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Abstract: The burgeoning human population exhibited a rapid amplification in demand for timber
and fuelwood and as a result, the natural population of the native tree Tecomella undulata reduced
rapidly due to its high economic and medicinal significance. The recognition of appropriate regions
for threatened plants in the climate change scenario is a fundamental step for the restoration and
conservation of biodiversity. The current study predicts the potentially suitable areas in Pakistan
for T. undulata restoration. This research identifies the highly appropriate regions for vulnerable
T. undulata through the maximum entropy model from MaxEnt software. The model’s Area Under
Curve 0.968 suggested its accuracy. The mean temperature of the wettest quarter, precipitation of
the warmest quarter, and mean temperature in the driest quarter significantly shaped the T. undulata
distribution. Future suitable areas for T. undulata were made by using RCP (4.5 and 8.5) for the years
2050 and 2070 through 19 bioclimatic variables and 66 occurrence points. The current highly suitable
area for T. undulata is approximately 135,749 km? (15.4%) while the unsuitable area identified is
approximately 404,917 km? (45.91%). The highly suitable area for T. undulata increases by 3.6-7%
under climate change regimes (RCP 4.5 and RCP 8.5). The Central Punjab (District Faisalabad,
Nankana sahib, Jhang, Kasur, and Okara), Salt Range, Western Khayber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK), FATA
area, Eastern Balochistan, and Thar and Tharparker in Sindh are the current appropriate habitats for
T. undulata. Under all future climatic circumstances, the extremely appropriate area for T. undulata
was anticipated to expand, whereas the unsuitable zones would all shrink. The research would be
significant for the further development of T. undulata management and conservation techniques.
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1. Introduction

A species’ habitat is made up of the occupied area and ecological factors of the
area necessary for an individual, such as the abiotic features and other species [1]. The
distribution and ecological patterns of native plants have been significantly impacted by the
magnitude and characteristics of their habitats. Disturbance in habitat causes microclimatic
change and fragmentation by altering the spatial structure of the remaining habitat [2].
As a result, the destruction of species habitats has long-term negative effects on species
diversity. The biodiversity loss, species erosion, and species endangerment are due to
habitat destruction of native species [3-5]. Climate change, as well as habitat decline and
expansion, are well-documented aspects of our planet’s history [6]. Climate change affects
the life-history characteristics of a plant, i.e., flowering and fruiting phenology, and habitat
needs. It also has an effect on ecosystem functions and structures that can be observed
through changes in global temperature over the last several years [7].
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Climate change and other extinction facilitators have significantly impacted species
distribution patterns for the last few decades and are the primary causes of species loss [8,9].
The restoration and conservation of endangered species are challenging due to insufficient
biogeographical data on species [10] Resultantly, new approaches such as the influx of ma-
chine learning, ecological theories, and GIS are being extensively used in the disciplines of
ecology and conservation [11,12]. Abiotic variables and species presence records in natural
habitat relationships are analyzed by using Species Distribution Models (SDMs) [9]. Species
Distribution Models have been frequently applied to predict the potentially suitable habitat
for species both animals and plants [13] Earlier studies demonstrated that temperature,
rainfall, relative humidity, and other environmental variables were used to predict the prob-
able geographical ranges of species [14]. The MaxEnt model is a niche model predicting
the possible ecological distributions of species through the maximum entropy principle
and machine learning approach. When the species absence data is limited, the MaxEnt
predicted the habitat suitability-based presence only records and layer of environmental
factors effectively [11].

The small-medium-sized tree, i.e., Tecomella undulata (Bignoniaceae) is native to India,
Pakistan, and Arabian deserts that has commercial and pharmacological significance [15].
T. undulata is a perennial deciduous tree that naturally occurs in arid and semi-arid envi-
ronments. Colloquially it is also called Rohida (English), Rahora (Punjabi), and Lohiro
(Sindhi) [16]. Rohida has a wide range of adaptations to arid environments and thrives
in both dry regions and areas where irrigation is not possible. Moreover, it may also
be observed at an altitude of 1200 m [17,18]. In arid agroforestry zones, T. undulata is a
conventional tree due to its capacity to thrive in harsh environments. The tree grows in flat
and undulating grounds, as well as modest hill slopes and ravines [15]. The species thrives
best in stabilized sand dunes despite having diurnal temporal changes. It can withstand
extreme cold (273.15-275.15 °K) in the winter and intense heat (321.15-323.15 °K) during
the summer and also flourishes in regions with limited rainfall (around 150-500 mm per
year) and harsh temperatures.

T. undulata is the most common source of timber among the desert woody plants in
the sub-continent and wood is treasured for engraved agricultural equipment, furniture,
turnery, carvings, and toys because of its softness, robust, and polishable nature [19]. The
plant stem, leaves, and bark have a wide range of uses in the pharmaceutical industry due
to the presence of various bioactive chemicals, as well as playing an essential role in the
economy and ecosystem of the region. In both traditional and classical indigenous medical
systems, desert teak has a reputation for having excellent therapeutic capabilities [15,20].
The T. undulata is a widespread agroforestry species in the Thar Desert that has provided
major livelihood assistance to local inhabitants in dry and semi-arid areas [21]. Despite
being a diverse and valuable plant for the arid-rural poor, desert teak is in danger of
extinction due to over-exploitation and inadequate conservation efforts. Local farmers
and herders, on the other hand, often lack scientific guidance when it comes to selecting
economic tree places and species, which might explain why economic tree replanting
is so unsuccessful. Changes in the underlying surface may be caused by unsustainable
farming practices [22,23]. As a consequence, desert teak was selected for the current study
subject, which is popular in Pakistan and has a long history of economic utilization. The
research objectives of the present study were to identify the region of appropriate habitat
and the most critical environmental elements influencing desert teak distribution under
present climatic predictions, to explain how the appropriate region will alter as a result
of climate change, and to predict ideal locations for its conservation and cultivation. The
findings would serve as a theoretical reference framework for desert teak use, management,
and conservation.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Occurrence Data

The quality and liability of the species location points in niche modeling are directly
tied to the credibility of the projected results, and the occurrence data are based on the
estimation of likely acceptable distribution under climate change scenarios [24,25]. Informa-
tion about T. undulata distribution places was approached from two different sources, i.e.,
field surveys and the GBIF website. Field surveys were carried out between 2014-2019 and
provided the data for T. undulata occurrence in central Punjab, Southern Punjab, Salt Range,
and Sindh Province of Pakistan. Occurrence records of T. undulata were also assembled
from the GBIF website. To eliminate spatial autocorrelation, only one location was chosen
nearest to the middle in the 30” grid plots (about 1 km?), which was corresponding with
climatic layers [26], and finally, sixty-six (66) T. undulata geographic sites used in the Maxent
model were marked.

2.2. Environmental Data

Precipitation and temperature were chosen as the primary environmental parameters
that influenced species distribution, and those two factors had a significant impact on the
creation of the species distribution range [27]. Ecologically, these are the main characteristics
that explain the adaptations in species, annual rhythms, and seasonality. These variables
might be used to explain species distribution on the large scale [28]. The climatic data for
the current era (1950-2000) from the Worldclim database have been extensively used for
the creation of species distribution models (SDMs). Nineteen (19) climatic variables were
selected with a spatial resolution of 30 s and elevation data were collected using the World
Climate Database (www.worldclim.org, accessed on 21 December 2020) (Table S1). The
WorldClim data sets were obtained in “tiff” format and converted to ASCII files in ArcGIS
using “Raster to ASCII” for usage in MaxEnt.

To estimate the possible acceptable ecological distribution and appropriate environ-
ment change in future climate variation, expected bioclimatic variables from minimum to
maximum representative concentration scenarios (RCP 4.5 and RCP 8.5) for 2050 and 2070
were grouped. Four typical concentration trajectories were produced in the IPCC’s fifth
report (RCPs). RCP4.5 indicated a moderate level of greenhouse gas emissions, whereas
RCP8.5 indicated the highest amo5unt. Because RCP2.6 was a difficult-to-implement strin-
gent mitigation scenario, RCP4.5 was chosen. Future climate change models RCP4.5 and
RCP8.5 were used to determine future suitable ranges of T. undulata under GCMs. The
BCC-CSM1.1 (Beijing Climate Centre-Climate System Modelling 1.1; www.worldclim.com,
accessed on 21 December 2020) was recognized as one of the most extensively used general
circulation models (GCMs) in Asia [22,29].

The modeling variables were filtered using the processes indicated below to avoid
collinearity between environmental variables impacting the model outcomes [23]. For
quantifying the percent (%) contribution of distinct variables to the initial prediction
findings, the MaxEnt model was first run with T. undulata location points and environmental
parameters. After that, ArcGIS was used to import all of the distribution points and extract
the point values of the 19 bioclimatic variables and elevation. Pearson correlation analysis
was performed on the acquired data to eliminate variable spatial autocorrelation using the
R program (Figure S1).

The variables having a correlation coefficient of more than 10.81 (very substantial
correlation) were filtered, and the percentage (%) contribution of each bioclimatic variable
in the baseline model was compared. Following screening processes, six environmental
variables were applied to establish the probability of spreading of T. undulata, which were
bio02 (mean diurnal range), bio04 (temperature seasonality), bio08 (mean temperature of
wettest quarter), bio09 (mean temperature of driest quarter), biol6 (precipitation of wettest
quarter) and biol8 (precipitation of warmest quarter).
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2.3. Modeling Procedure

Using MaxEnt v. 3.3.4, the possible environmental range of T. undulata was calculated.
The model was run with 10,000 random background points. To train the MaxEnt model,
75 percent of T. undulata occurrence data were employed, while the remaining 25% of
location points were used to test the model. A total of ten repetitions and the maximum
iterations of 5000 were utilized to evaluate the MaxEnt model. To describe the relative
significance of each environmental variable, Jackknife was employed and the options of
‘create response curves’ were selected. The accuracy of the model was tested by the area
under the receiver operating characteristic (AUC) [30,31]. Other parameters used default
settings according to the MaxEnt model. MaxEnt evaluated the probability of a species
being present based on presence data and created random background points using the
maximum entropy distribution. MaxEnt provided a range of locality suitability estimates
for a species, ranging from 0 to 1 [32]. A map of potentially suitable regions and model
prediction for T. undulata was created through ArcGIS (version 10.8). Based on expected
habitat appropriateness, four classes of suitable habitats for T. undulata were categorized
as unsuitable (0-0.3), low suitable (0.3-0.5), medium suitable (0.5-0.7), and high suitable
(0.7-1) [33].

To assess the model’s accuracy, the area under the receiver operating characteristics
(ROC) curve was used as an indicator. The value of AUC better than 0.6 denoted ‘good’
replicated outcomes, whereas AUC values more than 0.9 exhibited ‘outstanding’ projected
results. To determine the appropriateness of T. undulata in Pakistan, the model with the best
AUC value was selected. After modeling the spatial extent of suitable habitat for T. undulata
using current climatic data, modeling projections for four future climate scenarios (RCP4.5-
2050, RCP4.5-2070, RCP8.5-2050, and RCP8.5-2070) were performed to predict the range
of appropriate regions for species in the future.

3. Results
3.1. Model Validation

Validation ensures the accuracy of modeling outputs. The AUC value during the
present investigation revealed that the Maxent model run adequately (AUC = 0.968) in
the given study (Figure S2). Bio 08 (mean temperature of the wettest quarter), bio 18
(precipitation of warmest quarter), Bio 09 (mean temperature of the driest quarter), which
were bio 02 (mean diurnal range), bio 16 (precipitation of wettest quarter), and bio 04 (tem-
perature seasonality) all had an impact on the spread of T. undulata under present climatic
circumstances. Furthermore, these factors’” contributions were greater than the others.

3.2. Significant Environmental Variables

The association between T. undulata occurrence frequency and each environmental
variable is depicted by the response curves. The species response curve explains the link be-
tween bioclimatic parameters, as well as the possibility of a species’ existence. The outcomes
of Jackknife studies and the relative contributions of environmental variables to the model
created through Maxent iterative computing were utilized to uncover the major variable
factors controlling the T. undulata distribution and their contribution rates (Figure S3).

The mean temperature of the wettest quarter (bio 08) and mean temperature of the
driest quarter (Bio 09) contributed 42% and 22.5%, respectively, and were the principal
factors for the distribution of the species. Other important environmental variables were
precipitation of warmest quarter (bio 18), mean diurnal range (bio 02), precipitation of
wettest quarter (bio 16), and temperature seasonality (bio 04) provided the most percentages
contributed 11.8%, 11%, 6.75 and 6% percent, respectively (Table 1). The response curves
for the major factors revealed the higher impacts on T. undulata distribution. The suitability
for growth was improved as the mean temperature of the wettest quarter rise, and it was
ideally ranged between 30 °C-37 °C, where the driest month’s rainfall was sufficient for the
species’ survival and growth was from 200 to 400 mm during the driest season (Figure S4).
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Table 1. Predicted suitable area in km? for T. undulata habitat suitability under current and
future climate.

RCP 4.5 RCP 4.5 RCP 8.5 RCP 8.5

Suitability Current % 2050 % 2070 % 2050 % 2070 %
High 135,749.71 15.39 174,464.12  19.79 193,206.13  21.91 164,596.68  18.67 194,750.41  22.09

Medium 212,161.32  24.06 279,259.42  31.67 188,982.02  21.43 254,331.05  28.84 222,877.27 2528
Low 128,960.75  14.62 125,870.51 14.27 146,356.55  16.60 133,204.16  15.11 132,830.68  15.06

Unsuitable 404,917.59  45.92 302,195.32  34.27 353,244.66  40.06 329,657.47  37.39 331,331.00  37.57

3.3. Suitable Habitat for Tecomella undulata Current and Future

Under the current climatic conditions, the dry and semi-arid regions of Pakistan are
the most appropriate locations for T. undulata restoration. The highly suitable regions were
located in Southern Sindh, upper Punjab, Salt Range, Eastern Balochistan, Western zone
of Khybar Pakhtunkhwa, part of Thal, Thar, and Cholistan deserts, and a few regions of
Western Balochistan (Figures 1 and 2). Currently, highly suitable area for T. undulata was
approximately 135,749 km? (15.4%), medium suitable area 212,161 km? (24%), low suitable
area 128,969 km? (14.6%) and unsuitable area for T. undulata suitability was approximately
404,917 km? (45.91%) (Table 1).
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Figure 2. Suitable habitats for T. undulata (A) 2050s RCP 4.5, (B) RCP 8.5 and (C) 2070s RCP 4.5,
(D) RCP 8.5. Highly suitable regions for T. undulata distribution would be increased by 4.7% under
RCP 4.5 climate change scenario in 2050 and 6.9% for RCP 4.5 in 2070. In comparison with the
current climate scenario, the highly suitable regions would be shifted to Eastern Punjab, Federally
Administrated Tribal Areas, Northern Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Federal territory, Southern Punjab, and
central parts of Sindh for RCP 4.5 in 2050 and 2070. Under the RCP 8.5 climate scenario, the highly
suitable area would be increased by 3.6% in 2050 and 7% in 2070 than the current distribution.

4. Discussion

According to climate models of T. undulata distribution, future global warming would
have a significant influence on forest ecosystems [34]. Regardless of differences in climate
modeling prototypes, the approach might still be used to analyze and anticipate future
changes in species spreading [35]. T. undulata is a vulnerable plant whose population
has been steadily decreasing in its native habitats as a result of a range of human-caused
pressures such as grazing, illegal cutting, overexploitation, and habitat fragmentation [15].
T. undulata, a commercially valuable species, is also a sign of ecosystem purity and it plays
a significant role in the restoration of a damaged environment. Therefore, its conserva-
tion is critical for the region. In the milieu of future climate change regimes, T. undulata
management and policy plans are created in Pakistan using the MaxEnt modeling, which
would help in designing the management and conservation strategies and policies for this
vital timber plant. T. undulata is a vulnerable species in dry zones of Pakistan and India,
hence it was selected for the restoration species distribution modeling, to meet the dual
goals of prediction of suitable regions for the restoration and impact of climate change
on future distribution patterns of habitat. In the traditional agroforestry system of the
subcontinent, T. undulata is well accepted in the arid environment. This plant grows well in
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association with the other xerophytic species i.e., Prosopis cineraria (L.) Druce, Zizyphus spp.,
Salvadora spp. and Capparis decidua (Forssk.) Edgew [21]. Rapid construction activities,
sand deposition in canal systems, overgrazing, floods, and woodland clearance caused the
degradation of land. Planting T. undulata alongside canals would help to decrease sand
deposition in canals thus stabilizing nature [36].

Presently investigated models attained AUC values of 0.968, which are within the
adequate range for excellent models. AUC values were exceeding 0.75, according to [37,38]
in analyzing the performance of a niche model, this may be relevant and suitable. Max-
Ent found that four variables of temperature (Bio02, Bio04, Bio08, and Bio9), and two
for precipitation (Biol6 and Biol8) contributed 98 percent more to the present distribu-
tion of T. undulata when auto-correlated characteristics were removed. Precipitation and
temperature exhibited a major impact in defining the probable distribution habitats of
T. undulata [18]. Maxent has been widely used for the prediction of possible species ranges
in recent years [39,40]. According to the model, species would be found in all places with
sufficient climatic circumstances, but not in any regions with unsuitable conditions; it is
thought that the bigger a species’ entropy under known parameters, the closer it is to
reality [32].

Habitat change, climate change, overexploitation, invasive alien species, and pollu-
tion are the main threats to the decline of global biodiversity in the twenty-first century,
according to experts [41]. Climate change primarily displays itself in rising temperature,
alteration in precipitation patterns, and an increase in hazardous climate actions as part of
global change; however, unstable climate features will distress species phenology, growth,
reproduction, and geographic spreading at the local level [42]. It is vital to identify fluc-
tuations in suitable distribution zones in future climate change situations and to initiate
directed management activities as soon as likely to maximize the efficiency of biodiversity
conservation [43]. Due to the exponential growth in global greenhouse gas emissions,
Pakistan’s predisposition for a warmer environment would be deteriorated in the future.
Alteration in climate would have a substantial influence on the appropriate spreading
areas of T. undulata, according to the findings of the present study, and the ideal habitat
area would likely to increase with time. Furthermore, it was analyzed that the predictions
created using RCP4.5 data differed from those made with other climate scenarios.

Climate transformation, particularly global warming, affects the temperature of var-
ious locations and alters the precipitation pattern. The distribution of these plants will
be altered based on changes in climatic regimes to the point where they are near to or
surpass the adaption threshold of current plant growth [44]. The distribution range of
T. undulata migrated to higher elevations as the temperature raised, and the outcomes of
the research are primarily showing its reliability. Precipitation may restrict and influence
species distribution in a variety of ways since water supply has a considerable influence
on photosynthesis, plant growth, height, leaf area, and branch number [45]. Increased
rainfall during the driest month prolongs the growth period and facilitates plants to shift
to more appropriate environments within their range. Moreover, inhospitable hot and cold
environments considerably affect plant development. When the lowest temperature of the
coldest month falls, plants suffer early freezing damage, and long-term low temperatures
induce plant mortality near the distribution limit [46]. While sweltering heat of the warmest
month depletes plant water storage, induces protein coagulation, and activates the internal
mechanism of hazardous chemicals thus inhibiting plant growth [47]. Extreme climatic
conditions were demonstrated to substantially impact plant diversity and distribution.
Including them in niche modeling could increase the plant’s expected accuracy and range
limits under future climate change scenarios [48,49].

Several researches have revealed that global warming will have a detrimental influence
on ecosystems and species occurrence [50]. Contrary to popular belief, the simulation
findings of the current research revealed that climate change will improve the environment
appropriateness and suitable area of T. undulata. The native range of T. undulata, on the
other hand, is in jeopardy, and its population has plummeted. That might be due to
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the disturbance of the desert ecosystem induced by grazing pressure, human population
growth, and overexploitation. For species conservation and restoration, accurate modeling
of species distribution regions is critical. However, to attain the objectives, various living
and nonliving elements are needed to be addressed. In practice, crucial elements are
frequently paid no heed in order to simplify the information required for the model to
determine the viability of the study, impacting the operation upshots to some extent,
resulting in discrepancies between anticipated and actual results. Species distribution
modeling would aid in the conservation management of this rare and vulnerable tree
species. Present findings can be used for a variety of purposes, including identifying
additional localities where T. undulata might already exist but has yet to be discovered;
identifying localities where it is likely to be spread; prioritizing areas for introduction and
cultivation, and managing rare tree species conservation.

5. Conclusions

A variety of endangered plant species are in dire need of conservation that can be
achieved if the impact of climate change is assessed rightly. The Mean Temperature of
Wettest Quarter, Precipitation of Warmest Quarter, and Mean Temperature in the Driest
Quarter, were recognized as critical variables determining the distribution of T. undulata.
The current potential suitable habitats for T. undulata are Central Punjab (District Faisalabad,
Nankana sahib, Jhang, Kasur, and Okara), Salt range (District Chakwal, Mianwali, and
Khushab), FATA region, eastern Balochistan, and Thar and Tharparker in Sindh. Overall
highly suitable area for T. undulata to increase under all future climatic conditions was ex-
pected, but the unsuitable zones would all shrink. Overall, appropriate habitat distribution
would be shifted to northeastern areas with slightly greater altitudes, and Upper Punjab,
Central Khyber Pakhtunkhwa areas would be the ideal-preserved habitat with the most
suitable environment for T. undulata in the future. The research would have bridged the
gaps in the development of Tecomella undulata management and conservation techniques.
The results of the current study can be utilized to develop future agroforestry groundwork,
afforestation, reforestation, and management plans for this commercially important species
in the region.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14127215/s1, Figure S1: Illustration of environmental variables after
removing highly correlated variables through Pearson correlation (r < 0.8); Figure S2: ROC curve for
T. undulata for habitat suitability of Maxent model; Figure S3: Results of Jackknife test of environmental
variables used in Maxent modeling of Tecomella undulata; Figure S4: Response curves of T. undulata about
a Mean Diurnal Range —Bio2, b Temperature Seasonality —Bio4, c Mean temperature of the wettest
quarter—Bio8, d Mean temperature of the driest quarter—Bio9, e Precipitation of Wettest Quarter—Bio6
and f Precipitation of Warmest Quarter —Bi018; Table S1: Bioclimatic variables used in Maxent modeling
of T. undulata and contribution rate and permutation importance of the main environmental variables.
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