atmosphere @\Py

A

Article

Can Technological Development Compensate for the
Unfavorable Impacts of Climate Change?
Conclusions from 50 Years of Maize (Zea mays L.)
Production in Hungary

Laszl6 Huzsvai !, Jézsef Zsembeli >(, Elza Kovacs 3*( and Csaba Juhasz *

1 Faculty of Economics and Business, Institute of Statistics and Methodology, University of Debrecen,

Boszorményi 138, H-4032 Debrecen, Hungary; huzsvai.laszlo@econ.unideb.hu

Institute for Agricultural Research and Educational Farm,

Research Institute of Karcag, University of Debrecen, Kisujszallasi 166, H-5300 Karcag, Hungary;
zsembeli@agr.unideb.hu

Faculty of Agricultural and Food Sciences and Environmental Management,

Institute of Water an Environmental Management, University of Debrecen, Boszérményi 138,

H-4032 Debrecen, Hungary

Arid Land Research Centre, Faculty of Agricultural and Food Sciences and Environmental Management,
University of Debrecen, Boszérményi 138, H-4032 Debrecen, Hungary; juhasz@agr.unideb.hu

*  Correspondence: ekovacs@agr.unideb.hu; Tel.: +36-52-512-900 (ext. 88163)

check for
Received: 9 November 2020; Accepted: 7 December 2020; Published: 12 December 2020 updates

Abstract: The goals of our study were to evaluate the historical aspects of maize (Zea mays L.)
production in Hungary, and to provide a prognosis for the yield for 2050 based on the trends of
temperature, precipitation, and climatic water balance changes. Different climate zones for the period
of 1970-2019 were investigated by means of correlation analyses, normality tests, time series analysis,
and multiple linear regression analysis. Two well-distinguishable linear trends in the yields were
found, the first representing large-scale farming, and the second starting with the change of the
socio-economic system in 1989. The annual amount of precipitation showed high variations both
spatially and temporally, although no significant change was identified for the last five decades. In the
period 1990-2019, not only were higher temperatures characteristic, but the frequency of extreme
high temperature values (Tmax > 30 °C) also increased. We quantified the heat stress, expressing
it in heat stress units (HSU, °C) derived from the heat-sum of the daily maximum air temperature
values above 30 °C. By 2050, the average increase in HSUs may reach 35 °C. Increasing HSU causes
yield depression; according to our estimations, a 1 °C increase in HSU results in a 23 kg ha™! yield
depression of maize. Taking the unfavorable effect of heat stress and technological development
into consideration, the average domestic yield of maize will be 8.2 t ha™!. Our study revealed that
without taking technological development into consideration, prediction models may overestimate
the adverse effect of climate change on crop production.

Keywords: agrotechnological development; weather variations; climate scenario; heat stress

1. Introduction

Changes in the yields of the different crops generally show an increase over time worldwide. In the
long term, changes in the trend lines can occur when major improvements result in significant changes
in productivity, as for example, Nielsen [1] demonstrated for maize in the USA. The effect of the changes
in environmental conditions are assumed to be continuous variables and they are incorporated into
the overall effect of the development [2]. A sharp change in the slope clearly indicates the introduction
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of a new technology, for example, new hybrids with increased genetic yield potential [1,3-5], or a
sudden socio-economic change, such as the land use reform in the former communist countries in the
1990s [6,7]. However, if the variation in the environmental factors increases, its contribution results in a
larger deviation from the trend line. This may become increasingly dominant with spatial downscaling.

As summarized by Amanullah and Fahad [8], climate change projections are the following:
(1) the global temperature will increase but the changes will not be uniform across regions; (2) there will
be more hot extremes and fewer cold extremes both daily and seasonally; (3) precipitation will increase
globally, but with substantial spatial variation; (4) atmospheric water holding capacity will increase,
resulting in a higher intensity of precipitation and a greater amount per rain event; and (5) annual surface
evaporation will increase as the temperature increases, but evaporation is linked to precipitation.
Almost two decades ago, Olesen and Bindi [9] emphasized that in Europe a possible increase in water
shortages and extreme weather events would cause lower harvestable yields, higher yield variability
and a reduction in suitable areas for traditional crops. More specifically, they predicted that these
effects would reinforce the trends of extensification in the southeastern parts of Europe.

Today, one of the major challenges in crop production is still how the potential adverse effects of
global climate change in a given region can be handled in a socially, economically and environmentally
sustainable way. There is a need for proper alternatives to keep variation in both the quantity and quality
of products low, and at the same time maintain a continuous increase in production, ideally governed
by the commercial market [10].

There are numerous low-scale spatial and temporal projections based on trend analyses of
historical datasets; however, due to the sensitivity of the models developed or adapted, the outputs
are often contradictory, even if the inputs are rather similar. Furthermore, different models can give
non-comparable results, while earlier projections are frequently found to be invalid later [11,12].

In the case of mathematical modeling, at least two aspects are sources of uncertainty. On the
one hand, algorithms for soil, crop and weather parameters are combined, where the first two are
deterministic, while the third is a stochastic element. Weather is assumed to behave according to a
chaotic model and shows scale-independent distribution, considerably increasing the uncertainty in
the predictions; and even if a relationship is found between weather variability and crop yield variation
as a response, crop yield cannot be estimated since weather cannot be predicted in advance [13].
For example, Roudier et al. [14] predicted for West Africa that rainfall changes, still uncertain in
climate projections, have the potential to either exacerbate or mitigate the impact of climate change,
depending on whether rainfall decreases or increases. On the other hand, assessments should also
include economic and technological aspects, such as the relocation of maize (Zea mays L.) producing
regions [15,16], technical adaptation to weather conditions, such as changes in sowing date [17,18],
seeding density [19], crop rotation [20], and fertilization [21], or increasing genetic potential via the
introduction of new hybrids [22]. However, using transgenic seeds may be recommended on a
small-scale, from both social and biological perspectives [23].

Mathematically described trends for weather or yield parameters based on biophysical modeling
are not necessarily realistic or even meaningful, and thus may be misleading when used for predictions.
Taking into account the degree of the socio-economic contributions to overall crop production may
have potential in providing a realistic prediction, as they may not only reduce the adverse climatic
effects but may even explain a continuous increase in yield [24]. As D66s and Show [25] concluded,
one cannot say with any certainty whether or not the food supply will meet the expected demand in
the future.

Of all agricultural crops, maize is produced in the highest quantity worldwide. When estimating
the global yields of grain maize using different methods, Bassu et al. [26] predicted that rising
temperatures would have a strong negative effect on maize yield. According to that study, even a
conservative target of 2 °C average global warming would cause a reduction of 8-14% in global maize
production. Zhao et al. [27] predicted that, at the global scale, among the major crops the loss in
yield would be the highest for maize, with a range of —7.4 + 4.5% per °C increase in global mean
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temperature, with magnitudes varying by region. In Africa and Latin America, Jones and Thornton [28]
calculated a 10% of loss in maize production by 2055, with high variability, while as part of a further
assessment for the East African region, Thornton et al. [29] also predicted considerable spatial and
temporal variations in crop response, arguing against spatially contiguous development domains
for identifying and implementing adaptation options. For a spring maize zone in China, Ma and
Maystadt [30] predicted that one standard deviation in temperature and drought conditions would
decrease maize yields by 1.4% and 2.5%, respectively. Lobell and Burke [31] simulated the impact of
temperature and precipitation changes on maize yield in Sub-Saharan Africa for a period of 40 years
using the CERES-Maize model. They found that a 2 °C warming was three times more important than
a 20% decline in precipitation, with projected yield losses of 5.8% and 14.4%, respectively.

As the climatic stratification provided by, for example, Metzger et al. [32] shows, Europe is highly
variable in terms of climatic zonation. In a study of maize production, Olesen et al. [2] predicted that
higher temperatures would positively influence the length of the growing season in the boreal and
Atlantic northern zones, but shorten the growth duration in the continental, Lusitanian, Mediterranean
mountain zones and the Mediterranean southern zones, also highlighting that maize is expected to be
more vulnerable to drought and heat stress in the Pannonian (including Hungary), Lusitanian and
Mediterranean southern zones. In accordance with these data, Durdu [33] predicted negative trends in
maize yields in western Turkey with the climate change resulting from the expected moisture deficit
in the growing seasons, while Vanuytrecht et al. [34] concluded that maize would not suffer from
temperature extremes in Western Europe. Supit et al. [35], however, came to the conclusion that maize
could benefit from the higher temperatures in summer in northern Europe, and the potential maize
yields would decrease only in a limited number of European regions. Similarly, Parent et al. [22]
concluded that European maize production for 2050 could be stable even with current practices,
and would increase when adjusting sowing date and crop cycle duration to the local environment.
For Hungary during the period of 2022-2050, Fogarasi et al. [12], for example, calculated a slight
decrease in maize yield without risk mitigation, and the stabilization of production in the case of
adjusted technologies, due to the expected changes in the climatic conditions.

Despite its relatively small geographic size compared to other main exporters, Hungary was
among the top 8 maize-exporting countries in 2019. As reported by Wu and Guclu [36], in the period of
2000-2009 the total amount exported was close to 28.6 billion tons, about half of the amount exported
by Brazil, and 18% of the USA export, which was ranked first. After joining the European Union
in 2004, Hungarian maize exports increased considerably due to the new economic environment,
initially showing a strong fluctuation [37], after which it became economically successful within a short
period of time [38]. According to the data summarized by the Hungarian Central Statistical Office,
in 2014 a record volume of maize was produced in the country, reaching 15% of the total production in
the European Union [10]. In 2019, Hungary imported maize with a value close to 143.7 million USD
and exported maize with a value of more than 871.6 million USD trade value in the world market.
For comparison, the USA imported 371.1 million USD of maize, and exported 8013.0 million USD trade
value [39].

As the reliability of projections for maize production in Hungary is of special interest, and to
avoid either over- or underestimations, models as well as methods and databases should be carefully
chosen, the findings should be critically assessed, and the available projections should be periodically
reassessed. Based on the above, our objectives were the following: (1) to evaluate the historical
socio-political aspects of maize production in Hungary as a post-communist country; (2) to assess
the contribution of changes in weather conditions to the variation of maize yield by climate zone;
(3) to estimate the trends in temperature changes and water shortages as the potentially critical issues
in balanced maize production; and (4) to provide a prognosis for the Hungarian maize yield for the
year 2050.
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2. Experiments

2.1. Crop Yield and Meteorological Databases

The yearly average and total yield, and the harvest area data of maize for each county of Hungary
for the period 1970-2019 were provided by the Hungarian Central Statistical Office [40]. The databases
were homogenized and validated with no data gaps.

According to the climatic classification of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC),
two climate zones are distinguished for Hungary [41]; (a) Cold Temperate Dry (CTED) covering
approximately 3540 thousand hectares and making up 40% of the territory of the country, where the
mean annual temperature is below 10 °C and the annual precipitation is less than evapotranspiration,
and (b) Warm Temperate Dry (WTED) covering 5762 thousand hectares, where the mean annual
temperature is above 10 °C and the annual precipitation is less than evapotranspiration (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Location of the investigated regions in the two Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) climate zones (mean annual temperature below and above 10 °C) of Hungary.

In this study we selected four different geographical regions. The meteorological data recorded in
Szombathely (7.231384, 21.624262) were applied to the West (W) region of 145,000 ha, the data recorded
in Debrecen (47.532229, 21.624289) to the East (E) region of 329,800 ha, the data recorded in Pécs
(46.077251, 16.621671) to the Southwest (SW) region of 225,600 ha, while the data recorded in Szeged
(46.251462, 20.148701) were applied to the Southeast (SE) region of 255,200 ha (Figure 1). The source of
the spatial data is the Research Institute of Agricultural Economics of the National Agricultural and
Innovation Centre [42]. Here we note that the area of the regions and the grid size of the E-OBS dataset
are quite comparable; furthermore, spatial interpolation has a considerable impact on the magnitudes
of the extremes, where the largest smoothing of the extremes occurs in the interpolation of the daily
anomalies [43].

According to the IPCC classification, only the Southeast region fits in its entirety into one category,
namely the WTED. The majority of the area of the West region is covered by the CTED category.
The Southwest and the East regions mostly fall into the WTED category with some CTED in the north.
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For the assessment, the meteorological database of the National Meteorological Service of Hungary
was used. Daily data of a 120-year long time series were analyzed for minimum temperature (Tpn)
maximum temperature (Tmax), precipitation, global radiation, and the number of sunshine hours.
The wind velocity and relative air humidity data were estimated from the monthly recorded data.
In Hungary, the grain maize has not been irrigated in the investigated period of time.

2.2. Statistical Analyses

For correlation analyses, normality was tested with the Shapiro-Wilk normality test
(o« = 0.05) [44-46]. The time series used for the analyses involved historical crop yield and weather
data from the past 50 years. Since the magnitude of the seasonal fluctuations for both maize yield and
weather data did not vary with the level of the time series, the additive model was appropriate to
determine the composition model, where trend, seasonal and irregular components are added together
to give the observed series, as described by Equation (1).

Y[t] = T[t] + S[t] + e[t] 1)

where Y[t] is the time series value at period t, T is the trend, S is the seasonality and e is the residual
component [47].

Seasonal meteorological parameters characteristic of the vegetation period (May—-August) of
maize were generated: mean air temperature (°C), growing degree days (°C days), extremely high
temperatures (Tmax > 30 °C), total amount of precipitation (mm), potential evapotranspiration
(PET, mm), and climatic water balance (CWB, mm). These were considered the independent variables
in the modeling. Extreme temperature values cause heat stress in maize. We quantified the heat stress,
expressing it in heat stress units (HSU, °C) derived from the heat-sum of the daily Trmax values above
30 °C. The daily PET values were determined according to the FAO-56 Penman-Monteith equation [48]
and summed for the whole vegetation period of maize.

All dependent and independent variables were filtered in order to exclude the linear trends. All the
independent variables were involved in the zero model, the ‘best’ models were determined by using
stepwise regression analysis. The Akaike information criterion was used as the ‘best’ criterion [49].
Later, the correlations of the independent variables were included in the models, but we did not obtain
a sufficient explanation. Even the best models showed low R-squared values (R? =0.2-0.3).

Due to the weak correlations—adapting the idea of Teasdale and Cavigelli [50] to the Hungarian
conditions—we determined the periods which were the most critical from the point of view of the
growth and development of maize on the basis of the correlation coefficients. The early and late periods
for precipitation and temperature were identified as the range of weeks during crop establishment
(early) and reproductive growth (late) that gave the highest correlation between yield and precipitation
or temperature. For this, the daily meteorological data were aggregated to weekly ones. Only the basic
data were used for the further development of the model; the calculated values were excluded to avoid
multicollinearity problems. The weeks were numbered from the beginning of the year.

In the investigated period, the 16th week (third week in April) was considered the average
sowing time, which corresponds to the practice in Hungary. The new explanatory variables were:
early temperature (Tearly), late temperature (Tiate), heat stress unit, early precipitation (Peary), and late
precipitation (Pyate).

Multiple regression analysis was used to analyse the relationships between weather conditions
and maize yield (Y) (Equation (2)).

Y =po+ Py X Tearly + B2 X Thate + B3 X HSU + PB4 X Pearly + B5 X Plate 2)

where 3 is the intercept, and 31 — B5 are the regression coefficients for the explanatory variables.
The critical periods were determined specifically for the four investigated regions of Hungary.
Heat stress days most frequently occurred between the 20th and 35th weeks.
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In order to select the ‘best” model, all subset regression analyses were used. Including the zero
model, 25 = 32 models can be set up from the five explanatory variables. All models were set up,
and the best five were examined on the base of the adjusted R-square value. This value is more
informative when showing the explanatory power of the model if it is run with new data. The adjusted
R-square value can even increase if the non-significant explanatory variables are excluded. The simple
R-square value is not a suitable way of finding the best model as it increases with the number of
variables, leading the researcher in the direction of more complicated models. According to the
principle of simplicity of Ockham'’s approach, the simpler model must be chosen if the explanatory
powers are the same. We chose the model where all the explanatory variables were statistically
significant. The multicollinearity in the regression analysis was detected by the variance inflation
factor (VIF). The VIF never exceeded 4 in the case of any predictors, which means that there was no
redundancy among the independent variables.

Statistical computing was carried out using the R software [51]. Data analyses were completed
using version R 4.0.0 (2020-04-24). Figures were created using the ggplot2 package [52].

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Long-Term Maize Production Data in Hungary between 1970 and 2019

During the last 50 years, the maize production area in Hungary has fallen below 1 million hectares
only once, in 2018 (Figure 2). Nowadays, Hungary has the third largest maize production area among
the EU27 countries, surpassed only by Romania and France. During the decade between 1970 and
1980, the production area for maize exceeded 1.2 million ha in Hungary, being the highest in 1973 and
1974 when it reached 1.45 million ha. From the 1980s, the figure stood at 1 to 1.25 million ha, with some
annual fluctuations. Taking the entire investigation period (1970-2019) into account, a decreasing
tendency can be observed. From the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, a 20% decrease occurred, which was
probably the result of the fifth and the sixth Five-Year plan of the socialistic central directives of the
country [53].

Production area (106 ha)

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020
Year

Figure 2. Changes in the maize production area in Hungary (1970-2019).

The average yield of maize continuously and dynamically increased from the 1970s (Figure 3)
until the mid-1980s when it reached 6 t ha~L. In the 1970s and 1980s, an intensive development started,
not only in maize production but also in the entire Hungarian agricultural sector [54]. This development
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was apparent in the level of the technical background, human expertise, chemicals (fertilizers, pesticides,
herbicides, etc.), and the new domestic as well as imported hybrids which were applied over the entire
maize production area [55]. In that period, the average annual dose of NPK fertilizers applied was
278 kg ha~! with a favorable composition of macronutrients, i.e., 40% N, 27% P,0Os, and 33% K,O [56].
In the 1980s, Hungary ranked third behind the USA and France in terms of average maize yield per
hectare. This period is known as the “golden age” of Hungarian agriculture. The maize yield was a
dominant item in the national economy, and it increased continuously from the 1970s and reached its
peak at 7 million metric tons in the 1980s.

Yield (t ha )

Year

Figure 3. Average yields of maize in Hungary (1970-2019).

The privatization of the land that started in 1989 had a negative effect on maize production,
with the yields and stability of the production showing a significant decline [57-59]. It took 10 years
to reach the level of the 1980s again. Minimal doses of fertilizers were applied for a decade, and a
dose of 100 kg ha~! NPK use was only reached in 2015; recently it has stood at around 120 kg ha™!.
These unfavorable conditions were partly compensated by the modern hybrids that had a higher yield
potential and disease resistance. In recent years the latest hybrids have been grown with high yield
potential and good resistance against diseases. In terms of the fluctuation in average maize yields,
two well-distinguished stages could be identified during the time period investigated. The fluctuation
was only 10-20% prior to land privatization, but subsequently rose to 50-60%.

The total harvest area of maize covered 17-26% of the land in the West, 24-38% in the East, 29-41%
in the Southwest, and 15-34% in the Southeast region in the period 19702019 (Figure 4). The area of
maize production, despite some fluctuations, did not change considerably over time in the West and
Southwest regions, while there was an increasing trend in the East region and some decrease in the
Southeast over time.

We analyzed the normality of the yield data for the four investigated regions by means of the
Shapiro-Wilk test. It was assumed that the yield data are normally distributed (null-hypothesis),
since the normal distribution of the population is a significant condition of the application of parametric
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statistics. Decisions were made at the significance level of 5%, and the results are summarized in
Table 1.

1. West | 2. East

100+

504

3. Southwest 4. Southeast

1254

1004

Harvest area (thousand ha)

=

504

254

T T T T T T h— T T T T T
1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020
Year

Figure 4. Total harvest area of maize in the four investigated regions of Hungary (1970-2019).

Table 1. Results of the Shapiro-Wilk test.

Region 1970-1989 1990-2018
w p-Value A p-Value
1. West 0.936 0.203 0.969 0.520
2. East 0.949 0.351 0.981 0.864
3. Southwest 0.948 0.339 0.950 0.178
4. Southeast 0.984 0.9768 0.947 0.157

In both investigation periods, yield data were normally distributed, as the p-values were higher
than 0.05 for all the regions. Based on the results, it can be established that yield data were suitable for
parametric statistical analysis.

The results of the linear trend analysis of the yields for the two investigated periods—1970-1989 and
1990-2019—are shown in Figure 5. The data were divided according to the social and economic changes
characteristic of Hungary. The narrower the interval the more precise the estimation is, while the
intervals are wider in the case of a larger fluctuation in the basic data. The two investigated periods
differed from each other considerably. Between 1970 and 1989, the average yield increased gradually
with small fluctuations, while after the large decline in the 1990s, the increase was characterized by
extreme fluctuations. At the country scale, the least maize (4.8 million metric tons) was harvested in
2012. The peak occurred in 2014 with 9.3 million metric tons, almost double the total yield of 2012.
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1. West 2. East
a4 |
G4 |
4_ I M
period
3. Southwest 4. Southeast = 1970-1989

— ]590-20159

Yield (t ha )

oot

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 20201970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020
Year

Figure 5. Average yields of maize in the four investigated regions divided into two periods (1970-1990
and 1991-2019). The grey strips indicate the 95% confidence intervals representing the correctness of fit.

The results of the linear trend analysis of the yield changes are shown in Table 2. The estimates
represent the steepness of the linear trends, i.e., the annual increase in the average yields. In the first
period, the smallest increase was in the Southeast region, of 123 kg ha~! annually. In the second period,
the average annual increase was halved. At the same time, the error of trend fitting doubled due to the
higher variance of the yield data. For the Southwest region, the steepness of the linear trend is not
linear, therefore no value is shown. Although the trend increased for this region too, probably the
extreme variance of the yield data resulted in the non-significant correlation (Figure 5).

Table 2. Results of the annual linear trend analysis of yield changes.

Linear Trend Analysis (1970-1989)

Region Estimate Residual Standard R-Squared
& (tha™!year™) Error 9
1. West 0.208 0.620 0.806
2. East 0.185 0.568 0.796
3. Southwest 0.171 0.860 0.594
4. Southeast 0.123 0.669 0.555
Linear Trend Analysis (1990-2019)
. Estimate Residual Standard
Region (tha~! year™) Error R-Squared
1. West 0.112 1.225 0.401
2. East 0.104 1.277 0.347
3. Southwest 0.096 1.388 0.276

4. Southeast n.s. n.s. n.s.
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The variance-mean plot of maize yields for the two investigated periods and four regions is shown
in Figure 6.

3. Southwest
o 2. East
6.0
F'.zu 1. West eriod
= > ES_tStJuthwest p
= =S a 1970-1989
g8 a 1990-2019
5]
E T
3.0
4. Southeast
1. West
5.0
4. Southeast
1.0 15 20 25
Variance

Figure 6. Variance-mean plot of maize yields for the investigated regions and periods.

Yields and variances both increased in all four regions, and higher yields meant higher variances.
The risk of maize production increased in the period 1990-2019.

During the period of communist large-scale agriculture (1970-1989), average yields of maize in
Hungary ranked among the highest in the world. After the change in the political and economic
system, the production level declined. In the period 1990-2019, the average annual maize yields
showed extreme variations, suggesting a low yield safety during this period. As Collins et al. [24]
emphasized, predicting socioeconomic development is more difficult than predicting the evolution
of a physical system. It entails predicting human behavior, policy choices, technological advances,
international competition and cooperation.

3.2. Long-Term Climatic Data in Hungary (1970-2019)

The mean annual temperature showed an increasing tendency in all four regions between 1970 and
2019 (Figure 7). The mean annual temperature in the West region of Hungary was approximately 9 °C
in the 1970s, exceeding 10 °C only in the 1990s, and its trend line reached 11 °C by 2020. The minimum
in the West region was 8.41 °C, the maximum was 11.79 °C, and the average was 10.05 °C. In the
East region, the trend line started from 9.5 °C and reached 11.5 °C, crossing the 10 °C level in the
1980s. The minimum in the East region was 8.76 °C, the maximum was 12.46 °C, and the average
was 10.52 °C. The trend lines of the two southern regions during the last 50 years were similar,
starting from 10 °C and exceeding 12 °C. The similarity was also proven by the minimum, maximum
and average temperature values. The average value was 10.06 °C in the Southwest region, while it
was 10.03 °C in the Southeast. The minimum and maximum temperature values were also similar,
at9.32 °C (SW), 9.42 (SE) and 12.87 °C (SW), 12.92 °C (SE), respectively. In all four regions, the increase
in the annual mean temperature was 2 °C.
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Figure 7. Annual (left) and seasonal * (right) mean air temperature values in the four investigated
regions (1970-2019). * Calculated for the vegetation period of maize (May-August).

Maize is suitable to be cultivated in warmer environment, its optimum growth occurs in climates
with mid-summer temperatures between 21 and 27 °C [60]. The increase in the mean annual temperature
itself can be considered beneficial for maize production. In fact, the production rate of new hybrids
with high potential yield and heat demand further increased the total maize production of Hungary.
In the last century, Hungary was considered the northern border of maize production, which should
be revised based on the data and trends described above. A mean annual temperature of 11-13 °C is
rather Mediterranean-like, thus the extension of the northern border of grain maize production farther
to the north (Poland, Germany;, etc.) is realistic, if frost does not become a limiting factor.

The amount of seasonal rainfall calculated for the vegetation period of maize (May—August) in
the four investigated regions is shown in Figure 8. During the 50 years investigated, no statistically
significant change in the amount of rainfall could be identified.

1. West

2. East

G001

4004

(&)

=

=]
L

oyl Iy

3. Southwest

4. Southeast

G004

Precipitation (mm)

4009

2004

T T T T T
1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Years

b g

T 1
2020 1970

T T T T T
1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Figure 8. Amount of seasonal * rainfall in the four investigated regions (1970-2019). * Calculated for

the vegetation period of maize (May—August).
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Figure 9 shows the biplots visualizing the relation between the long-term mean air temperature and
the average amount of precipitation for the four regions during the vegetation period. The intersection
of the lines represents the theoretical averages in terms of temperature and rainfall. It is obvious
that the four regions are markedly different in this respect. Taking the annual data into account,
the West region was slightly wetter and cooler than the average, while the East region was slightly
arid and warm, the Southwest region was warm and rainy, and the Southeast region was warm and
arid. These descriptions are not in harmony with the classification of the IPCC described above,
especially because three of the investigated regions fall into two categories. Therefore, we believe
climate classification based on region-specific meteorological data with higher resolution is more
suitable for our assessments. Nevertheless, if we analyze the biplot that depicts the relationship
between the long-term mean air temperature and the average amount of precipitation during the
vegetation period of maize, a number of differences can be identified compared to the annual data.
We have not considered the vegetation period of maize from sowing till harvest, but from sowing
until the end of the transpiration period, i.e., the water uptake from the soil. In a weighing lysimetric
experiment, Zsembeli et al. [61] established that maize does not transpirate a considerable amount of
water in September under Hungarian climatic conditions, and if we also take its water and nutrient
regime into account the vegetation period is over by the end of August. Based on the data of these
five months, only the biplot position of the Southeast region is the same compared to the results
generated from the annual data. The East region’s vegetation period is wetter with the same cooler
climate. The Southwest region still has the best water supply due to natural precipitation both
annually and seasonally, but its vegetation period is cooler compared to the entire year. We found
the difference to be most considerable for the East region: although its water supply is still somewhat
lower than the average, temperatures during its springs and summers are much warmer than those
measured annually.
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Figure 9. Biplots of the annual (left) and seasonal * (right) mean air temperature and average amount
of precipitation in the four investigated regions (1970-2019). * Calculated for the vegetation period of
maize (May-August).

The biplots also show whether the climatic conditions (i.e., mean temperature and average
rainfall) are close to or far from the optimal conditions for maize production in a certain period of
time. The upper right quadrant of each biplot graph represents the desirable circumstances during
the vegetation period. In this regard, the Southwest region can be considered the most suitable area
for maize production in Hungary. In the Southeast region, the favorable temperature is accompanied
by a low amount of precipitation, in the West region temperature is the limiting factor, while the
East region is the closest to the average under Hungarian circumstances. It must be noted however,
that in hot regions, the potential maize yields are most sensitive to the daily minimum and maximum
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temperatures. Kim et al. [62] concluded that in warm climates, lower maximum and higher minimum
temperatures were generally beneficial for increasing the maize yield.

The climatic parameters analyzed above which are valid for the vegetation period are the most
important ones regarding maize production. Nevertheless, the annual amount of precipitation (P)
cannot be ignored due to the water storage capacity of the soil as it can supply water stored before the
vegetation period in the crops. These two parameters do not provide full information on the climatic
water balance (CWB), the most determinative ecological factor in Hungary. The CWB gives information
about the sufficiency of the water supply for the undisturbed growth of a crop. It is calculated from the
amount of potential evapotranspiration (PET) natural precipitation, determined for a given area and
period of time according to Equation (3). Together with temperature, changes in PET values describe
the dynamics of climatic changes in a region very well [63].

CWB =P - PET 3)

PET values showed an increasing tendency in each region; approximately 200-250 mm more
water could be evaporated in the recent years than 50 years ago (Figure 10). This increase was valid
annually and for the vegetation period as well, since the annual PET is mostly determined by the
meteorological conditions of the period May to August. If the increase in the amount of precipitation
does not follow the increase in PET, the CWB becomes negative. This has practical importance for the
application of irrigation and the determination of dosages.
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Figure 10. Annual (left) and seasonal * (right) values of PET in the four investigated regions (1970-2019).
* Calculated for the vegetation period of maize (May—August).

We found a decreasing tendency for the annual and seasonal CWB values (Figure 11), and hence
an increasing water deficit for all the regions, though the steepness of the trend lines were different.
The smallest change was found for the Southwest region, while even extremes were characteristic for
the other three regions. The highest water shortage was calculated for the two eastern regions. It is
reasonable to assume that the increase in the CWB has a negative effect on maize production.

In conclusion, long-term meteorological data showed that negative effects were dominant, hence a
drop in annual yields should have taken place if climate had been the only influencing factor.
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Figure 11. Annual (left) and seasonal * (right) values of the climatic water balance (CWB) in the
four investigated regions. * Calculated for the vegetation period of maize (May—August).

3.3. Correlation of Climatic and Maize Yield Data in Hungary (1970-2019)

Considering the correlation between the average yield of maize and the meteorological data
(early temperature, late temperature, heat stress unit, early precipitation, late precipitation) of the
critical periods during the 1970-1989 period, the explanatory power of the models determined by all
subset regression analysis was low (R-squared 0.1-0.3). This can be explained by the technological
development that has overwritten the effect of the weather. The linear trend itself correlated to
the change of the yield at 60-80%. The fluctuation around the trend was low (Figure 5); therefore,
the correlation and regression parameters were low with low values of covariance. These results were
not used for further predictions as the trend was broken at the end of the period.

The tendencies during the period after the change in the political and economic system in Hungary
(1990-2019) completely changed. The explanatory power of the models determined for that period
is much stronger. The critical weekly periods and the relevant correlation coefficients are shown in
Table 3. The correlation between maize yield and heat stress unit is surprisingly strong, but the yield
showed strong correlation with late precipitation and late temperature, too.

Table 3. The critical weekly periods and the linear correlation coefficients for the period 1990-2019.

1. West 2. East 3. Southwest 4. Southeast
(Szombathely) (Debrecen) (Pécs) (Szeged)
Region Critical Critical Critical Critical
Weekly r Weekly r Weekly r Weekly r
Period Period Period Period
Early 14t0 15 0.44 14to 15 0.45 14t0 15 0.26 14to 15 0.37
temperature
Late 17t034  -0.69 17to34  -0.65 17to34  -071  17to34  —0.78
temperature
Heiﬁge“ Bto34  -076 21to34 073 23t034 088 21t034  —0.79
Early
B 15 to 20 0.57 15 to 20 0.31 15 to 20 0.39 15 to 20 0.42
precipitation
Late 29t032 042  29t032 061  29t032 040  29t032  0.60
Pprecipitation

The bold numbers indicate the correlation coefficients with values higher than [0.6].
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The correlation matrices of the model variables for each investigated region were similar. The data
of the West region are shown in Figure 12. The variables of the final (‘best’) models determined by all
subset regression analysis are shown in Table 4.
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Figure 12. Correlation matrix for the West region for the period 1990-2019. The distribution of the
variables is in the diagonal, the correlation diagrams are shown in the lower triangle, and the linear
correlation coefficients in the upper triangle of the graph. The font size of the numbers expresses the
strength of the correlation. The significance levels are <0.05 (*), <0.01 (**), and <0.001 (***).

Table 4. The best models for the period 1990-2019 (t means t-value).

Region 1. West 2. East 3. Southwest 4. Southeast
8 (Szombathely) (Debrecen) (Pécs) (Szeged)
Estimate Pr(>|t]) Estimate Pr(>|t]) Estimate Pr(>|t]) Estimate Pr(>|t))
Barly 02309  0.00192
temperature
Late 06362 0.01063
temperature
Hef‘ltnsigess 002317 859x 10 —0.01787 000197 —-0.03726 14x10710 —0.01363  0.00654
Barly 0.01040 0.088
precipitation
Late 001086  0.00769
precipitation
Multiple R? 0.62 0.72 0.78 0.71
Adjusted R2 0.59 0.69 0.77 0.68

Explanatory power above 60-70% can be considered good for a 30-year-long period. In the
Southwest region, the explanatory power is almost 80%. The values of the adjusted R? are lower by
0.01-0.03 than those of the linear one. All this means that our models are robust and can be utilized for
predictions of the near future. For a period of 23 years in California, Lobell et al. [64] found that for
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most crops they investigated, fairly simple equations using only 2 to 3 variables explained more than
two-thirds of the observed yield variance. They assumed that the unexplained variance arose from the
different management aspects.

Different variables were considered in the ‘best’ models relevant to the different geographical
regions, although heat stress is involved in all the four models. The change in the trends of the heat
stress unit is shown in Figure 13. As the linear correlation coefficients showed, this variable has the
strongest negative impact on maize yield. According to our estimations, a 1-degree day heat stress
unit increase results in 14-37 kg ha™! yield depression. The average amount of annual precipitation
has not changed during the last 50 years, and we assumed that it will not change in the coming
31 years. Late temperature as a variable is in strong correlation with the heat stress units; this also
confirms the possibility of not considering the temperature data. Finally, two variables were taken
into account for the prediction of the maize yield to obtain the simplest universal prediction model:
(1) the annual schedule of technological development, and (2) the heat stress unit. We considered
continuous technological development in the next three decades, assuming the same trend as in
the previous 30 years, since, for Nielsen [1] the ability to recognize “quantum leaps” in genetic
potential or technology improvement is difficult in the short term, and the long-term effects of such
improvements are not recognized for quite some time. The predicted changes for the following 31 years
are summarized in Table 5.
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Figure 13. Heat stress units in the four investigated regions divided into two periods (1970-1990 and
1991-2019).
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Table 5. Effect of technological development and heat stress on the average yield of maize in
Hungary 2020-2050.

1. West 2. East 3. Southwest 4. Southeast
. (Szombathely) (Debrecen) (Pécs) (Szeged)
Region
Annual Annual Annual Annual
Change 2050 Change 2050 Change 2050 Change 2050
Technological
development 0.112 3.472 0.104 3.224 0.096 2.976 n.s. 0
(tha™)
Heat stress 1.019 31.589 1.045 32.395 0.488 15.128 1.965 60.915
unit (°C)
Effect of heat
stress on —0.023 -0.727 -0.018 —0.583 —-0.037 —-0.560 -0.014 —0.853
yield (t °ch
Estimated
yield change 2.745 2.641 2.416 —-0.853
(tha™!)

In three regions of Hungary, a yield increase in maize is predicted, but in the Southeast region a
yield decrease can be expected as the effect of heat stress is the greatest in that region. The predicted
average yield change weighted with the maize sowing area of the four investigated regions (0.12, 0.47,
0.29,0.12) is 2.169 t ha=! for Hungary. Therefore, according to our calculations, an 8.2 t ha~! domestic
average maize yield is predicted by 2050. Not taking into consideration the socio-economic change,
Marton el al. [65] projected a yield of approximately 7.8 t ha=! by 2050. Excluding the technological
impact, 5.5 t ha=! was calculated.

Since the explanatory power of the linear model was found high, it can be considered robust,
its forecasts can be expected consistently relatively accurate even if the input variables would change
due to unforeseen circumstances. Our predictions for the next 30 years are valid in the case of same
trends in the climatic and technological trends as of the last 30 years. If e.g., the climate change is
accelerating in the future, our predictions obviously will be less accurate.

In the EU, a simulation using historical weather data and average soil characteristics prognosticated
an increase in maize yield for the northern countries, and a similar or slightly lower yield for the
central countries, including Hungary with higher temperatures and less solar radiation in the future,
at the country scale [11]. As the most extreme scenario, deterministic models based on plant, soil,
and atmospheric parameters predict a 10% to 20% decrease in maize yield in Hungary by 2050 [12].
However, Angulo et al. [66] conducted an analysis for 533 climate zones in the European Union,
considering 24 years of observed yield data, and proved that region-specific calibration of crop models
is needed for Europe-wide assessments.

Granger [67] highlighted that climatic variables are not the only determinants of yield; soils, pests,
fertilizers and farm management are also deterministic and can be interacting factors. Among the
technological measures, the change of perspective in soil cultivation has to be taken into consideration.
Given that soil, besides the climate and weather, is one of the main factors of production which basically
determine the quality and economic conditions of production, the knowledge of the effects of plant
production on soil is important. Among land use practices, soil cultivation has the most considerable
effects on soil properties, and hence on crop production. The need for water and energy saving soil
tillage systems is increasing as the consequences of improper soil cultivation practices which have
characterized the last few decades are manifested in unfavorable soil properties [68]. In accordance
with the combat against water shortages and soil degradation due to improper soil use, conventional
soil cultivation methods should be replaced by conservation tillage, including different versions of
reduced till, mulch-till, crop residue management, etc. These new soil tillage methods aim to reduce
the depth of the regularly cultivated soil layer and to create a topsoil rich in moisture and organic
matter [69].
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4. Conclusions

Our study revealed that without considering the contribution of social factors, prediction models
may overestimate the adverse effects of climate change on crop production. In the last 50 years in
Hungary, both mean annual and seasonal temperatures have increased by 2 °C with no significant
differences between regions representing Cold Temperate Dry and Warm Temperate Dry zones or a
mix of the two, as classified by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. However, the absolute
temperature ranges were found to be significantly different, suggesting that zone categories should
be carefully predefined for climate projections. Annual precipitation has not changed, even in the
long term; however, the increasing potential evapotranspiration has resulted in a gradually increasing
deficit in the climatic water balance. In the period 1970-1989 of the communist era, large-scale farming
ensured a continuous increase in maize yield (120-200 kg ha=! year™!) with small fluctuations, while the
increase became slower (100 kg ha™! year™!) due to the complex socio-economic effects of the land
reform implemented after 1989. In parallel with this, the degree of fluctuation showed an increasing
frequency of extremes. The average increase of heat stress is 0.5-2 °C year~! with some variations
among the investigated regions. Up to 60-80% of the fluctuations in the yield can be explained by
determining the meteorological data of the critical periods. Due to climate change, taking only heat
stress into account gives sufficient accuracy to determine a robust prediction model. Although the
increasing mean temperature would have an adverse effect on maize yields, technological development
is expected to result in a slight yield increase in the regions of Hungary above 47 degrees north
latitude by 2050. Below that latitude, however, technological development should be more intensified
compared to that seen between 1990 and 2019, in order to maintain the yield.
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