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Streamside trees that do not use
stream water

Todd E, Dawson* & James R, Ehleringer

Department of Biology and Stable |sotope Ratlo Facility for Environmental
Research, University of Utah, Salt Lake City, Utah 84112, USA

A LONG-STANDING axiom is that plant distribution is strongly
influenced by soil moisture content™?. While it has been shown
that plant taxa inhabiting streamside communities receive or use
more water’, it is assumed that this water is obtained from the
stream adjacent fo where they are found growing. Here we show,
using hydrogen isotope ratio analyses at natural abundance levels,
that mature streamside trees growing in or directly next to a
perennial stream used little or none of the surface stream water.
The deuterium to hydrogen content of both source and xylem
waters indicated that mature trees were using waters from deeper
strata. Although adult trees may have roots distributed con-
tinuously throughout a soil profile, it seemed that the most active
sites of water absorbtion were limited to deeper soil layers. In
contrast, small streamside individuals appeared to use stream
water, whereas small non-streamside individuals used recent
precipitation as their primary water source. Our analyses provide
both a relatively non-destructive method for assessing water
sources of plants and a means of assessing potential competitive
interactions among co-occurring taxa. In addition, the method may
aid in resolving the role of water in determining plant distributions
in areas characterized by sharp soil moisture gradients,

The use of stable isotopes at natural abundance levels in
ecological, physiological and environmental research has greatly
increased over the past decade®®. Whereas previous ecological
work has emphasized the usefulness of carbon, nitrogen and
sulphurisotopes, hydrogen and/or oxygen isotope analyses have
proved to be useful for understanding the dynamics of water in
atmospheric and geochemical studies®’. There is no fraction-
ation of isotopes by plant roots during water uptake®'", There-
fore, hydrogen isotope analysis of xylem sap, which has not
been exposed to evaporative enrichment, should reflect the water
sources in use by that plant. Such analyses have made it possible
to distinguish quantitatively between recent precipitation and
groundwater as water sources for white pines'" and between
fresh- and salt-waters as the water sources for mangrove
species''. In both studies, the hydrogen isotope ratio of the
possible water sources was significantly different and the
percentage of water used from either source was determined by
interpolation between the two end members.

In temperate, continental zones, the isotopic composition of
precipitation varies both seasonally and with elevation'*".
Precipitation falling in the summer months as rain has a higher
deuterium content than winter snows; precipitation falling at
higher elevations is depleted in deuterium relative to that at
lower elevations”'?. The deuterium to hydrogen content of
groundwaters and soil water in deeper layers not exposed to
evapotranspiration reflect a weighted average of annual precipi-
tation inputs. However, fossil groundwaters reflect the precipita-
tion inputs of earlier time periods®’,

In the Intermountain West of the United States, most of the
annual precipitation comes in winter as snow, especially at
higher elevations'*'?, Soil moisture is recharged by this winter
precipitation, but then declines quickly to low values by late
spring"®, Snow mell [rom higher elevations supports perennial
streams and the development of an extensive streamside riparian
vegetation in an otherwise semi-arid region. Although infrequent
summer convection storms can occur, they contribute little to
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the annual water balance of perennials in these regions'®. Along
the Wasatch Mountains of Utah, a scrub oak-maple ( Quercus-
Acer) vegetation type surrounds the streamside (riparian) zone.
Both the streamside and adjacent scrub oak-maple vegetation
are active in the spring and summer but it is not clear which
water sources these plants have available to support metabolic
activity during the driest summer months (July-September).
Based on precipitation patterns, we hypothesized that streamside
trees would use surface stream water while non-streamside
plants would be limited to recent precipitation as their primary
water sources. Therefore, we examined dominant streamside
and non-streamside tree species in the Red Butte Canyon
Research Natural Area in the Wasatch Mountains immediately
east of Salt Lake City (40°46' N, 111° 55" E, 1,820-1,890 m eleva-
tion). Streamside trees were growing in or within 2m of a
perennial stream. Non-streamside trees were growing 25-45m
from and 2-6.5 m above the stream.

Hydrogen in water was reduced to its diatomic form using
zine'® and the deuterium content measured on a Finnigan MAT,
model delta E, isotope ratio mass spectrometer early in the
study, and on a delta S later on, Deuterium content is expressed
in delta notation (8D in %) relative to the Standard Mean Ocean
Water standard'’

Rt
SD= sample
(=

standard

1) % 1,000 %

where Ry e and Ry 40,4 represent the molar deuterium/hy-
drogen ratios of sample and standard, respectively. Overall
precision of the preparation and analysis is + 1.4%, for the delta
E and £1.0% for the delta S.

To distinguish between two possible water sources, differences
in 4D must exist between summer precipitation and stream
water. Over a two-year period, significant differences were
maintained between stream water and precipitation 6D values
(Fig. 1). As expected'®", stream water, derived primarily from
snow melt at higher elevations, was lighter (more depleted in
deuterium) thdan summer precipitation. Stream water § D values
remained essentially constant at —121.4+0.7% (mean and stan-
dard error) over the entire sampling period, whereas individual
precipitation events varied between — 1 14 in summer and —213%.
in winter, respectively., Over the growing season, soil water
adjacent to the stream (—122,1%) was indistinguishable from
that of the stream water (Student’s r-test, +=0.51, d.[.=10,
P=0.621), demonstrating that no evaporative enrichment
occurred as water may have diffused from the stream through
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FIG. 1 The hydrogen isotope ratio (8D in %) of precipitation, surface stream
water and soll moisture al a non-streamside location In the Red Butte
Canyon Research Natural Area between luly 1988 and September 1990,
Soll water 6D was obtained by a cryogenic vacuum-distillation extraction
from cores collected In the field to a depth of 50 cm. The upper 10 cm of
soll was not Included to avoid blasing the 8D values as a result of evaporative
enrichment.



the soil, In contrast, soil moisture at non-streamside locations
had substantially higher 6 values, reflecting both spring and
summer precipitation input (Fig, 1),

The most common tree species at both streamside and non-
streamside sites (Acer grandidentatum Nutt., A, negundo L, and
Quercus gambelii Nutt.) were sampled during the peak of the
growing season in July, Xylem sap was obtained by cryogenic
vacuum distillation of only mature, suberized stem tissues.
Younger, partially suberized tissues were isotopically enriched
(10-55%) owing to cuticular water loss and so were not used.
Figure 2 shows that the 6D values of xylem sap differed among
trees, depending both on tree size (based on diameter at breast
height, DBH) and location. For all species, 8D values of stream-
side trees with a diameter of less than 20 em (—125.5+£9.24)
were significantly lighter (Student’s t-test, ¢=3.54, d.f.=31,
P =0.001) than equivalent-sized trees at non-streamside loca-
tions (—89.6 +4.3%). Larger individuals, regardless of the site,
showed no significant difference in xylem water 8D values
(streamside = —133.3+0.8%, non-streamside=—132.8+0.9%,,
t=0.47, d.f. =44, P=0.643).

As anticipated from Figs | and 2, small and large trees had
significantly different 8D values at non-streamside (1=7.37,
d.f. =46, P=10.000) sites. Unexpectedly, different sized trees at
the streamside sites also had significantly different 8D values
(t=4.78,d.[.=31, P=0.000), Smaller-diameter streamside trees
6D values (—125.5%) were similar to that of the adjacent stream
(—123% for this sample date), In contrast, larger streamside
trees gave 8D values significantly lighter than that of the stream
(t=—13.13, d.f. =25, P=0.0001). Thus, whereas young stream-
side trees were using stream water (because they exhibited
equivalent 8D values), larger mature trees were not using this
same water source. Instead, they either used a lighter water
source (more negative D) or there was isotopic fractionation
during water uptake.

We tested for isotopic fractionation during water uptake
through roots by growing Acer negundo in pots and watering
with a known water source, The 8D for the water source was
—120.5:£0.5%. The 8D from suberized stems of ten individually
grown trees was —120.7+0.5%, which is not significantly
different from the source water value. This result confirmed
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FIG. 2 The hydrogen Isotope ratio (8D in %) obtained from xylem sap of
three common streamside (closed symbols) and adjacent non-streamside
{open symbols) tree species in the Red Butte Canyon Research Natural Area
in 1989 as a function of the diameter at breast height (DBH) of the main
trunk. Mean 8D values of stream water (from Fig. 1) and local well water
(see text) were —121.4+0.7% and —132.3+2.6% respectively. Methods
are outlined In the text and in ref. 10,

TABLE 1 Hydrogen isotope ratios (8D in %) from xylem sap of mature
tree specles

Specles sD
Betula oceidentalis Hook —129.8+3.2(5)
Papulus angustifolla James -131.0+3.0(2)
Prunus virginiana L. -1323+4.1(3)

Data from tree species not shown in Fig. 2, Data are given as means
and standard deviation, with the sample size in parentheses. For well water
8D was —132.3+2.6%. The trees stood In or next to Red Butte Creek in
the Red Butte Canyon Research Natural Area, Utah,

earlier studies indicating that there was no isotopic fractionation
during water uptake® '", and suggests that larger trees in the
field are using a non-surface siream water source,

The most likely alternative water sources are subsurface flows
below the stream, coming from higher elevations, or possibly
deeper bedrock layers with waters derived from higher eleva-
tions. We sampled two springs and one well less than 2.5 km
from our study site and an additional well near the head of the
drainage basin; the mean 6D value of these deeper waters was
—130.7 £ 1.8%, For another two springs and a well within 15 km
of the study site, the mean 6D for these deeper water layers
was —132 4 1.1%. The subsurface water samples were collected
during three different months and in two different years, suggest-
ing that 6D of subsurface water remains relatively stable over
the course of time. All subsurface water 6D values were similar
to that of the largest streamside trees, strongly suggesting that
mature trees utilize waters from deeper bedrock layers. We
sampled a limited number of mature individuals (=50 cm DBH)
of other common riparian zone trees at the streamside site (Table
2). As before, for each of these species, the xylem sap 6D values
suggested that the primary source of water was deeper soil layers
and not stream water.,

Several important ecological implications arise from these
results. First, during establishment, these tree species depend
on walers in the upper soil layers. Because the isotopic signatures
of summer precipitation (non-streamside sites) and surface
stream walers (streamside sites) are different, we can distinguish
between these two water sources. Second, once established, trees
from streamside sites as well as from adjacent non-streamside
sites use a deeper and possibly more constant water source,
abandoning the water sources on which they were dependent
during establishment. By no longer using upper-soil-layer water
sources, these species may be able to avoid interspecific competi-
tion with more shallow-rooted shrub and herb species that
inhabit the same sites. This might ensure a greater probability
of survival during droughts common to these semi-arid regions.
Studies of plant interaction and competition for water should
include the possibility that some trees might use deeper water
sources, Such a conclusion may not be evident when looking
at comparative leaf’ water potential values, but requires know-
ledge of the exact water source used by the plant, which can
best be obtained through hydrogen isotope analysis. c
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