the four tree species with the highest average tree biomass
increment. Flux year defined as the period from previous year September 1 to following August 31 (see text).

biomass increment did not fit our data as well as those using two con-
secutive years, a finding similar to that of Barford et al. (2001) and Gough
et al. (2008), who report that multi-year tree growth metrics better re-
present year-to-year variability in NEP. Including previous summer pre-
cipitation and spring temperature did not markedly improve our model fit,
suggesting that tree biomass increment successfully captures the varia-
bility explained by these climate variables. These stand-level relationships
were much less evident at the individual species level: only Tsuga cana-
densis showed a significant relationship between NEP and current-year tree
biomass increment, which may indicate a higher relative contribution to
NEP by this species in the tower footprint.

During the first portion of the study period, tree biomass increment
shows a clear one-year lag behind annual NEP, followed by a dramatic
shift to synchrony occurring ca. 2007 (Fig. 3). We interpret the early lag
period as evidence that a sizeable portion of the assimilated carbon was
not allocated to tree biomass growth until the following growing
season, a finding also reported by Richardson et al. (2013) from this
same site. Specifically, the magnitude of the previous year’s flux re-
flected the amount of available storage that could be allocated to
growth the following year.

The shift to synchrony between tree biomass increment and the annual
NEP that took place ca. 2007 (Fig. 3) may reflect a period of reduced tree
stress. Tree-ring records indicate years prior to the flux period (i.e., 1994
and 1995) were the lowest tree biomass increment totals in the past 26
years (Fig. 1), corresponding to below average summer precipitation in
summers of 1993 and 1994 (Fig. A1), therefore suggesting some level of
stress. In unfavorable conditions such as drought, stressed trees may al-
locate carbohydrates to storage at the expense of growth until the return of
more favorable conditions (Klein et al., 2014; Hartmann et al., 2015). As a
result, storage pools remain relatively stable under intermediate periods of
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water limitation (Deslauriers et al., 2014) or stress resulting from defo-
liation (Palacio et al., 2011; Wiley et al., 2013). These stored carbohy-
drates act as buffers against prolonged periods when carbon losses exceed
gains from photosynthesis (Kozlowski, 1992). As above, previous summer
precipitation demonstrated positive associations with NEP and tree bio-
mass increment, illustrating the potential effect of water limitation on both
measures of productivity. Water limitations may reduce current year
photosynthesis rates, which can affect both current and following year
growth (Korner 2003), or may persist over several years’ growth
(Anderegg et al., 2015).

The shift to synchrony is emphasized by peaks of both measurements
in 2010 and 2012, both of which had early snow melt (unpublished site
data) and above-average spring temperatures (Fig. A2). Favorable spring
conditions can cause an earlier onset of wood formation (Rossi et al.,
2008) and photosynthesis, the latter leading to increased productivity
inferred from flux data (Black et al., 2000; Hollinger et al., 2004;
Richardson et al., 2009). We thus speculate that increased productivity
under favorable early season conditions may result in a higher proportion
of current-year carbohydrates allocated to growth.

Wood formation is known to rely on a combination of current-year
and previously stored non-structural carbohydrates (Kagawa et al.,
2006; Keel et al., 2006). Early season growth often relies on carbohy-
drates stored from previous years (Kagawa et al., 2006; Gough et al.,
2008; Kuptz et al., 2011), transitioning from stored to current-year
sources in mid-season growth (Skomarkova et al., 2006; Kuptz et al.,
2011; Carbone et al., 2013). The changing proportions of current-year
versus stored carbohydrates allocated to wood formation throughout a
growing season (Kuptz et al., 2011) could similarly suggest these pro-
portions can vary from year to year depending on environmental con-
ditions. Years with favorable early season conditions may have earlier



A. Teets et al.

transitions from stored to current-year carbohydrates, and increased
productivity in these years would likely result in higher proportions of
current-year versus stored carbohydrates. In contrast, cooler spring
temperatures (as seen in years 1994-1997; Fig. A2) may rely more
heavily on previously stored carbohydrates for growth.

The trade-off between storage and growth can be explained by
differences in phenology of wood formation and photosynthesis. These
processes are constrained by a different set of environmental conditions
(Rossi et al., 2006; Korner 2015), with wood formation being more
temporally restricted than is photosynthesis on an annual basis (Korner,
2003). This phenomenon is illustrated in studies showing that annual
periods of radial growth (i.e., wood formation) are significantly shorter
than periods of CO, assimilation (Zweifel et al., 2010; Delpierre et al.,
2016). Limited electronic dendrometer data from Howland Forest (Ri-
chardson, unpublished) suggest radial growth of canopy trees increases
over an approximately four-month period (mid-May to mid-Sep-
tember). In contrast, annual NEP at Howland Forest is a net sink for
approximately seven months (from 31 March until 1 November).

Unlike photosynthesis, the cessation of radial growth is less de-
pendent on late season temperature and more dependent on photo-
period length (Rossi et al., 2008). Trees in cold climates end radial
growth relatively early to ensure enough time for latewood cell wall
formation and lignification before the dormant season (Rossi et al.,
2008). Once radial growth terminates for a year, carbohydrates pro-
duced from September through early November (northern hemisphere)
cannot be allocated to stem growth until the following season. Favor-
able late-season conditions would likely result in higher allocation to
storage (Kuptz et al., 2011) given that stem-wood tissue is not being
actively produced at this time, resulting in greater storage available for
future growth. Both conifer and hardwood species accumulate non-
structural carbohydrates over the growing season, reaching their an-
nual storage maximum just before the dormant season (Gough et al.,
2009; Dietze et al., 2014).

We did not expect to find the apparent shift in annual carbon al-
location strategies described above. A shift from reliance on previously
stored to current-year carbohydrates seems to be a reasonable ex-
planation for the shift from a lagged to synchronous pattern of tree
biomass increment (relative to NEP) documented here. These results
may provide further evidence that temporary non-structural carbohy-
drate storage is responsible for part of the discrepancies seen between
NEP and tree biomass increment (Babst et al., 2013; Gough et al.,
2009). Differences in carbon allocation patterns have been documented
between species (Kozlowski, 1992; Mitchelot et al., 2012; Epron et al.,
2012) and throughout tree development (Genet et al., 2009). However,
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a shift in stand-level carbon allocation strategies, as suggested by our
results, has not been previously reported.

5. Conclusions

This project assessed the relationship between annual tree biomass
increment and annual NEP. Our results provide compelling evidence
that the two metrics of forest productivity are related. However, yearly
changes in carbon allocation strategies may alter the degree to which
they are synchronized. To the best of our knowledge, a change in
carbon allocation strategies has not been demonstrated at the stand
level. Previous work on carbon allocation strategies has relied heavily
on carbon isotope labelling, which due to the complex techniques re-
quired, is largely restricted to experiments conducted at the branch or
tree level (Epron et al.,, 2012). Given that carbon allocation is in-
herently difficult to measure (Klein and Hoch, 2015), our inferences at
the stand level may provide insights at a spatial scale not represented in
the literature.

Climate clearly influences both metrics of forest productivity — NEP
and tree biomass increment — yet each follow distinct annual cycles,
likely constrained by different environmental factors. Tree biomass
increment may be more challenging to link directly with climate, be-
cause a favorable year may be evident as increased growth in the fol-
lowing year, due to carbohydrate storage. This reasoning could in large
part explain the correlation between radial growth and previous year’s
climate variables often reported in tree-ring studies (e.g., Fritts 1976).

In summary, we believe that stand-level tree biomass increment
(derived from tree rings), as presented here, can be used as coarse proxy
for interannual NEP, but should be interpreted with caution given the
shift from a one-year lag to annual synchrony. Continued investigation
into how these measures of productivity covary through time could
provide new insights into forest carbon cycling and tree physiology.
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