
This is a repository copy of Carbon loss by deciduous trees in a CO2-rich ancient polar 
environment.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/58/

Article:

Royer, D.L., Osborne, C.P. and Beerling, D.J. (2003) Carbon loss by deciduous trees in a 
CO2-rich ancient polar environment. Nature, 424 (6944). pp. 60-62. ISSN 0028-0836 

eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

Reuse 

Unless indicated otherwise, fulltext items are protected by copyright with all rights reserved. The copyright 
exception in section 29 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 allows the making of a single copy 
solely for the purpose of non-commercial research or private study within the limits of fair dealing. The 
publisher or other rights-holder may allow further reproduction and re-use of this version - refer to the White 
Rose Research Online record for this item. Where records identify the publisher as the copyright holder, 
users can verify any specific terms of use on the publisher’s website. 

Takedown 

If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 

mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/


..............................................................

Carbon loss by deciduous trees in a

CO2-rich ancient polar environment

Dana L. Royer*, Colin P. Osborne & David J. Beerling

Department of Animal and Plant Sciences, University of Sheffield, Sheffield

S10 2TN, UK
.............................................................................................................................................................................

Fossils demonstrate that deciduous forests covered the polar
regions for much of the past 250 million years1 when the climate
was warm and atmospheric CO2 high2. But the evolutionary
significance of their deciduous character has remained a matter
of conjecture for almost a century3. The leading hypothesis1,4–7

argues that it was an adaptation to photoperiod, allowing the
avoidance of carbon losses by respiration from a canopy of
leaves unable to photosynthesize in the darkness of warm polar
winters8–11. Here we test this proposal with experiments using
‘living fossil’ tree species grown in a simulated polar climate with
and without CO2 enrichment. We show that the quantity of
carbon lost annually by shedding a deciduous canopy is signifi-
cantly greater than that lost by evergreen trees through winter-
time respiration and leaf litter production, irrespective of growth
CO2 concentration. Scaling up our experimental observations
indicates that the greater expense of being deciduous persists in
mature forests, even up to latitudes of 83 8N, where the duration
of the polar winter exceeds five months. We therefore reject the
carbon-loss hypothesis as an explanation for the deciduous
nature of polar forests.
Plant fossils provide tangible evidence for the widespread occur-

rence of deciduous forests in the polar regions throughout the
Mesozoic and Palaeogene1. These high-latitude forests flourished in
a CO2-rich atmosphere2, under winter temperatures considerably
warmer than those of today8–11 and more closely resembling the
northern coast of the Mediterranean12 (Fig. 1). The carbon loss
hypothesis1,4–7 maintains that the quantity of carbon lost when a
canopy of leaves is shed annually (that is, the deciduous habit) is less
than the carbon losses by canopy respiration during the warm, dark
winter months and the annual abscission of only a fraction of leaves
(that is, the evergreen habit). However, because no modern ana-
logues exist for these ancient polar environments, the hypothesis
remains untested. Experiments offer the most direct means of
testing, but are necessarily shorter in duration than the lifetime of
the trees. To address differences in carbon budgets over longer
timescales applicable tomature forests, and across awide latitudinal
gradient, requires application of suitable process-based models of
forest biogeochemistry. Here, therefore, we present an integrated
study that tests the carbon-loss hypothesis by combining plant-
growth experiments in a simulated high-latitude environment13

with numerical modelling simulations of conifer forests14.
We ran our experiments using three deciduous species (the

taxodiaceous conifers Metasequoia glyptostroboides Hu & Cheng
and Taxodium distichum (L.) Rich, and the broadleaved gymno-
sperm Ginkgo biloba L.) and two evergreen species (the taxodia-
ceous Sequoia sempervirens (D. Don) Endl., and the southern-
hemisphere angiosperm Nothofagus cunninghamii (Hook.)
Oerst.). All of these represent reasonable modern analogues for
their congeneric ancestors, which were dominant elements in
Cretaceous and early Palaeogene polar landscapes up to a latitude
of 85 8N (refs 1, 6). One-year-old saplings of each species were
grown in a high-latitude (69 8N) photoperiod and a simulated
Cretaceous/early Palaeogene seasonal temperature regime for
three years, in atmospheres of either 400 p.p.m.v. or 800 p.p.m.v.

CO2 (Fig. 1, see ref. 13 for details). Because plant respiration
typically increases with temperature15, a severe thermal challenge
to the carbon-loss hypothesis was realized by experimentally impos-
ing the warmest of the cold-month mean temperatures recon-
structed from fossil biota8–11 (Fig. 1). Whole-tree net carbon
exchange rates were tracked throughout the year using flow-
through chambers, and the production and carbon content of leaf
litter measured in the autumn (see Methods).

During the six weeks of continuous darkness in both the 2001–
2002 and 2002–2003 simulated polar winters, carbon losses by leaf
and stem respiration in the evergreen species were consistently
small (Fig. 2a), equivalent to only 1–2% of annual net primary
productivity (NPP) (Fig. 2d). Nevertheless, they were significantly
larger than those of the leafless stems of the deciduous species
(2002–2003 winter: F 1,6 ¼ 90, P , 0.001; 2001–2002 winter:
F1,6 ¼ 140, P , 0.001). Importantly, all of the trees survived three
successive polar winters, in agreement with an earlier study16, and
maintained a normal rhythm of leaf expansion and abscission in
each growing season. The quantity of carbon lost in the production
of deciduous leaf litter was nearly an order of magnitude greater
than the comparatively minor litter turnover in evergreens
(F1,6 ¼ 45, P , 0.001) (Fig. 2b). No significant effects of CO2

concentration in the growth chambers on either respiration or litter
production were evident.

An initial evaluation of the carbon-loss hypothesis can be
achieved by summing the quantity of carbon lost in leaf litter
production and wintertime respiration for trees with each leaf
habit (Fig. 2a,b). These figures demonstrate that all three deciduous
tree species lost almost an order of magnitude more carbon than
their evergreen counterparts in the same environmental setting
(Fig. 2c), despite temperatures above freezing throughout the
winter (Fig. 1). For the deciduous species, the loss of carbon
originally invested into leaf production (Fig. 2b), along with the
wintertime respiration of leafless stems (Fig. 2a), was a substantial
fraction of the NPP (Fig. 2d) (14–25%), and significantly more than
in the evergreens (1–3%) (F1,6 ¼ 59, P , 0.001). This contrast is
well illustrated by the closely related evergreen S. sempervirens and
deciduous M. glyptostroboides, which both attained similar NPPs
(Fig. 2d). The M. glyptostroboides leaf canopy lost 16 times more
carbon than that of S. sempervirens at a CO2 concentration of
400 p.p.m.v., and 14 times more at 800 p.p.m.v. (Fig. 2c). Respira-
tion accounted for 90% of this loss in S. sempervirens, whereas litter
production was 98% of the loss in M. glyptostroboides.

Figure 1 Environmental data for growth rooms. The thin line shows daily mean

temperatures 2001–2002, and symbols in the left-hand column correspond to proxy

estimates of coldest month mean temperature (black symbols) and mean annual

temperature (grey symbols). Closed circles are estimates from geochemical analyses of

early Palaeogene high-latitude marine molluscs10,11, open circles are estimates from

Cretaceous and early Palaeogene vertebrates8,9, and stars are corresponding mean

temperatures inside the growth rooms. The thick line denotes the simulated photoperiod

at 69 8N, and the dashed line shows for comparison that at 45 8N.
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An evaluation of the relative merits of leaf habit on the carbon
budgets of mature forests can be obtained by scaling up our
measurements in space and time. The wintertime respiratory
burden of an evergreen canopy, avoided by deciduous trees, will
scale with canopy size, as described by the leaf area index (LAI, m2

leaf area per m2 ground area). In contrast, evergreens have the
advantage of a substantially reduced rate of leaf litter production, to
an extent dependent on the number of leaves produced each year,
foliage longevity and tree age. We assessed the importance of our
experimental findings for mature forests by addressing these two
scaling issues and calculating the carbon cost (CC, g C per m2

ground area) incurred by evergreen forests in a polar environment
as CC ¼ LAI £ (R þ LCD £ t), where R is the canopy respiration
rate integrated for the period of continuous darkness (g C per m2

leaf area), LCD is litter carbon density (g C per m2 leaf area) and t is
the fraction of the canopy shed annually (dimensionless) (see
Methods). For deciduous trees, where R ¼ 0 and t ¼ 1, the calcu-
lation of CC simplifies to CC ¼ LAI £ LCD. Our analyses assume
that the energetic costs of leaf construction for evergreen and
deciduous species are similar, in agreement with observations17.

According to these scaling procedures, the difference in carbon
cost between evergreen and deciduous forest stands is diminished
relative to that measured directly in our experiments (Fig. 3a,b)
because the scaled calculations more completely account for carbon
losses by leaf fall from an evergreen canopy. Nevertheless, the cost of
producing a deciduous canopy of leaves remains more than twice
that incurred by evergreen trees through canopy respiration and
turnover (Fig. 3a). Growth in a CO2-enriched atmosphere enhances
the difference in carbon costs between leaf strategies (Fig. 3b)
through a significant increase in LCD (F1,30 ¼ 9.6, P ¼ 0.004).
Since there was no significant effect of CO2 treatment on leaf tissue
carbon concentration (g C per g leaf tissue) (F 1,30 ¼ 0.51,
P ¼ 0.48), the rise in LCD was driven solely by a significant increase
in leaf mass per unit area (g dry matter per m2 leaf tissue)
(F1,30 ¼ 9.7, P ¼ 0.004), in agreement with other CO2 studies on
forest species at lower latitudes18. If this effect operated in ancient
polar forests at times of increased atmospheric CO2, it may have
exacerbated the carbon cost of having short-lived leaves.

Our experiments and scaling calculations are directly applicable

to a latitude of 69 8N. However, the carbon-loss hypothesis predicts
a greater penalty for evergreen trees at higher latitudes as cumulative
canopy respiration increases with the duration of the polar winter.
To investigate this issue at the scale of mature forests, we performed
a series of simulations using a process-based numerical model of
forest biogeochemistry14 forced with a Cretaceous climate and
geography19 encompassing a range of latitudes (68–83 8N; see
Methods) where mean temperatures were above freezing during
winter darkness (Fig. 3c). In agreement with expectation, we find
that wintertime respiration increases with latitude, despite the
cooler temperatures, because of the lengthening polar winter
(Fig. 3c,d). Nevertheless, this adverse effect on evergreens is negli-
gible relative to the cost of annual canopy turnover in mature trees.
As a consequence, the quantity of carbon required by deciduous
conifers for annual canopy replacement continues to remain
50–100% greater, regardless of latitude (Fig. 3).
Proxy CO2 data and geochemical modelling indicate a CO2-rich

atmosphere for much of the Jurassic and Cretaceous periods2, an
interval when polar forests flourished and produced wide maxi-
mum growth ring widths20. In our experiment, elevated CO2

significantly (F1,20 ¼ 6.6, P ¼ 0.02) stimulated whole-tree NPP by
between 17 and 73% (Fig. 2d). High CO2 therefore might have
partially compensated for the short high-latitude growing season
experienced by these forests. Comparison of the NPP values for
evergreen and deciduous taxa indicates that, despite a higher carbon
cost, deciduous trees have a productivity similar to that of ever-
greens. This suggests that deciduous trees compensate for higher
canopy carbon losses through increased rates of photosynthetic
carbon gain.
Our results overturn the long-standing and pervasive conjecture

that leaf habit in ancient polar forests was an adaptation to
photoperiod. Moreover, it has been recognized that Antarctic
polar forests appear to have contained a higher proportion of
evergreens than their Arctic counterparts7,21,22, a disparity also
incompatible with the carbon-loss argument. We suggest that
alternative explanations for the dominance of deciduous trees in
these ecosystems must now be sought23,24. The categorization of
fossil forests as either evergreen or deciduous appears to represent
an overly simplistic dichotomy in this context, since it assumes

Figure 2 Experimental analyses of the carbon costs of leaf habit at 69 8N for two

atmospheric CO2 levels. Open bars, 400 p.p.m.v.; closed bars, 800 p.p.m.v. a, Canopy

respiration during the 6-week period of continuous darkness of the 2002–2003 winter.

b, Litter production in 2002. c, Total carbon costs of the polar winter, defined as the sum

of a and b. d, Annual net primary productivity (NPP). Values are means of four replicates

^1 s.e. (n ¼ 3 for NPP) for these species: Nc, Nothofagus cunninghamii; Ss, Sequoia

sempervirens; Mg, Metasequoia glyptostroboides; Td, Taxodium distichum and Gb,

Ginkgo biloba.

Figure 3 High-latitude forest carbon budgets and climates. Carbon costs of a polar winter

for mature evergreen and deciduous leaf canopies calculated by scaling experimental

observations (dashed lines, deciduous species; solid lines, evergreen species, defined as

in Fig. 2.) with leaf area index (LAI) for two atmospheric CO2 levels. a, 400 p.p.m.v. and

b, 800 p.p.m.v. Also shown are stand-level forest model simulations using a mid-

Cretaceous climate. Open cirles, leaf lifespan ¼ 6 months; closed circles, leaf

lifespan ¼ 60 months) across a range of latitudes (68–83 8N). c, Mean Cretaceous

climate model temperatures of the winter dark period (data points) and length of polar

winter (solid line). d, Modelled wintertime canopy respiration of evergreen trees ( leaf

lifespan ¼ 60 months).
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similar function in all evergreen leaves, irrespective of their long-
evity. In fact, studies across biomes with different evolutionary and
climatic histories demonstrate that this categorization is unlikely to
be correct because leaf lifespan is strongly correlated with physio-
logical, whole-tree and ecosystem processes14,25,26. A palaeontologi-
cal view of leaf lifespan is now afforded through anatomical analyses
of growth rings in fossil woods27, providing a critical means of
linking past and present forest physiology. A

Methods

Whole-tree CO2 flux measurements

The net carbon exchange rates of trees were tracked throughout the year under growth
conditions using eight custom-built chambers, based on a modified design of ref. 28.
Three replicate plants per CO2 treatment were used, and the remaining two chambers used
for controls, one from each CO2 treatment, consisting of a pot with the same soil mixture
as those with plants. Hourly measurements weremade for each species over the course of a
24-h period, and repeated ten times throughout the year. Daily carbon budgets were
estimated from the resulting 400 measurements, and then integrated to produce annual
budgets (NPP) after taking into account the annual carbon loss by litter production. The
carbon contribution of litter was estimated in sub-samples of leaf litter, using a stable-
isotope ratio mass spectrometer (PDZ Europa 20–20, Cheshire).

CO2 effects were analysed using a two-way ANOVAwith replication (CO2 £ species);
leaf habit effects were analysed using a two-way ANOVA with unequal but proportional
subclass sizes (CO2 £ leaf habit) (ref. 29). None had significant interaction terms.

Scaling experimental results to mature stands

The following values for t and measured LCD (mean ^ s.e.) were used: for N.
cunninghamii (at 400 p.p.m.v. CO2: t ¼ 0.33, LCD ¼ 51.2 ^ 2.6; at 800 p.p.m.v. CO2:
0.33, 56.2 ^ 7.1), for S. sempervirens (at 400 p.p.m.v. CO2: 0.2, 44.0 ^ 3.8; at 800 p.p.m.v.
CO2: 0.2, 70.1 ^ 12.5), for M. glyptostroboides (at 400 p.p.m.v. CO2: 1.0, 34.1 ^ 2.6; at
800 p.p.m.v. CO2: 1.0, 42.3 ^ 3.0), for T. distichum (at 400 p.p.m.v. CO2: 1.0, 53.0 ^ 3.3;
at 800 p.p.m.v. CO2: 1.0, 60.4 ^ 10.3) and for G. biloba (at 400 p.p.m.v. CO2: 1.0,
38.9 ^ 2.8; 800 p.p.m.v. CO2: 1.0, 52.0 ^ 1.7). See Fig. 2a for canopy respiration data (R).
Measured rates of belowground respiration did not differ significantly between the two
leaf habits during the polar winter (F1,6 ¼ 0.32, P ¼ 0.59), and so were not included in the
scaling procedures.

Conifer forest modelling

TheUniversity of Sheffield ConiferModel (USCM) uses generalized relationships between
leaf lifespan and function, and incorporates a full set of responses to atmospheric CO2 and
climate, as well as feedbacks with soil water and nutrient content14. USCM predictions of
key properties and processes of conifer forests (NPP, LAI, evapotranspiration, nitrogen
uptake and carbon partitioning) are validated well for forest sites across a wide climatic
gradient using monthly climate data (temperature, precipitation and relative humidity),
soil nutrient status and leaf lifespan information as inputs14. We forced the USCM with
monthly climate data from the mid-Cretaceous climate simulation by the UKUniversities
Global Atmospheric Modelling Programme general circulationmodel19. Soil nutrient data
for the Cretaceous period were derived using the Century soil biogeochemistry routines30.

Received 28 February; accepted 22 April 2003; doi:10.1038/nature01737.

1. Spicer, R. A. & Chapman, J. L. Climate change and the evolution of high-latitude terrestrial vegetation

and flora. Trends Ecol. Evol. 5, 279–284 (1990).

2. Crowley, T. J. & Berner, R. A. CO2 and climate change. Science 292, 870–872 (2001).

3. Seward, A. C. Antarctic Fossil Plants. British Antarctic (‘Terra Nova’) Expedition, 1910. British

Museum Natural History Report. Geology 1, 1–49 (1914).

4. Chaney, R. W. Tertiary centers and migration routes. Ecol. Monogr. 17, 139–148 (1947).

5. Hickey, L. J. Eternal summer at 80 degrees north. Discovery 17, 17–23 (1984).

6. Wolfe, J. A. in The Carbon Cycle and Atmospheric CO2: Natural Variations, Archean to Present

(eds Sundquist, E. T. & Broecker, W. S.) 357–375 (Geophys. Monogr. Ser. 32, American Geophysical

Union, Washington DC, 1985).

7. Falcon-Lang, H. J. & Cantrill, D. J. Leaf phenology of some mid-Cretaceous polar forests, Alexander

Island, Antarctica. Geol. Mag. 138, 39–52 (2001).

8. Estes, R. & Hutchison, J. Eocene lower vertebrates from Ellesmere Island, Canadian Arctic

Archipelago. Palaeogeogr. Palaeoclimatol. Palaeoecol. 30, 325–347 (1980).

9. Tarduno, J. A. et al. Evidence for extreme climatic warmth from Late Cretaceous arctic vertebrates.

Science 282, 2241–2244 (1998).

10. Tripati, A., Zachos, J., Marincovich, L. & Bice, K. Late Paleocene Arctic coastal climate inferred from

molluscan stable and radiogenic isotope ratios. Palaeogeogr. Palaeoclimatol. Palaeoecol. 170, 101–113

(2001).

11. Dutton, A. L., Lohmann, K. C. & Zinsmeister, W. J. Stable isotope and minor element proxies for

Eocene climate of Seymour Island, Antarctica. Paleoceanography 17(2), 1016, doi:10.1029/

2000PA000593 (2002).

12. Müller, M. J. Selected Climatic Data for a Global Set of Standard Stations for Vegetation Science (Kluwer

Academic, Dordrecht, The Netherlands, 1981).

13. Beerling, D. J. & Osborne, C. P. Physiological ecology of Mesozoic polar forests in a high CO2

environment. Ann. Bot. 89, 329–339 (2002).

14. Osborne, C. P. & Beerling, D. J. A process-based model of conifer forest structure and function with

special emphasis on leaf lifespan. Glob. Biogeochem. Cycles 16(4), 1097 doi:10.1029/2001GB001467

(2002).

15. Tjoelker, M. G., Oleksyn, J. & Reich, P. B. Modelling respiration of vegetation: evidence for a general

temperature-dependent Q10. Glob. Change Biol. 7, 223–230 (2001).

16. Read, J. & Francis, J. Responses of some Southern Hemisphere tree species to a prolonged dark period

and their implications for high-latitude Cretaceous and Tertiary floras. Palaeogeogr. Palaeoclimatol.

Palaeoecol. 99, 271–290 (1992).

17. Villar, R. & Merino, J. Comparison of leaf construction costs in woody species with differing leaf life-

spans in contrasting ecosystems. New Phytol. 151, 213–226 (2001).

18. Yin, X. Responses of leaf nitrogen concentration and specific leaf area to atmospheric CO2

enrichment: a retrospective synthesis across 62 species. Glob. Change Biol. 8, 631–642 (2002).

19. Valdes, P. J., Sellwood, B. W. & Price, G. D. Evaluating concepts of Cretaceous equability. Palaeoclim.

Data Modell. 2, 139–158 (1996).

20. Creber, G. T. & Chaloner,W. G. Tree growth in theMesozoic and Early Tertiary and the reconstruction

of palaeoclimates. Palaeogeogr. Palaeoclimatol. Palaeoecol. 52, 35–60 (1985).

21. Upchurch, G. R. & Askin, R. A. Latest Cretaceous and earliest Tertiary dispersed plant cuticles from

Seymour Island. Antarct. J. US 24, 7–10 (1990).

22. Parrish, J. T., Daniel, I. L., Kennedy, E.M. & Spicer, R. A. Paleoclimatic significance of mid-Cretaceous

floras from the middle Clarence Valley, New Zealand. Palaios 13, 149–159 (1998).

23. Axelrod, D. I. Origin of deciduous and evergreen habits in temperate forests. Evolution 20, 1–15

(1966).

24. Wolfe, J. A. Late Cretaceous-Cenozoic history of deciduousness and the terminal Cretaceous event.

Paleobiology 13, 215–226 (1987).

25. Reich, P. B., Walters, M. B. & Ellsworth, D. S. From tropics to tundra: global convergence in plant

functioning. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 94, 13730–13734 (1997).

26. Givnish, T. J. Adaptive significance of evergreen vs. deciduous leaves: solving the triple paradox. Silva

Fennica 36, 703–743 (2002).

27. Falcon-Lang, H. J. The relationship between leaf longevity and growth ring markedness in modern

conifer woods and its implications for palaeoclimatic studies. Palaeogeogr. Palaeoclimatol. Palaeoecol.

160, 317–328 (2000).

28. Beerling, D. J. et al. The influence of Carboniferous palaeoatmospheres on plant function: an

experimental and modelling assessment. Phil. Trans. R. Soc. Lond. B 353, 131–140 (1998).

29. Sokal, R. R. & Rohlf, F. J. Biometry (W. H. Freeman, New York, 1995).

30. Parton, W. J. et al. Observations and modelling of biomass and soil organic matter dynamics for the

grassland biome worldwide. Glob. Biogeochem. Cycles 7, 785–809 (1993).

Acknowledgements We thank S. J. Brentnall for running the USCM simulations, P. J. Valdes for

providing the Cretaceous GCMclimate,W. G. Chaloner, L. J. Hickey, R. J. Norby, G. R. Upchurch,

P. Wilf and F. I. Woodward for comments, and the Royal Society (D.J.B. and C.P.O.), the

Leverhulme Trust (D.J.B.), the Natural Environmental Research Council, UK (D.J.B.), the US

National Science Foundation (D.L.R.) and the US Department of Energy (R. A. Berner) for

financial support.

Competing interests statement The authors declare that they have no competing financial

interests.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to D.J.B.

(d.j.beerling@sheffield.ac.uk).

..............................................................

Detoxification of vinyl chloride to

ethene coupled to growth of an

anaerobic bacterium

Jianzhong He*, Kirsti M. Ritalahti*, Kun-Lin Yang*,
Stephen S. Koenigsberg† & Frank E. Löffler*‡
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Tetrachloroethene (PCE) and trichloroethene (TCE) are ideal
solvents for numerous applications, and their widespread use
makes them prominent groundwater pollutants. Even more
troubling, natural biotic and abiotic processes acting on these
solvents lead to the accumulation of toxic intermediates (such as
dichloroethenes) and carcinogenic intermediates (such as vinyl
chloride)1–4. Vinyl chloride was found in at least 496 of the 1,430
National Priorities List sites identified by the US Environmental
ProtectionAgency, and its precursors PCE and TCE are present in
at least 771 and 852 of these sites, respectively5. Here we describe
an unusual, strictly anaerobic bacterium that destroys dichloro-
ethenes and vinyl chloride as part of its energy metabolism,
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