
Citation: Joshi, E.; Coleman, M.D.

Tree Growth and Vegetation Diversity

in Northern Idaho Forest Water

Reclamation Facilities. Forests 2023,

14, 266. https://doi.org/

10.3390/f14020266

Academic Editor: Serge Rambal

Received: 31 December 2022

Revised: 24 January 2023

Accepted: 27 January 2023

Published: 30 January 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

Article

Tree Growth and Vegetation Diversity in Northern Idaho Forest
Water Reclamation Facilities
Eureka Joshi 1 and Mark D. Coleman 2,*

1 Environmental Science Program, College of Natural Resources, University of Idaho, Moscow, ID 83844, USA
2 Department of Forest, Rangeland and Fire Sciences, College of Natural Resources, University of Idaho,

Moscow, ID 83844, USA
* Correspondence: mcoleman@uidaho.edu

Abstract: Forest water reclamation can improve tree growth and renovate municipal wastewater.
Although there are indications that long-term application may exceed forest assimilation capacity,
there is limited information on the long-term effects of reclaimed water application on coniferous
ecosystems. The purpose of our study was to assess the impacts of prolonged reclaimed water
application on forest growth responses and vegetation diversity. We examined the effects of reclaimed
water at five water reuse facilities established between 1978 and 2013 in a four-decade time series.
We collected tree cores and stem measurements to determine current and retrospective increments.
We assessed plant diversity with vegetation surveys. The greatest diameter response observed for
reclaimed water amendment compared to controls was 166.1% for western redcedar, while Douglas-
fir increased up to 116.4% and ponderosa pine increased up to 100.6%. The minimum response
observed was 30.3%. Current annual increments showed that the basal area and volume were
significantly greater at long-established facilities for reclaimed-water-amended plots. The understory
vegetation diversity declined with application time, while overstory vegetation diversity increased
with application time. We conclude that reclaimed water can be a valuable resource to improve forest
productivity, but continued application without stocking control may have detrimental effects on
forest growth and vegetation diversity.

Keywords: reclaimed water amendment; time series; forest productivity; vegetation diversity

1. Introduction

Reclaimed water is a byproduct of human society that can serve as a reliable resource
to enhance forest growth and production. Coniferous forest growth in the western United
States is limited by water and nutrient resources [1,2]. Regionally, summer drought imposes
significant restrictions in water availability, which can be alleviated through supplemental
irrigation [3]. Nutrients such as nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P) also substantially limit
the productivity of coniferous forests [4–6]. Amendments to overcome forest nutrient
limitations typically involve one-time, high-dose fertilizer applications [7,8], yet regular
low doses of supplemental nutrients that match nutrient demand can improve growth
by two- or three-fold [9–12]. Moreover, regular low dose amendments supplied during
the growing season can significantly increase nutrient retention and restrict ecosystem
losses [13]. Providing supplemental water and nutrient resources through land application
of reclaimed water offers the opportunity to overcome forest resource limitations, improve
the inherent productivity potential of regional forests and renovate wastewater to return it
safely to the environment.

Forest water reclamation (FWR) using land application systems is a well-established,
environmentally sound and cost-effective approach for managing and renovating wastew-
ater globally [14–16]. Land application systems are prominent in smaller communities
where the construction of tertiary wastewater treatment plants is not financially and tech-
nologically feasible. In such communities, low-cost lagoons are utilized [1], and tertiary
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treatment is achieved using established native vegetation and soil that act as natural fil-
ters to trap and assimilate the applied nutrients and contaminants [17]. FWR has been
widely accepted as an effective disposal method with environmental benefits [18,19]. It
helps to reduce nutrient loads, particularly in areas where surface waters are sensitive to
nutrient additions [20,21]. Many municipal water reuse facilities in the U.S. annually apply
reclaimed water at forested facilities during dry summer months. During winter, these
facilities either reserve wastewater in lagoons for summer land application or dispose of it
into surface waters when permitted. Diversion to land application is often preferred due to
strict water quality standards and discharge regulations designed to protect surface water
resources. The alternative includes various artificial nutrient removal processes that can be
rigorous and costly.

Reclaimed water containing constituent nutrients is effective in stimulating tree
growth [17,22,23], which also provides economic opportunities [17]. Various deciduous and
coniferous forest ecosystems have shown an increased tree growth response to reclaimed
water application [3,19,24–26]. Timber harvesting is one of the predominant economic activ-
ities in the Pacific Northwest region [27]. Forest water reclamation provides an opportunity
to analyze the maximum growth potential of western coniferous forests by alleviating
growth limitations and to explore the upper limits of forest productivity for high-value
timber species in the Inland Northwest.

While forests are considered to be benign repositories for nutrient storage, potential
environmental risks of land application have also been identified. Detrimental impacts
include a decline in forest productivity, tree mortality, altered community structure, nutrient
leaching, and detrimental effects on soil physical, chemical and biological health [28–34].
Reclaimed water application can also dramatically change understory species composition
with weed invasion as a potential indicator of nitrogen saturation [19]. Irrigation with
reclaimed water can lead to a highly productive herb–shrub layer understory that exists in
more mesic conditions. However, plant diversity has been found to significantly decline
with opportunistic species dominating the perennial herb–shrub layer vegetation and
simplifying the community [35]. In addition, abundant water and nutrients during the
growing season may lead to denser overstory canopies, which intercept nutrient and light
resources and result in an overall decline in understory species diversity [36–38], which
plays an important role in the structure and function of forest ecosystems [39–42].

Scores of water reuse facilities have been practicing forest water reclamation for
decades in northern Idaho. Yet, there have been no attempts to understand the facility-
specific long-term effects of reclaimed water amendment on tree growth and vegetation
diversity. Most of the existing studies on the effects of land application of reclaimed water
are decades old and short-term. These require continued investigation to understand the
long-term implications for forest ecosystems and environmental quality. Our forest water
reclamation study presents a unique opportunity to assess forest responses using a time
series of regional water reuse facilities with the longest operation time being over 40 years.
We were able to assess the benefits and implications of forest water reclamation on regional
conifer forest growth and diversity at decadal time-scales using tools in dendrochronology
that allow retrospective assessment of ecosystem dynamics with tree-ring records of site
conditions over an extended time and that can be valuable in forest management [43,44].
We also used vegetation diversity surveys to assess changes in species composition in
response to wastewater irrigation [19], providing insight into long-term community-level
changes in the forest ecosystem.

Our main objectives were to assess facility-specific growth responses using den-
drochronology [43–45] and to investigate vegetation diversity responses to long-term
reclaimed water application. Our secondary objectives were to compare the impacts of
various lengths of treatment with permitted loading rates at five different forest water
reclamation facilities with varying dates of establishment. We hypothesized that regular
low doses of growing-season nutrient and water amendment will result in enhanced tree
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growth. We also hypothesized that vegetation diversity will decline with increasing length
of application.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Facilities

The study was conducted at five water reuse facilities situated along Lake Coeur
d’Alene and Lake Pend Oreille in northern Idaho, United States (Figure 1). All facilities
were established between 1978 and 2013 to create a four-decade time series (Table 1). To
determine reclaimed water treatment effects on forest growth, five one-tenth-acre measure-
ment plots were established in management units at each of the five study facilities along
with five adjacent control plots (n = 50, Figures A1 and A2). Where possible, the control
plots selected had comparable soil, stand composition and structure as the treatment plots.
The treatment and control plots were established at locations with no more than a 5% slope.

1 
 

1 

 
  

Figure 1. Study area: water reclamation facilities in northern Idaho, USA.

Table 1. Study facility information, including location, elevation, establishment date, mean
annual precipitation, mean annual temperature, average maximum temperature and average
minimum temperature.

Reuse Facility Coordinates Elevation
(m)

Establishment
Date

Mean Annual
Precipitation 1

(mm)

Mean Annual
Temperature 1

(◦C)

Average Max
Temperature 1

(◦C)

Average Min
Temperature 1

(◦C)

Cave Bay 47.4703◦ N
116.8803◦ W 711 2013 534.4 8.4 19.6 −5.1

Heyburn State Park 47.3462◦ N
116.7821◦ W 769 2010 662.6 8.2 19.4 −5.2

Ellisport Bay 48.2159◦ N
116.2696◦ W 659 2000 633.1 7.7 18.8 −5.6

Bottle Bay 48.2018◦ N
116.4207◦ W 696 1989 752.4 7.4 27.4 −5.7

Garfield Bay 48.2287◦ N
116.4384◦ W 707 1978 708.9 7.4 27.4 −5.8

Note: 1 30-year average data from (PRISM Climate Group).

Soils varied between facilities (Table 2). Soils at each of the Pend Oreille facilities
(Garfield Bay, Bottle Bay and Ellisport Bay) contained the same soil series, which is char-
acterized by parent material of volcanic ash and/or loess over till derived from granite
and/or metamorphic rock. The soils are well drained, and the ecological sites are ashy over
loamy, glassy over mixed, superactive, frigid Alfic Udivitrands [46]. Heyburn State Park
soils are moderately well drained, and the ecological site is warm frigid, xeric, unglaciated,
loamy and fragipans. Soils at Heyburn facility are fine-silty, mixed, superactive, frigid
Vitrandic Fragixeralfs [46]. Cave Bay soils are well drained, and the ecological site is warm
mesic, xeric and unglaciated [46].
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Table 2. Initial soil properties for the top 15 cm of mineral soil depth and facility overstory and
understory vegetation composition.

Facility Soil Type Texture pH Bulk Density
(g m−3)

Dominant Tree
Species 1

Dominant Understory
Vegetation Species 2

Cave Bay Lacy Gravelly loam 6.9 ± 0.18 0.8 ± 0.04 P. menziesii,
P. ponderosa

P. malvaceus, H. discolor,
S. albus

Heyburn SP Carlinton Silt loam 6.5 ± 0.18 0.99 ± 0.05 P. ponderosa,
P. menziesii

P. malvaceus, H. discolor,
S. albus

Ellisport Bay Pend Oreille Silt loam 6.4 ± 0.13 0.85 ± 0.04
T. plicata,

T. heterophylla,
A. grandis

P. munitum, C. alpina,
B. aquifolium

Bottle Bay Pend Oreille Silt loam 6.2 ± 0.15 0.68 ± 0.04
T. plicata,

P. menziesii,
A. grandis

P. malvaceus, S. albus,
H. discolor, B. aquifolium

Garfield Bay Pend Oreille Silt loam 6.7 ± 0.17 0.71 ± 0.04
T. plicata,

P. menziesii,
A. grandis

P. malvaceus, S. albus,
H. discolor, B. aquifolium

Note: 1 P. ponderosa—ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa Douglas ex C. Lawson); P. menziesii—Douglas-fir (Pseu-
dotsuga menziesii var. glauca (Mirb.) Franco); A. grandis—grand fir (Abies grandis (Douglas ex D. Don) Lindl.);
T. plicata—western redcedar (Thuja plicata Donn ex D. Don); T. heterophylla—western hemlock (Tsuga heterophylla
(Raf.) Sarg.). 2 P. malvaceus—ninebark (Physocarpus malvaceus (Greene) Kuntze); H. discolor—ocean spray (Holodis-
cus discolor (Pursh) Maxim); S. albus—common snowberry (Symphoricarpus albus (L.) Blake); P. munitum—Western
Swordfern (Polystichum munitum (Kaulf.) Presl, Tent.); C. alpina—alpine enchanter’s nightshade (circaea alpina L.
ssp. pacifica (Asch. & Magnus) P.H. Raven; B. aquifolium—creeping Oregon grape (Berberis aquifolium Pursh. Beaq).

Reclaimed water containing constituent N and P was applied at the discretion of
facility managers ranging from daily to weekly frequencies during the growing season.
Average hydraulic loading among the facilities was 30 cm yr−1, while average constituent
nutrients were applied at 37 kg N ha−1 yr−1 and 14 kg P ha−1 yr−1. Since each facility was
established on different dates cumulative loads in 2019 ranged from 168 kg N ha−1 and
79 kg P ha−1 at Cave Bay (est. 2013) to 1752 kg N ha−1 and 563 kg P ha−1 at Garfield Bay
(est. 1978).

2.2. Stand Parameters

Individual tree diameter at breast height (DBH) was measured for each tree over
2.5 cm (1 in) diameter in each of the 0.04 ha (1/10th acre) study plots (n = 10 at each facility).
Tree DBH measurements were collected in Fall 2019 and 2021. Initial 2019 DBH was used
to calculate stand-level estimates of various forestry parameters. Plot basal area (BA) was
calculated using Equation (1):

BA =
t

∑
i=1

0.00007854 ×
(

DBH2
i

)
(1)

where BA is the basal area per hectare, t is the number of trees in the plot and 0.00007854 is
a forester’s constant for metric units [47]. Quadratic mean diameter (QMD)in centimeters
was calculated using Equation (2):

QMD =

√√√√( BA
TPH

0.00007854

)
. (2)

where TPH is the number of trees per hectare [48] and Stand Density Index (SDI) was
computed using Equation (3) [49]:

SDI = TPH ×
(

QMD
25.4

)1.605
. (3)
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Tree heights were measured in Fall 2019 where feasible. We predicted within- and
between-year heights for unmeasured trees using height–DBH regression models from
measured trees [50,51] for the main purpose of calculating volume. Tree volumes were
estimated as the product of DBH squared, height and species-specific taper coefficients [51].
Plot level diameter increment, basal area increment and volume increment between 2019
and 2021 were determined and expressed as annual increments.

2.3. Tree-Ring Width Data and Series Chronologies

Tree cores were collected in Fall 2019. All tree species occurring within each circular
plot were cored at breast height using a 4.3 mm increment borer. Cores from two trees
per species were collected from each DBH class present in every plot. The cores were air-
dried, mounted, sanded, polished and scanned at 2400 dpi resolution. The scanned images
were examined using WinDENDRO software package (Regent Instruments Inc., Quebec,
QC, Canada). WinDENDRO is a semi-automatic image analysis program that requires
manual adjustment of ring boundaries to account for growth anomalies [52]. To ensure
that all the rings were accurately detected, each ring width was analyzed. Where necessary,
missing rings were added, and false rings were removed manually. Accurate ring width
chronologies were developed using crossdating, which involved matching ring width
patterns across trees at each facility.

Statistical accuracy of crossdating was checked using the COFECHA program, which
created a master chronology of tree rings and calculated correlation coefficients to indicate
how well the interannual variability in the ring widths for any one core correlated with the
other ring widths within the series [43,44,52–55]. Bark thickness was measured for all of
the cored trees and estimated for unmeasured trees using a species-specific, DBH-based
regression model computed for measured trees [56]. Diameter inside bark (DIB) was deter-
mined by subtracting the bark thickness. DIBs for the cored trees were calculated every five
years from ring width analysis. Differences between consecutive 5-year DIB measurements
were used to determine diameter increments. Plot level mean diameter increment (DI) and
basal area increment (BAI) were calculated for each facility. We did not determine height or
volume increments from tree-ring data due to unknown stocking and the uncertainty of
predicting retrospective heights from measured height–DBH regression models.

2.4. Understory Vegetation Survey and Biomass
2.4.1. Understory Vegetation Survey

The understory shrub and herb layer species were assessed in early summer 2020 to
correspond with peak flowering. Four one-meter-square sampling quadrats were estab-
lished by randomly locating quadrats at either 2 m or 5 m distance from the plot center
along four transects in each cardinal direction (N, S, E, W). Within each sampling quadrat,
shrub and herb layer composition were determined by identifying and counting individual
plants to species level. Both shrub and herb layer species composition were documented
with floristic voucher specimens of herb layer species archived at Stillinger Herbarium,
University of Idaho, Moscow, ID. Based on the abundance of understory species including
shrubs and forbs, species richness, Shannon–Wiener diversity index and Pielou’s evenness
were calculated at the plot level [57]. Species richness (S) was estimated using Equation (4):

S = Σn (4)

where n is the total number of species documented across four sampling quadrats in each
plot. Shannon–Wiener diversity index (H) was estimated using Equation (5):

H =
S

∑
i=1

pi ln pi (5)
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where ln pi is the natural logarithm of the i-th species proportion. Pielou’s evenness (J) was
estimated using Equation (6):

J =
H

ln S
. (6)

2.4.2. Understory Vegetation Biomass

The herbaceous vegetation in three one-meter-square sampling quadrats was col-
lected in every study plot. Stem diameters for shrubs and seedlings (DBH < 2.5 cm)
within the quadrats were measured using a caliper and representative samples of the
measured shrubs and seedlings (n = 8–12) were collected. Allometric equations of dry
mass (DM) and caliper measurements were developed to determine dry mass from
caliper measurements for samples that were not destructively harvested. Mass from har-
vested samples and estimated shrub DM were summed for each quadrat and plot-level
averages were calculated.

2.5. Statistical Analysis

Analysis of variance was performed on initial stand parameters as dependent response
variables in a two-way factorial model that included treatment and facility as class variables.
Dependent variables included plot-level mean diameter increment, basal area increment,
total volume increment, understory vegetation biomass, Shannon–Wiener diversity index,
richness, and evenness. Analysis of covariance was performed on growth increments as
dependent variables with facility, treatment and species included as independent class
variables. Initial values for each increment were included as covariates in their respective
models. If normality and homoscedasticity assumptions for analysis of variance were not
met, data were transformed [58] prior to analysis. Differences were considered significant
at α = 0.05. Tukey’s pairwise comparisons were performed to compare least square means
between the control and treatment at the five reuse facilities. Statistical analyses were
conducted in R version 4.2.1 [59].

3. Results
3.1. Initial Stand Parameters

Initial stand metrics following establishment indicate some structural differences
among facilities and between effluent stands in FWR management units and adjacent
control stands at each FWR facility. Facilities explained more of the variation in stand
variables than treatment differences did (Table 3, F-statistic for F > F-statistic for T). Al-
though, effluent stands in comparison to controls had greater quadratic mean diameter
(QMD), basal area (BA), mean height and total stand volume (Table 3, T, p ≤ 0.05; Table 4;
Figure 2), the stand density index (SDI) was equal (T, p = 0.26), and trees per hectare (TPH)
were lower (T, p < 0.01). These results indicate that tree size was consistently greater in
effluent plots, but measures of density were ambiguous. Additionally, the response of TPH
to treatment depended upon the facility (Table 3, T × F, p < 0.01; Figure 2a). Due to the
in-growth of many saplings in control plots, TPH at establishment was 54% higher in Bottle
Bay control plots than in effluent irrigated plots. TPH in Cave Bay effluent plots were equal
to the controls. When all locations were combined, there was a greater number of small
diameter trees in control plots, but there was a lower number of large diameter trees in
controls (Figure 3).



Forests 2023, 14, 266 7 of 21

Table 3. Analysis of variance results for stand parameters at establishment (2019). Results include
F-statistic (F) and p-values (p) of the measured effects of reclaimed water treatment (T) and facility (F)
for stand parameters: TPH (Trees per hectare); QMD (Quadratic Mean Diameter); BA (Basal Area);
SDI (Stand Density Index), Height and Volume.

Effect
TPH QMD (cm) BA (m2 ha−1) SDI Height (m) Volume

(m3 ha−1)

F p F p F p F p F p F p

T 21.01 <0.01 *** 8.31 <0.01 *** 4.10 0.05 ** 1.32 0.26 3.51 <0.01 *** 5.28 0.03 **
F 32.48 <0.01 *** 10.52 <0.01 *** 5.17 <0.01 *** 14.75 <0.01 *** 6.27 0.06 * 2.59 0.05 **

TxF 5.68 <0.01 *** 2.04 0.11 1.71 0.17 1.15 0.35 1.93 0.12 2.26 0.08 *

Note: Significance levels: p < 0.1 (*), p < 0.05 (**), p < 0.01 (***).

Table 4. Descriptive statistics (LS mean ± SE) of stand parameters [TPH (Trees per hectare); QMD
(Quadratic Mean Diameter); BA (Basal Area); SDI (Stand Density Index); Height and Volume] by
treatment at the five water reuse facilities.

Treatment TPH QMD BA SDI Height Volume

Control 1335 ± 160 a 26.4 ± 1.7 a 48.3 ± 3.67 a 968 ± 68.2 a 15.3 ± 0.84 a 368 ± 41.2 a

Effluent 817 ± 160 b 31.4 ± 1.7 b 57.1 ± 3.67 a 1044 ± 68.2 a 17.1 ± 0.84 a 488 ± 41.2 b

Note: Same letters with each measurement indicate no differences between treatment levels at α = 0.10.

 

2 

 
2 
 

 
 
  

Figure 2. Stand parameter plot means and standard errors (n = 5) at the water reuse facilities; (a) trees
per hectare (TPH); (b) quadratic mean diameter (QMD); (c) basal area(BA); (d) stand density index
(SDI); and (e) height; and (f) total volume. Five facilities included: Garfield Bay (GB), Bottle Bay (BB),
Ellisport Bay (EB), Heyburn State Park (HSP) and Cave Bay (CB). Same letters over bars indicate no
differences between treatment levels at α = 0.10. Facilities are arranged in establishment order with
GB being first (1978) and CB last (2013).
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  Figure 3. Size class distribution of control and effluent treatment plots at the five reuse facilities.

3.2. Estimated Historic Diameter Increment Responses from Tree Cores (DIc)
3.2.1. DIc Responses across Facilities

Cored tree diameter increment (DIc) for increment periods 2014–2018, 2009–2014 and
2004–2009 varied by tree diameter, treatment, species and facility (Table 5). The effect
of variable diameter among trees, treatments and facilities was effectively accounted for
in the model by including initial diameter (D0) in the model (Table 5, F > 83, p < 0.01).
Historic diameter increments for the effluent plots were notably higher compared to the
control plots (Figure 4) for each of the increment periods at all facilities except at Garfield
Bay. DIc at the Bottle Bay effluent plot for both the 2014–2018 and 2009–2014 increment
periods were, respectively, 70.6% and 89.9% greater than the control (Figure 4a,b). Similarly,
DIc at Ellisport Bay was approximately 45.8% greater in effluent plots for the 2014–2018
increment period and 108.3% greater for 2009–2014. A similar increase was observed for
recently established facilities in 2014–2018 with a 99.4% greater response in effluent plots at
Heyburn State Park and a 108.8% greater response at Cave Bay. There was a 63.1% increase
in diameter increment at effluent plots in Heyburn State Park in 2009–2014. In 2004–2009,
greatest differences in diameter increment were observed at Ellisport Bay with a 382.6%
increase at effluent plots compared to the controls (Figure 4c). The diameter increment
was 65.9% greater at the Bottle Bay effluent plots. In contrast, there was a 3% decrease in
diameter increment at the Garfield Bay effluent plots compared to the controls.

Table 5. Analysis of covariance results for diameter increment. Results include F-statistic (F) and
p-values (p) for the first three five-year increment periods (2004–2009, 2009–2014, and 2014–2018) at
the plot level. Initial diameters D0 (diameters in 2004, 2009 and 2014) were used as covariates.

Effect

DIc (cm)

2014–2018 2009–2014 2004–2009

F p F p F p

T 53.33 <0.01 *** 50.24 <0.01 *** 58.94 <0.01 ***
F 15.41 <0.01 *** 33.68 <0.01 *** 25.98 <0.01 ***

Sp 2.05 0.03 ** 2.16 0.02 ** 2.49 <0.01 ***
TxF 2.88 0.02 ** 9.49 <0.01 *** 32.77 <0.01 ***
D0 97.55 <0.01 *** 84.99 <0.01 *** 83.34 <0.01 ***

Note: Significance levels: p < 0.05 (**), p < 0.01 (***)
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Figure 4. Mean and standard error (n = 5) of five-year Diameter Increment during facility operation for
(a) diameter increment period 2014–2018; (b) diameter increment period 2009–2014 and (c) diameter
increment period 2004–2009 for all species combined. Same letters over bars within each panel
indicate no differences between treatment levels at α = 0.10. Facility abbreviations are described
in Figure 2. Facilities are arranged in establishment order with GB being first (1978) and CB being
last (2013). Since treatment had not begun at some facilities, the number of facilities decreases for
earlier increments.

3.2.2. Species-Specific DIc Responses

DIc responses to reclaimed water depended upon the species, facility, and treatment
(Table 5). Although tree growth declined over time, the diameter increments at Ellisport
Bay and Bottle Bay was significantly enhanced with the onset of reclaimed water appli-
cation (Figure 5c,d). The diameter increments for effluent plots for western redcedar
were 41.6% at Garfield Bay, 86.0% at Bottle Bay and 59.8% at Ellisport Bay of that in
control plots (Figure 6a). The treatment difference in diameter increment for western
redcedar was not statistically significant at Garfield Bay. The diameter increments for
Douglas-fir at Bottle Bay, Heyburn State Park and Cave Bay were significantly greater
for effluent plots compared to the unamended control plots (Figure 6b). Bottle Bay had a
69.9%, Heyburn State Park had a 113.6% and Cave Bay had a 116.4% greater diameter
response to reclaimed water application compared to controls. The 30.3% difference at
Garfield Bay was not statistically significant. The diameter increment responses were
significantly greater in reclaimed-water-amended ponderosa pine stands where they
increased by 100.6% at Heyburn State Park and by 50.8% at Cave Bay compared to
control plots (Figure 6c).

3.3. Growth Increments during Study Period

The growth increment determined from the DBH, and height measurements collected
during the study period (2019–2021) varied by initial measurements, treatment, and facility
(Figure 7). As with tree core increments, diameter increment (DI) was highly dependent
upon the initial diameter (Table 6, D0, F = 230). Including initial values in the model
accounted for the effect of diameter when testing for treatment and facility effects. The
DIs for the reclaimed-water-amended plots were consistently higher compared to the
unamended controls (Figure 7a). The differences were significantly greater at Heyburn
State Park, where effluent plots had an approximately 118.4% greater diameter growth than
control plots, while DI treatment responses at other facilities were much lower (Table 6,
TxF, p < 0.01).
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Figure 5. Average five-year diameter increments for (a) DF (Douglas-fir)and PP (ponderosa pine) at
Cave Bay; (b) PP (ponderosa pine) and DF (Douglas-fir) at Heyburn State Park; (c) WRC (western
redcedar) at Ellisport Bay; (d) DF (Douglas-fir) and WRC (western redcedar) at Bottle Bay; and (e) DF
(Douglas-fir) and WRC (western redcedar) at Garfield Bay. Arrows indicate the start of reclaimed
water application.
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Figure 6. Species responses to treatment variations of 2014–2018 mean diameter increment for
facilities where those species occurred: (a) western redcedar; (b) Douglas-fir; and (c) ponderosa
pine. No species occurred at all facilities. Same letters over bars indicate no differences between
treatment levels at α = 0.10. Facility abbreviations are described in Figure 2. Facilities are arranged in
establishment order with GB being first (1978) and CB last (2013).

 

7 
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Figure 7. Plot means and standard error (n = 5) for 2019-2021annual increments for (a) diameter
increment; (b) basal area increment; and (c) volume increment. Same letters over bars indicate no
differences between treatment levels at α = 0.10. Facility abbreviations are as described in Figure 2.
Facilities are arranged in establishment order with GB being first (1978) and CB last (2013).

Table 6. Growth increment analysis of covariance results. Plot mean diameter increment (DI), mean
annual basal area increment (BAI) and mean volume increment (VI) for 2019–2021. Results include
F-statistic (F) and p-values (p). Covariates for DI, BAI and VI were initial diameter (D0), basal area
(BA0), and volume (V0) measurements in 2019.

Effect
DI (cm yr−1) BAI (m2 ha−1 yr−1) VI (m3 ha−1 yr−1)

F p F p F p

T 9.11 <0.01 *** 8.50 <0.01 *** 11.06 <0.01 ***
F 30.23 <0.01 *** 7.35 <0.01 *** 5.44 <0.01 ***

TxF 10.48 <0.01 *** 0.54 0.71 0.47 0.76
Covariate 230.23 <0.01 *** 1.17 0.29 4.34 0.04 **

Note: Significance levels: p < 0.05 (**), p < 0.01 (***).

Basal area increment and volume increment varied by both treatment and facility
(Figure 7b,c). Basal area increment and volume increment were consistently higher in
reclaimed-water-amended plots compared to the controls (Table 6, T, p < 0.01) and neither
depended on facility (Table 6, TxF, p > 0.71). Basal area increments for effluent compared to
control plots were 85.2% greater at Garfield Bay and 93.6% greater at Ellisport Bay. Similarly,
volume increments in effluent plots compared with control plots were 142.9% greater at
Garfield Bay, 77.7% at Bottle Bay and 147.4% at Ellisport Bay.
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3.4. Understory Vegetation Biomass and Diversity Responses

The understory vegetation biomass, Shannon–Wiener diversity index and richness for
understory species varied by facility (Table 7, Figures 8 and 9). The understory vegetation
biomass was significantly greater for the effluent plots at Heyburn State Park and Cave Bay
(Figure 8). The Shannon–Wiener index was significantly affected by treatment at only one
facility (Table 7, TxF, p = 0.05). Evenness was marginally affected by treatment (TxF, p < 0.09).
Typically, vegetation diversity, richness and evenness in the reclaimed-water-amended
plots were not different from the control. The exception to this was at the Ellisport Bay
facility, where in effluent plots, the Shannon–Wiener diversity index was 65% of the controls
and evenness was 57.7% of the controls (Figure 9). The understory vegetation biomass
at the recently established facilities Heyburn State Park and Cave Bay were also orders
of magnitude greater than the long-established facilities (Table 7, Figure 8). The date of
facility establishment affected both the Shannon–Wiener diversity index and richness. They
were greater at the recently established facilities (Figure 9a,b) and the facility establishment
response was consistent for both treatments (Table 7, TxE, p ≥ 0.44).

Table 7. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) results for understory
Shannon–Wiener diversity index (H), richness (S) and evenness (J). Results include F-statistic (F)
and p-values (p). ANOVA assessed effects of reclaimed water treatment (T) and facility (F) for the
diversity parameters. The ANCOVA assessed the effects of establishment date (E) as a covariate.

Test Effect
Biomass (g m−2) Shannon–Wiener

Diversity Index (H) Richness (S) Evenness (J)

F p F p F p F p

ANOVA T 5.3 0.03 ** 2.17 0.15 0.94 0.34 0.94 0.34
F 20.69 <0.01 *** 3.08 0.03 ** 3.80 <0.01 *** 1.94 0.12

TxF 1.67 0.17 2.64 0.05 ** 0.88 0.48 2.17 0.09 *

ANCOVA T 0.01 0.91 1.84 0.18 0.95 0.34 0.80 0.38
E 58.38 <0.01 *** 6.88 <0.01 *** 12.62 <0.01 *** 1.88 0.18

TxE 0.02 0.90 0.47 0.50 0.60 0.44 0.02 0.88

Note: Significance levels: p < 0.1 (*), p < 0.05 (**), p < 0.01 (***).
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Figure 8. Comparison of understory vegetation biomass at the five reuse facilities. Facility abbrevia-
tions are as described in Figure 2. Facilities are arranged in establishment order with GB being first
(1978) and CB last (2013).
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Figure 9. Plot mean and standard error (n = 5) for understory (a) Shannon–Wiener diversity index;
(b) richness; and (c) evenness. Same letters over bars indicate no differences between treatment levels
at α = 0.10. Facility abbreviations are as described in Figure 2. Facilities are arranged in establishment
order with GB being first (1978) and CB last (2013).

3.5. Overstory Tree Diversity Responses

Similarly, overstory diversity, richness and evenness varied by facility and date of
establishment but were largely unaffected by treatment (Table 8). In contrast with the
understory vegetation diversity, the Shannon–Wiener index, and richness for overstory
vegetation were greater in early established facilities compared to the recently established
facilities (Table 8, F, p < 0.01; E, p < 0.02), except Cave Bay which was comparable with
the early facilities (Figure 10a,b). Heyburn State Park followed by Cave Bay showed the
lowest tree diversity and richness, while the highest diversity and richness were observed
at Garfield Bay and Bottle Bay. As with understory diversity and richness, the facility
establishment response was consistent for both treatments (Table 8, TxE, p ≥ 0.75).

Table 8. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) for overstory Shannon–
Wiener diversity index (H), richness (S) and evenness (J). Results include F-statistic (F) and p-values
(p) for the parameters. Facility establishment date (E) was used as the ANCOVA covariate.

Test Effect
Shannon–Wiener Diversity Index (H) Richness (S) Evenness (J)

F p F p F p

ANOVA T 1.49 0.23 0.17 0.68 3.75 0.06 *
F 5.67 <0.01 *** 12.32 <0.01 *** 2.99 0.03 **

TxF 1.15 0.35 0.56 0.69 0.96 0.44

ANCOVA T 1.16 0.29 0.16 0.69 3.11 0.09 *
E 6.43 0.02 ** 38.94 <0.01 *** 0.18 0.67

TxE 0.10 0.75 0.05 0.83 0.06 0.81

Note: Significance levels: p < 0.1 (*), p < 0.05 (**), p < 0.01 (***).
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Figure 10. Plot mean and standard error (n = 5) for overstory (a) Shannon–Wiener diversity index;
(b) richness; and (c) evenness. Same letters over bars indicate no differences between treatment levels
at α = 0.10. Facility abbreviations are as described in Figure 2. Facilities are arranged in establishment
order with GB being first (1978) and CB last (2013).
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4. Discussion

Our results show that reclaimed water amendments during the growing season had
overall positive effects on forest growth responses of coniferous forests in the Inland
Northwest and yet had minimal effects on vegetation diversity. We found that the dominant
commercial tree species occurring at the study facilities responded positively to reclaimed
water, with substantial increases in growth. Furthermore, incremental fertilization and
irrigation from reclaimed water application during the growing season sustained growth
responses over the long-term. These findings provide insight into long-term effects of
reclaimed water application on tree and forest growth responses and community-level
changes in understory and overstory vegetation diversity.

4.1. Forest Growth Response

These results support our hypothesis that regular growing season amendments of
reclaimed water at permitted rates will substantially and continuously increase Inland
Northwest tree growth and forest productivity compared to unamended controls. Diameter,
basal area and volume increments were consistently greater in effluent amended plots
compared to control plots (Figures 4 and 7), which agrees with other studies showing
sustained growth increases in response to incremental fertilization in combination with
irrigation [10–12,60,61]. Supply of moisture and nutrients in reclaimed water addresses
the seasonal summer drought and N limiting characteristic common to the Inland North-
west. The water- and nutrient-deficient trees opportunistically responded to such resource
availability through increased annual growth increments, which translate into increased
productivity. Tree growth responses at the FWR facilities were consistent with previous
studies on forest responses to N fertilization in the Inland Northwest where N is the main
growth limiting nutrient [62], and thus N contained in reclaimed wastewater was expected
to enhance tree growth. Yet, the magnitude of the N fertilizer response within the region is
dependent upon the available moisture [63]. Consequently, the addition of both water and
incremental nutrients at FWR facilities realized 30 to 116% increases in diameter growth
relative to the controls (Figure 6). Furthermore, those growth enhancements were sustained
year-over-year after facility establishment, while the above regional fertilization studies
demonstrate increases up to 39% relative to controls, and that was temporary: lasting up to
six years following treatment [63]. Of course, improved soil moisture along with N and
other growth-limiting nutrients supplied incrementally in wastewater is expected to be
superior to N-only fertilization. Yet, our results suggest that regional productivity potential
is far higher than that achieved thus far with modern forest management practices.

4.2. Individual Species Responses

The mixed conifer forests in the facilities studied offered an opportunity to consider
species-specific responses to wastewater amendments at common locations. Various growth
responses to wastewater application have been reported among forest types [3,24,25,63].
Thus, we expected species-specific treatment differences in tree growth because species
are known to respond differently to nutrient and moisture availability [64]. Our study
found that all dominant tree species responded positively to reclaimed water treatment
(Figures 5 and 6). The greatest diameter increment response to reclaimed water treatment
was observed in western redcedar at Ellisport Bay and Bottle Bay and for Douglas-fir at
Bottle Bay (Figure 5). A large change also occurred for western redcedar at Garfield Bay;
however, the average diameter growth increments among treatment plots at establishment
were half those of the controls and, over time, increments in the effluent plots crossed
above those of controls (Figure 5e). This was analogous to the findings of Hesse et al. [26],
who reported that pretreatment, basal area increments were originally lower in treatment
plots, gradually increased with the initiation of reclaimed water amendment and ulti-
mately exceeded the growth of the controls by more than 50%. In contrast, the initial
diameter increments in effluent plots were larger for Douglas-fir and ponderosa pine at the
recently established Cave Bay and Heyburn state Park facilities compared to the controls
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(Figure 5a,b). However, except for ponderosa pine at Heyburn, they did not diverge and
continued to follow similar growth increment differences after establishment. Such re-
sponses may be due to other dominating site factors [65], which are outside of experimental
control factors in multisite studies.

The overall responses of individual species were also dependent upon the facility
at which they were growing. For the three species that occurred in sufficient numbers
to make a comparison, each showed a near or above doubling of the average five-year
diameter growth increment for at least one of the facilities (Figure 5). Other studies show
that fast-growing species have even greater responses. For instance, a three-fold increase
for Douglas-fir and an eight-fold production increase for poplar was found for wastewater-
treated stands in western Washington [3]. Western redcedar and Douglas-fir showed the
lowest diameter growth increment at Garfield Bay (Figure 6). However, based on previous
reports and the responses of these species at the other facilities within our study, we
expected to see a much larger increase in diameter increment in response to reclaimed
water application. The lack of a growth response among tree species may be due to other
dominant site factors affecting tree growth. A similarly limited response was observed in a
mixed oak–hickory forest, where it was concluded that the lack of a growth response to
fertilization may be from individual tree and microsite characteristics that influence tree
growth [65]. The annual application rate will also cause a potential decline. For instance, in
a 15-year N-amendment study, a rate of 50 kg N ha−1 yr−1 continued to stimulate forest
growth, while 150 kg N ha−1 yr−1 caused a decline in productivity and increased tree
mortality [66]. However, facility N loading rates in our study averaged 37 kg N ha−1 yr−1

with the rate at Garfield Bay being 42 kg N ha−1 yr−1, so these rates are moderate and not
expected to cause forest decline.

A decrease in tree growth is also linked to stand development. Young, vigorous forests
achieve peak stand growth early in development, and that plateaus after canopy closure
and maximum leaf area [67–69]. Effluent stands at Garfield Bay are fully stocked with an
average of 1300 TPH and an individual tree volume of 0.46 m3 (Figure 2), which means
that they are approaching the developmental stage of imminent mortality [70]. Indeed, we
observed a decline in diameter increment over time in the tree core data (Figure 5), which
is consistent with growth dynamics in mature forests where inter-tree competition slows
growth and ultimately results in mortality of suppressed trees [71]. Inland Northwest
stands that are fully stocked respond poorly to fertilization unless they have been thinned
to allow growing space [72]. Thus, among the possible reasons for the limited diameter
increment response to reclaimed water amendments at Garfield, overstocking is the most
likely cause.

4.3. Vegetation Diversity Responses

The understory diversity indices at Bottle Bay and Ellisport Bay significantly declined
in reclaimed-water-amended plots compared to the controls (Figure 9). Stocking increased
at these sites but stand development had not yet reached the level of competition that it had
at Garfield Bay. Although reclaimed water addition overcomes moisture limitations and
leads to a highly productive understory, plant diversity ultimately declines with continued
treatment resulting in community simplification [35]. Forest fertilization also increases
leaf area index and light interception [73] and decreases plant species diversity [29,74] by
favoring the most shade-tolerant understory species [36–38]. Indeed, plant community
composition is often used as an indicator of site quality [75–77]. Decreased diversity at
Bottle Bay and Ellisport Bay in effluent plots is most likely due to increased canopy cover,
which is an expected growth response by the overstory to abundant moisture and nutrients
during the growing season.

The Shannon–Wiener diversity index of the understory also depends on the initial
understory composition and on stand developmental conditions [42,78]. Understory species
abundance at Heyburn State Park (est. 2010) and Cave Bay (est. 2013) in our study was
dominated by common snowberry and other shrub species (Figure 8) with ponderosa
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pine and Douglas-fir overstories. While reclaimed water amendments at these recently
established facilities are expected to ultimately decrease understory diversity through an
increase in common snowberry abundance [78], that transition had not yet occurred during
our observations. Conversely, the abundant growth of alpine enchanter’s nightshade
(Circaea alpina L.) in effluent plots at Ellisport Bay (est. 2000) is most likely due to increased
moisture availability which corresponded with significant declines in diversity (Figure 9).
We also noted an increase in the abundance of Rocky Mountain maple (Acer glabrum) in the
effluent plots at Bottle Bay (est. 1989). This supports observations that continued inputs of
N may change forest stands from a slow-growing and slow-N-cycling coniferous forest to
a fast-growing and fast-N-cycling deciduous forest [79]. Thus, the duration of reclaimed
water application treatment and initial prevalence of understory species noticeably affected
species diversity.

Our results indicate that stand density and overstory vegetation development also
significantly influence understory vegetation responses to reclaimed water. The decline in
understory diversity in long-established facilities corresponded with increased overstory
diversity (Figure 10) and increased stocking (Figure 2), as well as increased basal area and
volume increments, especially in effluent plots (Figure 7). Understory vegetation growth
depends on light and nutrient availability [80–82]. Nitrogen amendments create denser
tree canopies leading to lower light and nutrient availability for understory plants [36–38].
Lower light availability results in lower understory diversity in old growth forests com-
pared to that found with higher light in selectively logged uneven-aged forests [83]. Thus,
progressive stand development and increased overstory diversity at our long-established
facilities may also have resulted in a decline in understory diversity due to decreased
resource availability and the selection of tolerant understory plants.

4.4. Time Series Study Design and Analysis

Our study opportunistically focused on a time series, or a space-for-time substitution,
which uses chronosequences as an alternative to long-term, longitudinal studies. Time
series have been extensively used to study long-term responses in ecological studies that
would otherwise not be possible to practically address [84]. Time series are challenging
to establish because of the strong influence of site conditions on stand metrics which then
become confounded with the temporal effect of interest. However, time series studies can
be an extremely useful and effective tool for ecosystem management due to the value of
long-term data [85]. In our study, initial stand metrics demonstrated differences among
facilities that were related to establishment date, and effluent plots were often larger in tree
and stand dimensions than controls (Figure 2). While the rankings of initial parameters are
consistent with stand development and treatment responses, it is difficult to be certain that
these factors are the cause, and not confounded with site conditions. Despite inevitable
tradeoffs inherent in this time series, we were reasonably successful in matching control
and effluent stand structure, species composition, soils, and topography. Furthermore,
we used initial parameter values as covariates in statistical models that tested growth
increments. These covariates largely accounted for differences in size variation within and
among stands. Thus, our FWR study appeared to provide a unique and rigorous chance to
assess long-term forest responses to reclaimed water application.

5. Conclusions

Forest water reclamation offers the prospect to improve forest productivity while
renovating applied wastewater and preventing environmental degradation. Increasing
demand for renewable wood products combined with decreasing land area for working
forests creates a critical need to improve forest productivity on available acreage. Dra-
matic increases in forest productivity demonstrate the potential productivity in the Inland
Northwest and generally for dry western forests.

Our findings suggested that trees respond favorably to reclaimed water irrigation
during the growing season at permitted rates, particularly western redcedar and Douglas-
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fir. However, long-term reclaimed water application may adversely affect tree growth,
permanently alter vegetation composition and diversity, and lead to community-level
changes in forest ecosystems. Our results also suggest that an increasing length of treat-
ment may lead to a decline in tree growth and diversity. While we concluded that FWR
promotes forest growth, evidence from the past literature suggests that there are potential
environmental risks of nutrient contamination and eutrophication of surface waters in
response to long-term land application. Future research on soil nutrient budgets, nutrient
cycling, drainage and leaching within this time series will provide more insight into the
water and nutrient assimilation capacities of these forest application systems. Despite the
potential risks, proper hydraulic and nutrient loading rates in low doses spread across
sufficient application areas would optimize forest productivity and prevent nutrient losses.

Forest water reclamation presents environmental, social, and economic implications in
the region. Understanding long-term forest responses enables water reuse facility managers
to formulate sound forest management strategies to promote productivity and prevent
nutrient contamination, and the consequent environmental degradation, while present-
ing possibilities of generating revenue through timber production. The social liability of
reclaimed water can be potentially converted to an asset that substantially improves pro-
ductivity. Furthermore, tertiary treatment of reclaimed water by forest ecosystems prevents
environmental degradation and helps maintain water quality and sustain communities.
When repeated across many municipalities across the Inland Northwest, FWR will be at
a scale to maintain regional environmental quality and boost the economic viability of
facilities and adjacent timberland owners.
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Appendix A

Figure A1 shows the schematic representation of the experimental design at the
five water reuse facilities and Figure A2 shows the control and effluent plot locations at
Heyburn State Park facility as an example. Each facility had a unique spatial distribution
of control and effluent plots and the schematic diagram in Figure A1 does not represent the
actual layout.



Forests 2023, 14, 266 18 of 21

Figure A1. Schematic representation of the experimental design showing number of control (Con)
and effluent (Eff) plots at each facility.

Figure A2. Location of five control plots (201HC1, 202HC2, 203HC3, 204HC4 and 205HC5) and
five effluent plots (206HE1, 207HE2, 208HE3, 209HE4 and 210HE5) at Heyburn State Park facility
demonstrating the unique spatial distribution of study plots. The land application site is the area
enclosed by the yellow line.
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