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Abstract: The southern pine beetle (SPB), Dendroctonus frontalis Zimmermann, is one of the most
destructive insects to pine forests in North and Central America. Historical SPB infestations have
shown strong cyclical patterns and are attributed to an array of abiotic and biotic factors with climatic
conditions being the dominant. Climate change has been projected to increase SPB infestations;
however, its impacts on the cyclical patterns of SPB infestations remain unknown. Here, we estimated
the statistical relationship between SPB infestations and climatic and other factors using generalized
linear regression modeling and historical data, analyzed the cyclical patterns of SPB infestations
via periodogram analysis and explored how these patterns would evolve with the projected future
climate change in 11 states of the Southern United States. We found that SPB infestations intensified
with increases in seasonal average temperatures and minimum winter temperatures and decreases
in spring and winter precipitations. Compared to the historical SPB infestation patterns, climate
change was estimated to nearly double SPB infestation frequencies although with smaller amplitudes
in the region. Our findings advance the understanding of cyclical patterns of SPB infestations,
especially climate change impacts on such patterns, aiding in developing and deploying future SPB
management practices and strategies.
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1. Introduction

Infestations of the southern pine beetle (SPB), Dendroctonus frontalis Zimmermann, are
one of the most damaging disturbances to pine forests in North and Central America [1–4].
Major SPB outbreaks have been reported across its expanding range extending from Hon-
duras and Nicaragua in the south in Central America to New Jersey in the north and
Arizona in the west in the United States (US) [5–9]. The Southern US has been the epic
center of SPB outbreaks, while this region is of national and international importance in
the provisions of timber and non-timber ecosystem services. The region annually supplies
approximately 60% of timber in the US and over 14% of industrial roundwood in the
world [10–12], stores 14 Gt of carbon in its forests and harvested wood products with
annual sequestration of about 87 Mt [13–15] and renders a variety of other ecosystem
services ranging from water regulation to recreation and to biodiversity [11].

The outbreaks of the SPB in this region have threatened the health and productivity
of its forest ecosystems and affected its short- and long-term provisions of timber and
non-timber ecosystem services [1,2,16,17]. Climate change has been found to intensify SPB
infestations and expand its range as the SPB population and host are likely to change under
the projected climate change in a manner favorable to SPB outbreaks [18–22]. However,
efforts to date on estimating the impact of climate change on the outbreaks of bark beetles in
general and SPB in particular have been focused on infestation intensity, particularly linear
trends [19–21,23]. Historical data, on the other hand, reveal that SPB infestations typically
follow nonlinear patterns, especially cyclical patterns [24–27]. However, few studies have
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probed such patterns, particularly the climate change impact on the period (frequency) and
amplitude of SPB infestations.

Previous work on SPB infestations was primarily focused on two aspects: identifying
factors attributable to SPB population dynamics from entomological perspectives and mod-
eling the relationship between SPB infestations and contributing factors using statistical
tools and observed data. Considerable efforts have been made in entomology to identify
and explain the factors and their influences on SPB outbreaks. Many biotic and abiotic
factors have been found attributable to or correlated with SPB infestations, including forest
structure and conditions, predators, droughts or water deficits, fire, silvicultural practices,
and average and extreme temperatures [1,2,28–32]. Among these factors, climatic condi-
tions, especially spring temperatures, summer maximum temperatures, winter minimum
temperatures, and too much or too little precipitation, are arguably the most influential, as
they affect the dynamics of SPB populations as well as the health of its host trees and natural
predators [1,2,33,34]. The impacts of temperature and precipitation on SPB populations
and infestations have long been recognized [35–38]. While warmer temperatures tend to
stimulate beetle population growth and range expansion, exposure to hot temperatures in
the summer and cold temperatures in the winter can cause insect mortality [2,33,39]. The
stage of beetle development and response to seasonal temperature changes can influence
beetle populations and infestations [27,40]. Moisture deficits or surpluses can also affect
SPB populations and host trees, contributing to SPB infestations [37,38]. These findings
have provided a solid theoretical basis for modeling the climate change impact.

Moreover, modeling studies have revealed that global climate change can accel-
erate the risk of SPB infestations, as changes in temperature and precipitation affect
beetle populations and range expansion as well as the geographic distribution of pine
forests [19–21,23]. These studies attempted to estimate the relationships between SPB in-
festations and biophysical attributes including climatic conditions using historical data
and then, based on the estimated relationships, to project future SPB outbreaks under
climate change [21,23]. However, the impacts of climate change on the cyclical partners
(periodicities) of SPB infestations remain unknown, although such patterns are evident and
vary across geographical locations [24–26].

Here, we attempted to uncover the impacts of climate change on the cyclical patterns
of SPB infestations across 11 states in the Southern US. These states included Alabama,
Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Ten-
nessee, Texas, and Virginia. In these states, pine forests are the dominant forest type [41],
and annual data on SPB infestations have been consistently collected since the 1970s [42].
Pine forests in this region are primarily located in the ecological subregions of the Outer
Coastal Plain Mixed Forest Province and Southeastern Mixed Forest Province [43]. The
climate in the region is predominantly humid subtropical. The regional annual average tem-
perature ranges from 15 to 20 ◦C with annual average precipitation varying from 1010 mm
to 1520 mm [44]. The Southeastern Mixed Forest Province has mild winters and hot, humid
summers, and the Outer Coastal Plain Mixed Forest Province has mild winters and warm
summers. Precipitation in the region is generally abundant, although short periods of sum-
mer drought can occur from year to year [43]. However, there are considerable variations
in temperature and precipitation among different parts of the region due to their different
latitudes, longitudes, elevations, and distances from the coast of the Atlantic Ocean and the
Gulf of Mexico. In general, temperature declines with a rise in latitude or elevation, and
precipitation decreases with an increase in the distance from the Atlantic Ocean and the
Gulf of Mexico.

This multi-state and multi-year modeling approach allowed us to examine SPB infes-
tations by incorporating human (e.g., forest and SPB management) and natural (including
SPB and its host and predators) adaptations across the regional climate gradient. Thus, our
results can better reflect the reality of climate change impacts. Additionally, periodogram
analysis was employed to identify and depict the cyclical patterns, revealing both ampli-
tudes and periods of SPB infestations. Our results enrich the existing literature on climate
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change impacts on SPB infestations by advancing the understanding of likely cyclical SPB
infestation patterns under the projected climate change, bridging a literature gap and aiding
in developing and deploying future SPB infestation management practices and strategies.

2. Methods
2.1. Estimating the Relationship between SPB Infestation Risk and Climatic and Other Factors
2.1.1. Generalized Linear Model with a Fractional Response Variable

To estimate the statistical relationship between SPB infestations and climatic and other
factors, we defined the SPB infestation risk as the ratio of the timber volume killed by SPB
to the total volume of growing stock of pine trees. That is, SPBRit = VKit/VGit, where
VKit and VGit denote the volume of timber killed by SPB and the volume of pine growing
stock in state i (11 states in the Southern US) and year t, respectively. Apparently, SPBRit is
a fractional variable bounded by [0, 1]. Thus, the classical linear model estimated using
the ordinary least squares method could be biased, as the estimated value of the response
(dependent) variable could lie outside [0, 1] [45]. To avoid this complication, we adopted a
generalized linear model (GLM):

g[E(y|X)] = XT β, (1)

where y is the response variable, X is a column vector of explanatory variables, β is a
column vector of regression coefficients, T is the matrix transpose operator, and E is the
expectation operator, and g[·] is also called the link function.

The logit or probit function is often used as the link function. We experimented
with both functions, compared them using deviance and the Akaike information criterion
(AIC) [46] and found the probit function was superior to logit in our case. Additionally,
the probit model is computationally simple, especially with the presence of unobserved
heterogeneity or endogenous explanatory variables [47] and thus preferred by modelers
whose emphasis is on prediction rather than on parameter estimation [44]. Hence, the
probit function was chosen in this study. From Equation (1), the regression of y on X can be
recovered via the inverse link function, g−1(·), namely:

E(y|X) = g−1
(

XT β
)

. (2)

2.1.2. Empirical Model and Data

The empirical model for estimating the statistical relationship between SPB infestation
risk and climatic and other factors can be written as:

E(SPBRit|Xit) =Φ
[
∑m

ρ=0
(

β0 + β1ρUSVi,t−ρ + β2ρSPTi,t−ρ+

β3ρSMTi,t−ρ + β4ρFLTi,t−ρ + β5ρWNTi,t−ρ + β6ρSPPi,t−ρ+
β7ρSMPi,t−ρ + β8ρFLPi,t−ρ + β9ρWNPi,t−ρ+

β10ρ MinSPTi,t−ρ + β11ρ MinSMTi,t−ρ + β12ρ MinFLTi,t−ρ+
β13ρ MinWNTi,t−ρ + β14ρ MaxSPTi,t−ρ + β15ρ MaxSMTi,t−ρ+

β16ρ MaxFLTi,t−ρ + β17ρ MaxWNTi,t−ρ + β18ρDSi,t−ρ

)
+

β19di],

(3)

where Φ[·] is the cumulative density function (CDF) of the standard normal distribution;
i = 1, 2, . . . , n (state); t = 1, 2, . . . , T (year); ρ = 0, 1, . . . , m (lag operator); USV is the
unsalvaged volume of pines killed by SPB (considered as an SPB control measure and
measured in ‰ of pine growing stock); SPT, SMT, FLT, and WNT are the average spring,
summer, fall, and winter temperatures, respectively; SPP, SMP, FLP, and WNP are the
average spring, summer, fall, and winter precipitations, respectively; MinSPT, MinSMT,
MinFLT, and MinWNT are the minimum spring, summer, fall, and winter temperatures,
respectively; MaxSPT, MaxSMT, MaxFLT, and MaxWNT are the maximum spring, summer,
fall, and winter temperatures, respectively; DS is the density of pine growing stock (m3/ha);
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and d is a dummy variable representing the 11 states to account for unobserved effects
across states. The inclusion of these independent variables was based on the findings of
previous studies as discussed earlier and the focus of this study on climate change impacts.

All temperatures were measured in ◦C, and precipitations were recorded in mm.
March to May were considered the spring season, June to August were considered the sum-
mer, September to November were considered the fall season, and December to February
were considered the winter season. Because climatic conditions and SPB control measure
(e.g., salvage harvest) can have delayed effects on SPB infestations [1,21], lagged explana-
tory variables were also included in Equation (3). The partial F-test and AIC were used
to determine the number of lags. Besides the function form expressed in Equation (3), we
also experimented with the natural logarithms of variables and selected the best-fit model
based on the AIC and F-test.

The data on the annual volume of pine trees killed by the SPB were obtained from
the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) Forest Service Southern Research Station [42].
The data on the growing stock of pine forests were gathered from the forest inventory
statistics [41]. Because the forest inventory data were only reported every 5–10 years, linear
interpolations were applied to generate annual series of pine growing stock volume between
two consecutive forest inventory times. Given the small changes in the growing stock for
the study period and between any two consecutive forest inventory times (annual change
rate of 0.05% or smaller on average) [41], linear interpolations were simple and appropriate.
The SPB data represented annual series from 1973 to 2004 for each of the 11 states. The
historical monthly average temperature and monthly total precipitation data were obtained
from the National Climate Data Center [48], and the monthly maximum and minimum
temperatures were from the fifth phase of the Coupled Model Intercomparison Project [49].
The monthly weather data were converted to quarterly data for our modeling purpose.

2.2. Projecting Climate Change Impacts on SPB Infestations

The final regression model estimated based on Equation (3) was used to project
future SPB infestations under climate change. The future climates were based on the
simulation results of two Global Climate Models (GCMs), GFDL-CM3 [50] and HadGEM2-
ES [51], under three Representative Concentration Pathway (RCP) scenarios, RCP 4.5,
RCP 6.0, and RCP 8.5. Both GFDL-CM3 and HadGEM2-ES included the features of both
Atmosphere-Ocean General Circulation Models (AOGCMs) and Earth System Models
(ESMs) with increased complexity and resolution compared to previous GCMs [52]. The
RCP scenarios were defined based on the radiative forcing of cumulative greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions from all sources and expressed in watts per m2 (W/m2) [53,54]. The three
RCP scenarios represent different targets/trajectories of global GHG emissions. We did
not use RCP 2.6, because we thought that it is less likely to be achieved based on existing
global GHG emission trends and mitigation commitments. Future SPB infestations were
projected from 2020 to 2099.

2.3. Analyzing the Cyclical Patterns of SPB Infestations

Periodogram analysis was applied to analyze the periodicities of SPB infestations.
This approach began with testing whether a SPB infestation risk data series followed a
white noise or cyclical pattern. After a cyclical pattern was detected, the data series was
decomposed, and its cyclical component was isolated. Finally, the period and amplitude
of the SPB infestations were calculated based on the cyclical component. The periods and
amplitudes of both the historical (from 1973 to 2004) and projected future SPB infestations
under climate change (from 2020 to 2099) were calculated and compared.

Specifically, we used the Bartlett’s Kolmogorov−Smirnov (BKS) test [55,56] to check
on the existence of any cyclical pattern of the SPB infestations. After a cyclical pattern
was confirmed, we employed the Hodrick−Prescott (HP) filter [57] to extract the cyclical
component from the SPB infestation risk data series. The use of the HP filter was largely
because it does not require a stationary time series, can better deal with the problem associ-
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ated with the ends of a sample and can perform comparably well with other alternative
filters [57,58]. In applying the HP filter, the SPB infestation risk (SPBRt) was decomposed
into two parts: SPBRt = τt + ct, where τt and ct are the trend and the cyclical component,
respectively. The decomposition attempted to derive the trend component by minimizing:

T

∑
t=1
{(SPBRt − τt)

2 + λ[(τt − τt−1)− (τt−1 − τt−2)]
2}, (4)

where λ is the smoothing factor. The first term of Equation (4) penalizes the cyclical
component, while the second term penalizes changes in the growth rate of the trend
component. As the value of λ increases, a larger penalty is imposed on the second term.
By minimizing the sum of these two terms with an appropriately selected value of λ, the
long-term trend (the trend component) is derived. In common practices, λ = 100 is used
for annual data [59]. After the trend component was isolated, the cyclical component
was obtained by subtracting τt from SPBRt. Finally, the dominant frequency/period and
corresponding amplitude of the cyclical component were derived via periodogram analysis.
The periodogram is considered as an estimate of the spectral density of a time series,
displaying its frequency/period and amplitude [55]. The dominant frequency/period can
be detected where the periodogram peaks.

3. Results
3.1. Estimated Relationship between SPB Infestation Risk and Climatic and Other Factors

Table 1 shows the estimated statistical relationship between SPB risk and climatic and
other factors using the historical data of the 11 states from 1973 to 2004. The regression
results revealed that the average temperatures in spring, fall, and summer, the minimum
winter temperature, and the spring and winter precipitations were strongly correlated with
historical SPB infestations. An increase in average spring temperature tended to augment
the SPB risk in the same year, whereas a rise in average spring temperature two years ago
decreased the risk. An increase in average summer temperature two years ago intensified
the SPB infestations in the current year; however, a rise in average fall temperature reduced
the risk in the same year. Clearly, there was a complex relationship between the SPB
infestation risk and seasonal average temperatures, including delayed and bidirectional
impacts. Nevertheless, the combined effect of all these seasonal average temperatures was
positive, suggesting that an equal percentage increase in all seasonal average temperatures
will boost the SPB infestation risk.

Table 1. Statistical relationship between the southern pine beetle (SPB) infestation risk and climatic
and other factors.

Independent Variable Estimated Coefficient Standard Error p-Value

USVt (unsalvaged timber in the current year) 0.1032 0.0091 0.000
lnSPTt (log average spring temperature in the current year) 0.0154 0.0052 0.003

lnFLTt (log average fall temperature in the current year) −0.0141 0.0053 0.008
lnSPPt−1 (log spring total precipitation one year ago) −0.0010 0.0004 0.006

lnWNPt−1 (log winter total precipitation one year ago) −0.0011 0.0003 0.000
lnMinWNTt−1 (log winter min temperature one year ago) 0.0047 0.0017 0.007
lnSPTt−2 (log average spring temperature two years ago) −0.0096 0.0049 0.049

lnSMTt−2 (log average summer temperature two years ago) 0.0218 0.0100 0.030

Note: SPB infestation risk (SPBRt) and unsalvaged timber (USVt) were measured in ‰ of the total pine growing
stock volume, temperatures were measured in ◦C, and precipitations were measured in mm. Only independent
variables significant at the 5% or lower were reported here.

Of all seasonal maximum and minimum temperatures included in the modeling,
only the minimum winter temperature was found to be positively associated with SPB
outbreaks. A decrease in spring and winter precipitation in the previous year stimulated
SPB infestations in the current year.
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The timber salvage of SPB infested trees helped reduce further infestations. Surpris-
ingly, we did not find a statistically significant relationship between growing stock density
and SPB infestations.

3.2. Projected SPB Infestation Risk under Climate Change

The BKS test results showed strong statistical evidence of cyclical patterns of SPB
infestations under climate change (all statistically significant at the 1% level). Climate
change in general would reduce the periods and amplitudes of SPB infestations in the
Southern US, except for three states (Table 2), and this result was consistent across all three
RCP scenarios and two GCMs, except for the estimated amplitudes in RCP 8.5 between
the two GCMs. In terms of the regionwide average, climate change would reduce the
period of SPB infestations by 44–49% (from 6.26 years to 3.22–3.49 years), with only small
variations across the three RCP scenarios and two GCMs. The largest percentage reduction
in the period of SPB infestations would occur in Georgia (71% reduction in RCP 4.5 with
HadGEM2-ES), followed by Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, Texas, and North Carolina.
Most states would experience shorter periods of SPB infestation recurrences under climate
change. Only exceptions are Virginia in RCP 8.5 with HadGEM2-ES, Arkansas in RCP 6.0
with HadGEM2-ES, and Tennessee in RCP 4.5 with GFDL-CM3. In these cases, the period
of SPB infestations would, instead, increase by 42%, 22%, and 8% in Virginia, Arkansas,
and Tennessee, respectively.

Table 2. Amplitudes and periods of cyclical patterns of historical and projected southern pine beetle
(SPB) infestations in the Southern United States.

State
Historical

(1973–2004)
HadGEM2-ES GFDL-CM3

RCP 4.5 RCP 6.0 RCP 8.5 RCP 4.5 RCP 6.0 RCP 8.5

A P A P A P A P A P A P A P

AL 1.584 6.67 0.393 2.35 0.640 4.35 0.460 2.44 0.495 3.57 0.466 3.85 0.014 3.26
AR 0.086 4.55 0.406 4.35 0.409 5.56 0.285 3.53 0.467 2.50 0.211 2.94 0.001 3.53
FL 0.462 5.26 0.194 2.30 0.170 2.60 0.226 3.89 0.249 3.39 0.273 3.85 0.003 3.85
GA 1.002 8.33 0.193 2.38 0.200 2.60 0.199 2.44 0.227 3.52 0.161 3.92 0.011 3.23
LA 1.242 7.69 0.061 2.90 0.079 2.60 0.050 2.33 0.034 3.52 0.038 2.51 0.000 3.23
MS 0.408 6.67 0.302 4.55 0.481 2.60 0.220 2.44 0.272 3.57 0.305 2.56 0.004 3.13
NC 0.578 6.45 0.933 3.57 0.680 2.60 0.586 2.44 1.286 2.88 0.788 3.92 0.017 3.23
SC 0.963 5.26 0.441 2.36 0.346 2.60 0.359 2.44 0.683 4.08 0.382 3.91 0.009 3.26
TN 0.758 4.55 0.440 4.55 0.718 2.58 0.343 2.44 0.475 4.93 0.278 3.03 0.006 3.57
TX 0.503 8.00 0.411 3.57 0.404 3.27 0.335 3.33 0.526 3.57 0.510 2.99 0.132 3.39
VA 0.955 5.41 0.732 4.55 0.461 4.85 0.602 7.69 0.528 2.90 0.388 3.01 0.007 3.36

Regional average 0.776 6.26 0.410 3.40 0.417 3.29 0.333 3.22 0.477 3.49 0.345 3.32 0.019 3.37

Note: The projections of SPB infestations for 2020–2099 were based on the future climates projected by the
HadGEM2-ES and GFDL-CM3 global climate models under three Representative Concentration Pathways (RCP)
scenarios (RCP 4.5, 6.0, and 8.5). The amplitude (A) was measured in ‰ of the total pine growing stock volume
killed by the SPB, and the period (P) was measured in years. AL, Alabama; AR, Arkansas; FL, Florida; GA,
Georgia; LA, Louisiana; MS, Mississippi; NC, North Carolina; SC, South Carolina; TN, Tennessee; TX, Texas; and
VA, Virginia.

The amplitudes of SPB infestations would also decline for most states in most RCP sce-
narios. With the future climates projected by HadGEM2-ES, the regional average amplitude
of SPB infestations would fall by 46–57%; with the future climate projected by GFDL-CM3
in RCP 8.5, it would drop even more by 98%. Interestingly, larger reductions in the regional
average amplitude would occur in RCP 8.5 than in RCP 4.5 or 6.0. However, there was a
substantial difference in the estimated amplitudes in RCP 8.5 between the two GCMs, the
only inconsistency in the estimated climate change impacts on SPB infestations between the
two GCMs. The projected amplitudes would vary across states. For instance, Arkansas and
North Carolina could experience augmented amplitudes in all three RCP scenarios based on
the future climates projected by HadGEM2-ES; Arkansas, North Caroline, and Texas would
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face increased amplitudes based on the future climates projected by GFDL-CM3 under
RCP 4.5 and RCP 6.0 (Table 2). Figure 1 displays the cyclical patterns of both historical
and projected SPB infestations in more detail for each state over the entire historical and
projection timeframe.
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Figure 1. Historical and projected southern pine beetle (SPB) outbreak patterns in the Southern United
States. (a) The projected SPB infestations based on the future climates projected by the HadGEM2-ES
global climate model under three Representative Concentration Pathways (RCP) scenarios (RCP
4.5, 6.0, and 8.5); and (b) the projected SPB infestations based on the future climates projected by
GFDL-CM3 under the same three RCP scenarios. The SPB risk (the vertical axis) is measured in ‰
of the total pine growing stock volume killed by the SPB, and the horizontal axis is labeled with
calendar years.



Climate 2022, 10, 126 9 of 14

4. Discussion

We found that SPB infestations would become more frequent but with smaller am-
plitudes under climate change, which is counterintuitive and enriches the existing body
of knowledge. There could be multiple reasons behind this, and it is unlikely to fully
understand all of them without more comprehensive knowledge about biotic and abiotic
drivers and mechanisms of SPB cyclical infestations. Here, we attempted to shed light on
possible reasons based on our modeling results and the projected future climate attributes.
According to the projected future climates under the three RCP scenarios in the region,
temperatures would climb with oscillations rather than rise along a straight line, and precip-
itations would oscillate even more without a noticeable uptrend. Additionally, temperature
and precipitation changes would not be identical across different seasons. These projected
future climate attributes are consistent with those described in the US national climate
assessment report [60]. The temperature and precipitation oscillations, their asymmetrical
changes among seasons, and overall temperature rising trends were all attributed to the
reduced periods and amplitudes of SPB infestations under climate change.

Specifically, although temperatures (average, maximum, and minimum) in the re-
gion were projected to increase, the magnitudes of temperature increases would not be
equal in all seasons. For example, there would be a higher percentage increase in fall
temperature than in summer temperature. The negative impact of the fall temperature
increase would outweigh the combined positive impact of temperature increases in all
other seasons (especially in the summer), because SPB infestations responded differently
to temperature changes in different seasons (Table 1), leading to lower SPB infestation
amplitudes. Additionally, the oscillations of seasonal temperatures (e.g., different direc-
tions and magnitudes of temperature changes in different seasons in the same year or in
the same season over different years) would make the positive and negative impacts of
temperature changes mutually compensated to some extent (Table 1), reducing the overall
impacts of temperature changes on SPB infestation amplitudes. In terms of the reduced
periods of SPB infestations, temperature extremes (maximum and minimum) would occur
or oscillate more frequently under climate change. This will make SPB populations expand
and contract in a higher pace, increasing the frequency of SPB infestations. Moreover,
rainfall intensity was projected to increase without a noticeable rising trend in annual total
precipitation in the region. That is, rainfalls would become more unevenly distributed tem-
porally and oscillate more intensively under climate change. This rainfall change pattern,
coupled with increased temperatures, would make droughts and floods (moisture deficits
and surpluses of trees) occur more often, increasing the frequency of SPB infestations as
well. Although several factors are attributable to the decreases in both SPB infestation
period and amplitude under climate change, the increased oscillations of both temperature
and precipitation and the asymmetric seasonal temperature change (especially the high
percentage increase in fall temperature) and impact on SPB risk seem to be the main reason
for the reduced period and amplitude, respectively.

Our result also showed no drastic differences in the impacts of climate change on SPB
cyclical infestation patterns under RCPs 4.5, 6.0, and 8.5, except for the SPB infestation
amplitude in the future climate projected by GFDL-CM3 in RCP 8.5. In other words,
a mild climate change could alter SPB cyclical infestation patterns nearly as much as a
more severe climate change. This could be partly because the projected future climates
did not show large differences among the three RCP scenarios, especially before the last
2–3 decades of this century. Additionally, beetle populations do not respond drastically,
until a temperature or precipitation change exceeds certain threshold [35–39,61,62], and of
all regions in the US, the Southeast would experience the lowest temperature rise under all
RCP scenarios [60]. The inconsistency in the predicted SPB infestation amplitudes in RCP
8.5 between the two GCMs was primarily due to the differences in their projected future
climates, particularly in the last part of the century.

Besides new findings, this study also confirmed the complex relationships between
SPB infestations and climatic and other factors (Table 1). For instance, we found that a rise in
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winter minimum temperatures can stimulate SPB infestations, as precious studies indicated
that minimum winter temperatures act to limit the SPB population growth [34,39]. High mor-
tality can occur among SPB populations, when temperatures drop below −12 ◦C [35,61,62].
Additionally, a change in temperatures or precipitation would have a delayed impact on
SPB infestations, and changes in average temperatures in different seasons can have both
positive and negative impacts on SPB infestations. Such complexity could be attributed
to the multifaceted interactions among temperature, SPB population dynamics, and host
trees [1,2,27,28]. Salvage harvest removes infested trees, acting like the cut-and-remove
method of SPB management and thus controlling infestation expansions [63]. However, no
statistical relationship between SPB infestation risk and pine forest growing stock density
was detected. This may be partly due to relatively small variations in the growing stock
density, as the growing stock and area of pine forests have remained relatively stable in the
Southern United States since the 1970s [41].

Our findings have important implications for SPB management in the Southern US
and beyond. With climate change, it is important for the region to develop and adopt SPB
monitoring and management strategies that can effectively deal with more frequent but
less intensive SPB infestations. This new pattern of SPB infestations has also been noticed
in recent years [64] and considered to be related to more intensive forest management,
particularly in plantation forests [65]. However, the forces behind this SPB infestation
pattern shift could be more complex and may include changes in climatic conditions as
well [64]. Most importantly, the shift in the SPB infestation pattern does not necessarily
mean reduced aggregate SPB risk and damage for all states in the region. Some states,
where the percentage reduction in amplitude would outweigh that in the period (AL, FL,
GA, and LA) or both amplitude and frequency would decline (only in three cases: TN under
RCP 4.5, HadGEM2-ES and GFDL-CM3 and VA under RCP 8.5, and HadGEM2-ES) and
would experience lower aggregate SPB risk. However, aggregate SPB risk in some other
states as well as regional average SPB risk may goes up under certain climate scenarios
where the percentage period decrease would outweigh the percentage amplitude reduction
(e.g., TN under RCP 6.0, HadGEM2-ES; TX under all three RCP scenarios, HadGEM2-ES;
SC under RCP 4.5, HadGEM2-ES; VA under RCP 4.5, GFDL-CM3; regional average under
RCP 4.5, GFDL-CM3 and RCP 6.0, HadGEM2-ES); needless to say, for several states (AR,
MS, NC, and TX), amplitude would increase with a shorter period under some scenarios
(Table 2). In sum, while aggregate SPB risk may reduce in AL, FL, GA, and LA, it is more
likely to increase in AR, MS, NC, and TX with climate change. Therefore, the shifting SPB
infestation pattern calls for adjusting SPB monitoring and management strategies in the
region. The variations in SPB infestation patterns across states in the region, especially
the increased SPB infestation frequencies and amplitudes in several states, precipitate the
increased complexity for monitoring and managing SPB infestations in the region under
climate change.

Here are suggestions for mitigating climate change impacts on SPB infestations. First,
current SPB risk assessment and projection models/systems need to be updated to incor-
porate the complexity of climate change and resultant consequences on SPB infestations.
For example, new climate attributes, including rising temperatures and the increased mag-
nitudes and frequencies of temperature extremes and heavy rainfalls, and their impacts
on SPB populations and host trees may entail the improvement of existing assessment
tools. Thus, SPB infestations can be more accurately predicted, more effectively guiding
SPB monitoring and management efforts. Second, more frequent SPB infestations and
variations cross states imply more frequent monitoring efforts across the entire region,
potentially increasing the costs of SPB monitoring. Remote sensing technology and devices,
coupled with traditional approaches, can provide more timely and effective early warning
and detections of SPB infestations. Additionally, developing and utilizing tools that are
capable to simultaneously monitor multiple disturbances (e.g., SPB and wildfire) could
also reduce the costs of SPB monitoring. Third, there is a need to enhance the capacity
and efforts to salvage SPB damaged timber at both local and regional levels in response to
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more frequent SPB infestations. The expanded use of salvaged timber for manufacturing
value-added bioproducts can further incentivize the salvation efforts. Lastly and above
all, research aimed to better understand the drivers and mechanisms of SPB temporal and
spatial infestation patterns and to enhance the resistance and resilience of southern pine
forests to climate change in general and SPB infestations in particular through tree breeding
and silvicultural innovations is more likely to hold the key to mitigating SPB infestation
risk for years to come.

Although this study was focused on SPB in the Southern US, our findings may have
implications for other bark beetles including mountain pine beetles in the Western US.
Despite their differences, these beetles seem to share some commonalties in their response
to changes in climatic conditions [62,66]. Likely, climate change is projected to change water
availability patterns in the Southern and Western US alike, and the Western US would be
likely to witness more severe water shortage with rising temperatures [60]. These changes
will impact both beetles and their hosts, creating conditions favorable to beetle infestations
and adding new challenges for mitigating beetle infestations.

5. Conclusions

We explored the cyclical patterns of SPB infestations in the Southern US and climate
change impacts on such patterns. We found that compared to the historical trends, climate
change would nearly double the regional average frequency of SPB infestations in the
Southern US, although with smaller amplitudes. Moreover, the impacts of climate change
on the periods and amplitudes of SPB infestations for many states in the region and the
region as a whole would not worsen from RCP 4.5 to RCP 8.5, suggesting that even a
moderate climate change could dramatically alter the cyclical patterns of SPB infestations
in the region. These results advance the knowledge of climate change impacts on SPB
cyclical infestation patterns and can be helpful in developing and deploying more effective
SPB management strategies especially in response to climate change.

Focused on climate change impacts on the cyclical patterns of SPB infestations in
the Southern US, this study did not consider potential SPB range expansions under cli-
mate change. Northern expansions of SPB infestations have also been observed in recent
years [9,66]. Additionally, biological driving forces and mechanisms of SPB cyclical out-
breaks are not well understood. Knowledge in this area is essential to more effectively
mitigating SPB infestations. Future studies can explore these frontiers.
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