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Abstract: The hawthorns Crataegus azarolus L. and Crataegus monogyna Jacq are two ecologically and
medicinally important endemic tree species that occur only in forests of oak in the mountain ranges of
the Kurdistan region of Iraq (KRI). These species have been degrading across the mountain ranges at
an alarming pace due to climate-related factors (e.g., wildfire events and drought) and anthropogenic
drivers. Nevertheless, there is a gap in understanding their distributions today and in the future
under a changing climate in Iraq. To address the species” knowledge gap and thus establish a baseline
for a future management and conservation strategy, this study used field observation records, species
distribution modeling integrated with GIS techniques, and relevant environmental predictors to
(i) estimate the species’ potential distributions and map their current known distributions across
unsurveyed areas; (ii) model the species’ possible response under several scenarios for a weather
change in the future; (iii) map the species” overlap ranges and the direction of the distributions.
Results suggest that under two global climatic models (GCMs), BCC-CSM2-MR and CNRM-CMé6-1,
the overall habitat expansion magnitude for the two species would be less than the overall habitat
reduction magnitude. For C. azarolus, the habitat range would contract by 3714.64 km? (7.20%) and
3550.47 km? (6.89%), whereas it would expand by 2415.90 km? (4.68%) and 1627.76 km? (3.16%) for
the GCMs, respectively. Modeling also demonstrated a similar pattern for C. monogyna. The species
overlap by 7626.53 km? (14.80%) and 7351.45 km?2 (14.27%) for the two GCMs. The two species’
habitat ranges would contract significantly due to the changing climate. The direction of the species’
potential distribution would be mostly toward the KRI's east and southeast mountain forests. Our
results, for the first time, provide new data on the species’ present and future distributions and
outline the advantages of distribution modeling combined with geospatial techniques in areas where
species data are limited, such as Iraq.
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1. Introduction

Crataegus L., hawthorn, is a clearly described species member of the tribe Crataegeae
and the Rosaceae family [1]. It is constituted of deciduous thorny shrubs and small trees
that can grow to a height of up to ten meters [2]. This genus has a wide geographic
distribution across temperate Asia, Europe, and North America [3]. It includes around
200-1200 species [4]; from this number, around 50 species are found in the northern
hemisphere [5], especially in Turkey and Iran, which contain a large number of species [6],
and the mountains of Zagros are approximately home to 17 different species of hawthorn [7].
The Kurdistan region of Iraq (KRI) is restricted to the north, and the northeastern part of
Iraq occupies 5% of the country’s total area and is part of the Taurus—Zagros mountain
range, with altitude ranges between 1000 and 3000 m.a.s.1. [8].

Based on the available investigations, four endemic hawthorn species have been
identified in Iraq and the KRI, notably C. azarolus, C. monogyna, C. pentagyna, and C. mey-
eri [6]. Only oak forests in the KRI's mountain ranges are home to these species, which are
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frequently combined with other species of plants such as Quercus aegilops [9]. Moreover,
the most common species among these four in these forests is C. azarolus [6]. Hawthorn
is extremely valuable for a variety of reasons, including medicinal and ecological bene-
fits [10]. This plant’s leaves, flowers, and berries are exceptionally nutrient-dense and have
traditionally been used for their medical and health benefits [11].

In addition, these species play a significant ecological and economic role in fields
such as biological diversity, human nutrition, wildlife, industrial wood materials, potential
energy sources, erosion control, and urban afforestation [12]. However, these species have
been degrading across the mountain ranges of the KRI at an alarming pace due to climate-
driving factors (e.g., wildfire and aridity) and anthropogenic drivers (e.g., overexploitation,
cutting, degradation and shifting in agricultural practices, changes in land cover/land use,
lack of forest management strategy, civil war, and political instability) [13-15]. A recent
study by analyzing the time-series NDVI (Normalized Difference Vegetation Index) has
demonstrated that forests in the KRI suffered fluctuations during the period between 1984
and 2015 [16]. Additionally, between 1990 and 2000, the United Nations Security Council’s
(UNSC) economic sanctions had a substantial impact on the KRI's woodlands. During this
period, people were forced to overexploit the forests, primarily for firewood, because of
the poverty and unemployment brought on by the 10-year embargo [9,17]. In the context
of climate change, the habitat degradation caused by these factors might become more
threatening. Changes in climate have been demonstrated to impact several species’ ranges
by expanding or contracting them [18]. Providing information on the response of plant
communities to future climate conditions aids in better understanding the functions and
integrity of the forest ecosystem. Furthermore, forest degradation in the KRI is a critical
issue, yet monitoring and managing the degradation has received minimal attention from
the government because of the political instability and regional conflict between various
sects, predominantly in the country’s mountain regions.

In Iraq, at present, studies about hawthorn have only been conducted on the following
scopes: for example, their chemical compositions [7,19], taxonomy and anatomy [4,6],
and pharmacological activities [20]. Others have investigated the genetic diversity of
hawthorn [21] and morphological variety [22]. In Egypt, Moustafa, et al. [23] noted that the
Crataegus sinaica environment has continuously worsened during the past few years. In
Turkey, various studies explored the chemical characteristics of hawthorn fruit [2], molecu-
lar characterization [5], and morphology and chemical composition [24]. Moreover, globally,
numerous studies have been published on diverse topics such as phylogeny, taxonomy,
molecular analysis, and the complete chloroplast genome sequence in some hawthorn
species [25-27]. There is still a gap in understanding their geographical distributions and
their response to climate change conditions. According to our review, no research has
examined these species’ spatial dimensions concerning important environmental variables
and their potential future statuses under scenarios of climate change in Iraq.

A special platform for mapping present and prospective future distributions is pro-
vided by geographic information system (GIS) and species distribution models (SDMs)
technology, as well as estimating possible habitat shifts due to changes in climate [28,29].
SDMs evaluate a species’ existence and its relevance to other factors at a location, and
its environmental and /or spatial characteristics. They are used for a variety of objectives
such as biogeography, ecology, and conservation biology [30-32]. The outputs of SDMs
are widely utilized to help decision-making authorities in conservation management and
planning. The maximum entropy (Maxent) [33], a machine-learning method, is one of the
most widely used and approved SDMs; it relies on data from only presence records [34].
By using current distribution data and a variety of environmental variables, the model can
simulate and estimate the prospective species’ geographic distribution [35].

This study aims to (1) map the current known distribution of C. azarolus and C.
monogyna and forecast the KRI's possible habitat distributions; (2) model and evaluate how
the two species’ ranges may be impacted by possible future changes in climate; (3) identify
the most important environmental parameters for controlling the species’” distribution;



Sustainability 2022, 14, 14621

30f 31

(4) map the species’ overlapping ranges. For these aims, current climatic conditions, the
Maxent model integrated with GIS techniques, and two global climatic models (GCMs)
under three shared socioeconomic pathways (SSPs; 126, 245, and 585) for the three time-
windows 2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100 were used.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

An area of 438,000 km? is covered by the Republic of Iraq, which is bordered to the
north by Iran and the east by Turkey in the Middle East (at 37°10’ N 47°00’ E), and likewise
to the west by the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Jordan and to the south by Kuwait. There
are four distinct topographic areas in Iraq based on the type of land terrain mountain region
(northeast, i.e., KRI), Western Plateau, Jazera, Mesopotamian plain, and Plateau and Hills
Regions [8]. Because their ~800 to 3544 m.a.s.l. are considered high heights, the highlands
are generally inaccessible and remote [36], with a 35—40 °C temperature range on average.
Precipitation is primarily seasonal and varies from 1200 mm in the north to 375 mm in
the south (https://gov.krd/english/, accessed on 16 August 2022). Iraq has a short, cold
winter and an extremely hot, dry summer due to its subtropical continental location [37].

In Iraq, 4% of the nation’s total geographical area comprises natural forests. These
forests are almost exclusively located in the KRI, a mountainous region in the country’s ex-
treme north and northeast [14]. The KRI (37°38' N 46°35' E) has a total size of 51,520.80 km?
and is made up of three big cities, including the capital city of Erbil, Sulaimani, and Duhok.
Considering the currently accessible literature, in Iraq and the KRI, only four unique
hawthorn species have been identified [6,38]. Furthermore, they are naturally found in the
KRI's forested mountain regions. In this study, we focused only on two species of Crataegus,
which are C. monogyna and C. azarolus, due to the two species” important ecological and
economic contributions to Iraq. The field data were collected, particularly in the Sulaimani
governorate. The KRI governorates (i.e., the highlands) have similar forest structure and
composition, climate, and physiography. As a result, this research and modeling is focused
on the north of the country, especially the KRI (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Iraqi governorates borders and the study site, with the occurrence points of C. azarolus and
C. monogyna (The survey area).
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2.2. Species Occurrence Data Collection

Several field surveys were conducted to gather the occurrence data points for C.
azarolus and C. monogyna between 2021 and 2022 in Sulaimani governorate by a hand-held
device for global positioning system (GPS) (GARMIN-ETREX 22X). These datasets were
verified for accuracy (e.g., location correctness utilizing Google Earth and survey) and
geographical representativeness [39]. Furthermore, for covering the study area, a stratified
random sampling technique was used [40]. These surveys for this study indicated the
actual number of the species was 437 points, but the number of points was reduced after
removing duplicates and applying spatial filtering to 264 records (n = 227, n = 37, for
both species, respectively), which were maintained and utilized. In addition, to decrease
spatial autocorrelation between the sites, a spatial filtration of at least 1 km distance was
performed on the dataset [41]. Reduced sample bias is an advantage of spatial filtering,
which can have a negative impact on distribution models [42]. Additionally, by improving
transferability and reducing overfitting of the model, the filtering may produce more
reliable model outputs [43]. ArcGIS 10.4.1 was used for quality verification and spatial
filtering and extended SDMtoolbox 2.4 [44].

2.3. Environmental Data Sources

Precipitation and temperature were found to be the most critical elements affecting the
Crataegus genus’ habitat suitability [3,45]. In the KRI, the natural habitat for C. monogyna
and C. azarolus is the high-forested mountain ranges, which mainly cover Erbil, Sulaimani,
and Duhok (Figure 1). The KRI's spatial extent has been used to select our model boundary,
and the environmental variables for our modeling in accordance with this spatial extent
were also retrieved [46].

The most prevalent and important factors determining species distribution are iden-
tified as the 19 bioclimatic factors (Table Al in Appendix A) [47,48]. Additional details,
including soil supplement and land feature information, are also important [49,50].

Therefore, this research built the model using a combination of climatic, edaphic, and
topographic variables, and 26 environmental variables that might influence the geograph-
ical distribution of C. azarolus and C. monogyna were preliminarily selected and listed in
(Table A1 in Appendix A). Climatic variables for the “current” 1970-2000s and the future
2041-2060s, 2061-2080s, and 2081-2100s were obtained from the Global Climate Database
(WorldClim: http://www.worldclim.org/, accessed on 19 March 2022).

The current climate data has spatial resolutions of 30 s (approximately 1 km?), and
two global climate models (GCMs) have been used to determine the following future
climatic scenarios: (1) CNRM-CM6-1 model devolved by the Centre National de Recherché
Meétéorologiques (CNRM) and Cerfacs, France [51,52], and (2) BCC-CSM2-MR model
evolved by Beijing Climate Center (BCC), China [53]. Based on previous studies, these two
GCMs were selected in this study [54-56]. The distribution’s future changes were predicted
using this data for the species from 2041 to 2100 using three different shared socioeconomic
paths (SSPs): SSP126, SSP245, and SSP585. The SSPs chosen for this study were in three
periods: 20412060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100.

The topographic variable, which included a digital elevation model (DEM), slope,
and aspect, evolved with the Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM) (http:/ /srtm.
csi.cgiar.org/srtmdata/, accessed on 21 February 2022). The aspect and slope in degrees
were calculated using the DEM. In addition, various edaphic elements (soil carbon, soil
pH, and soil moisture) were gained via the Center for Sustainability and the Global En-
vironment (SAGE) (http:/ /www.sage.wisc.edu/atlas/index.php, accessed on 17 January
2022). Pearson’s correlation analysis (R? < 0.8) was used before modeling to investigate the
environmental factors interacting with one another (i.e., collinearity issue) [3,57]. ArcGIS
10.4.1 and the SDMtoolbox were used to conduct Pearson’s pairwise correlation analysis
for the predictors [58]. Finally, 8 variables were obtained through 26 variables (Table A1l
in Appendix A) and were employed in the model’s construction because of the variables’
significant spatial connection (collinearity) [59].
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2.4. Model Building

In this study, the maximum entropy model (Maxent Version 3.4.3) [33] was used to
predict the geographic distributions of C. azarolus and C. monogyna in the KRI in Iraq. Maxent
utilizes only presence data with the environmental variables [60]. The algorithm determines
the probability distribution of species occurrence while still being constrained by the environ-
ment [32,61]. The model is regarded as one of the most effective approaches [42,62].

The KRI's area was used as the model’s border (i.e., northeast), in which the species’
native habitat is forested mountains (Figure 1). In our models, we selected 70% of the
presence data for model training and 30% for model testing while keeping other values
as default, as recommended by Phillips et al. [63], resulting in practically decent outputs.
Nevertheless, the nature of the input data, the modeler’s local knowledge of the study
location, and the model’s parameterization could all have a substantial impact on the
model’s output reliability. In other words, the default-mode settings would not always
provide reliable models [39,64].

The algorithm’s maximum entropy was reached after 500 iterations, and the model
replicate selection was set at 10 in this study. The 10 model replicate options also yielded
average suitability maps displaying the occurrence probability for C. azarolus and C. monog-
yna. Moreover, the background points were set to 525 and 125, respectively, to account for
the two species’ respective existence records (n = 227, n = 37). The model’s regularization
multiplier () was set to the default value (1). The complexity and simplicity of the model
can be affected by changing this value within the model. For instance, lowering the value to
less than one makes the model more complicated, while raising it to more than one makes
the model simpler [64]. For the purpose of identifying elements when absent and reducing
the model’s dependability, Jackknife studies were performed [61]. The performance of
the developed model is assessed using the area under the receiving operator curve (ROC)
value. The area contained by the receiver operator characteristic curves (ROC) in the model
is denoted by (AUC) [65,66]. Theoretically, the AUC value varies from 0 to 1, and a score of
1.0 indicates perfect discrimination [67,68].

The Jackknife approach was used to estimate the contribution to the probability of a
species’ habitat distribution and the variable’s relative significance [69]. The logistic output
from Maxent “Maximum test presence Logistic threshold” was utilized to create a species
grid map showing the probability of their continued existence, with the existing range
of presence probability being from 0 to 1. The most effective models were those with the
greatest (AUC) values for the two species after 10 iterations. The generated files were
converted to a grid pattern using ArcGIS (10.4.1) for further investigation [66].

Finally, Pixel values that are equal to or higher than 0.30 were considered a suitable
area for the distributions of both C. azarolus and C. monogyna. However, pixels with
values less than 0.30 were considered as an unsuitable area for the distribution of the
species. According to the distribution threshold (i.e., maximum test presence), it can be
considered that the distribution maps of Crataegus species were classified as following: for
C. azarolus, unsuitable (0.0-0.30), low suitable (0.30-0.38), medium suitable (0.38-0.59), high
suitable (0.59-0.78); and for C. monogyna, unsuitable (0.0-0.30), low suitable (0.30-0.41),
medium suitable (0.41-0.61), high suitable (0.61-0.81) [37]. These operations were carried
out utilizing the ArcGIS 10.4.1 platform’s spatial analysis techniques.

2.5. Model Evaluation

A crucial step in model building is evaluating the prediction performance of models.
This type of assessment aids in establishing a model’s suitability for various uses. It also
serves as a foundation for evaluating various modeling methodologies and competing
models, as well as identifying the areas of a model that need to be the most improved [70].
For example, to evaluate the discriminating capacity, measurements such as the area
under the receiving operating characteristic curve are frequently utilized (i.e., the ability to
accurately categorize absences and presences) in SDMs [71]. ROC, or the receiver operating
characteristic curve’s area under the curve (AUC), is a model accuracy metric that contrasts
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accurate and inaccurate predictions over a range of thresholds [72]. The value range for
AUC is from 0 to 1, indicating that the model’s prediction result is more accurate the closer
the AUC value is to 1 [73,74]. A large AUC value indicates a better model performance [72].
The AUC values could be classified as follows: more than 0.9 represents high accuracy,
0.7-0.9 represent acceptable accuracy, and less than 0.7 represents low accuracy [75].

2.6. Current and Future Habitat Distributions Change Analysis for the Species

A range of spatial tools on the ArcGIS platform is utilized to identify change detection
between present and future habitat distributions. Habitat suitability maps were used to
assess the current and future distributional changes. In the KRI, the distributions were
categorized into four classes of potential habitats: (i) expansion of the species’ range, or
regions that may be suitable for it in the future in 20412060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100;
(ii) unsuitable (i.e., regions that would continue to be unsuitable in the future based on
the existing environmental conditions); (iii) stable places that the species has previously
colonized and will continue to occupy in the future; (iv) a reduction in range (future
shrinkage of each species’ habitats). Employing a Python-based GIS program known as
the SDM toolbox [44], the centroids for present and appropriate prospective regions were
compared, as well as the patterns of change in suitable areas. This study’s primary goal was
to list the major distributional changes of C. azarolus and C. monogyna. It was accomplished
by narrowing the range of these species’ geographic distribution to a single-centroid (center)
location, and the expected change’s magnitude and direction were then represented in a
shape file. Furthermore, the areas where the habitat overlap for both species for the (GCMs),
BCC-CSM2-MR, and CNRM-CM6-1 were mapped by employing the binary map layers
of C. azarolus and C. monogyna using the raster calculator tool in the ArcGIS platform, and
then the pixel numbers of overlapping areas were converted to kilometers for the study
area.

3. Results
3.1. The Model’s Performance

In this study, according to their AUC > 0.80, all models were excellent to good; the
results showed that the model performance for the C. azarolus and C. monogyna were
AUC =0.80 £ 0.02 and AUC = 0.85 £ 0.05, respectively. These values were close to 1, with
the AUC values greater than 0.75; this indicates a great match for the model being used [76].
For the former species, the model showed greater discriminatory power. Moreover, the
two models effectively estimated the distribution probability for the two species” habitat
suitability under the chosen environmental parameters in the KRL

3.2. Determinants of C. monogyna and C. azarolus Distributions

The contribution rate of climate factors to the adaptability of C. azarolus and C. monog-
yna are shown in Figures A3 and A4 in the Appendix A. The greater the contribution value,
the greater the effect of this characteristic on the probability of a species” existence. The
climate variable with the largest contribution rate for C. azarolus was the annual mean
temperature (Biol by 57.4%), followed by the seasonality of precipitation (coefficient of
variation) (Bio15 by 21.4%) and slope (by 7.2%). The cumulative contribution rate was
86%, showing that these factors had the greatest effect on estimating the probability of
C. azarolus in the KRI habitat distribution. On the other hand, soil pH and soil carbon
demonstrated the lowest contribution (Figure A3 in Appendix A). For C. monogyna, the
mean value for yearly temperature (Biol by 67.9%), diurnal temperature mean value (Bio2
by 19%), and precipitation seasonality (Biol5 by 6%) were collectively contributed by 92.9%
to the spatial distribution of the species. However, soil carbon and slope had the least
significant proportional contributions to the probability of habitat distribution (Figure A4
in Appendix A).

In response to the target species for the climatic conditions, based on the higher
probabilities (from 0.5% onwards), certain factors were shared by both species, including
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optimum yearly mean temperature ranges (13-17 °C; 11-16 °C), precipitations per year
(920-1030 mm; 970-1000 mm), and precipitation seasonality (83-102 mm; 75-103 mm),
respectively. These results imply the importance of water availability and moderate tem-
perature ranges for the distribution of the species in the KRI and Iraq.

Regularizing training gains (%) and AUC variable gains using the Jackknife test
in Maxent confirmed that the three climatic variables that had the greatest impact on
regularized training were the coefficient of variation of the annual mean temperature (Biol),
annual precipitations (Biol2), and slope; compared to other variables, the distribution of
C. azarolus is mainly affected by these factors. Furthermore, for C. monogyna, the annual
mean temperature (biol), annual precipitation (Biol2), and precipitation seasonally (Bio 15)
added additional gains more than other factors in its distribution (Figures A5 and A6 in
Appendix A). Finally, the main climatic parameters influencing the potential geographical
distribution of Crataegus spp. were temperature and rainfall (annual precipitation and
seasonal precipitation’s coefficient of variation).

3.3. Current and Future Distributions of C. monogyna and C. azarolus

The model findings imply that the existing distribution of C. azarolus and C. monogyna
might be negatively impacted by the changes in climate (Figure 2). In this study, which
used two GCMs, the habitat ranges of the two species showed evidence of spatial dis-
tributional alteration because of changes in the climate by years (2041-2060, 2061-2080,
2081-2100). For example, for C. azarolus, the first GCM model (BCC-CSM2-MR) comparison
of the prospective ranges for the future and the present revealed the least difference in
2041-2060 under scenarios SSP126 and SSP245, and the prediction indicated that C. azarolus
environmental unsuitability regions would rise in trend by 0.50% and 0.70%, respectively.
Moreover, with a moderate increase in the unsuitable habitats range in 2041-2060 under
scenario SSP585 and in 2061-2080 under scenario SSP126, climate change would increase
by 2.75% and 2.58%, respectively. Meanwhile, other scenarios in the years 2061-2080 and
2080-2100 showed a large increase in the unsuitable habitats range (Figure 3; Table 1). In
contrast, in the model CNRM-CM6-1 (126, 245, and 585 SSPs), climate change scenarios in
2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100 indicated a clear change in the range and increase in
the present unsuitable areas by 3.13% under SSP126 in 2041-2060 and 4.50% under SSP585
in 2081-2100 (Figure 4; Table 2).
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Figure 2. Current habitat distributions of C. monogyna and C. azarolus.
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Figure 3. Future habitat distributions of C. azarolus in BCC-CSM2-MR model under 126, 245, and
585 SSPs and climate change scenarios in 2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100.
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Figure 4. Future habitat distributions of C. azarolus in CNRM-CM6-1 model under 126, 245, and
585 SSPs and climate change scenarios in 2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100.
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Table 1. Modeled regions of habitat appropriateness and unsuitability for the present and future
(percentage) of C. azarolus in BCC-CSM2-MR model under 126, 245, and 585 SSPs and climate change
scenarios in 2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100.

Unsuitable Low Medium High Increases in Decreases in Total
Suitable Suitable Suitable Unsuitable Area Suitable Area
Area km? Area km? Area km? Area km? o o
(%) (%) (%) (%) ? ’
Current 37,167.90 5331.29 7321.48 1700.13
(72.15) (10.34) (14.22) (3.29)
37,430.21 4700.34 7674.13 1716.12
_ o oM (72.65) 9.12) (14.89) (3.33) 0-50 —1.83
©
a 37,536.70 4691.29 7425.10 1867.71
N , _
;' SSP245 (72.85) (9.10) (14.41) (3.63) 0.70 2.57
o
o 38,591.20 4336.53 6883.22 1709.85
SSP585 (74.90) (8.42) (13.36) (3.32) 275 =992
38,500.10 4366.44 6948.06 1706.21
- SSP126 (74.73) (8.48) (13.49) (3.31) 2.58 —9.28
R
a 39,158.10 4012.39 6668.37 1721.94
N , _
é SSP245 (76.00) (7.79) (12.85) (3.34) 385 13.59
o
N 39,179.70 3706.99 6560.45 2073.66
SSP585 (76.04) (7.20) (12.73) (4.03) 3.89 —14.02
39,071.90 2902.84 7159.37 2386.69
_ o oM (75.84) (5.63) (13.90) (4.63) 3.69 —1327
S
b 39,079.50 334043 6758.69 2342.18 B
é SSP245 (75.85) (6.48) (13.12) (4.55) 3.70 13.32
o
o 39,606.82 2733.14 7305.88 1874.96
SSP585 (76.87) (5.31) (14.18) (3.64) 472 —14.35

Moreover, the total areas of suitable habitat (low, medium, and high) of the KRI from
the current 14,352.90 km? (27.86%) might seriously reduce with the 126, 245, and 585 SSPs
of BCC-CSM2-MR to about 14,090.59 km? (—1.83%) under SSP126 in 2041-2060, and to
11,913.98 km? (—14.35%) under SSP585 in 2081-2100 (Figure 3; Table 1). Moreover, in
the CNRM-CM6-1 model, the suitable areas would decrease from about 12,734.80 km?
(—11.27%) under SSP585 in 2041-2060 to 12,030.16 km? (—16.18%) under SSP585 in 2081-2100
(Figure 4; Table 2).

For medium- and high-suitable categories, in the BCC-CSM2-MR model, a minimal
increase was shown in medium-suitable habitat areas under the scenarios SSP126 and
SSP245 in 2041-2060 by 0.67% and 0.19%, respectively. In contrast, the habitat range for
highly suitable categories would increase under all scenarios in 2041-2100 from 0.02% to
1.34% (Figure 3; Table 1). On the other hand, under the CNRM-CM6-1 model and 126, 245,
and 585 SSPs, the medium- and low-suitable areas decreased, and only a slight increase
was shown in the high-suitable habitat range during 2021-2100 (Figure 4; Table 2). Each
GCM (S5SP585) had the greatest influence on the KRI's potential area from 2041 to 2100.

For C. monogyna, the prediction of the models demonstrated a similar trend of the
habitat; for example, the BCC-CSM2-MR (126, 245, and 585 SSPs) model showed a moderate
increase in unsuitable habitats ranging from 1.03% under SSP245 in 2041-2060 to 2.54%
under SSP585 in 2081-2100 (Figure 5; Table 3). Moreover, the CNRM-CM6-1 (126, 245, and
585 SSPs) model also showed a moderate increase in the unsuitable habitat areas range
from 1.86% under SSP585 in 2041-2060 to 2.50% under SSP126 in 2081-2100 (Figure 6;
Table 4).
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Table 2. Modeled regions of habitat appropriateness and unsuitability for the present and future
(percentage) of C. azarolus in CNRM-CM6-1 model under 126, 245, and 585 SSPs and climate change
scenarios in 2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100.

Unsuitable Low Medium High Increases in Decreases in Total
Suitable Suitable Suitable Unsuitable Area Suitable Area
Area km? Area km? Area km? Area km? o o
(%) (%) (%) (%) ? ’
Current 37,167.90 5331.29 7321.48 1700.13
urre (72.15) (10.34) (14.22) (3.29)
38,786.03 3658.28 6724.61 2351.91
_ o e (75.28) (7.10) (13.05) (4.56) 3.13 —11.27
O
=] 39,127.51 3583.89 6821.99 1987.42
o 7 _
= S5P245 (75.95) (6.96) (13.24) (3.86) 3.80 13.65
o
N 39,285.43 2912.58 6895.04 2427.75
S5P585 (76.25) (5.65) (13.38) 4.71) 410 —1475
39,181.82 3423.17 6712.78 2203.05
_ o erie (76.05) (6.64) (13.03) (4.28) 3.90 —14.03
[¢e}
=] 39,044.43 3576.05 6967.38 1983.94
o 7 —
é 55P245 (75.78) (6.94) (13.52) (3.85) 3.63 1272
(=}
& 39,189.40 3658.36 6657.81 2015.23
S5P585 (76.07) (7.10) (12.92) (3.91) 3.92 —14.08
38,854.80 3631.16 6777.49 2257.32
_ o erie (75.42) (7.05) (13.16) (4.38) 3.27 —11.75
o
= 39,098.18 3301.55 6547.24 2573.83 B
= S5P245 (75.89) (6.41) (12.70) (4.99) 3.74 13.45
o
& 39,490.64 3375.87 6250.21 2404.08
S5P585 (76.65) (6.55) (12.13) (4.67) 4.50 —16.18
SSP_126 SSP_245 SSP_585
%‘ [o] 50 100 200 Km 0] 50 100 200 Km o 50 100 200 Km -
%' [ 50 100 ) 50 100 200 Km
g- [s] 50 100 200 Km o 50 100 200 Km o 50 100 200 Km
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Figure 5. Future habitat distributions of C. monogyna in BCC-CSM2-MR model under 126, 245, and
585 SSPs and climate change scenarios in 2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100.
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Table 3. Modeled regions of habitat appropriateness and unsuitability for the present and future
(percentage) of C. monogyna in BCC-CSM2-MR model under 126, 245, and 585 SSPs and climate
change scenarios in 2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100.

Unsuitable Low Medium High Increases in Decreases in Total
Suitable Suitable Suitable Unsuitable Area Suitable Area
Area km? Area km? Area km? Area km? o o
(%) (%) (%) (%) ° °
Current 42,111.70 4979.28 3185.96 1243.78
urre (81.74) (9.66) (6.18) (2.41)
43,105.80 4129.23 3198.81 1086.96
_ o e (83.67) (8.01) 6.21) (2.14) 1.93 —1056
©
S 42,646.02 4485.39 3325.78 1063.61
N % _
= S5P245 (82.77) (8.70) (6.46) (2.06) 103 568
o
o 43,131.53 3735.34 3451.02 120291
SSPS85 (83.71) (7.31) (6.65) (2.33) 197 —1084
42,822.02 4310.09 3282.65 1106.04
_ o erie (83.12) (8.37) 6.37) (2.15) 1.38 —7:55
53]
S 43,181.94 3774.52 3341.09 1223.25
N y _
é S5P245 (83.82) (7.05) (6.49) (2.37) 2.08 11.37
=]
o 43,021.21 3666.99 3614.47 1218.13
SSPS85 (83.50) (7.12) (7.02) (2.36) 1.76 —9.67
43,297.82 3444.04 3583.39 1195.55
_ o erie (84.04) (6.68) (6.96) (2.32) 2.30 —1261
S
= 43,183.04 3665.25 3562.13 1110.38 B
O\—é S5P245 (83.82) (7.11) (6.91) (2.16) 2.08 11.39
S
o 43,423.03 3755.68 3219.35 1122.74
SSPS85 (84.28) (7.29) (6.25) (2.18) 2.54 —13.94
SSP_126 SSP_245 SSP_585
+ + e
ﬁi- 0 50 100 200 Km 0 50 100 200 Km 0 50 100 200 Km
Ei- 0 50 100 200 Km 0 50 100 200 Km 0 50 100 200 Km
=
%' 0 50 100 200 Km 0; 501100 _ j200/Km 0 50100 200 Km

Legend
C. monogyna [ Unsuitable [ | Low suitable [l Medium suitable I High suitable

Figure 6. Future habitat distributions of C. monogyna in CNRM-CM6-1 model under 126, 245, and
585 SSPs and climate change scenarios in 2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100.
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Table 4. Modeled regions of habitat appropriateness and unsuitability for the present and future
(percentage) of C. monogyna in the CNRM-CM6-1 model under 126, 245, and 585 SSPs and climate
change scenarios in 2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100.

Unsuitable Low Medium High Increases in Decrease in
Suitable Suitable Suitable Unsuitable Area Suitable Area
Area km? Area km? Area km? Area km? o o
(%) (%) (%) (%) ? ’
Current 42,111.70 4979.28 3185.96 1243.78
(81.74) (9.66) (6.18) (2.41)
43,262.31 3592.90 3451.69 1213.87
- SSP126 (83.97) (6.97) (6.69) (2.37) 2.23 —1223
©
S 43,267.92 3716.72 3370.30 1165.87
N . _
;' SSP245 (83.98) (7.21) (6.54) (2.26) 2.24 12.29
o
o 43,068.94 4095.14 3318.83 1037.87
SSP585 (83.60) (7.94) (6.44) 2.02) 1.86 —10.17
43,217.43 3826.00 3346.31 1131.09
- SSP126 (83.88) (7.43) (6.50) (2.19) 214 —1L75
R
a 43,314.50 3640.90 3372.39 1193.01
N , _
é SSP245 (84.07) (7.07) (6.55) (2.31) 2.33 12.78
o
o 43,164.95 3642.29 3556.73 1156.83
SSP585 (83.79) (7.07) (6.90) (2.24) 205 —11.19
43,403.55 3536.56 3409.26 1171.43
o SSP126 (84.24) (6.86) (6.62) (2.28) 2:50 —1373
S
= 43,228.93 3531.69 3558.84 1201.34 B
é SSP245 (83.91) (6.85) (6.91) (2.33) 217 11.87
o
o 43,160.06 3546.30 3590.14 1224.30
SSP585 (83.77) (6.88) (6.97) (2.38) 203 —11.14

However, the total area of suitable habitats that are appropriate from the current
9409.02 km? (18.26%) would drastically reduce under the 126, 245, and 585 SSPs BCC-CSM2-
MR model, from about 8874.78 km? (—5.68%) under SSP245 in 20412060 to 8097.775 km?
(—13.94%) under SSP585 in 2081-2100 (Figure 5; Table 3). Meanwhile, in CNRM-CM6-1,
the model showed that the decrease in areas of suitable habitat ranges would be from
8451.84 km? (—10.17%) under SSP585 in 2041-2060 to 8117.25 km? (—13.73%) under SSP126
in 2081-2100 (Figure 6; Table 4). Under 126, 245, and 585 SSPs, the BCC-CSM2-MR and
CNRM-CM6-1 models showed a small difference comparing the C. azarolus with C. monog-
yna, indicating that in C. monogyna, under all scenarios the medium suitable habitat areas
would increase from 0.26% to 0.79%. Furthermore, the appropriateness of both the low-
and high-suitable area were decreased, and the total areas of the sum of the low-suitable
area and high-suitable area would decrease from —1.31% to —3.70% during 2041-2100
(Tables 3 and 4).

3.4. Distribution Change Analysis between Current and Future Habitat for C. azarolus and
C. monogyna

Model findings showed that changes in the climate would have a significant effect
on the potential distribution of C. azarolus and C. monogyna in 2041-2060, 2061-2080, and
2081-2100. For example, the GCM, BCC-CSM2-MR, and three shared socioeconomic
pathways (SSPs) with 126, 245, and 585 scenarios indicated that the C. azarolus habitats
range would contract from 2680.94 km? (5.20%) under SSP126 in 2041-2060 to 3714.64 km?
(7.20%) under SSP585 in 2081-2100. In contrast, the habitat would expand from 1274.38 km?
(2.47%) under SSP585 in 2081-2100 to 2415.90 km? (4.68%) under SSP126 in 20412060
(Figure 7; Table 5). Moreover, the net loss (contraction) of habitat to the change in climate
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for C. azarolus would change from —0.52% under SSP126 in 2041-2060 to —4.73% under
SSP585 in 2081-2100 (Figure 8; Table 5).
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Figure 7. Range shifts in environment distribution between the present and the future of C. azarolus
in BCC-CSM2-MR model under 126, 245, and 585 SSPs and climate change scenarios in 2041-2060,
2061-2080, and 2081-2100 in the KRI.
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Figure 8. Range shifts in environment distribution between the present and the future of C. azarolus
in the CNRM-CM6-1 model under 126, 245, and 585 SSPs and climate change scenarios in 2041-2060,
2061-2080, and 2081-2100 in the KRI.
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Table 5. Changes in the area of C. azarolus suitable habitats (in km?) under various climatic scenarios
in comparison to its existing distribution and the BCC-CSM2-MR model during 2041-2100 in the KRI.

Remained No Range Range Habitat
Unsuitable Change Contraction  Expansion Change
Year Scenario 2 2
Area km? Area km? Are;&; /ol)(m Are(e:/ol;m %
2680.94 2415.90
_ SSP126 34,749.19 11,674.70 (5.20) (4.68) —0.52
©
I 2726.85 2355.38
N —
;| SSP245 34,809.80 11,628.80 (5.29) 4.57) 0.72
o
o 3155.35 1729.31
SSP585 35,435.80 11,200.30 6.12) (3.35) —2.77
2742.85 2387.34
_ SSP126 34,777.82 11,612.79 (5.32) (4.63) —0.69
©
& 3538.64 1545.68
N —
Té SSP245 35,619.50 10,817.00 (6.86) (3.00) 3.86
=}
o 3568.56 1554.03
SSP585 35,611.10 10,787.10 (6.92) (3.01) -391
2613.46 2210.00
SSP126 34,955.20 11,742.21 (5.07) (4.28) —0.79
S
b 3488.56 1575.58 _
&E SSP245 35,589.60 10,867.10 6.77) (3.05) 3.72
S
N 3714.64 1274.38
SSP585 35,890.80 10,641.00 (7.20) (2.47) —4.73

Furthermore, the GCM (CNRM-CM6-1) model showe, the habitat range would con-
tract from 3149.09 km? (6.12%) under SSP126 in 2041-2060 to 3550.46 km? (6.89%) under
SSP585 in 2081-2100, and it would expand from 1225.00 km? (2.37%) under SSP585 in
2081-2100 to 1627.76 km? (3.16%) under SSP585 in 2061-2080 (Figure 8; Table 6). Thus,
the habitat net loss would vary from —3.06% under SSP585 in 2061-2080 to —4.52% under
SSP585 in 2081-2100 (Figure &; Table 6).

For, C. monogyna, the BCC-CSM2-MR model also demonstrated the habitat range
would contract from 2910.75 km? (5.64%) under SSP126 in 2041-2060 to 3293.78 km? (6.39%)
under SSP126 in 2061-2080. In contrast, the habitat would expand from 1749.50 km?
(3.39%) under SSP245 in 20612080 to 2526.51 km? (4.90%) under SSP245 in 2041-2061
(Figure 9; Table 7). Changes in climate would result in a range of habitat losses, including
from —1.04% under SSP245 in 2041-2060 to —2.54% under SSP585 in 2081-2100 (Figure 9;
Table 7).

Furthermore, for the GCM, in the CNRM-CM6-1 model the habitats range would
contract from 2985.63 km? (5.79%) under SSP245 in 2061-2080 to 3310.48 km? (6.42%) under
SSP126 in 2061-2080 (Figure 10; Table 8). However, the habitats range would expand from
1784.28 km? (3.46%) under SSP126 in 2061-2080 to 2168.96 km? (4.21%) under SSP585 in
2041-2060, and the habitat loss would vary from —1.85% under SSP585 in 2041-2060 to
(—2.51%) under SSP126 in 2081-2100 (Figure 10; Table 8).



Sustainability 2022, 14, 14621

15 of 31

Table 6. Changes in the area of C. azarolus suitable habitats (in km?) under various climatic scenarios
in comparison to its existing distribution and the CNRM-CM6-1 model during 2041-2100 in the KRI.

Remained No Range Range Habitat
Y. s . Unsuitable Change Contraction  Expansion Change
o cenano Area km? Area km?
Area km? Area km? (%) (%) %
3149.09 1529.68
SSP126 35,635.50 11,206.50 —3.16
2 (6.12) (2.96)
& 3296.57 1334.21
N _
;| 55P245 35,830.89 11,059.00 (6.41) (2.59) 3.82
<}
I
SSP585 35,786.40 10,858.04 3?:69%6)2 1(3272'77)4 —4.11
3361.27 1346.03
SSP126 35,819.10 10,994.40 —3.92
2 (6.53) (2.61)
& 3190.49 1564.47
N —
é 55P245 35,600.72 11,165.12 (6.19) (3.04) 3.15
=}
«
SSP585 35,537.39 11,153.59 3(260;'29)5 1(632?67)6 —3.06
3173.09 1444.85
SSP126 35,720.34 11,182.52 —3.36
= (6.16) (2.80)
P 3232.57 1400.98 B
c% 55P245 35,764.19 11,123.00 (6.27) 2.72) 3.55
S
N 3550.46 1225.00
SSP585 35,940.19 10,805.09 (6.89) 2.37) —4.52
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Figure 9. Range shifts in environment distribution between the present and the future of C. monogyna
in BCC-CSM2-MR model under 126, 245, and 585 SSPs and climate change scenarios in 2041-2060,
2061-2080, and 2081-2100 in the KRI.
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Table 7. Changes in the area of C. monogyna suitable habitats (in km?) under various climatic scenarios
in comparison to its existing distribution and the BCC-CSM2-MR model during 2041-2100 in the KRI.

Remained No Range Range Habitat
Unsuitable Change Contraction  Expansion Change
Year Scenario 2 5
Area km? Area km? Aree; km Aree: km (%)
(%) (%)
2910.75 2066.69
_ SSP126 40,045.09 6498.27 (5.64) (4.01) —1.63
©
& 3060.75 2526.51
N p—
;| SSP245 39,585.20 6348.27 (5.94) (4.90) 1.04
o
N 3124.75 2106.35
SSP585 40,005.40 6284.28 (6.06) (4.08) —1.98
3293.78 2484.93
_ SSP126 39,526.80 6215.24 (6.39) (4.82) -1.57
©
I 2924.41 1749.50
N p—
Té SSP245 40,362.23 6484.62 (5.67) (3.39) 2.28
=}
N 3238.83 2339.39
SSP585 39,772.40 6170.19 (6.28) (4.54) —1.74
3017.62 1834.36
_ SSP126 40,277 .40 6391.40 (5.85) (3.56) —2.29
S
PN 3277.09 2207.91 _
&E SSP245 39,903.80 6131.93 (6.36) (4.28) 2.08
S
N 3169.95 1860.10
SSP585 40,251.60 6239.06 (6.15) (3.61) —2.54

Table 8. Changes in the area of C. monogyna suitable habitats (in km?) under various climatic scenarios
in comparison to its existing distribution and the CNRM-CM6-1 model during 20412100 in the KRI.

Remained No Range Range Habitat
) Unsuitable Change Contraction  Expansion Change
Year Scenario 2 2
Area km? Area km? Arei km Arei\ km %
(%) %
3144.92 1994.36
- SSP126 40,117.40 6264.12 (6.10) (3.87) —2.23
\O
& 3017.62 1861.49
N —
;‘I SSP245 40,250.30 6391.39 (5.85) (3.61) 2.24
(=}
N 3126.15 2168.96
SSP585 39,942.81 6282.88 (6.06) (4.21) —1.85
3310.48 2096.65
- SSP126 39,942.13 6171.54 (6.42) (4.20) —2.22
oo}
& 2985.63 1784.28
C\l —
é SSP245 40,327.50 6423.39 (5.79) (3.46) 2.33
(=}
o 3120.57 2068.79
SSP585 40,043.00 6288.45 (6.05) (4.01) —2.04
3085.79 1794.02
- SSP126 40,317.69 6323.23 (5.98) (3.47) —2.51
[}
b 3077.44 1960.27 B
&‘L SSP245 40,151.50 6331.58 (5.97) (3.80) 217
(=}
N
SSP585 40,074.90 6325.32 3083.71 2036.79 —2.07

(6.02) (3.95)
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Figure 10. Range shifts in environment distribution between the present and the future of C. monogyna
in the CNRM-CM6-1 model under 126, 245, and 585 SSPs and climate change scenarios in 2041-2060,
2061-2080, and 2081-2100 in the KRI.

The findings predict that for C. azarolus, the scenario SSP585 in 2081-2100 of BCC-
CSM2-MR shows a net loss of habitats of —4.73%, and SSP585 in 2081-2100 of CNRM-CM6-1
shows a net loss of 4.52% (Tables 5 and 6). Moreover, for C. monogyna, the scenario SSP585
in 2081-2100 of BCC-CSM2-MR shows a net loss of habitat of —2.54%, and the scenario
SSP126 in 2081-2100 of CNRM-CM6-1 shows a loss of 2.51% (Tables 7 and 8), which will
most likely have a greater impact on the distribution in the future for the two species.
Finally, the model discovered that the results of the BCC-CSM2-MR model expectations
were fairly identical to the predictions of CNRM-CM6-1, and the variations between GCMs
in Maxent were smaller.

3.5. Distributional Change Direction and Migration of Geographical Patterns for C. azarolus and
C. monogyna under Future Changes in Climate

The habitat distributional change centroid for C. azarolus and C. monogyna has projected
a clear change in the centroid of the most likely habitats to the southeast parts of the KRI,
respectively, under the GCMs, BCC-CSM2-MR and CNRM-CM6-1 models, and three SSP,
with 126, 245, and 585 climate change scenarios. In addition, the centroids of the current
and future climatic distribution regions were estimated to further explore patterns by using
the ArcGIS and SDM toolbox [58].

SDMtools have been used to analysis also by using ASCII data generated under
various emission scenarios predicted by the Maxent model, plotting the spatial pattern and
centroid changes of the appropriate habitat area of C. azarolus and C. monogyna. Therefore,
to investigate the variations under the current and future scenarios for changes in climate,
centroid position changes have been used to represent the change of direction of the total
and high-suitability areas and to evaluate the migration distance of the species’ useful
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plant communities area on longitude and latitude coordinates. Under the majority of the
scenarios, with changes in direction and magnitude, the difference between the old and
new distribution centroid was slightly stronger. For example, the geographical centroid
of the total suitable habitat for C. azarolus and C. monogyna, under the current climate
scenario, was located at the positions 44°59'51.961" E, 35°57'40.728'" N and 45°9'47.179" E,
35°51'47.232" N, respectively. The result of the BCC-CSM2-MR global climatic model
showed that the centroids for C. azarolus migrated southeastward by about 1.831 km? to
the new position of 45°1'3.205” E; 35°57'51.045” N in 2041-2060 under SSP254, and then
shifted about 19.790 km? to 45°9'51.472" E; 35°50/43.428” N in 2061-2080 under the SSP245
scenario (Figure A1l in Appendix A). Moreover, for C. monogyna, the centroid migrated
about 7.668 km? to the new position of 45°14'37.766" E, 35°53'4.396"" N in 2041-2060 under
SSP254, and then shifted about 22.375 km? to 45°22'7.772" E, 35°44/33.854" N in 2061-2080
under the SSP245 scenario (Figure Al in Appendix A).

Although the result of the CNRM-CM6-1 model predicted that most of the centroid
directions have the same pattern, which is toward the southeast of KRI, the direction of the
centroid for C. azarolus migrated southeastward by about 14.521 km? to the new position
of 45°8/3.036” E, 35°53/31.755” N in 2041-2060 under SSP126, and then changed nearly
20.763 km? to 45°10'3.52.059" E, 35°5054.790” N in 2081-2100 under the SSP585 scenario
(Figure A2 in Appendix A). Furthermore, for C. monogyna, the centroid migrated about
14.569 km? to the new position of 45°19/38.243" E, 35°48'46.027” N in 2041-2060 under
SSP585, and then changed to 22.346 km? to 45°22/29.874" E, 35°45/33.474" N in 2081-2100
under the SSP126 scenario (Figure A2 in Appendix A). The habitat distributional change
centroid indicated overlapping habitat areas for C. azarolus and C. monogyna in the southeast
of the KRI, which is an effective way to start and improve conservation strategies and
efforts. As a result of the findings, it was determined that Crataegus spp. was anticipated to
move to higher elevations, which was extremely consistent with the findings of an earlier
study [3].

4. Discussion
4.1. Distribution of C. azarolus and C. monogyna Undercurrent and Future Climate Conditions

One of the most significant causes contributing to the fragmentation and loss of ecosys-
tems and declining biodiversity is due to climate change [77-79]. As such, various tools for
modeling have been developed to better understand the consequences of climate change
on the distribution of plant communities across different ecosystems and ecoregions. The
Maxent modeling in this study showed that under all the SSPs scenarios for the two GCMs,
BCC-CSM2-MR and CNRM-CM6-1, the habitat distribution ranges for the two species
would reduce from their current statuses suggesting there would also be some range expan-
sions for the species. Nevertheless, it follows that the expansion would be smaller than the
magnitude of the contraction. In this study, the current and future potential distributions of
the two species are mainly controlled by the annual mean temperature (13-17 °C; 11-16 °C)
and annual precipitation (920-1030 mm; 970-1000 mm), as demonstrated by the modeling.
These optimal ranges slightly vary for the two species; however, the species coexist across
a wide range of areas in the KRI (Figures 11 and 12). In arid and semiarid regions, such
as in Iraq and the KRI, precipitation plays a key role in the growth and development of
plant communities [9]. Springtime plant activity depends on seasonal precipitation, and
in arid ecosystems, there may be a direct correlation between the frequency and intensity
of precipitation and vegetation productivity [80]. High altitude and this quantity of pre-
cipitation are typically associated in the KRI [9]. These results are consistent with earlier
researches, which indicated that the oak forest distribution in the nation’s northeast is
constrained by rain [14,81]. Furthermore, these results are consistent with other studies
indicating that precipitation seasonally, annual precipitation, and annual mean temperature
are some of the most important factors that influence the different plant species’ regional
distribution [82,83].
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Figure 11. Illustration of overlapping habitat via spatial representation for C. azarolus and C. monogyna
under GCM (BCC-CSM2-MR) model in the KRI.
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Figure 12. Illustration of overlapping habitat via spatial representation for C. azarolus and C. monogyna
under GCM (CNRM-CM6-1) model in the KRI.

Our results indicate that under the climate change scenarios, the temperature will
increase in the KRI and throughout Iraq while precipitation will decrease spatially (possibly
resulting in drought). Intuitively, this suggests the contraction of the habitat distribution of
the target species in the KRI.
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Temperature is also considered an important factor influencing plant development and
distribution. The most fundamental metabolic processes in plants are strongly influenced by
temperature [84]. In arid and semiarid ecosystems, water availability and air temperature
are key main deriving forces in determining plant growth, development, and survival
of vegetation [85-87]. In this context, plant phenology in Iraq and the KRI (i.e., arid and
semiarid, respectively) is mostly influenced by precipitation, which is considered a crucial
climatic condition affecting the distribution of vegetation by pattern and dynamism [80].
The KRI is essentially a mountainous region, with elevations between 174 and 3544 m.a.s.1.,
and oak forests predominately cover the mountains [14], with a variety of high peaks and
valleys that receive significantly more precipitation than the lowlands receive. Therefore,
as the climate changes, the extent of the forested and vegetated areas will also change due
to the spatial variance of precipitation. These results are in line with findings from previous
research that predicted that forest ecosystems would spatially move toward high altitudes
when the temperature changed in the northern hemisphere [88-90]. For example, in the
Kurdistan Region of Iraq and the Central Zagros [8], it is indicated that scenarios for future
changes in climate would result in the Q. aegilops distribution ranges being reduced and
the centroid of the distribution shifting toward higher altitudes. Moreover, Naghipour, Asl,
Ashrafzadeh, and Haidarian [3] noted that the suitable habitat of C. azarolus in the future
would decline due to climate change scenarios.

4.2. Environmental Variables Controlling the Distribution of C. monogyna and C. azarolus

The primary environmental parameters that affect the distribution of C. monogyna
and C. azarolus were discovered in this investigation by Pearson correlation analysis and
the Jackknife cutting method. Based on the results, among the environmental variables,
temperature and precipitation primarily contributed as factors in the distribution model
for the two species, implying that these variables influenced how they were distributed.
The fact that local climatic factors play a crucial role in population renewal confirmed this
conclusion [91,92].

Significant environmental elements were shared by both species, including opti-
mum yearly mean temperature ranges (13-17 °C; 11-16 °C), precipitations per year
(920-1030 mm; 970-1000 mm), and precipitation seasonality (83-102 mm; 75-103 mm),
respectively. Our results, consistent with other studies, indicate that precipitation season-
ally, annual precipitation, and annual mean temperature are some of the most important
factors that influence the different plant species’ regional distribution [9,82]. Furthermore,
water availability affects a plant’s capacity for photosynthesis; hence, greater availability
of water can enhance carbon uptake and increase plant productivity [93,94]. Furthermore,
the evapotranspiration brought on by high temperatures and solar radiation is typically
not matched by low precipitation levels, which results in arid lands having low overall
productivity [95].

According to the model result, C. azarolus and C. monogyna occur in all habitat types
that have a seasonal precipitation range of 83-102 mm and 75-103 mm, respectively. Spring-
time plant activity depends on seasonal precipitation, and in dryland ecosystems, there
may be a direct correlation between the frequency and intensity of rainfall and vegetation
productivity [87]. High altitude and this quantity of precipitation are typically associated in
the KRI; according to these results, which are consistent with earlier research, it is indicated
that the oak forest distribution in the nation’s northeast may be constrained by rain [9,14,81].
Furthermore, less annual precipitation, which is predicted by climate change models, as
well as more extreme occurrences (the number of rainy days is decreasing, while the time
between dry spells is increasing), might have a significant impact on terrestrial ecosystems.
Since productivity is already constrained by the availability of water, these changes are
expected to have an impact on the dynamics of the community, population, and growth of
plant in arid conditions [96].

As a result, it is anticipated that these species” benefits for human well-being will
diminish in the future, and the services of ecosystems may be adversely impacted [3,79].
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The species” geographic spread can also be impacted by the process of seed dispersal, the
presence of various plant and animal species, and human activities such as invasive species,
fires, and ecotourism [3]. Additionally, the role of several animal and bird species, such
as magpies, jays, ravens, and squirrels, which are available in the KRI, must be taken into
account as biological variables in the species distribution [9,97].

Besides mean temperature, annual precipitation, and precipitation seasonally, particu-
larly for C. azarolus, the model showed that slope, with a contribution of 7.2%, is another
important element affecting the species” habitat dispersal. It has been reported by [98] that
the slope and aspect determine how much solar energy the mountain forest receives over
the duration of a day. Additionally, they have an impact on the microenvironment of forest
plants, influencing factors including air temperature, soil moisture, and humidity [9,99,100].
Moreover, for C. monogyna, the mean diurnal temperature (Bio2), with the contribution of
19%, has an important impact on species distribution; this result was indicated in some
research in the Central Zagros of Iran [101]. As a result, several species will go to high
latitudes or high elevations as a result of greenhouse gas emissions, while others will stay
in their location through physiological or phenological changes [72,92,102].

The prediction of our model showed that with the shift of C. azarolus and C. monogyna,
the differences between the current altitude and greater altitude would steadily increase,
although the direction of centroid movement of the two species would change at different
periods, in which they are anticipated to migrate toward latitudinal positions where mixed
forests are more prevalent, in the east and southeast. Such shifts could have an important
impression on the survival and spread of species, and through the use of predictive mod-
eling tools expecting range shifts could include the identification of vulnerable species’
refuges, which will aid in long-term conservation [82,103,104]. Moreover, it was possible
to forecast the current distribution of the two species in this overlapped region since the
highly appropriate habitats of the two Crataegus species overlapped. As a result, two
GCMs, around 7626.53 km? (14.80%) and 7351.45 km? (14.27%), respectively, as a total of
the study area (51,520.80 km?), were discovered in the overlapped region, demonstrating
the high ecological habitat between the two species, as shown in Figures 11 and 12 and
Tables 9 and 10). In general, plants that are closely related have similar mechanisms for
adapting to their environments during the course of evolution, and it was therefore ex-
pected that the two species’ overlapping ecological habitats and evolutionary relationships
would be correlated [72,105].

Table 9. Overlap habitat areas for C. azarolus and C. monogyna under GCM BCC-CSM2-MR in the
KRIL

Class Area %
Unsuitable for both species 37,750.15 73.27
Suitable for C. azarolus only 5449.10 10.58
Suitable for C. monogyna only 695.02 1.35
Suitable for both species 7626.53 14.80
Total area 51,520.80 100.00

Table 10. Overlap habitat areas for C. azarolus and C. monogyna under GCM CNRM-CM6-1 in KRI.

Class Area %
Unsuitable for both species 38,147.63 74.04
Suitable for C. azarolus only 5283.82 10.26
Suitable for C. monogyna only 737.90 1.43
Suitable for both species 7351.45 14.27

Total area 51,520.80 100.00
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4.3. Implications for Conservation

The conservation of biological diversity and management of natural resources are
very significant matters, and understanding how these elements interact and affect species’
coexistence and production is essential to developing future strategies [106]. The mountain
forests of the KRI experience a number of issues that can be attributed to natural, human,
and ineffective policies, including wars and the economic blockade, and the intensity
of human activities that exert pressure and cause landscape fragmentation, such as the
opening of fields, the extraction of wood resources, and the recurrence of fires, which
can be made worse in light of climate change. As a result, they are unable to function
normally [14]. Moreover, these dangers will continue to rise as the climate changes [9].

Determining the primary forces influencing the species’ distribution in this region
might yield useful knowledge for conservation and management efforts, as well as for
the related biodiversity of the woods in the KRI and Iraq. They also provide useful
benchmarking information for further studies on the forest ecosystem. Although these
mountain forests are the natural habitat for C. azarolus and C. monogyna, the species’ fu-
ture possible range will be toward the mountainous regions to the east and southeast of
the KRI. Therefore, by creating national parks and protected areas and adopting forest
management policies, the present emphasis on conservation priority should concentrate
primarily on places where the species overlap. Model outputs (i.e., continuous probability
maps) integrated with GIS geospatial techniques will produce more sensible maps for the
purpose of conservation and management actions. Management actions require detailed
categorized maps of the target species that will possibly convince policy makers to take
actions. The range overlap (Figure 11; Table 9; Figure 12; Table 10), categorized suitability
classes (e.g., Figures 4 and 5), and spatial representation of the species’ distributional shift
(migration) (e.g., Figures A1 and A2), created in this study within a GIS environment after
the Maxent modeling, supports the need of integrating GIS geospatial techniques and
Maxent modeling in order to establish sensible recommendations for conservation efforts.

In this study, we recommend that: (1) mountains with mixed deciduous forests are
crucial environments for the species now and in the future, making them a top priority for
conservation efforts; (2) human activities such as cutting and clearing of the forests must
be controlled by immediately establishing a monitoring and management policy; (3) the
presence of overlapping habitats indicates a high level of biodiversity, and protecting these
places should be a current priority; and (4) to lessen disturbances, eco-friendly tourist
corridors should be created.

There were some limitations we faced during this research: in some mountainous
areas of the KRI, the Sulaimani governorate in particular, we were not allowed to collect
samples due to the political circumstances of the area. Owing to the existence of land mines
in some other areas, collecting samples in them was unsafe.

5. Conclusions

Evaluating the distributional effects of changes in climate for C. azarolus and C. monog-
yna is essential for the preservation of the species across the KRI's mountain habitat. The
investigation results indicate the increasing temperature and decreasing precipitation in
the wake of climate change in the region, and the overall suitable habitats for Crataegus
would contract under the 126, 245, and 585 SSP climate change scenarios for both the BCC-
CSM2-MR and CNRM-CM6-1 global climatic models. The direction of the habitat shift,
as demonstrated by the modeling, would be southeastward for the three-time windows
2041-2060, 2061-2080, and 2081-2100 in the KRI. Nevertheless, in the KRI, the distribution
of C. azarolus and C. monogyna was mostly controlled by temperature and precipitation.
Under the two future climate models, the suitable habitat range for C. azarolus will reduce
by 11,913.98 km? (14.35%) and 12,030.16 km? (16.18%). For C. monogyna, the suitable habitat
range reduction would be by 8097.77 km? (13.94%) and 8117.25 km? (13.73%). It may cause
the population to decline in the future, for C. azarolus would be more than C. monogyna
because C. azarolus is distributed widely and is the dominant Crataegus species in the KRI.
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In addition, continuous challenges created by humans, such as war and clearing land for
development, as well as climate change, remain serious. Moreover, the lower elevation is
unfavorable for this species due to environmental factors, such as temperature and rainfall,
which affect C. azarolus” habitat. Additionally, the species’ potential range extends mostly
to the southeast and east mountains. The study can offer crucial Crataegus management
information and a warning to managers to preserve biodiversity in places where some
species risk extinction in the future. This study acts as a warning that it is effective for
predicting the temporal and geographical patterns of range shifts for Crataegus species.
Machine-learning modeling integrated with geospatial techniques is a useful means of
assessing the spatial pattern of species’ distributions over space and time.
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Figure A1. Density of the distribution change, its direction, and its magnitude (core) of C. azarolus and
C. monogyna. The direction of the distribution change under the different scenarios in the GCM model
(BCC-CSM2-MR) is shown by the head of the arrow, while the current centroid is represented by the tail.
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Figure A2. Density of the distribution change, its direction, and its magnitude (core) of C. azarolus and

C. monogyna. The direction of the distribution change under the different scenarios in the GCM model
(CNRM-CM6-1) is shown by the head of the arrow, while the current centroid is represented by the tail.

Table A1. Selecting environmental factors for modeling (the variables highlighted are used in building

the model).
Variables Code and Unit
Annual mean temperature Biol (°C)
Mean diurnal range Bio2 (°C)

Isothermality (Bio2/Bio7)
Temperature seasonality

Bio3 (x 100)

Max temperature of warmest month Bio5 (°C)

Min temperature of coldest month Bio6 (°C)
Temperature annual range Bio7 (Bio5-Bio6) (°C)
Mean temperature of wettest quarter Bio8 (°C)

Mean temperature of driest quarter Bio9 (°C)

Mean temperature of warmest quarter Biol0 (°C)

Mean temperature of coldest quarter Biol1l (°C)

Annual precipitation Bio12 (mm)
Precipitation of wettest month Bio13 (mm)
Precipitation of driest month Biol4 (mm)
Precipitation seasonality (coefficient of variation) Biol5 (mm)
Precipitation of wettest quarter Biol6 (mm)
Precipitation of driest quarter Biol7 (mm)
Precipitation of warmest quarter Biol8 (mm)
Precipitation of coldest quarter Biol9 (mm)

Slope Slope (degree)
Aspect Aspect (degree)

Soil pH Soil (parts hydrogen)
Soil carbon gm-kg—!

Soil moisture Soil moisture (mm)

Bio4 (standard deviation x 100)
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Figure A3. A selection of environmental factors and the percentage of each contributing to the Maxent
model for C. azarolus in the KRI. (Biol: annual mean temperature, Biol5: precipitation seasonality
(coefficient of variation), Bio2: mean diurnal range, Biol2: annual precipitation).
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Figure A4. A selection of environmental factors and the percentage of each contributing to the Maxent
model for C. monogyna in KRI. (Biol: annual mean temperature, Biol5: precipitation seasonality
(coefficient of variation), Bio2: mean diurnal range, Biol2: annual precipitation).
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Figure A5. The relevance of environmental factors is assessed using the Jackknife test and training
with regularized phase gains (%) and metric of AUC gain (%) for C. azarolus.
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Figure A6. The relevance of environmental factors is assessed using the Jackknife test and training
with regularized phase gains (%) and metric of AUC gain (%) for C. monogyna.
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