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Abstract: The impact of changing meteorological conditions on crop quality has become a trending
topic in current agriculture research. In this study, we analyzed the combined effects of both meteoro-
logical conditions and key stages on the nutritional quality of maize based on the data of field-staged
sowing trials from 2018 to 2022. The results are as follows: (1) The key stage of meteorological
conditions affecting the content of major nutritional qualities of maize is from 6 d before to 35 d after
flowering. (2) The maximum temperature from 6 d before to 8 d after flowering, average temperature
from 5 d before to 20 d after flowering, and minimum temperature from 9–20 d after flowering have
significant positive effects on protein, fat, and essential amino acids, respectively; the daily difference
in temperature from 9 to 35 d and 24 to 35 d after flowering have a significant negative effect on crude
fiber and essential amino acids, respectively, and the daily difference in temperature from 24 to 35 d
and the minimum temperature from 5 d before to 35 d after flowering have a significant effect on
non-essential amino acids. (3) When the maximum temperature during the key stage of nutritional
quality is 31.2 ◦C, the average temperatures are 24.9 ◦C and 22.4 ◦C, the minimum temperature is
18.9 ◦C, and the daily difference in temperature is 15.0 ◦C, the contents could reach the optimal
values of 9.66% (protein), 4.80% (fat), 4.97% (crude fiber), 40.39 g·kg−1 (essential amino acids), and
58.96 g·kg−1 (non-essential amino acids), respectively. The findings provide a basis for adjusting the
sowing period to improve the nutritional quality of maize in the context of climate change.

Keywords: maize; nutritional quality; the key stage; meteorological factors; the optimal meteorological
conditions

1. Introduction

Maize (Zea mays L.) is an important grain crop in China, with a total production level
among the highest in the world [1]. The total production has reached 2.89 × 1011 kg. As
the population increases, so does corn consumption; thus, the nutritional quality of maize
is receiving increasing attention. The protein, starch, fat, and crude fiber contents of maize
kernels are vital indicators of the nutritional quality of maize and an important basis for
measuring maize cultivation technology [2]. Changes in meteorological conditions, such
as temperature, precipitation, and radiation, are expected to affect crop production in the
future due to climate change and the increasing frequency of extreme weather events [3–6].

Environmental factors, as critical external conditions, directly affect the formation
of crop kernel quality [7–9]. Meteorological conditions during the growth period may
affect kernel quality significantly more than the variety [10], which is the main determinant
of maize quality. As a typical C4 crop, insufficient light during the reproductive period
seriously affects maize quality [11]. Increasing the average daily sunshine hours after
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flowering can enhance the protein content of kernels. Insufficient light reduces the number
and volume of endosperm cells, significantly reduces the starch content, and increases the
protein and fat content in kernels [12]. Temperature is fundamental to the development and
growth of maize; it affects nutrient transport and distribution, affecting kernel nutritional
quality characteristics. High-temperature stress during the maize growth period inhibits
starch accumulation by decreasing starch synthase activity [13], and increases crude protein
content by increasing glutamate synthase activity. Yang et al. [14] found that increased
temperatures in the pre- and mid-filling period can elevate the starch accumulation rate,
which increases the starch content of the kernel. Appropriately low temperatures favor
corn crude fat content [15]. Although studies have shown that maize nutritional quality is
significantly affected by meteorological conditions, the mechanism of nutritional quality
response to these conditions remains unclear, and there is a lack of research on the integrated
effects of meteorological conditions, which prevents an accurate assessment of climate
change and extreme events affecting crop seed quality.

The North China Plain is a vital maize production base in China, possessing approxi-
mately 12–15% of China’s total grain crop-planting area, and 6.9% of China’s total maize
production [16]. Since 1960, the North China Plain has been characterized by significant
climate change [17], making it a “natural laboratory” for studying the change in maize
nutritional quality according to meteorological conditions. Based on the data of field-staged
sowing trials at the Hebei Gucheng Agro-meteorological Field Scientific Research Station
from 2018 to 2022, this study aims to (1) identify the key stages affecting the major nutri-
tional qualities of maize; (2) elucidate the combined effects of the meteorological conditions
during the key stages on major nutritional qualities; and (3) explore the optimal meteoro-
logical conditions for the major nutritional qualities of maize and meteorological control
countermeasures, to provide a basis for the enhancement of maize nutritional qualities.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. The Trial Design and Protocol

The trial was conducted during 2018–2022 at the Hebei Gucheng Agro-meteorological
Field Scientific Research Station (Gucheng) (39◦8′ N, 115◦40′ E, 15.2 m asl.), in Dingxing
County, Hebei Province (Figure 1). It is located in the north of the North China Plain, with
a typical warm continental monsoon climate, rain, and heat over the same period, with a
mean annual temperature of 12.2 ◦C, mean annual maximum temperature of 19.0 ◦C, mean
annual minimum temperature of 6.45 ◦C and mean annual precipitation of 501.9 mm. The
soil type is primarily sandy loam with pH 8.19, a soil bulk density (BD) of 1.37 g·cm−3, and
major nutrients of N, P, and K with contents of 0.98 g·kg−1, 1.02 g·kg−1 and 17.26 g·kg−1,
respectively [18]. In this region, the main cropping pattern system comprised winter wheat
and summer maize rotation.
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The variety of maize, “Lianyu 1”, used in our field study was the main cultivar in the
region, which can grow on substrates in moderately fertile loams, with a suitable density
between 60,000 and 63,000 plant·ha−1. We designed four sowing dates, 10 d in advance
(S1), 0 d in regular (S2), 10 d in delay (S3), and 20 d in delay (S4), to represent different
growing environments, for which the specific dates were 8 June, 18 June, 28 June, and 8 July,
respectively. The area of each plot of 30 m2 was sown via artificial seeding at a 30 cm depth,
the row spacing was 50 cm, the plant spacing was about 33.3 cm, and the sowing density
was 6.0 plant m−2. The total N fertilizer application rate in each plot was 2.5 kg (N, P2O5
and K2O: 26%, 14% and 5%). To ensure the emergence of seedlings, flood irrigation for 3 h
immediately after sowing was performed. Spraying irrigation was carried out in a timely
manner according to meteorological conditions to ensure that maize was not subjected
to water stress during growth. Other agricultural management measures followed the
local field measures, and we sprayed pesticides during the growth process to prevent and
control pests and diseases. No effects of pests or diseases were found in our trial.

2.2. Data Sources

Meteorological data were monitored at a weather station located nearly 20 m from
the experimental field, including daily average temperature, daily minimum temperature,
daily maximum temperature, sunshine duration, precipitation, etc. We also determined
solar radiation according to data on sunshine duration measured by Angstrom’s empirical
equation [19].

The growth periods were found to be in line with the Agricultural Meteorological
Observation Standard [20], mainly including the sowing stage, jointing stage, heading
stage, flowering stage, maturity stage, and so on.

The grains dried naturally after maturity, with a moisture content of about 13%, and
quality tests and analyses were carried out. There were 20 groups of samples taken from
2018 to 2022. The nitrogen content of grain was measured via the semi-micro Kjeldahl
method, in which the protein content of a sample was calculated according to the conversion
coefficient of 6.25 (total nitrogen content× 6.25). The Soxhlet extraction residue method was
used to measure the fat content. The anthrone colorimetry method was used to measure the
starch content. The crude fiber content was evaluated according to the filtration method. We
also measured the contents of amino acid using high-performance liquid chromatography
(HPLC), including aspartate (Asp), glutamic acid (Glu), cystine (Cys-Cys), serine (Ser),
glycine (Gly), alanine (Ala), proline (Pro), tyrosine (Tyr), histidine (His), arginine (Arg),
threonine (Thr), valine (Val), methionin (Met), isoleucine (Ile), leucine (Leu), phenylalanine
(Phe) and lysine (Lys).

2.3. Data Analysis
2.3.1. Standardized Data

Due to the possible differences in test conditions between years, the nutritional quality
of maize was standardized and calculated as follows,

RXi =
Xi
X0

(1)

where RXi is the relative value expressing the change in nutrient quality content at a certain
sowing date relative to the regular sowing date (S2). Xi is the original value of maize
nutritional quality at each sowing date, and X0 is the original value of the maize nutritional
quality of S2.

2.3.2. Partial Least-Squares Method

The partial least-squares (PLS) method is a multivariate statistical method that is
suitable for use in problems where there are multiple variables in the model and multi-
collinearity between variables, which has been widely used in agricultural research [21]. In
this study, the flowering date was denoted as zero point (0 d), the days 1 d or 2 d before
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flowering were denoted as −1 d and −2 d, respectively, and the days after flowering were
denoted as 1 d and 2 d respectively. We calculated the Variable Important for Projection
(VIP) of partial least-squares (PLS); VIP can describe the explanatory power of the inde-
pendent variable in relation to the dependent variable. When VIP > 0.8, the independent
variable has strong explanatory power for the dependent variable, and when VIP < 0.5, the
explanation of the dependent variable by the independent variable is almost meaningless.
The meteorological factors and key growth periods that had significant effects on the main
nutritional quality contents of maize were determined.

VIPj =

√√√√√√ p
m
∑

h=1
∑
k

R2(yk, th)w2
hj

∑m
h=1 ∑

k
R2(yk, th)

(2)

where p is the number of independent variables and m is the number of extracted compo-
nents; k is the number of dependent variables. th is the hth component of the independent
variable, R2(yk, th) is the square of the correlation coefficient between yk and th, and whj

2 is
the contribution of the independent variable xj to the th component.

2.3.3. Coefficient of Variation

The coefficient of variation (CV) is the ratio of the standard deviation to the mean,
which indicates the degree of dispersion of the different observed series. The magnitude of
the coefficient of variation determines the stability of the elements, and a larger coefficient
of variation indicates that the element is unstable and unevenly distributed.

CV =

√
1
n

n
∑

i=1
(xi − x)2

x
(3)

where CV is the coefficient of variation, which indicates the variation in the main quality
factors between years. n is the sample size of the quality factor, is the average value of a
quality factor over many years, and xi is the actual value of a quality factor in year i.

2.3.4. Evaluation Indexes

Root mean square error (RMSE) and normalized root mean square error (nRMSE) can
be used to reflect the magnitude of the simulation error. In this study, the data from 2018 to
2021 were used as modeling data, and the experiment data of 2022 were used to test and
confirm the accuracy of the integrated model.

RMSE =

√
1
n

n

∑
i=1

(Yi − Xi)
2 (4)

nRMSE =

100

√
1
n

n
∑

i=1
(Yi − Xi)

2

1
n ∑ Xi

(5)

where n is the number of samples, and Yi and Xi are the simulated and measured values,
respectively.

2.3.5. Data Statistics and Analysis

This study used Matlab 2021b, R language, SPSS 16.0 data processing and data analysis,
and Lingo 18.0 software to optimize the conditions of maize quality.
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3. Results and Analysis
3.1. Nutritional Quality of Maize in Different Years and Sowing Dates

The adjustment of the sowing date had significant effects on the protein, fat, and crude
fiber contents of maize kernels (Table 1). The contents of protein and fat in maize at S1
were significantly higher than at other sowing dates, and decreased with a delay of the
sowing date. The changes in crude fiber content with the delay of the sowing date were
not obvious, and the content of starch was not affected by the sowing date. Significant
interannual variations could be seen in the main nutritional quality contents (p < 0.01); the
protein contents in different years could be ranked 2018 > 2019 > 2020 > 2021 > 2022, the
fat content was 2020 > 2018 > 2021 > 2022 > 2019, and the contents of crude fiber were
2018 > 2021 > 2022 > 2020 > 2019. But the contents of starch were significantly different
only among years (p < 0.05), ranking 2018 > 2021 > 2019 > 2020 > 2022. In addition, the
interaction between years and sowing dates showed that there were significant differences
in nutrient quality (p < 0.01). The CV of each nutrient quality was significantly different,
and could be ranked as starch (1.36%) < fat (7.4%) < protein (9.91%) < crude fiber (15.10%),
indicating that environmental change could not easily increase starch content and had
limited potential, while crude fiber content showed a wide variation range and had a
greater scope to increase than other nutritional qualities. The changes in the amino acid
contents of maize were different under the influence of sowing date; except for glycine, all
amino acids were significantly affected by sowing date (p < 0.05) (Figure 2). The aspartic
content of non-essential amino acids was the highest, with an average of 12.85 g·kg−1; the
glutamic content was the second, with an average of 9.57 g·kg−1, and all contents showed a
decreasing trend with the delay of sowing date (Figure 2a). The leucine content of essential
amino acid was the highest, with an average of 5.97 g·kg−1, which decreased first and
then increased with the delay of the sowing date, while the content of methionine was the
lowest with an average of 0.98 g·kg−1, which increased first and then decreased with the
delay of sowing date (Figure 2b). Overall, the essential amino acid content decreased as the
sowing date was delayed. However, the content of essential amino acids decreased with
the advance or delay of sowing dates and was the highest at S2. The results show that the
early sowing date had the potential to improve the nutritional quality of maize, while the
late sowing was not conducive to the formation of the nutritional quality of maize.

Table 1. Nutritional quality of maize at different sowing dates from 2018 to 2022.

Year Sowing Date Protein (%) Fat (%) Starch (%) Crude Fiber (%)

2018

S1 9.5 ab 3.8 a 68.4 a 4.4 b
S2 9.9 a 3.4 b 68.9 a 4.7 b
S3 8.2 c 3.8 a 67.5 a 4.7 b
S4 8.7 bc 3.6 ab 70.4 a 5.3 a

2019

S1 8.0 a 3.2 ab 64.7 a 2.0 a
S2 7.4 a 3.4 a 66.4 a 1.8 b
S3 7.8 a 3.3 ab 65.7 a 1.8 b
S4 7.9 a 3.0 b 64.7 a 1.8 b

2020

S1 8.5 a 4.3 a 66.0 a 1.9 b
S2 8.0 ab 3.6 b 65.2 a 1.9 b
S3 7.2 b 3.9 b 64.6 a 2.1 a
S4 7.3 b 3.1 c 64.7 a 1.8 b

2021

S1 7.8 ab 4 a 66.1 a 2.5 b
S2 8.31 a 3.5 b 62.9 a 3 a
S3 6.74 c 3.3 bc 67.8 a 2.1 c
S4 7.17 bc 3.1 c 66.7 a 2.8 a
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Table 1. Cont.

Year Sowing Date Protein (%) Fat (%) Starch (%) Crude Fiber (%)

2022

S1 7.94 a 3.7 a 60.9 a 2.7 a
S2 7.17 b 3.2 b 60.2 a 2.0 b
S3 6.02 b 3.0 b 61.2 a 2.2 b
S4 6.81 c 3.3 b 62.5 a 1.8 c

Average

S1 8.35 3.79 65.22 2.70
S2 8.15 3.41 64.72 2.68
S3 7.20 3.46 65.36 2.58
S4 7.57 3.21 65.80 2.70

CV (%) 9.91 7.40 1.36 15.10

Sources of variation
S ** ** \ **
Y ** ** * **

S × Y ** ** \ **

Note: Different letters indicate significant differences between nutritional quality at different sowing dates
(p < 0.05), the same letters indicate no differences in nutritional quality. Y represents the abbreviation for year,
while S denotes the abbreviation for sowing dates, and 1–4 represent different sowing dates, expressed as S1–S4.
** represents significant difference (p < 0.01), * represents significant difference (p < 0.05), \ indicates a null value
with no significant difference.
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Figure 2. The average amino acid contents of maize at different sowing dates from 2018 to 2022.
(a) Non-essential amino acids, (b) Essential amino acids. The orange, green, purple and yellow bars
indicate different sowing dates, including S1, S2, S3 and S4, respectively, and are annotated by the
numbers 1–4. Similar letters or letter groups (such as “a” and “ab”) signify that there is no statistically
significant difference.

3.2. Key Stage and Meteorological Factors Affecting Nutritional Quality of Maize

In our study, PLS regression analysis was performed on the daily main meteorological
factors and the main nutritional quality of maize during the whole growth period, and VIP
values of the corresponding independent variables were obtained (Figure 3). The results
show that the key growth period and the key factors affecting the main nutritional quality
of maize were different under different meteorological conditions. A VIP greater than 0.8
was used as a criterion of extraction, and we screened out the period when the VIP value of
different nutritional quality elements was greater than 0.8 for more than 10 consecutive days
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(Figure 4). We found that the responses of nutrient qualities to temperature were mainly
concentrated from 6 d before flowering to 35 d after flowering, but there was a difference
in the duration of the key stage. The key stage of protein, fat, and crude fiber response to
average and minimum temperatures was longer, and the key stage of starch response to
temperature daily range was longer. Interestingly, the non-essential amino acids showed
different characteristics, responding significantly to average and maximum temperatures
around 20 days before flowering. However, the effect of solar radiation on the quality was
mainly concentrated before flowering. Except for starch, we found that the other quality
elements had obvious key stages similar to those of the solar radiation before flowering.
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The responses of maize nutrition quality to meteorological factors in the key growth
stage are shown in Figure 5. In a key stage, the protein content was positively correlated
with temperature (Figure 5(a1–a3)), while the solar radiation and temperature daily range
had negative effects on the protein content (Figure 5(a4,a5)). There was a significant pos-
itive correlation between fat content and the mean and minimum temperature during
the key stage (Figure 5(b1,b2)), and a conic relationship with solar radiation, especially
when the relative solar radiation was less than 0.95. The fat content decreased with the
increase in solar radiation and increased with the increase in solar radiation when the
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relative solar radiation was more than 0.95 (Figure 5(b4)). Moreover, we also found that fat
responded differently to temperature daily range at different key stages (Figure 5(b5)), with
a negative correlation with daily differences in temperature 1–11 d after flowering and a
quadratic curve relationship with temperature daily range 23–35 d after flowering. During
the key stage, the response of starch content to temperature was different (Figure 5(c1–c3)),
which was negatively correlated with daily temperature difference, but the coefficient
of determination was low and was not significantly affected by solar radiation. The re-
sponse of crude fiber to meteorological factors in different key stages mainly shows a
curve relationship (Figure 5(d1–d5)), and in some key stages it is a linear relationship; for
example, the minimum temperature from 25 to 35 days after flowering and the maximum
temperature from 20 to 35 days after flowering had negative effects on crude fiber content,
and the temperature daily range from 9 to 35 days after flowering had positive effects on
crude fiber content. Although there were differences in the responses of amino acids to
meteorological factors, it is undeniable that the influence of meteorological factors in each
key stage is obvious. The non-essential amino acid was positively correlated with the key
stage temperature. The effects of meteorological factors were different and complex in
different key stages for essential amino acids. Therefore, the main nutritional qualities
of maize grains responded differently to different meteorological factors, and the quality
effects of the same meteorological factor were different in different growth stages.
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acids, respectively, and the numbers 1–5 indicate minimum temperature (blue), average temperature
(green), maximum temperature (red), solar radiation (yellow), and temperature daily range (gray),
respectively. Figures in the table are corresponding regression coefficients, and the critical period is
indicated in parentheses.
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3.3. Comprehensive Effects of Both Key Stage and Corresponding Meteorological Factors on
Nutritional Quality

The key stage of each quality factor responding to meteorological factors and its
corresponding relationship is set as Y= a1x1

2 + a2x2
2 + a3x3

2 + . . .+anxn
2 + a1x1 + a2x2 +

a3x3 + . . .anxn + c, where x1 to xn represent the meteorological factors, a1 to an represent
the corresponding coefficient, and c is the constant term. A comprehensive meteorological
model of each nutrient quality factor was established (Table 2).

Table 2. Comprehensive response of maize nutritional quality to both key stage and corresponding
meteorological factors.

Nutritional
Quality

Minimum
Temperature (◦C)

Average Temperature
(◦C)

Maximum
Temperature

(◦C)

Total Solar
Radiation
(MJ m−2)

Daily Temperature
Range (◦C)

Constant
Term R2

Protein / / 0.28 (−6–8 d) / / −1.11 0.60

Fat −0.26 (−5–35 d) 0.37 (−5–20 d) / −0.0000046 (2)

(−16–−3 d)
−0.001 (1–11 d);
−0.069 (2) (23–35 d) 0.495 0.76

Starch / / / / / / /

Crude fiber −0.025 (2) (23–35 d) 0.031 (2) (−5–35 d); −0.015 (2) (−5–8 d) −0.0000087 (2)

(−22–13 d); −0.31 (9–35 d) 14.40 0.67

Essential amino
acids

0.03 (2) (−5–4 d);
0.33 (9–20 d);
0.22 (26–35 d)

−0.05 (19–35 d) / −0.08 (−23–8 d) −0.32 (13–35 d) 67.73 0.72

Non-essential
amino acids −1.46 (−5–35 d) 10.96 (−15–4 d);

−6.89 (16–35 d)
−1.53 (−25–3 d);

2.46 (16–26 d)
−0.000029 (2)

(13–35 d) 0.44 (24–35 d) −97.54 0.89

Note: All coefficients passed the 5% significance test; the numbers in parentheses are the duration of key stages,
indicating the days after flowering. The “/” indicates null value, and (2) indicates quadratic term.

For all factors except starch, a comprehensive model containing a significance test could
be established. Temperature is one of the most important indexes affecting the main nutritional
quality. Except for starch, all nutritional quality aspects are affected by temperature. The
model showed a good fit with R2 of 0.60–0.89. Protein is only affected by the maximum
temperature; the fat and essential amino acids are not affected by the maximum temperature;
the crude fiber and amino acid are affected by many key meteorological factors. The effects of
solar radiation on nutritional quality during the key stage were mainly curvilinear, and the
temperature daily range had a significant positive effect on essential amino acids. Based on
the measured data from field experiments and meteorological data for 2022, we simulated
the main nutritional quality content in 2022 using the established comprehensive model of
nutritional quality; the results of the statistical evaluation of each quality factor simulation
are shown in Table 3. The results of the t-test show that there was no significant difference
between the simulated and measured values of each quality factor (p > 0.5). The ranges of R2

and nRMSE were 0.47–0.88 and 5.3–34.93%, respectively. The simulated values for protein,
crude fiber, and essential amino acid content were higher than the measured values. Overall,
the test results of the simulated models of each quality factor are in the acceptable range, and
can reflect the change in quality content accurately.

Table 3. Statistical validation of the nutritional quality of maize in 2022.

Nutritional Quality N
Mean

Simulated
Value (%)

Mean
Measured
Value (%)

P(t*) α β R2 RMSE nRMSE (%)

Protein 4 7.26 6.99 0.31 0.91 0.41 0.58 0.53 7.53
Fat 4 3.09 3.29 0.19 0.87 0.61 0.88 0.22 6.57
Crude fiber 4 2.25 2.21 0.38 0.44 1.21 0.47 0.38 17.07
Essential amino acids 4 27.43 24.76 0.12 0.69 12.60 0.58 2.11 5.30
Non-essential amino
acids 4 39.04 39.72 0.39 1.81 −24.85 0.61 3.47 14.00

Note: N is the number of samples, P(t*) denotes p-value of student t-test, α denotes model slope, β denotes intercept.
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3.4. Optimization of Both Key Stage and Corresponding Meteorological Conditions Affecting
Nutritional Quality of Maize

In this study, the minimum value of the quality test results over 5 years was taken as the
lower bound of the constraint value, and the minimum value of meteorological conditions
during the key growth stage was taken as the lower limit of different meteorological factors.
The maximum of meteorological conditions during the key growth stage was taken as
the upper limit of different meteorological factors, and a set of nonlinear programming
equations was established to solve the optimal value of the main nutrient quality content.

The results are presented in Table 4, in which the optimum value of protein was 9.66%
when the maximum temperature of the key stage was 31.2 ◦C. The optimal value of fat
content was 4.80% when the average temperature was 24.9 ◦C, and it was 4.97% for crude
fiber content when the average temperature was 22.4 ◦C and the maximum temperature was
27.1 ◦C. The optimization results of minimum temperature, total solar radiation, and daily
difference in temperature for the key stage were identical, at 12.0 ◦C, 627.01 MJ m−2, and
8.9 ◦C, respectively, and the two optimization schemes for the meteorological conditions
differed only between the mean and maximum temperatures. When the temperature daily
range and minimum temperature were 18.9 ◦C and 15.0 ◦C, respectively, the optimum
values of essential amino acid were 40.39 g·kg−1 and 58.96 g·kg−1, respectively. Therefore,
the minimum temperature and temperature daily range are important determinants of the
amino acid content. Collectively, the temperature in key stages is an important indicator
that ultimately determines the maize nutrient quality.

Table 4. Optimization of corresponding meteorological factors at key stages affecting nutritional
quality of maize.

Nutritional
Quality

Minimum
Temperature

(◦C)

Average
Temperature

(◦C)

Maximum
Temperature

(◦C)

Total Solar
Radiation
(MJ m−2)

Temperature
Daily Range

(◦C)

Constrained
Value

Optimization
Value

Protein / / 31.2 / / 6.74 9.66
Fat 12.0 24.9 / 627.01 8.9 3.00 4.80

Starch / / / / / / /
Crude fiber 12.0 22.4 27.1 627.01 8.9 1.80 4.97

Essential amino
acids 18.9 24.9 / 627.01 8.9 19.99 40.39

Non-essential
amino acids 12.0 24.9 31.2 627.01 15.0 30.61 58.96

Min 12.0 18.4 25.9 627.01 8.9 / /
Max 20.5 24.9 31.2 916.00 15.0 / /

4. Discussion
4.1. Nutritional Quality of Maize Was Significantly Affected by Meteorological Conditions
after Flowering

The relationship between nutrition quality and the environment is complex. The
difference in meteorological factors caused by the sowing date is the main reason for the
change in maize grain quality. The grain-filling period is the key stage for maize grain
quality, especially for endosperm cells and starch granule formation [22], which is sensitive
to environmental adversity [23]. According to the VIP value between meteorological
conditions and the main nutritional quality during the whole growing period, it was found
that although environmental factors are the key factors affecting grain quality trait, there
are differences in the starting point of the key stage and the duration of the key stage
(Figure 3). High temperature and sufficient light after anthesis were the key factors used
to improve maize grain quality in previous studies [24], as these play an important role
in the formation of maize grain quality. The results of the integrated model show that
the maximum temperature from −6 to 8 days after anthesis had a significant effect on the
protein content, which was consistent with the findings of Luis et al. [25], unless the heat
stress occurred at the early stage of grain filling; otherwise, heat stress at the post-anthesis
stage would not affect the final protein content of endosperm tissue. There were also studies
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that proposed that the leaf senescence-accelerated dry matter accumulation was inhibited,
and protein and other material transformations were affected, by the high temperature
after anthesis [26]. The key stage affecting nutritional quality was after flowering, but it
cannot be ignored that temperature about 5 d before flowering had a significant positive
effect on protein and crude fiber, and solar radiation 10 d before flowering had a significant
effect on amino acids. Possible explanations include both the translocation of pre-anthesis
nitrogen accumulation to post-anthesis grain and the lag effect in the nutrition quality of
meteorological conditions. Additionally, the responses of the main nutrition qualities to the
meteorological factors of key stages may show a quadratic or a linear relationship, due to
the possibility of opposite directions of influence, as specified by the PLS method.

4.2. Temperature Is an Important Factor Affecting Grain Nutritional Qualities of Maize

Climate warming significantly affects photosynthesis, nutrient use efficiency, and
carbon and nitrogen sink conversion during maize growth [27,28], and constrains maize
nutrient quality. As a thermophilic crop, warm conditions favor the nutritional quality of
maize. In this study, both the protein and fat contents of maize kernels were positively
correlated with temperature during key stages, and the contents of nutrition qualities
increased with increasing temperature during the key stage and were more sensitive
to temperature than solar radiation. A curvilinear response of crude fiber content to
temperature was observed, which first increased and then decreased with increasing
temperature during each key stage, while an increase in the difference in daily temperature
after 10 d of flowering decreased crude fiber content. Generally, an increase in average
temperature increases the availability of N in the soil and its uptake by the crop [29], and
converts the available N into protein rather than oil. High temperatures can affect sugar
metabolism and starch synthesis [26]. Under high-temperature stress, grain starch content
decreases [30], and protein content increases [31]. The meteorological conditions preceding
and following the silking stage had significant impacts on pollen viability, pollination,
pollen germination, pollen tube growth and fertilization [32]. While these physiological
traits were not specifically researched in the present study, our findings align with previous
research. For instance, Wang et al. [33] observed that the period most susceptible to heat
stress was 5 days prior to silking. In agreement with this study, Huang et al. [34] confirmed
the negative effects of high temperatures on grain amino acids during the early-filling
period through field experiments. However, the present study further confirmed the
positive effects of high temperature on amino acids in the late-filling period, for which
no definite conclusion was derived in previous studies. Despite the significant effect of
temperature during the key stage on starch content, no comprehensive model related to
starch content could be established. Two possible reasons can be considered, one being that
there was no water stress in this experiment, as a result of which the negative effect of high
temperature on starch was alleviated, and the other being the fact that the influences of other
factors on the starch content were greater than those of meteorological factors, including
soil type, other environmental factors and geographical changes. These characteristics
may pertain to the “Zhengdan 958” genotype, with potential variations in results across
different genotypes. While some research indicates that meteorological factors may have
a stronger influence on the quality than genotypes [35], other studies have underscored
the significance of varietal differences [36], suggesting that using only one variety in this
study may have limitations. Unfortunately, field experiments cannot reproduce the effects
of daily variations of meteorological conditions on quality, which is one of the research
directions to be considered in the future.

4.3. Measures Improving Grain Nutritional Quality of Maize

A substantial increase in maize yield and nutritional quality ensures food security.
Adequate nutrition is an important condition of crop production [37], and the appropriate
adjustment range and optimization program of maize nutrition quality were clear in this
study. In fact, improving the nutritional quality of maize requires not only an increase
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in protein content, but also a balance of essential amino acids’ contents, such as lysine
and tryptophan [38,39]. In this study, it was found that appropriate early sowing in the
North China Plain was favorable for nutritional quality. Therefore, according to different
nutritional quality objectives and combined with the optimization program of meteoro-
logical factors, the sowing date of maize was adjusted [40] to improve the nutritional
quality and to make rational use of climate resources, as well as to meet the needs of differ-
ent nutritional substances. In addition, the improvement of nutritional quality could be
achieved through the selection of high-quality cultivars, cultivation density optimization,
and scientific fertilization.

5. Conclusions

In the North China Plain, the crude fiber content was affected by the interaction
between sowing and year, and showed more potential to increase than other nutritional
qualities. The key stages and durations of different qualities affected by meteorological
factors were different, mainly from 6 days before anthesis to 35 days after anthesis. Temper-
ature has an important effect on the main nutritional quality of maize, and the temperature
in the key stage can determine the contents of different nutritional qualities. Among these,
the minimum temperature and the temperature daily range are important determinants
of amino acid content; the highest content of each quality element was found when the
maximum temperature during the key stage of each quality element was 31.2 ◦C, the
average temperatures were 24.9 ◦C and 22.4 ◦C, respectively, the minimum temperature
was 18.9 ◦C, and the temperature daily range was 15.0 ◦C. The optimum values of protein,
fat, and crude fiber content were 9.66%, 4.80%, and 4.97%, respectively, and the optimized
values of essential and non-essential amino acids were 40.39 g·kg−1 and 58.96 g·kg−1,
respectively. The present study provides meteorological regulatory countermeasures and a
theoretical basis for improving nutritional quality under climate change.
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