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Abstract

:

Permafrost peatland is a unique ecosystem that represents a huge carbon terrestrial pool. Soil quality has a relatively high level of variation at small scale in this ecosystem and is closely related to the carbon cycle. To quantify this variability, we analyzed total organic carbon, total nitrogen, total phosphorus, nutrient, and element (sodium, magnesium, potassium, and calcium), and microbial respiration activities (microbial biomass carbon, soil basal respiration, metabolic, and microbial quotients) in the humus layer to deeper soil layer of 6 plots at small scale (meters). For all samples, the coefficients of variation (CV) values of total carbon concentrations were lowest and these values of sodium, magnesium, potassium, and calcium concentrations were higher than those of total carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus concentrations. The largest variations of total phosphorus, ash, and Na were in the 10–20 cm layer with soil depths. The litter decomposition and water table may cause this variation at small-scale. The CV values of microbial respiration activities were largest compared with soil properties. There were different correlations between basal respiration and soil properties among the plots. Our results showed that soil properties and microbial respiration activities in permafrost peatland exhibits considerable variability at small scale. This variability indicates that sampling location and number are very important in peatland studies if we want to accurately estimate the biogeochemistry in a peatland.
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1. Introduction


Permafrost peatland represents a huge global C (carbon) pool, which accumulate of organic matter, resulting from low microbial decomposition [1,2]. However, climate warming will be most severe in the boreal region [3]. The response of permafrost peatland to warming may include permafrost degradation, reduction of soil water table, increasing of peat aeration, and changes of plant species [4,5]. The features of permafrost peatlands are higher heterogeneity and permafrost degradation in peatlands results in peat surfaces collapse, hydrological process revision, and increased nutrient availability during thaw [6], which could cause more complex and heterogeneity at small-scale environment. The greenhouse gas flux, such as methane, strongly depends on these changes of small-scale environments [7,8]. Thus, the effects of small-scale heterogeneities on C cycle become a especial issue in northern peatlands and changes of small scale processes could have larger scale effects.



The spatial variability is apparent in peatlands at different scales. Soil quality also varies strongly from small scale to large scale, which affects the peatland functions [9,10]. For example, temperature and hydrology mainly influence peatland C dynamics at regional and global scales [11,12], while water-table level and litter quality are dominantly impacted factors at local scales in the peatland [13,14]. At an ecosystem scale, the vegetation composition of peatland is controlled by water level and pH [12]. The difference of environmental factors at small scale are common and lead to the changes of biogeochemical characteristics in peatland [15]. Vegetation composition, litter decomposition, soil moisture content, and topographic position cause these variabilities of soil properties [15,16]. Moreover, the ecological processes of plant litter inputs and decomposition, cation exchange mechanisms, and microbial decomposition and mineralization usually occur at small-scale [17,18,19]. Small-scale changes highlight local heterogeneities and can have larger-scale impacts in peatlands, which should be crucial for future predictions [7,20,21].



Although temperature and vegetation can be similar on a local scale in peatland, characteristics of permafrost, microtopography, and nutrient availability are often spatially variable at small scale [22,23]. These variabilities have an impact on substrate quality, biological processes, and microbial activities in peatland soil [24,25,26]. Therefore, field experiments should quantify the small-scale variability of soil quality and elevate the applicability of studies in peatlands [19,27]. If the study does not take into account the small-scale heterogeneity, results maybe not accurate [21]. Ulanowski and Branfireun (2013) found that under-sampling could lead to erroneous conclusions of pore-water biogeochemistry at small scale (1 m) in northern peatland [19]. Although assessment at small-scale is important, information is still unavailable on difference of soil quality at small-scale (meters) in permafrost peatlands.



To evaluate soil quality at small-scale (meters), we collected soil samples from 6 plots in the permafrost peatland of the Great Hing’an Mountains. With the exception of measurements of soil biochemical properties, we used soil basal respiration to identify potential differences in microbial activities, which is considered as a good indicator of soil quality [28]. The objectives of our study were: (1) to quantify the variations of the soil quality at small-scale (meters) through characterizing soil properties and soil microbial respiration activities from the humus layer to the deeper soil layer; (2) to evaluate the effects of the physical and chemical properties on soil basal respiration activities among all plots. The hypotheses of our study were evaluated: first, the variations of soil properties have similar trends with depth because all samples were collected in hummocks with similar vegetation types. Second, the factors that influenced soil microbial respiration would be different among all plots.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Study Area


The study was conducted in the permafrost peatland (52°55′59″ N, 122°46′26″ E) of the Great Hing’an Mountains, Heilongjiang Province, Northeast China. The study area is located at the southern boundary of the Eurasian continuous permafrost, which belongs to continental monsoon climate in cold temperate zone, the mean annual air temperature was about –5.5 °C, and the annual precipitation was about 400 mm [29]. The dominant species in this peatland are Betula fruticosa, Ledum palustre, Vaccinium uliginosum, Vaccinium uliginosum, Eriophorum vaginatum, and Sphagnum spp. The peatlands are mainly distributed in the wide valley and the active layer ranges from 50 to 60 cm above the permafrost layer [30].




2.2. Samples Treatment


In September 2012, we established 2 small-scale (meters) transects, which were about 250 m apart and altitude ranges from 466 to 468 m. In each transect, 3 plots were about 50–100 m (Figure 1). In each plot, 5 layers samples (humus, 0–10, 10–20, 20–30, and 30–40 cm layers) were collected in hummocks with similar vegetation types. After removing the litter, living roots, and fauna by hand, we collected the samples of the modern humus layer, which was about 0–10 cm and consisted of hardly or not recognizable plant parts (Figure S1).



Samples were placed in Ziplock bags with headspace removed, then transported to the laboratory within 48–72 h. Part of the samples were air-dried, crushed, and sieved through 0.25-mm mesh for chemical measurement. The remaining part of each sample was mixed and homogenized, with coarse roots moved by hand. All samples (about 0.25 kg) were moistened up to 70–80% water-holding capacity (WHC) and pre-incubated in aerated plastic at 22 °C for 7 days. WHC was following the method described by Zhang [31].




2.3. Soil Microbial Carbon (Cmic), Basal Respiration (BR), and Metabolic Quotient (qCO2)


Cmic of samples was determined by substrate-induced respiration (SIR) [32,33]. SIR was estimated by the rate of initial maximal respiration of microorganisms after amendment of all subsamples with glucose. Samples (1 g) were taken from preincubated soil and were placed in a vial (15 mL). Glucose solution was added to the samples (10 mg glucose g−1 soil, the volume was 0.1 mL). The vials were incubated for 3–5 h at 22 °C and the CO2 emission rate was measured by gas chromatography (Agilent 7820A). Cmic was calculated by the SIR rate according to the equation: Cmic (μg C g−1 sample) = (μL CO2 g−1 sample h−1) × 40.04 + 0.37. BR was determined by the CO2 emission rate from samples incubated for 24 h at 22 °C, which was carried out as described for SIR. In this treatment, water (0.1 mL g−1 sample) was added to samples instead of a glucose solution. The BR was expressed as mg CO2-C g−1 sample h−1. The specific respiration activity (qCO2) was calculated as BR/Cmic = qCO2 (μg CO2-C mg−1 Cmic h−1) [32].




2.4. Soil Properties Analyses


The volumetric samples was dried to subsequent weighing at 105 °C and determined bulk density (BD). The soil pH was measured in a water slurry (1:10 solid:liquid ratio). The samples were sieved through a 0.25 mm mesh for measuring the ash content, because there were lots of Sphagnum spp. debirs in the samples. Pre-drying at 100 °C was carried out to correct the dry mass and to evaporate the residual moisture. Then, the temperature was applied at 130 °C for 90 min. The samples were heated at 600 °C for 4 h and the remained material after heating was defined as the ash content [31,34]. The total carbon (TC) concentration was measured with the Multi N/C 2100 Analyzer (containing an HT 1500 Solid Module, Analytik Jena AG, Jena, Germany). The concentrations of total N (TN) and total P (TP) were analyzed by the Kjeldahl digestion method using a seal analytical analyzer (Seal AA3 Analytical, Norderstedt, Germany). The concentrations of sodium (Na), magnesium (Mg), potassium (K), and calcium (Ca) were analyzed by the HNO3-HClO4-HF extraction method using inductively coupled plasma emission spectrometer (ICP-AES, American).




2.5. Statistical Date Analyses


Physical and chemical analyses of all samples were performed in three replications, while SIR and BR were measured in four replications. One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to assess the mean values of sample properties, Cmic, Cmic/Corg, BR, and qCO2. Significance of differences from least square means was tested at a 5% significance level. Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS 20.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) and all graphs were prepared using the Origin 8.0 package (Origin Lab Corporation, Northampton, MA, USA). To examine the variation of soil properties and microbial respiration activities at small scale among plots, we used coefficients of variation (CV: standard deviation/mean ×100) based on Griffiths et al. [35]. Data were log-transformed for correlation analysis. The relationship between microbial respiration activities and all soil property variables was analyzed using Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient with R package [36].





3. Results


3.1. Sample Properties Variation


For properties of all samples at small-scale in permafrost peatland, variation values (as CV) of TC were smaller than the other properties (Table 1). CV values of TN were higher than the values of TC and TP, and CV values of C/P ratios were lower than those of C/N ratios and N/P ratios. It means that the variation of TN was larger at small-scale in this permafrost peatlands, which caused the changes of stoichiometry. The variation of pH values was also relatively lower, while the ash content and bulk density were relatively larger (Table S1). CV values of Na concentration was larger than the nutrient values (Mg, K, and Ca). These values of Mg and Ca were similar (Table S2).



Most properties of humus layer varied smaller among plots than those of the different layers of peat. Variability of TN and TP in peat depth was greater than TC. CV values of Mg at humus layer were larger than these values of the other peat layers. But, this trend in the depth was different from the other elements. The variability in the peat Na concentration was greater in the depth than the other elements (Figure 2). CV values of TP, ash, pH, and Na in 10–20 cm layer were largest than those in the other layers, which did not support our first hypothesis.




3.2. Microbial Respiration Activities at Small-Scale


There was considerable variation in the microbial respiration activities among all plots. The values of Cmic, Cmic/Corg, BR, and qCO2 in humus layer were significantly higher than those in the other layers (p < 0.05). The Cmic was significantly decreased in soil depths (p < 0.05). The Cmic/Corg and BR was also decreased with soil depths, but Cmic/Corg was no significant difference between 20–30 cm and 30–40 cm layers (p > 0.05), BR was no significant difference between 10–20 cm and 20–30 cm layers (p > 0.05) (Table S3). For all samples at small scale, microbial respiration activities had higher CV values than soil properties (Table 1). The soil microbial activities were more complex at small scale in the permafrost peatland. The variation of microbial respiration activities in the humus layer was smaller than the other peat layers, and the variability of Cmic with depth was similar to the BR (Figure 2).




3.3. Relationships between Microbial Respiration Activities and Sample Properties


Considering all samples, there were significant correlations with TC, TN, ash, and bulk density (p < 0.05); the TC concentration positively correlated with Mg concentration; the TN concentration significantly correlated with TP and K concentrations (p < 0.05); the Na concentration was significantly related to bulk density (p < 0.05); there was significant correlation between Ca concentration and N/P ratio, pH value, Mg and K concentrations (p < 0.05); the K concentration also positively correlated with C/N ratio (Table S4). The correlations were different between sample nutrients and soil properties for all samples.



The significantly relationships were found between Cmic and TC, TN, C/N, ash, pH, bulk density, and Na (p < 0.05); the BR significantly correlated with TC, TN, C/N, pH, bulk density, K, Ca, and Cmic (p < 0.05) (Figure 3). However, The correlations between BR and soil properties were different among the plots (Table S5). There was no significant relationship between BR and soil properties in plot 12 (p > 0.05). Except for P12, BR significantly correlated with TC, ash, bulk density, and Cmic in the other plots (p < 0.05). There were strong negative correlations between BR and pH in plot 11, plot 13, and plot 22. Furthermore, BR was only significantly related to Mg and K in P 11 (p < 0.05) (Figure 4).





4. Discussion


4.1. Soil Properties at Small Scale in the Permafrost Peatland


Peatland is a type of ecosystem in which the production exceeds decomposition, resulting in the accumulation of soil organic matter [14]. Vegetation composition in peatland varies on a spatial scale of several meters [37], which causes the variability of soil organic C and N stocks at small scales [10]. In our study, soil properties varied at small scale of meters. Peat properties can also vary at small scale in a tropical peatland, between both plant species [38], but the C/N values in our study area were higher than this tropical peatland. Different litter tissue types and plant species in peatland show greatly differences in litter decomposition rates and mass loss [11,39]. In the permafrost peatland of our study, the litter decomposition is also different among the different plants [40,41]. This might cause the variation of the properties in humus layer and peat layers. The accumulation of C, N, and P in peatland is related to litter resorption and decomposition, which affect the C:N:P stoichiometry in peatland biogeochemistry [41,42]. The variability of C/N ratio in depth was different to C/P and N/P rations at small-scale in our study and the largest variation of C/P and N/P rations of were in 10–20 cm layer, which was consistent to the variations of TP, pH, ash, and Na. The P and C chemistry is related to the aerobic and anaerobic environments in peatland [43]. The water table mostly ranged from 10 to 30 cm during the growing season in our study area [44]. The water table influences the vegetation composition, litter decomposition, and biogeochemical processes in the peatlands [12,13]. Changes in aerobic and anaerobic environments in soil may cause this variation at small scale.



Soil nutrient and biochemical element concentrations are the precise characterization of peat property and indicators of soil quality [43,45]. N, P, Mg, K, and Ca are macronutrients, which are uptaken by vegetation and released from decaying litter [14,46]. Ca concentrations in our studied area were higher than those in soils of the forest [46]. Our results showed that the variations of Mg, K, Ca, and Na were larger than those of TC, TN, and TP at small scale, and the variation of Mg was greater than those of K and Ca in the humus layer. The spatial variability pattern of soil chemical properties has been presented at small scale in a rewetted degraded peatland [18]. Adumitroaei et al. reported the different depositions of Ca, Mg, and other elements at local scale in peatland [47]. On the one hand, peat chemical characteristics are partly controlled by peatland nutrient status and vegetation types [13,14]; on the other hand, the variability of nutrient elements in peat could also affect the plant existing at small-scale in peatland. The larger Mg concentration in environments may be beneficial to the growing of the deciduous species, and moss is limited by K concentration [42]. The local environments exhibit heterogeneity in terms of plant community composition, hydrological regime, and active layer depth in permafrost peatland [20,48]. Our results showed that the relatively larger variation of soil nutrient and element concentrations in a permafrost peatland. Under climate change, the variation of soil nutrient and element should be contributed to plant change at small scale.



For all samples in our study, the TN concentration was negatively correlated to K concentration, the Mg concentration was positively correlated to TC concentration, and the Ca concentration was positively correlated to pH values. Peatland is N limitation or N and P co-limitation [43,49]. Some studies showed the effects of the N, P, and K additions on peatland [42,50,51]. K is a major factor that determine the effect of N deposition on Sphagnum growth in peatland [52], and the pH/Ca values could reflect the nutrient gradient in peatland [53]. However, few studies concern the interactive effect of N, P, K and other nutrients, such as Mg and Ca. We found the correlations were different between soil nutrients and soil properties. Quantification of soil nutrients and properties at small scale can provide a database of biochemical properties to inform our understanding of the biogeochemical processes under climate change.




4.2. Microbial Respiration Activities at Small Scale in the Permafrost Peatland


Peat properties are influenced by peatland nutrient status and vegetation types, which control microbial activities [11,14]. Ecosystem-level, such as primary productivity and parent material, controls Cmic [54]. The microbial respiration activities were different across nutrient gradient in peatland and peat types [54,55,56,57] and changed with soil depths at local and landscape scale in peatland [55,58]. Hence, soil microbial parameters are considered to be a good indicator of soil quality that leads to the changes of all soil properties [28]. Moreover, we observed that the variability of microbial respiration activities was higher than soil properties at small-scale. For the microbial study in peatland, sampling location should receive more attention at different scales.



For all samples, soil BR rates were positively correlated to soil TC and Cmic in our study. However, soil base respiration rates were also significantly correlated to soil TC and Cmic for all plots, except plot 12. Soil carbon properties still determine soil microbial respiration activities at small-scale in peatland. Soil organic carbon content determines the microbial activity in peatland [25,59]. However, there was no significant relationship between BR and soil properties in plot 12. The higher ash concentrations in this plot might cause this special result. This also indicates the great differences of soil quality at small scale.



Although peat chemical properties could control microbial activities [11,14], it is still difficult to establish general trends when relating soil microbial respiration activity to the soil properties. Some studies found the soil pH was one of the most influential factors to control microbial respiration activities across peat types [54,58,60]. There was also no strong correlations between soil BR and soil properties in heavily disturbed fens [61]. Our results showed the same results in plot 12. However, the BR rates were correlated negatively to total nitrogen concentrations in plot 11 and plot 12, and to soil pH values in plot 11, plot 13, and plot 22, but positively to K and Ca concentrations in plot 11. It indicated that there were different correlation relationships between soil microbial activities and soil properties at small scale among the plots, which is consistent with our second hypothesis. The microbial activities may be determined by the different peat quality in different studied regions [25,57]. For example, BR was positively correlated to N concentrations in undisturbed peatland [61], which was consistent with our studies in plot 11 and plot 22. Furthermore, it is difficult to disentangle soil properties under field conditions [61]. The sampling location and limitation of sampling number at small scale may cause these results.




4.3. Implications of Variation at Small Scale in Peatland


Permafrost peatlands are mostly found in boreal and subarctic regions [4,5], and the spatial variability at small scale would be caused by variations in hydrology, plant community, and micro-topography [24,37,62]. Peat properties predominantly derive from different plant species and vary at small scale [8,38]. Soil quality directly affects the substrate stability and indirectly affects microhabitat conditions [27,38,61]. C fluxes from peatlands have been shown to vary at small scale and microtopographic variability of hummock-hollow [63,64]. Climate warming and consequent permafrost degradation cause the changes of plant composition, soil environment, and hydrological processes, which have high spatial variability at different scales [18,24,65,66]. Small-scale local changes can have larger scale impacts in peatlands [19,22]. Therefore, the accuracy of experimental results in space scales becomes an issue in ecology, which should be crucial for future predictions [12,48]. The results of this study have shown that soil properties and microbial respiration activities in permafrost peatland exhibits considerable variability at small scale (meters). This variability indicates that sampling location is very important in peatland biogeochemical studies if we want to accurately estimate the geochemistry in a peatland.





5. Conclusions


Climate change and permafrost degradation create small-scale mosaics of plant and soil types in peatlands. This study examined the variability of soil quality at small scale by determining the soil properties and microbial respiration activities. We found that the soil quality presented high variation at small-scale, especially for microbial respiration activities. Total phosphorus, ash, and Na in the 10–20 cm layer had the largest variability with soil depth. Hence, it is very important to monitor soil properties and microbial respiration at small scale, which present an objective understanding of soil status, quality, and a way to determine the response of peatland to climate change. Although our results showed that carbon properties still determined the BR, soil properties were differently related to soil basal respiration among all plots. Sampling location and number may lead to these results, indicating that small-scale sampling is required to fully understand the soil quality in permafrost peatland.
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Figure 1. Location of the study site and sampling plots. 
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Figure 2. Coefficients of variation (CVs) (%) with depth for sample properties and microbial respiration activities. The CVs reflect variation at small scale for all plots, with higher CVs indicative of greater plot-to-plot variability (TC: total carbon concentration, TN: total nitrogen concentration, TP: total phosphors concentration, C/N: carbon to nitrogen ratio, C/P: carbon to phosphors ration, Ash: ash content, pH: pH value, BD: bulk density, Na: sodium concentration, Mg: magnesium concentration, K: potassium concentration, Ca: calcium concentration, Cmic: microbial biomass carbon, Cmic/Corg: microbial entropy, BR: basal respiration rate, and qCO2: metabolic entropy). 
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Figure 3. Relationship between soil basal respiration rates (BR) and soil properties (TC: total carbon concentration, TN: total nitrogen concentration, TP: total phosphors concentration, C/N: carbon to nitrogen ratio, C/P: carbon to phosphors ration, Ash: ash content, pH: pH value, BD: bulk density, Na: sodium concentration, Mg: magnesium concentration, K: potassium concentration, Ca: calcium concentration, Cmic: microbial biomass carbon, Cmic/Corg: microbial entropy, BR: basal respiration rate, and qCO2: metabolic entropy). Significant (p < 0.05) correlation coefficients after Spearman (significant correlations (p < 0.05) are marked with asterisks. 
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Figure 4. Correlation coefficients after Spearman (significant correlations (p < 0.05) are marked with asterisks) for the soil basal respiration rates separated into the plots (TC: total carbon concentration, TN: total nitrogen concentration, TP: total phosphors concentration, C/N: carbon to nitrogen ratio, C/P: carbon to phosphors ration, Ash: ash content, pH: pH value, BD: bulk density, Na: sodium concentration, Mg: magnesium concentration, K: potassium concentration, Ca: calcium concentration, Cmic: microbial biomass carbon, Cmic/Corg: microbial entropy, BR: basal respiration rate, and qCO2: metabolic entropy). 
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Table 1. Soil properties and microbial respiration activities of all samples as mean, standard deviation, and coefficients of variation (in percentage: CV).
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	Parameter
	Mean
	SD
	Min.
	Max.
	CV%





	TC (g kg−1)
	448.11
	24.84
	386.63
	486.00
	5.54



	TN (g kg−1)
	21.664
	5.67
	11.55
	33.55
	26.18



	TP (g kg−1)
	2.04
	0.36
	1.38
	2.91
	17.52



	C/N
	22.66
	7.96
	12.69
	42.11
	35.14



	C/P
	227.14
	41.88
	161.66
	339.10
	18.44



	N/P
	10.81
	3.04
	6.53
	17.44
	28.13



	Ash (%)
	19.76
	8.58
	6.67
	39.69
	43.42



	pH
	4.92
	0.39
	4.30
	5.77
	7.91



	Bulk density (g cm−3)
	0.15
	0.05
	0.08
	0.26
	35.66



	Na (g kg−1)
	1.11
	0.64
	0.50
	3.02
	57.50



	Mg (g kg−1)
	1.77
	0.41
	1.23
	2.73
	23.22



	K (g kg−1)
	2.36
	0.67
	1.36
	4.10
	28.36



	Ca (g kg−1)
	11.34
	2.69
	7.44
	17.32
	23.67



	Cmic (µg C g−1 soil)
	1816.52
	1239.38
	468.61
	4592.44
	68.23



	Cmic/Corg (%)
	0.40
	0.26
	0.11
	0.95
	64.70



	BR (µg CO2–C g−1 soil h−1)
	8.53
	7.71
	1.40
	26.95
	90.42



	qCO2 (µg CO2–C mg–1 Cmic h−1)
	4.69
	2.42
	1.59
	11.12
	51.69
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