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Abstract

As global temperatures increase, the potential for longer growing seasons to enhance the
terrestrial carbon sink has been proposed as a mechanism to reduce the rate of further
warming. At the Niwot Ridge AmeriFlux site, a subalpine forest in the Colorado Rocky
Mountains, we used a 9-year record (1999-2007) of continuous eddy flux observations to
show that longer growing season length (GSL) actually resulted in less annual CO,
uptake. Years with a longer GSL were correlated with a shallower snow pack, as
measured using snow water equivalent (SWE). Furthermore, years with a lower SWE
correlated with an earlier start of spring. For three years, 2005, 2006, and 2007, we used
observations of stable hydrogen isotopes (6D) of snow vs. rain, and extracted xylem water
from the three dominant tree species, lodgepole pine, Engelmann spruce, and subalpine
fir, to show that the trees relied heavily on snow melt water even late into the growing
season. By mid-August, 57% to 68% of xylem water reflected the isotopic signature of
snow melt. By coupling the isotopic water measurements with an ecosystem model,
SIPNET, we found that annual forest carbon uptake was highly dependent on snow
water, which decreases in abundance during years with longer growing seasons. Once
again, for the 3 years 2005, 2006, and 2007, annual gross primary productivity, which was
derived as an optimized parameter from the SIPNET model was estimated to be 67% 77%,
and 71% dependent on snow melt water, respectively. Past studies have shown that the
mean winter snow pack in mountain ecosystems of the Western US has been declining
for decades and is correlated with positive winter temperature anomalies. Since climate
change models predict continuation of winter warming and reduced snow in mountains
of the Western US, the strength of the forest carbon sink is likely to decline further.
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Introduction

Human activities, such as the burning of fossil fuels and
land use changes, have increased the atmospheric CO,
concentration over the past century. The increase in CO,
and other greenhouse gases is very likely to have
caused climate warming at unprecedented rates (IPCC,
2007). While approximately half of the emitted anthro-
pogenic CO; stays in the atmosphere, the remainder is
assimilated into terrestrial and ocean ecosystems (Ca-
nadell et al., 2007). These natural carbon sinks are vital
for sequestering atmospheric CO,, and yet the strength
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and longevity of these sinks may be diminishing
(Cramer et al., 2001; Canadell et al., 2007). The tendency
for ecosystem growing seasons to lengthen in response
to climate warming (Myneni et al., 1997; Cao & Wood-
ward, 1998; Black et al., 2000) may enhance the strength
of the terrestrial carbon sink, and thus diminish the rate
of atmospheric CO, buildup. An earlier spring, and
associated longer growing season may increase the
potential time for photosynthetic CO, uptake by terres-
trial ecosystems.

Several recent studies have found longer growing
seasons to increase net ecosystem productivity (NEP).
Keeling et al. (1996) first used continuous measurements
of CO; concentrations in Hawaii and the Arctic to show
a general increase in northern hemisphere growing
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season length (GSL) since the mid 1960s. Using eddy
flux data, Goulden et al. (1996) found longer GSL to
correlate with an increase in NEP in an eastern decid-
uous forest; Black et al. (2000) and Griffis et al. (2003)
also found a positive relationship between GSL and
NEP in a boreal deciduous forest. In both of these
studies, warmer springs and earlier leaf emergence
were hypothesized to cause the higher observed rates
of NEP. Analyzing 26 EUROFLUX network sites,
Valentini et al. (2000) discovered a positive relationship
between NEP and latitude, where latitude was used as a
proxy for GSL, as well as radiation balance, frost events,
and disturbance regimes. Finally, Churkina et al. (2005)
used eddy flux measurements from 28 different
sites, ranging from grasslands to forests and found a
positive relationship between GSL and NEP. With the
exception of Churkina et al. (2005), most of these studies
focused on the relationship between GSL and NEP in
deciduous forests, where warmer springs prompt an
earlier bud break. Unlike deciduous forests, coniferous
forests begin to photosynthesize before the onset of
bud break, and therefore the mechanisms that couple
ecosystem productivity to GSL may be fundamentally
different than those in deciduous forests. For example,
in the subalpine forests in the Western US, conifers
can begin to photosynthesize almost 2 months before
buds break (J. Hu, unpublished results). Therefore,
although the effects of increasing GSL on NEP in
coniferous forests remains relatively unknown, under-
standing this relationship is highly important for
ecosystem—-atmosphere carbon exchange models
(White et al., 1999).

Despite the relatively large body of literature show-
ing a positive relationship between GSL and NEP,
recently, Piao et al. (2008) found evidence for a hemi-
sphere-scale relationship between GSL and lower rates
of NEP due to higher rates of respiratory CO, loss
during an extended, warmer autumn. Furthermore,
Piao et al. (2008) found North America to be experien-
cing a larger warming in autumn than in spring, while
Eurasia was experiencing a stronger spring warming
than autumn. In mountain ecosystems of the Western
US, however, autumns are relatively dry, and it is not
clear that warmer temperatures will necessarily lead to
higher soil respiration rates during years with a later
start to winter. At the Niwot Ridge AmeriFlux site, for
example, soil respiration rates were shown to be insen-
sitive to warmer temperatures during drier growing
seasons (Scott-Denton et al., 2003).

NEP in mountain ecosystems of the Western US is
controlled by precipitation, much of which falls in
winter (Monson et al., 2002; Hunter et al., 2006). For
example, high rates of carbon uptake occur in the
Sierra Nevada and Rocky Mountains during years

of high precipitation [gross primary productivity
(GPP) =~ 800gCm 2yrl, but rates of carbon uptake
decrease during years of drought (Schimel et al., 2000,
2002). These mountain ecosystems are also significant
carbon sinks, with up to 70% of the Western US sink
occurring at elevations above 750m (Schimel et al.,
2002). Studies in the subalpine forest of the Colorado
Rocky Mountains have found NEP and snow pack to be
tightly linked. During the period of rapid snow melt in
the early spring, forest-atmosphere CO, exchange rates
switch from net ecosystem respiration to net ecosystem
photosynthesis over the period of a few days or weeks
(Monson et al., 2002, 2005).

In our study of carbon and water dynamics in a
subalpine forest, we used a 9-year record of eddy flux
data to investigate the relationship between GSL and
NEP. Furthermore, because both snow and rain can
contribute to available water in subalpine forests, we
used isotopic measurements to distinguish between
these two precipitation sources. We coupled these mea-
surements with an ecosystem model, the Simplified
Photosynthesis and EvapoTranspiration (SIPNET) mod-
el, to quantify the importance of snow melt vs. summer
monsoon rains on GPP. We hypothesized that photo-
synthetic CO, uptake was more dependent on snow
water than summer rains. We also examined the effects
of spring and autumn temperatures on NEP in order to
see if the site was experiencing greater warming during
spring or autumn.

Methods

The study took place at the Niwot Ridge AmeriFlux
site, a subalpine forest located in the Colorado Rocky
Mountains at an elevation of 3050 m. The site receives
about 800 mm of precipitation annually, with 60% in the
form of snow and 40% in the form of rain (calculated
from a 10-year average). Mean annual temperature is
1.5°C. The forest is about 100 years old and has a
mixture of trees, including Pinus contorta (lodgepole
pine), Abies lasiocarpa (subalpine fir), Picea engelmanii
(Engelmann spruce), and Pinus flexilus (limber pine),
and Populus tremuloides (quaking aspen), but the three
dominant tree species and the ones we focused on were
lodgepole pine, subalpine fir, and Engelmann spruce.
For a more in depth description of the site, see Monson
et al. (2002, 2005) and Turnipseed et al. (2003).

Meteorological measurements

NEP was measured at 21.5m at the main AmeriFlux
tower (NR1) with an IRGA (model LI-6262, LI-COR Inc.,
Lincoln, NE, USA), and sonic anemometer (model csat-3,
Campbell Scientfic Inc., Logan, UT, USA). Raw CO, and
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wind data were collected at 10Hz frequency and NEP
was calculated over 30-min time periods. Appropriate
corrections for density fluctuations and sonic coordinate
rotations were applied as described in Monson et al.
(2002)and Turnipseed et al. (2002). NEP was summed for
9 years (1999-2007) using the gap-filled data record
for 30-min averages. Methods for gap-filling and other
details of data processing are available at the Niwot
Ridge AmeriFlux web site (http: /urquell.colorado.edu/
data_ameriflux/) (Monson et al., 2002, 2005; Turnipseed
et al., 2003). Uncertainty in NEE was estimated using the
approach from Richardson et al. (2006), where we calcu-
lated random errors in the carbon flux measurements
using the daily-difference approach. This analysis re-
vealed that the error distribution was best described by
a double-exponential probability distribution. Bootstrap
pseudoreplicates were created using an original flux
observation plus a random uncertainty term derived
from the double-exponential distribution. These repli-
cates were then used to estimate 95% confidence inter-
vals around the mean flux. We found that the average
uncertainty for each weekly integration of NEE for 9
years to be about 18% and applied this uncertainty to our
annual NEP measurements.

Cumulative snow water equivalent (SWE) values
for the Niwot Ridge LTER C1 site were obtained from
the SNOTEL database (http://www.co.nrcs.usda.gov/
data/snow) for all 9 years. For calculations of SWE,
we chose to use ‘water year’ start and end dates
(October-October). For example, for SWE of 2000,
cumulative SWE was summed from October 1, 1999
through September 30, 2000. We chose to use cumula-
tive SWE instead of peak SWE from April 1 because our
site often experienced late spring storms that fell after
the April 1 date, and we wanted to ensure that these
storms were included in the analysis. Average tempera-
tures during the first two weeks of spring (2 weeks after
NEP became positive) and the last 2 weeks of autumn
(2 weeks before negative NEP) were calculated for all 9
years to examine the relationship between temperature
and NEP during the start and end of the growing
season. We also calculated the average winter tempera-
ture (winter days were the days not included in the
growing season days) for all 9 years. Precipitation
was measured using a heated tipping bucket rain/snow
gauge (model 385-L, Met One Inc., Grants Pass, OR,
USA), and air temperature was measured with
an aspirated sensor (model HMP35D, Vaisala Inc.,
Woburn, MA, USA). The uncertainty in SWE was
estimated by assuming that all measurements had an
error of 1% for SWE, which is the maximum observa-
tion error of the SNOTEL snow pillow instrument
according to the manufacturer (Rickly Hydrological
Company, Columbus, OH, USA).

© 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd, Global Change Biology, 16, 771-783

Calculating GSL

In other studies linking NEP and GSL, the start of the
growing season was determined when positive daily
cumulative NEP was first detected using eddy flux
techniques (Churkina et al., 2005), or when greening
was detected in broadleaf forests (Goulden et al., 1996;
White et al., 1999), and the growing season ended when
daily cumulative NEP became negative or the leaves
senesced. In some studies using eddy flux techniques,
measurement of carbon uptake period was used instead
of GSL because small amounts of CO, uptake were
observed before daily cumulative NEP became positive
(Baldocchi & Wilson, 2001; Churkina et al., 2005). In
contrast, in coniferous forests, NEP can become positive
weeks or even months before buds break (J. Hu, un-
published results). During the transition from winter to
spring, our site often experienced days when cumula-
tive daily NEP oscillated between positive and negative
during a weeklong period. After this initial oscillation
period, cumulative daily NEP in some years remained
positive (e.g. 2005), but relatively low for up to 3 weeks;
in other years, cumulative daily NEP remained positive
and began to increase quickly within 1 week (e.g. 1999)
(Fig. 1). During years with a long spring turn on,
cumulative daily NEP might be positive, but because
daily NEP rates were so low, carbon uptake during the
early spring was only a small fraction of the total annual
NEP. However, during years with a short spring turn
on, cumulative daily NEP rates were high, and carbon
sequestration during this period was a significant frac-
tion of the total annual NEP (Fig. 1). In our analysis, we
took a different approach to determine the start and end
of the growing season, which emphasized the kinetics
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Fig. 1 Daily NEP during springtime for years 1999 and 2005. In
1999, the period when NEP became and remained positive was
short (4 days); in 2005, this same period was longer (20 days).
The gray lines indicate the start and end of the period when NEP
oscillates between negative and positive. NEP, net ecosystem
productivity.
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of spring and autumn response to seasonal climate. In
order to account for this variation, we first calculated a
regression between NEP and date, and we varied the
number of days used in the regression from 3 to 9 days
(analogous to the rate of change in daily NEP over a 3-9
day period). Ranging the number of days for our
regression analysis allowed us to calculate the error
associated with determining GSL. Using the different
slopes of NEP for regressions between 3-9 days, we
determined the start of the growing season as the day
when the slope was the steepest. We believed this to be
a better indicator of the start of the growing season
because the method was informed by the rate and sign
of the photosynthetic and respiratory responses to the
beginning of the growing season, rather than the sign
alone.

To determine the end of the growing season, we used
the same regression approach, but instead we chose the
day when the slope was the shallowest. We chose to use
a shallow slope because unlike spring, daily NEP dur-
ing the fall gradually became negative. In order to
ensure that the days we determined to be the start
and end of the growing season encompassed a period
when most of the annual NEP occurred, we calculated
the fraction of positive NEP between the start and end
dates. Over the 9-year period, our definition of GSL
captured more than 96% of the total NEP. Therefore, in
our analysis, GSL is defined as the period when there
was positive carbon uptake occurring in the forest
between the start and end dates of the growing season.

Collecting branches, soil, and water samples

During the growing seasons of 2005, 2006, and 2007,
branches of the three dominant tree species: lodgepole
pine, subalpine fir, and Engelmann spruce, were col-
lected every 2 weeks. The first collection began with the
onset of snow melt and immediately (within 2-3 days)
after the forest NEP became positive, indicating photo-
synthesis and net carbon uptake had been initiated by
the forest. The last collection occurred in late August/
early September, as nighttime temperatures began to
fall. Eight branches from the three species were col-
lected into a glass vial, sealed with Parafilm, and kept
cool in an ice chest until they could be frozen in the
laboratory (within the same day of collection). During
the same time of branch collection, a soil pit was dug
and soil samples were collected at 5-cm depth intervals.
Due to the rocky nature of the site, soil pits were usually
limited to 35 cm in total depth. Ground water (collected
from a well), creek water, and rainwater were also
collected during these dates. Rainwater was collected
using a Nalgene container fitted with a funnel and
screen. Mineral oil was poured into the rain container

to prevent evaporation of rainwater. The rainwater was
collected every week or 2 weeks during the summer,
depending on the amount of precipitation falling at the
site.

In early April in 2005, 2006, and 2007, 10 snow pits
were dug along a 240-m transect. A column of snow
was collected using a capped PVC pipe. The 10 snow
profiles were allowed to melt in the laboratory and the
water was then collected in a glass vial, sealed with
Parafilm and kept in a refrigerator until further analy-
sis. During the spring of 2008, additional snow samples
and corresponding soil samples were collected from
one pit. From April 9 to May 29, a snow profile was
collected from an existing snow pit every week to see if
the snow pack oxygen and hydrogen isotopes changed
as the snow pack melted. Soil from underneath the
snow profile was also collected and water was ex-
tracted. A ‘deuterium-excess’ plot (680 vs. D) was
used to check for enrichment of snow melt and rain
water (Craig, 1961).

Extracting water from branches and soils

Branch and soil samples were extracted using cryogenic
water distillation (Ehleringer ef al., 2000). Under vacuum
conditions, the sample (branch or soil) was unsealed and
placed into a glass tube and immersed in boiling water.
The evaporated water from the branch or soil sample
was then collected in another glass tube that was im-
mersed in liquid nitrogen. In order to ensure that all the
water was extracted from the soil or branch sample, the
extracted samples were weighed and placed in a drying
oven for 4 days before reweighing. We observed no
difference in weight after drying. We also plotted a
‘deuterium-excess’ plot to check for enrichment in soil
water below 10 cm, since upper soils tend to be enriched
in '®0 and ?H due to evaporative enrichment.

Analysis of stable isotopes and construction of mixing
model

All water samples: snow, ground, creek, rain, extracted
branch, and extracted soil samples were sent to the
Stable Biogeochemistry Lab at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley for analysis. Both oxygen and hydro-
gen isotopes were analyzed on all the water samples.
Because the results using both isotopes produced the
same results, we present all the data using JD. Stable
isotope ratios of hydrogen and oxygen were expressed
using J notation (units of %o):

oD = (Rsample/Rstandard - 1) % 1000, (])

where Rgampte and Rgtandara are the molar ratios of D/H of
the sample and standard water (V-SMOW), respectively.

© 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd, Global Change Biology, 16, 771-783
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The 0D results of snow, rain, and ground water are
shown in Table 2.

A two member mixing model was used to trace water
use (Williams & Ehleringer, 2000). The model assumes
two different compartments within the soil profile: the
top soil reflecting rainwater and the deeper soils reflect-
ing snow melt water:

5thig = 5Drainf + 5Dsnow(‘1 - f)7 (2)

where 6Dywig, 6Drain, and dDgpow are the isotopic com-
position of the twig water, rainwater, and snow melt,
respectively, and f is the fraction of rainwater in the
twig. Rearranging Eqn (1), we can solve for the fraction
of twig water from rain:

f = (5thig - 5Dsnow)/(5Drain - 5Dsn0w)- (3)

When constructing the mixing model, for the first
end-member, we used the date of rainwater 6D that
most closely corresponded to the date of twig collection.
We used snow melt as the second end-member. The
values provided in Table 2 were used for the mixing
models.

Simplified Photosynthesis EvapoTranspiration (SIPNET)
model

The SIPNET model, based on the PnET (Photosynthesis-
EvapoTranspiration) family of models (Aber & Federer,
1992; Aber et al., 1995, 1996), was simplified to decrease
the number of free parameters and run time (Braswell
et al., 2005; Sacks et al., 2006, 2007). SIPNET contains two
vegetation carbon pools and an aggregated soil carbon
pool and simulates the carbon dynamics between these
pools and the atmosphere. The vegetation pool is split
into leaves and wood, where ‘wood’ refers to the
combined pool of boles, branches, and roots. The model
performs two time steps per day: day and night. The
lengths of the day and night time steps in the model
varied seasonally to account for changes in day length;
fluxes were appropriately scaled for these changes in
the length of the time steps.

Both NEP and ET (evapotranspiration) observations
were used to parameterize the SIPNET model. Using
the protocol and parameter starting values detailed in
Moore et al. (2008), we estimated 17 of the 32 model
parameters using a variation of the Metropolis algo-
rithm (Metropolis et al., 1953) modified by Hurtt &
Armstrong (1996). The remaining 15 parameters were
held constant at values estimated from the literature
and from field studies at the Niwot Ridge site because
they were difficult to estimate independently from the
eddy flux data or because they had little or no effect on
modeled NEE. The scheme used to assess the maximum
likelihood outcomes of the model are discussed in detail

© 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd, Global Change Biology, 16, 771-783

in Braswell et al. (2005), Sacks et al. (2006) and the
parameter values used are listed in Moore et al. (2008).

The model was conditioned on half-daily NEP
averages from the observed eddy flux data, to partition
NEP into its photosynthetic (GPP) and respiratory
components (Rg). In this data assimilation and analysis,
GPP was constrained by the entire NEP flux record
from 1999 through 2007 through maximum likelihood
parameter optimizations. We used the isotopic portion-
ing of rainwater vs. snow water for 2005 through 2007,
presented in Fig. 5b, to calculate the fraction of annual
GPP driven by rainwater vs. snow water.

Statistical analysis

For analysis of the relationship between GSL and NEP,
GSL and SWE, and SWE and first day of the growing
season, we first ran a Spearman’s correlation analysis to
generate R*-values for these relationships. We then used
a reduced major axis regression analysis following
Ricker (1973) to account for the uncertainties in GSL,
NEP, and SWE (Matlab R2008b). To test for differences
in 0D of xylem water between lodgepole pine, Engel-
mann spruce, and subalpine fir, we ran an ANOVA (PROC
MIXED; SAS, The SAS Institute, Version 9.1, Cary, NC,
USA) to test for the effects of species and day of year.
Post hoc analysis was performed using Tukey’s pair-
wise comparison (among species) and significance was
found when P < 0.05.

Results

Meteorological measurements

For the 9 years of our NEP measurements, the precipi-
tation pattern varied significantly from year to year
(Table 1). For example, the SWE in 2007 (58.69 cm)
was more than double the SWE in 2002 (27.18 cm),
and summer precipitation in 2004 (39.98 cm) was almost
double that of 2003 (21.34 cm). Furthermore, the length
of the growing season also varied significantly year to
year (Table 1). Interannual air temperatures during all 9
years, however, did not vary. For example, the spring
air temperature during most years was between 6 and
7°C, with the exception of 2002 and 2006. The average
growing season temperature for all 9 years only ranged
from 8.44 °C in 2004 to 10.70 °C in 2007.

The 3 years (2005, 2006, 2007) of hydrogen isotope
collections were representative of hydrological dynamics
observed during the entire 9 years in the analysis of Fig.
2. The mean cumulative SWE for the winters of 2005,
2006, and 2007 were 17% higher (57.4cm), 10% lower
(43.9cm), and 22% higher (59.8cm) than the 9-year
mean (49.1cm), respectively. Total summer rainfall
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Table 1 Climate patterns for the 9 years of net ecosystem
exchange measurements

Date of Dates of the
Cumulative Maximum maximum growing Rain
Year SWE (cm) SWE (cm) SWE season (cm)

1999 53.09 14.70 5/5 5/19-10/11 38.80
2000 40.64 11.60 3/23 4/25-10/22 30.55
2001 35.81 9.80 4/23 5/5-10/18  38.18
2002 27.18 7.00 3/27 4/25-10/21 29.19
2003 52.58 15.80 4/8 5/14-10/17 21.34
2004 51.31 11.60 4/26 5/6-10/14  39.98
2005 57.4 13.40 5/4 5/21-10/24 26.23
2006 43.94 12.80 4/3 4/28-10/11 24.03
2007 58.69 17.90 4/27 5/7-10/9 31.23

SWE, snow water equivalent.

Soil Soil
moisture moisture
season air June 1 July 15

Air T 2 weeks Spring Growing
before snow air T

Year melt (°C) T (°C) m*m™® mM®>m™)
1999 0.92 6.10 9.67 n/a n/a
2000 1.89 6.24 9.71 n/a n/a
2001 1.27 6.57 10.23 n/a n/a
2002 1.08 3.75 9.54 0.16 0.08
2003 0.06 7.36 1041 0.31 0.09
2004 1.36 6.05 8.44 0.22 0.12
2005 4.58 6.65 10.11 0.30 0.09
2006 1.66 2.08 9.83 0.16 0.13
2007 2.27 6.21 10.70 0.31 0.07

These patterns include: cumulative snow water equivalent (cum
SWE), max SWE, date of max SWE, date of the growing season,
total rain, average air temperature 2 weeks before snow melt,
average spring air temperature, average growing season air
temperature, soil moisture on June 1, and soil moisture on July 15.
SWE, snow water equivalent.

amounts were 15% lower (26.2 cm), 22% lower (24 cm),
and 1% higher (31.2 cm) than the 9-year mean (30.8 cm),
respectively.

Relationship between GSL, NEP, and SWE

We found a significant negative correlation between
GSL and NEP (P=0.04, R*=042, NEP=-2.66
x GSL + 510.51) for 9 years of eddy flux data, indicating
that years with the longest growing seasons were
correlated with the lowest annual rates of forest CO,
uptake (Fig. 2a). Using the SWE data from the SNOTEL
database, we also found a significant, negative correla-
tion between SWE and GSL (P=0.01, R*=0.61,
SWE =-1.08 x GSL + 223.87), suggesting that smaller
winter snow pack occurred during years with a longer
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Fig. 2 (a) Relationship between annual GSL and NEP for 9
years. A significant, negative relationship between GSL and NEP
(P=0.04, R?=0.47, NEP = —2.66 x GSL + 510.51) demonstrate
that longer growing seasons are correlated with lower annual
rates of carbon sequestration by the forest. Vertical error bars
correspond to 18% randomly generated NEP errors and hori-
zontal error bars correspond to error in calculating the start and
end of the growing season. (b) A significant, negative relation-
ship between GSL and SWE (P=0.01, R?>=0.61, SWE=
—1.08 x GSL + 223.87) demonstrates that years with a longer
growing season are correlated with less available snow melt
water. Horizontal error bars correspond to 1% instrument error.
NEP, net ecosystem productivity; GSL, growing season length;
SWE, snow water equivalent.

GSL (Fig. 2b). For example, in 1999, a large snow pack
delayed the onset of spring and reduced GSL to only
146 days, but annual NEP was one of the highest during
the 9-year period. Contrary to 1999, in 2002, the snow
pack melted earlier and extended the growing season to
179 days, but resulted in the lowest NEP during the
observation period. Overall, we found a significant,
positive relationship between SWE and the first day of
the growing season (P=0.03, R*=0.51, DOY = 0.64
x SWE + 95.87); years with a later start of the growing
season were correlated with a deeper winter snow pack
(Fig. 3).

During the 9-year period, we found the lengthening
of the growing season was more likely due to an earlier
onset of spring than a later onset of winter. The end of
the growing season date in the autumn varied by 2
weeks (October 9—October 24), but the beginning of the
growing season date in the spring varied by nearly 4
weeks (April 25-May 21). We found there was no
significant correlation between autumn temperature
and NEP either in terms of absolute rate or percentage
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Fig. 3 Relationship between SWE and the first day of the
growing season, expressed in day of year (DOY). The relation-
ship is significant (P =0.03, R?>=0.51, DOY =0.64 x SWE +
95.87), and demonstrates that years with a large snow pack
delayed the start of the growing season. Vertical error bars
correspond to error associated with determining the start of
the growing season and horizontal error bars correspond to 1%
instrument error. SWE, snow water equivalent.
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Fig. 4 (a) The relationship between the average temperature
during the first 2 weeks of spring and the first 2 weeks of spring
NEP. There was a significant and positive relationship between
spring temperature and spring NEP (P =0.0048, R%2=0.7,
NEP =5.5 x T-1.91). (b) The relationship between the average
temperature during the last 2 weeks of autumn and the last 2
weeks of autumn NEP. There was no significant relationship
between temperature and NEP (P =0.18). NEP, net ecosystem
productivity.

of the annual cumulative NEP (Fig. 4b). We also found
no relationship between mean winter temperature and
cumulative winter NEP. However, we did find a sig-
nificant relationship between average temperature and
NEP during the first 2 weeks of the growing season
(P =0.0048, R* = 0.7) (Fig. 4a).
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Hydrogen isotope (3D) of water sources

The 6D of snow melt water during the first week of
April for all 3 years was: —146%o (2005), —149%o (2006),
and —150%0 (2007) (Table 2, Fig. 5a). The isotopic
signature of ground water was slightly enriched com-
pared with the snow melt water signature
(=129 £ 0.1% mean for all 3 years), and remained
constant through the entire growing season (Fig. 5a).
The isotopic signature of collected rainwater varied
through the season (Table 2, Fig. 5a). Soil water collected
from 0 to 5 cm depth had an isotopic signature that most
often tracked that of summer rain, except for the early
summer in 2007 wherein the winter snow pack lingered
well into June (Fig. 5a). The isotopic signature of soil
water collected from 30 to 35cm was most similar to
ground water for the entire growing season. One ex-
ception to these patterns was in 2006, when a large rain
event in early July caused soils at 35 cm to shift from a
snow-like to a rain-like signature, relatively quickly. In
2008, the seven samples of snow pack collected at
weekly intervals from April 9 to May 29 showed no
enrichment of the snow pack during melt. The 6D of
snow melt ranged from —163%o to —158%o for April 9
and May 29, respectively, with an average value of
—160 £ 0.8. From the deuterium excess plot for snow
melt, rain, and extracted soil water, we found that the
slope of all three water sources were close to that of the
meteoric water line (Fig. 6). The relationship between
680 and OD for the three water sources were: snow
melt 6D = 5.48 x 6'®0—40.54, R*=0.95, rain D ="7.20
x 080 +3.70, R*=098, and soil water oD =852
x 6180 + 7.06, R* = 0.95.

The 6D of extracted xylem water for lodgepole pine,
Engelmann spruce, and subalpine fir were not statisti-
cally different from one another throughout the grow-
ing season. Therefore, we binned the results of
individual species JD into a ‘conifer’ JD value. In
2005, the xylem water 0D ranged from —120 =+ 2% to
—85 & 4%o; in 2006, the 6D ranged from —135 & 1% to
—99 =+ 6%o; and in 2007 the 6D ranged from —133 £ 2%o
to —90 4 4%o (Table 2).

Mixing model and SIPNET

The results from the mixing model showed that all three
dominant tree species relied heavily on snow melt
water throughout the entire growing season (Fig. 5b).
In all 3 years, at the start of the growing season, all the
trees relied completely on snow melt water, and then
began to use some rain during the middle to late
growing season. In 2006, all tree species relied more
on snow melt water, compared with 2005 or 2007.
However, we found that in all 3 years, even late into
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Table 2 6D (%o) of snow melt, rain water, and xylem water for 2005, 2006, and 2007

Date Snow melt (6D) Date Rain water (6D) Date Xylem water (D)
4/1/05 —146.18 6/22/05 —81.99 5/13/05 —120.24 + 0.89
7/8/05 —40.46 6/14/05 —117.48 + 4.38
8/1/05 —44.23 6/29/05 —111.19 £ 4.23
8/20/05 —50.57 7/13/05 —102.02 £+ 4.11
8/30/05 —28.63 8/1/05 —92.51 £1.35
9/10/05 —12.88 8/24/05 —85.53 £+ 3.337
9/30/05 —37.98 9/29/05 —94.35 + 3.91
4/5/06 —149.0 6/8/06 —28.6 5/23/06 —135.38 £ 0.70
7/10/06 —53.9 6/8/06 —123.30 £+ 1.80
7/20/06 -10.2 6/29/06 —115.29 + 4.16
8/6/06 —43.3 7/13/06 —113.55 + 6.76
8/31/06 —37.3 8/3/06 —104.44 £ 4.76
9/16/06 —-36.3 9/14/06 —98.98 + 3.09
4/10/07 —150.5 7/6/07 —76.7 6/7/07 —132.96 £ 0.50
7/26/07 —69.9 6/18/07 —128.20 £ 5.68
8/9/07 —72.8 7/2/07 —128.12 +£ 2.73
8/21/07 —20.4 7/26/07 —113.94 + 4.17
9/6/07 —52.6 8/21/07 —106.59 + 2.38
9/27/07 —53.5 9/5/07 —89.46 £+ 10.31
A 2006 2007
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Fig. 5 (a) D of soil water profiles collected throughout a growing season in 2005, 2006, and 2007. Black circles are soil water samples
collected from the top of the soil pit and white circles are soil water samples collected from 35cm depth. Triangles represent the 6D of
rainwater, the black line represents ground water, and the dotted line represents snow melt. (b) Average percent snow (gray) vs. rain
(white) water extracted from branch samples of the three dominant tree species: lodgepole pine, subalpine fir, and Engelmann spruce
(n=>5 for each species). A two point mixing model was used, with snow melt as one end member and different rain collections
throughout the growing season as the second end member.
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the growing season, 57-68% of the xylem water re-
flected the isotopic signature of snow water. Using
SIPNET we found that in all 3 years, the highest rates
of GPP occurred when the trees were using predomi-
nantly snow melt water (Fig. 7). For 2005, 2006, and
2007, annual GPP was 67% 77%, and 71% dependent on
snow melt water respectively.

Discussion

We found a negative relationship between GSL and
NEP using 9 years of continuous eddy flux data.
Furthermore, we discovered that the negative impact

50
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Fig. 6 The relationship between 60 and 6D for snow melt
(solid circles), rain (open triangles), and extracted soil water
below 10-cm depth (gray squares). The solid line represents the
global meteoric water line.

20

of an earlier start of spring on annual NEP was due to
the dependence of photosynthetic CO, uptake on snow
water through most of the growing season, and the
failure of summer rains to compensate for years with
earlier springs and shallower snow packs. Our isotopic
results from the three dominant tree species combined
with the SIPNET model provided additional evidence
that highest rates of GPP occurred when the trees were
using predominantly snow melt water.

Lower reliance on summer rain could be attributed to
two reasons: (1) the trees were tapping into a deeper
and more consistent water source during the growing
season, and (2) rain events, although frequent during
the summer, were too small to penetrate deeply into the
soils. Previous studies have found subalpine conifers to
possess a mat of shallow fine roots, and several forestry
studies have shown that roots of lodgepole pine, one of
the dominant species at the site, tend to grow more
laterally than vertically (Bishop, 1962; Nicoll et al., 2006).
However, our results from the isotope sampling suggest
that all three species were accessing water deeper than
35cm. Rain events typically hydrated only the upper
soils and rarely reached depths between 30 and 35 cm.
The one exception was in 2006, when a large 3-day rain
event occurred on July 6 and saturated the soils down to
35 cm. This large rain event brought 104 mm of rain in 3
days and was the largest rain in all 3 years (the next
largest 5-day rain event in 2007 only brought 51 mm of
rain). Reynolds & Knight (1973) found that in the
subalpine forest, rain events <10 mm were either inter-
cepted by the canopy, or absorbed by forest litter on the
soil surface, and rarely penetrated to deep soil layers. In
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Fig. 7 Gross primary productivity (GPP) modeled using SIPNET for 2005, 2006, and 2007. Gray areas represent snow contributed GPP
and black areas represent rain contributed GPP. Annual net ecosystem productivity (NEP) for each year is as follows: 2005

(88gCm™2yr™"), 2006 (104 gCm2yr~?), and 2007 (98 gCm2yr?).
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Table 3 Precipitation data for 2005 through 2007

Days Average rain Percent of rain Average no. days
Year of rain event (mm) >10mm (%) between rain events Total rain (mm)
2005 63 4.16 £ 0.69 7.90 3.30 262
2006 56 437 £1.25 10.70 3.90 240
2007 78 4.00 + 0.54 10.20 2.58 312

Data are from May 1 to September 30. During the 3 years, the percentage of days with rain events > 10mm was < 11%. The
precipitation regime during the 2006 growing season was characterized by few, but larger rain events, while 2005 was characterized
by more frequent, but smaller rain events. The growing season of 2007 experienced the most frequent rain events.

all 3 years of our study, 11% or less of all summer rain
events were >10mm (Table 3). Reynolds & Knight
(1973) also found that 60% of all water intercepted by
the surface litter evaporated within 4 days, rendering it
accessible to near-surface roots for only short periods of
time. The average number of days between rain events
for the 3 years of our study was 3.3 days. The relatively
small and infrequent rain events may explain why the
trees were not able to effectively utilize summer pre-
cipitation as a consistent water source.

The general pattern of CO, uptake by the Niwot
Ridge forest reflects seasonal maximum rates during
the initial few weeks of the growing season, with
relatively low rates during the autumn (Sacks et al.,
2007). Thus, it is during the spring, not autumn, when
changes in GSL are most likely to affect the annual rate
of NEP. Furthermore, unlike Piao et al. (2008), we did
not find a relationship between autumn temperatures
and NEP. In fact, studies in the subalpine forest have
found lodgepole pine to respond positively to warmer
autumns by increasing productivity (Villalba et al., 1994;
Kueppers & Harte, 2005), which is opposite to the trend
found by Piao et al. (2008). We did, however, find a
positive, significant relationship between average tem-
perature and NEP during the first 2 weeks of the
growing season. Thus, while spring warming is clearly
associated with longer GSL, it cannot explain the overall
reduction in NEP during years with longer GSL.

In our study, the negative correlation between GSL
and NEP stands in contrast to some previous studies.
Using 28 different ecosystems, varying from grasslands
to forest, Churkina et al. (2005) found GSL and NEP to
be positively correlated. In this type of analysis, how-
ever, GSL was one of several spatially varying controls
of ecosystem function, including aspects of community
species composition, canopy structure, and deep histor-
ical influences on ecosystem formation and evolution.
We focused on temporal (interannual) variation in GSL
at a single site, keeping ecosystem type and history
nearly constant. This allowed us to more clearly focus
on GSL as a controlling variable. Our results also
differed from some single-site studies conducted in

broadleaf forest ecosystems, where a positive relation-
ship between GSL and NEP was observed (Goulden
et al., 1996; White ef al., 1999; Black et al., 2000; Baldocchi
& Wilson, 2001; White & Nemani, 2003). There may be a
fundamental difference between broadleaf and needle
leaf forests in their responses to climate change, espe-
cially those needle-leaf forests native to mountain eco-
systems in the Western US. At the initiation of the
seasonal spring warm up, western coniferous forests
are able to reach maximum rates of CO, uptake quickly,
and sustain those rates as long as snow melt water is
available and temperatures are favorable (Monson ef al.,
2005). Broadleaf forests, in contrast, reach maximum
rates of CO, uptake during the middle of the summer
(Wofsy et al., 1993). An earlier spring warm-up may
actually promote overall CO, uptake by broadleaf for-
ests in allowing them to break their buds earlier and
reach maximum canopy leaf area index earlier in the
summer, effectively extending the mid-summer period
of maximum CO, uptake. Thus, the annual rate of CO,
uptake may be more tightly linked to mid-summer
climate regimes in the case of broadleaf forests, and
more tightly linked to spring climate regimes in the case
of mountain coniferous forests.

Our observation that longer growing seasons were
correlated with less annual carbon uptake in the sub-
alpine forest also contrasts with observations made in
boreal forest ecosystems. Generally, boreal forests as-
similate carbon at higher rates in the face of earlier
springs (Bergeron et al., 2007). The differences in these
observations may be due to the fact that boreal forests
are less dependent on the spring snow pack to sustain
annual GPP, and springtime GPP may be less important
as an overall determinant of annul cumulative GPP,
compared with our observations in the subalpine forest.
In fact, the greatest influence of springtime climate on
annual NEP in the boreal forests was temperature, and
the mid-summer responses of ecosystem respiration to
temperature and moisture were significant determi-
nants of annual NEP (see also Angert et al., 2005; Goetz
et al., 2005). Perhaps the largest difference between the
subalpine and boreal forest is the lack of permafrost in
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the subalpine forest. In some boreal forests, melting of
permafrost during the summer can supply the trees
with additional moisture (Bergeron ef al., 2007; Dunn
et al., 2007), potentially reducing the influence of winter
snow pack on summer GPP.

Net primary productivity in mountainous regions of
the Western US is susceptible to precipitation limita-
tions due to reductions in snow pack and earlier spring
snow melt (Monson et al., 2005; Sacks et al., 2006; Moore
et al., 2008). Recently studies of tree mortality across the
Western US have proposed water deficit as one of the
contributing factors (van Mantgem et al., 2009). Snow
packs and streamflows in the Western US have de-
creased in the past three-to-four decades due to warmer
winter temperatures (Mote et al., 2005; Kalra et al., 2008),
and the seasonality of snow melt has shifted to earlier in
the spring (Aguado et al., 1992; Dettinger & Cayan,
1995; Regonda et al., 2005). Our analysis indicates that
earlier spring warming and reduced winter snow pack,
both of which occur with an increase in GSL, are
associated with reductions in forest carbon sequestra-
tion. Future climate change in the Western US is likely
to bring even warmer winters and further reductions in
snow pack. Warmer summers may also bring more
summer precipitation. In the Rocky Mountain region,
future climate change is predicted to cause air tempera-
tures to increase by 3.5°C over the next century and,
while snow fall is predicted to decrease by 50%, sum-
mer precipitation is predicted to increase by 54% to
184% (Baldwin et al., 2003). Based on our results, how-
ever, it is not likely that this increase in summer
precipitation will offset the decrease in carbon uptake
that results from decreased snow fall. Although our
study highlighted some of the uncertainties about the
response of NEP to climate change in different ecosys-
tems, we have provided evidence that increases in GSL
for the subalpine forest ecosystem, one of the principal
carbon sinks in the Western US, may not lead to higher
rates of carbon sequestration.

Conclusions

Using 9 years of eddy flux data, we found a negative
relationship between GSL and NEP in a subalpine
forest. This negative relationship was due to year-to-
year variability in snow pack; years with a deeper snow
pack resulted in shorter GSL, while years with shal-
lower snow pack resulted in longer GSL. We also
demonstrated that this negative relationship was due
to the dependence of forest carbon uptake on snow melt
water. Using SIPNET, we found that approximately 70%
of the annual GPP was supported by snow melt water.
The lack of summer rain use by the trees appears to be
influenced largely by the size of precipitation events.

© 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd, Global Change Biology, 16, 771-783

Since small and infrequent rain events could not pene-
trate the soil surface, the trees were forced into even
greater dependence on snow melt water. If larger rain
events were to increase in frequency in the future, or if
spring snow storms were converted to spring rain
storms with no overall loss in water content, some of
the negative effects of the earlier spring on winter snow
pack may be mitigated. In the absence of compensating
rain, however, and with continued decreases in snow
pack in the face of continued positive winter tempera-
ture anomalies, we predict that the strength of the
current terrestrial carbon sink in high elevation forests
of the Western US will be even further diminished.
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