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■ Abstract Plant species differ in how they influence many aspects of ecosystem
structure and function, including soil characteristics, geomorphology, biogeochem-
istry, regional climate, and the activity and distribution of other organisms. Attempts to
generalize plant species effects on ecosystems have focused on single traits or suites of
traits that strongly covary (functional groups). However, plant effects on any ecosystem
process are mediated by multiple traits, and many of these traits vary independently
from one another. Thus, most species have unique combinations of traits that influence
ecosystems, and there is no single trait or functional-group classification that can cap-
ture the effects of these multiple traits, or can predict the multiple functions performed
by different plant species.

We present a new theoretical framework, the functional matrix, which builds upon
the functional group and single trait approaches to account for the ecosystem effects of
multiple traits that vary independently among species. The functional matrix describes
the relationship between ecosystem processes and multiple traits, treating traits as con-
tinuous variables, and determining if the effects of these multiple traits are additive
or interactive. The power of this approach is that the ecosystem effects of multiple
traits are the underlying mechanisms determining species effects, how the effects of an
individual species change across seasons and under varying environmental conditions,
the nonadditive effects of plant species mixtures, and the effects of species diversity.

INTRODUCTION

Plant species can differ in their effects on almost every aspect of ecosystem struc-
ture and function. Understanding these effects is critical for predicting the conse-
quences of environmental changes because shifts in vegetation composition can
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cause ecosystem changes that are larger in magnitude, or even opposite in direc-
tion, than the direct effects of environmental change (Kirkby 1995, Hobbie 1996).
An in-depth understanding of the multiple ecosystem functions provided by plant
species can also be a critical tool for land management, such as restoration, biore-
mediation, or sustainable agriculture (Eviner & Chapin 2001, Liste & Alexander
2000).

The ecosystem effects of plant species are usually predicted by focusing on
one mechanism that is assumed to dominate a plant’s effect on a given ecosystem
function. One example is the plant functional type approach, which is based on
the assumption that there are suites of related plant traits that can generalize how
species affect ecosystem processes or respond to environmental changes (Wilson
1999). For example, plants adapted to low-nutrient environments have high nu-
trient use efficiency, slow growth and photosynthetic rates, and low litter qual-
ity, which, in turn, reinforce low nutrient availability (Chapin 1993). Whereas
functional grouping is a powerful framework linking plant characteristics and
ecosystem processes, it is most appropriate for categorical differences in species
functions (e.g., ability to fix N), rather than functions mediated by traits that vary
among species in a continuous manner (e.g., litter chemistry). Functional-type
generalizations do not adequately account for multiple plant effects because a
given species can be classified into multiple functional groupings depending on
the function of interest (Wilson 1999). A second approach to predicting the effects
of plant composition is to focus on single traits that vary in a continuous manner.
This approach is conceptually similar to functional grouping because single traits
(e.g., litter C:N) are indicators of a broader suite of traits with similar ecosystem
effects.

Both approaches provide large-scale generalizations of the effects of plant
species on processes such as N cycling because at a regional scale, environ-
mental conditions select for certain suites of plant traits (Chapin 1993). Thus,
the relationships between litter chemistry and biogeochemical cycling tend to be
strong at regional scales (Scott & Binkley 1997, Taylor et al. 1989) because nu-
trient availability at a given site selects for species that reinforce the site’s relative
level of nutrients. However, traits that strongly covary over environmental gradi-
ents can vary independently at local scales. Within a habitat, differences in traits
within a species or among species can be as great as trait differences across the
full range of an environmental gradient (Fonseca et al. 2000, Wright & Westoby
1999). Thus, relationships between litter quality and N cycling are often weak
within a given site (Eviner 2001, Steltzer & Bowman 1998) because the other
mechanisms that determine plant effects on N can vary independently from litter
chemistry.

This review examines the multiple traits that determine plant species effects on
ecosystem processes, the multiple roles that plant species play in ecosystems, and
how these multiple roles influence one another. We then present a generalizable,
mechanistic framework to improve predictions of plant species effects based on
multiple plant traits.
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MECHANISMS BY WHICH PLANTS INFLUENCE
ECOSYSTEMS

Soil Environment

Plants species can have large effects on the physical structure and chemical prop-
erties of soil. These properties strongly influence hydrology, plant growth, biogeo-
chemical cycling, and the activity of soil organisms (reviewed in Angers & Caron
1998, Glinski & Lipiec 1990).

SOIL STRUCTURE Plant roots disaggregate compound rock fragments, resulting in
more fine soil particles (<6.3 um), and less medium and coarse silt fractions in the
rhizosphere relative to bulk soils (Glinski & Lipiec 1990). The aggregation of these
soil particles can vary owing to plant species (Eviner & Chapin 2002, Scott 1998).
In general, aggregation is determined by species differences in root characteristics
(e.g., biomass and length) (Miller & Jastrow 1990), the quantity and quality of
carbon inputs, and associated soil biota (Degens 1997). Plant species also alter
soil moisture (Gordon & Rice 1993) and freeze-thawing (Hogg & Lieffers 1991),
which can initiate aggregate formation. Grass species often foster greater aggregate
stability than other vegetation groups owing to their high root and fungal biomass
(Jastrow 1987, Rillig et al. 2002). Other species decrease aggregate stability by
exuding chelating agents that bind Fe and Al, destroying the links formed by these
metals between organic matter and mineral particles (Reid & Goss 1982).

Soil aggregation and plant rooting characteristics determine the size distribution
of pores, and pore volume is enhanced by species with high root turnover, organic
matter, and animal activity (Challinor 1968). Soil bulk density decreases with
increases in pore volume and soil organic inputs (Troeh & Thompson 1993). High
densities of roots displace soil and increase its bulk density, whereas species with
taproots penetrate and loosen compact soils (Glinski & Lipiec 1990).

SOIL CHEMISTRY Soil characteristics such as pH, redox, salinity, cation exchange
capacity, and water holding capacity are critical determinants of biogeochemical
cycling and plant growth. Plant species play active roles in mediating these soil
chemical properties.

pH and redox Plants can acidify their rhizosphere soil by as much as two pH units
(Glinski & Lipiec 1990). This is largely attributed to release of organic acids in
exudates and to higher root uptake of cations than anions, leading to root excretion
of H+ ions. The balance between cation and anion uptake is primarily determined
by the form of N taken up. However, even when species take up the same form of
N, species differences in other nutrient requirements lead to substantial changes in
soil pH (Marschner 1995). These rhizosphere effects often alter bulk soil pH. For
example, N-fixing plants decrease bulk soil pH because of their high cation uptake
and promotion of nitrification and base cation loss through enhanced NO3 leaching.
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Base cations such as Ca and Mg are key players in the soil’s capacity to buffer pH
(Marschner 1995). Thus, soil pH is increased by species with high litter calcium
inputs (Finzi et al. 1998b) and by species that increase cation exchange capacity
or base cation weathering rates (Kelly et al. 1998). These species are particularly
important in preventing soil acidity as a result of leaching of base cations over long-
term soil development (Ovington 1953). In contrast, base cation leaching and soil
acidification are enhanced by species with high litter concentrations of organic
acids (particularly tannins) (Finzi et al. 1998b, Ovington 1953). Plant species also
influence acid deposition. Deposition is higher in conifers than in hardwood stands
owing to the high leaf area of conifers (Ranger & Nys 1994).

Soil redox conditions are strongly influenced by the rhizosphere, where oxygen
consumption is high owing to root and microbial respiration. Some plant species
maintain high redox potentials by transporting oxygen from shoots to roots through
aerenchyma (Marschner 1995).

Salinity When water arrives at the root faster than it can be absorbed, soil evap-
oration can lead to accumulations of salt that are toxic to plants, particularly in
regions with high rates of evaporation or where low rainfall does not leach salts
from the rooting zone. Species effects on soil salinity depend on differences in
their salt accumulation and effects on hydrology. Iceplant (Mesembryanthemum
crystallinum) tolerates large accumulations of salt in its tissue, and when it dies,
deposits this salt on the soil surface (Kloot 1983). In arid regions, deep-rooted
trees such asTamarixdraw up large amounts of salt with water (Zavaleta 2000).
The presence of trees in arid areas can further enhance salinity because canopy
interception and evaporation reduce the water available to flush salts out of the
rooting zone (Munzbergova & Ward 2002). In contrast, in more mesic sites, the
removal of deep-rooted trees that use large amounts of water can result in water-
logged conditions and soil salinization as this water evaporates (Bell 1999). High
soil calcium decreases sodium on cation exchange sites, and thus salinization is
combated by planting species that pump calcium from deep in the soil, dissolve
CaCO3, or enhance cation exchange capacity (Qadir et al. 2001).

Capacity to retain cations and water Soil cation exchange capacity is critical for
the retention of nutrients in soil. Cation exchange sites on organic matter and the
edges of clays vary in their capacity to bind cations depending on soil pH, with
increases in soil pH by one unit doubling cation exchange capacity in some soils
(Camberato 2001). Thus, species effects on soil pH, soil texture, and soil organic
matter substantially influence the capacity of soil to retain positively charged nutri-
ents. Organic matter inputs are the primary mechanism by which plants influence
cation exchange capacity, and polyphenolic compounds are particularly effective
in providing cation exchange sites (Northup et al. 1998). Similarly, water-holding
capacity is influenced primarily by organic matter (Troeh & Thompson 1993).
Soil porosity can also be important because water is retained more effectively
by the large capillary forces of many small pores than in soils with a few large
pores.
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SOIL DEVELOPMENT Plants have long been recognized as key regulators of soil
formation (Jenny 1941), and plant species differentially influence soil structure and
processes during primary succession (Lawrence et al. 1967, Matson 1990). Plant
species affect weathering through the generation of weathering agents (e.g., CO2,
organic acids, ligands), alteration of hydrology, cycling of cations, and influence
on soil pH (Augusto et al. 2000, Kelly et al. 1998). Fulvic and low-molecular-
weight humic acids are critical for weathering, and different acids vary in strength
and weathering rates of different minerals. Plants also can enhance weathering
through the penetration of roots and root-derived acids into the parent material
(Viles 1990) explaining why the spread of deeply rooted forests across continental
areas resulted in rapid formation of soil (Kelly et al. 1998). Plant species also dif-
ferentially alter the forms of minerals in the soil. Grass species produce phytoliths,
stabilizing soil silica by increasing the fraction of crystalline to noncrystalline soil
minerals (Kelly et al. 1998).

In addition to their effects on the weathering of bedrock, plant species alter the
accumulation and type of organic matter (Binkley & Giardina 1998). Species dif-
ferences in the location of organic matter inputs and nutrient redistribution alter the
weight, density, and thickness of soil horizons (Boettcher & Kalisz 1990). Podzolic
soils typically have a low pH, high C:N and mor-type humus dominated by humic
acids. Many conifer and ericaceous species cause acidification and podzolization
of the soil largely through inputs of organic acids as a result of the incomplete
decomposition of organic matter (Raulund-Rasmussen & Vejre 1995). In contrast,
broadleaf trees have a much wider range of effects on pedogenesis, ranging from
enhancement to reversal of podzolization (Miles 1985). Herbaceous species often
reverse podzolization and acidification of soil through increases in soil base satu-
ration caused by reduced litter acidity and increases in calcium availability (Willis
et al. 1997).

LANDSCAPE FORMATION In addition to their effects on soil formation, plant
species are also the main determinant of geomorphology. In fact, the indirect
effects of climate change through shifts in vegetation composition have larger ef-
fects on geomorphology than do the direct effects of changes in the climatic regime
(Kirky 1995).

Erosion The force required to disrupt a mass of soil is soil shear strength. Shear
strength is critical for preventing multiple types of erosion, ranging from sedi-
ment runoff to landslides. Plant species differentially contribute to shear strength
through their root strength and effects on soil cohesion (the capacity of particles
to bind together) (Angers & Caron 1998). Species enhance soil cohesion through
root-soil bonding (Selby 1993), a function of the length and density of fine roots
and root hairs (Waldron & Dakessian 1981). Soil cohesion is also enhanced by
plant transpiration that dries the soil thereby reducing the buoyancy of soil parti-
cles. Erosion through runoff is low in cohesive soils and is further decreased by soil
organic matter, which binds soil particles and enhances water infiltration. Surface
erosion is also decreased by canopies that intercept rainfall and wind (Viles 1990).
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Species that create variable microtopography or have high aboveground cover en-
hance water infiltration and thus minimize runoff while recapturing sediments in
overland flow (Devine et al. 1998). Plant species effects on faunal burrowing, hy-
drology, and disturbance regime also play large roles in determining erosion rates
(Kirkby 1995, Viles 1990).

Root strength contributes to the shear strength of the overall soil profile and pre-
vents larger erosion events (Terwilliger & Waldron 1991). Landslides and soil slips
commonly occur when communities dominated by woody species are converted
to grasslands (Jones et al. 1983, Prandini et al. 1977). The soil strength provided
by deep interlocking roots of woody plants in the upper soil layers can stabilize
the overall soil profile, and deep roots can bind the unstable upper soil layer to
rocky substrates. These woody roots often provide this protective role even after
aboveground woody vegetation has been harvested, and it is not until these roots
begin to decompose that substantial soil slips occur. Whereas tree roots signifi-
cantly stabilize deep soils, on steep slopes with shallow soils, tree root channels
can increase landslides by enhancing water infiltration (de Ploey & Cruz 1979).
Erosion as a result of runoff rather than landslides also tends to be lower in forests
than grasslands because the forest canopy and litter layer better intercept rain and
wind, protecting the soil surface particles from transport. In addition, a thick litter
layer decreases runoff by increasing water infiltration and retention. Finally, soil
stability is enhanced by low soil moisture levels owing to high evapotranspiration
in forests (Prandini et al. 1977).

In contrast, in arid systems, the conversion of grasslands to shrublands often
results in substantial increases in erosion owing to bare spaces between shrubs
(Schlesinger et al. 1990). In these systems, overland flow of water is the major
soil transport mechanism. Erosion is decreased by species traits that minimize
the physical impact of rainfall and wind on the soil surface (e.g., high cover)
(Abrahams et al. 1994), as well as traits that influence hydrology and infiltration
(Wainwright et al. 2000).

Sedimentation The architecture of plant shoots and roots determines how well
plant species can trap and hold sediments. For example, the dense thickets and ex-
tensive root mats formed byTamarixincrease sedimentation, resulting in decreases
in the width and depth of water channels (Zavaleta 2000). Similarly, invasion of
Spartina alterniflorainto intertidal habitats increases sedimentation, thus increas-
ing the steepness of beaches and decreasing the delivery of sediments to mudflats,
converting them to open water habitat (Gleason et al. 1979). Species also produce
sediment through the buildup of organic matter. Debris buildup byMelaleuca
quinquenerviain the Florida everglades leads to the formation of tree islands,
converting marshes to swamp forests (Laroche 1994).

Hydrology

Plant species effects on water dynamics range from altering water availability in
their rooting zone to stream flow. A number of different plant traits are responsible
for these hydrological effects.
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WATER AVAILABILITY There are many mechanisms by which plant species alter
soil moisture. Species with high litter mass decrease evaporation from the soil
(Evans & Young 1970). The amount of water used by species also alters soil wa-
ter availability, and this effect can be independent of biomass (Gordon & Rice
1993). Root length, water uptake per unit root biomass, and the timing of root
development are important influences on the capacity of species to draw down
soil water (Gordon & Rice 1993). More extensive water uptake occurs from the
fibrous roots of grasses than from the taproots of forbs (Gordon et al. 1989). Deep-
rooted species access more water because they tap a larger volume of soil than do
shallow-rooted species (Robles & Chapin 1995). Differences in plant phenology
can have important effects on ecosystem water fluxes. For example, the invasion of
Andropogonin Hawaii has lead to boggy conditions because its time of maximum
evapotranspiration does not coincide with the rainy season (Mueller-Dombois
1973).

Some species can access unique sources of water and, by tapping into these
sources, provide water for other plants in the ecosystem. For example, species
with canopies that are tall and have high surface area collect water from fog in
many coastal and montane ecosystems (Weathers 1999) providing as much as
34% of the annual ecosystem water input (Dawson 1998). Similarly, a substantial
amount of water can be provided by hydraulic lifters, deep-rooted species that take
up water from deep layers of soil and passively release it into surface soils at night
when transpiration ceases (Caldwell et al. 1998).

WATER MOVEMENT Plant species influence the pathway and fate of precipitation.
Canopies of species with a high leaf area intercept precipitation, increasing the
amount that evaporates. Infiltration of the remaining water into the soil increases
owing to high plant cover (live+ dead) (Devine et al. 1998), burrowing soil fauna
(Gijsman & Thomas 1996), or increased pore volume (Angers & Caron 1998).
Some plant species decrease infiltration by forming a hydrophobic layer of surface
soil through inputs of waxes, fatty acids, resins, aromatic oils, and humic materials
(Doerr et al. 2000, Spaccini et al. 2002). Infiltration and the path of water flow, can
also be influenced by canopy structure. Stem flow concentrates water flow, leading
to local water saturation and runoff (Herwitz 1986).

Changes in plant community composition can affect stream flow, flooding
regime, and peak storm discharges due to species differences in transpiration rates
(Viles 1990), effects on canopy interception and infiltration (Le Maitre et al. 1999),
and alterations of water channels through promotion of sedimentation (Laroche
1994). In a Mediterranean climate, runoff in grasslands is 40% higher than in
shrublands, leading to higher stream flow (Pitt et al. 1978). In contrast, in semiarid
ecosystems, the conversion of grasslands to shrubs increases the amount and rate
of water flow because shrubs decrease water infiltration, which increases overland
flow. This overland flow is concentrated into fewer and deeper channels through
the effects of shrubs on local surface morphology (Wainwright et al. 2000). Con-
version of hardwoods to conifers decreases stream flow if conifers have greater
canopy interception and transpiration (Swank & Douglass 1974). The opposite
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might be true in places like Alaska, where conifers have lower transpiration than
hardwoods and are associated with boggy soils (Chapin et al. 2000).

Microclimate to Climate

The effects of plant species on soil moisture regimes were discussed above. In this
section, we will discuss the effects of plant species on soil temperature, and then
extend the local effects of species on soil temperature and moisture to their effects
on regional and global climate.

EFFECTS ON SOIL TEMPERATURE Plant species influence local soil temperature
primarily through the buffering effects of shoot cover, including live plant tissue
and litter (Hogg & Leiffers 1991). The color of litter can also influence soil tem-
perature with darker-colored litter increasing warming by increased absorption of
sunlight (Hogg & Leiffers 1991). In California annual grasslands, species differ-
ences in litter mass determine winter soil temperature. However, in the spring, as
this litter mass decomposes and aboveground growth increases, species effects on
soil temperature are mediated primarily by live biomass (Eviner 2001). In boreal
forests, thick layers of aboveground tissue can delay soil thaw up to one month, and
in the summer, can lead to soils that are 4◦C cooler (Hogg & Leiffers 1991). Plant
species effects on microclimate are likely to be strongest under extreme environ-
mental conditions. For example, in Mediterranean grasslands, species effects on
soil temperature are most pronounced during the cold winters when temperature is
most limiting to plant and microbial activity, while species effects on soil moisture
become stronger in the warm, dry spring (Eviner 2001).

Species influence not only soil microclimate, but also stand humidity, air tem-
peratures, snow accumulation, and wind speed (Baldocchi & Vogel 1996). Dense
canopy cover enhances humidity (Binkley & Giardini 1998) and decreases net
canopy energy exchange at the forest floor (Baldocchi & Vogel 1996).

REGIONAL AND GLOBAL CLIMATE Species differences in energy absorption can
greatly affect regional temperature. Vegetation dominated by species with tall,
dark, complex canopies absorb more solar radiation (i.e., have a lower albedo) than
do short, reflective, simple canopies. For this reason, conversion from graminoid
tundra to shrub tundra to forest increases radiation absorption and atmospheric
heating, just as does succession from deciduous to coniferous forest (Chapin et al.
2000). The atmospheric heating for each of these vegetation changes is similar
to that caused by a doubling of atmospheric CO2 or increased solar input associ-
ated with glacial–non-glacial transitions per unit area and time. This vegetation-
induced warming of climate occurs only at the scale of the region in which the
vegetation changes occur (Chapin et al. 2000, Foley et al. 1994). These vegetation
changes and warming can also influence regional and global climate by influencing
fluxes of greenhouse gases such as CO2, CH4, N2O, and water vapor (Schlesinger
1997).
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Energy absorbed by vegetation can be transferred to the atmosphere as sensible
heat or as latent heat (evapotranspiration). Species differences in this energy par-
titioning have strong effects on moisture transfer to the atmosphere and therefore
the moisture available for precipitation (Otterman 1989). The proportion of energy
transferred to the atmosphere by evapotranspiration is twice as great in deciduous
as in conifer boreal forests (Baldocchi et al. 2000). Simulations with general cir-
culation models suggest that widespread replacement of deep-rooted tropical trees
by shallow-rooted pasture grasses would reduce evapotranspiration and lead to a
warmer, drier climate (Shukla et al. 1990). In semiarid regions of Australia, cloud
accumulation occurs over areas of land dominated by native vegetation with high
sensible heat flux but not over adjacent agricultural areas dominated by vegetation
with high latent heat flux. Despite the higher atmospheric moisture inputs from
agricultural areas, the low surface roughness of this system provides insufficient
mixing to allow for the condensation necessary for cloud formation. In contrast,
the high sensible heat flux and surface roughness of native vegetation promotes
atmospheric mixing and thus cloud formation (Lyons et al. 1993).

General Introduction to Species Effects on
Biogeochemical Cycling

Thus far, we have discussed how species influence a number of ecosystem prop-
erties that are critical determinants of biogeochemical processes. In the following
sections, we discuss how species effects on soil properties and microclimate in-
teract with other species traits (e.g., litter chemistry, exudation rates) to determine
rates of biogeochemical cycling.

CARBON CYCLING Plant species differ in their effects on almost every aspect of
C cycling, from C fixation into biomass, to the extent to which this C is released
from the ecosystem. In many cases, species effects on one aspect of C cycling are
independent from their effects on other C dynamics.

Net primary production The amount of carbon fixed by plants through photo-
synthesis (NPP) provides the energy that drives most biotic processes, and plant
species growing at the same site can greatly differ in their NPP. The unique ability
of a sedge species in the tundra to access nutrients from ground water leads to a
tenfold increase in productivity compared with other species (Chapin et al. 1988),
while replacement of native perennials by the annualBromus tectorumdecreases
productivity by up to 90% in some years in California rangelands (DiTomaso
2000). Species differences in NPP result from a wide range of plant traits, includ-
ing growth rate, allocation, phenology, nutrient use efficiency, resource require-
ments, traits that influence access to resource pools (e.g., root depth, symbioses
with mycorrhizae or N fixing microorganisms), and traits that influence conditions
that limit growth (e.g., temperature, moisture, nutrient pools) (reviewed in Chapin
& Eviner 2003).
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Decomposition Litter C:N ratios reflect the relative amount of energy (C) and
N available to microbes and are often negatively associated with rates of de-
composition (Melillo et al. 1982, Taylor et al. 1989). Litter C quality can be
a more important determinant of decomposition than litter C:N (Hobbie 1996).
Lignin generally inhibits decomposition because it is highly resistant to enzymatic
attack and can physically interfere with the decay of other chemical fractions
(Gloaguen & Touffet 1982), whereas tannins vary substantially in their resistance to
decomposition and in the degree to which they decrease decomposition of other
compounds (Lewis & Starkey 1968). The ratio of labile C to these recalcitrant
compounds is another key determinant of decomposition (Gillon et al. 1994).
Plant species also influence decomposition rates through their allocation patterns
(Hobbie 1996), because litter chemistry differs among tissue types within the
same species, and species effects on root and shoot decomposition are not corre-
lated (Wardle et al. 1998). Whereas litter C:N and lignin:N are frequently used
as indicators of decomposition, they do not always correlate with species differ-
ences in decomposition rates because the traits that best predict species effects
on decomposition can vary across groups of species (Cornelissen & Thompson
1997).

While litter chemistry is a major determinant of decomposition rates, the
presence of growing plants significantly alters decomposition dynamics, both
decreasing (Dormaar 1990) and increasing (van der Krift et al. 2002) rates of
decomposition. Living plants can decrease decomposition rates because (a) mi-
crobes preferentially use the labile material provided by living roots rather than
more recalcitrant litter, (b) roots release compounds that inhibit microbial activity,
(c) plants compete with microbes for uptake of nutrients or organic compounds,
and/or (d) exudates stimulate predation on microbes and thus decrease microbial
populations. In contrast, growing plants can stimulate decomposition through in-
puts of labile C that increase the activity and turnover of microbes (Cheng &
Coleman 1990, Sallih & Bottner 1988). Plants can also influence decomposition
through their effects on soil temperature, moisture (Mack 1998, van der Krift et al.
2002), or O2 concentrations (Allen et al. 2002). Decomposition of a common sub-
strate can differ substantially in the presence of different plant species, highlighting
the importance of plant traits other than litter quality (Eviner 2001, van der Krift
et al. 2002).

The relative importance of these different plant effects can vary through the
decomposition process. In the early stage of decomposition, microbes degrade
primarily labile litter constituents, and rates are determined largely by the stimu-
lating effects of litter nutrients (Berg 2000a, Couteaux et al. 1998), and are often
predictable based on litter C:N (Taylor et al. 1989). Once labile compounds are
exhausted, decomposition is determined by degradation of more recalcitrant com-
pounds, and, at this stage, litter lignin and phenolic concentrations are the main
determinants of decomposition rates (Cortez et al. 1996, Taylor et al. 1989). Mi-
crobial degradation of the recalcitrant substrates is often energy limited and thus
labile C inputs from growing plants stimulate the later stages of decomposition
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(Bottner et al. 1999). The presence of N often inhibits later stages of degradation
of high-lignin litter (Heal et al. 1997; but see Melillo et al. 1989) because N and
lignin form stable complexes (Couteaux et al. 1998).

Soil organic matter In some species, litter decomposition halts at a later stage,
leaving as much as 55% of the litter mass in a stable form that directly contributes
to the buildup of humic soil organic matter (Berg 2000a). Species effects on soil
organic matter can be predicted based on the quantity of litterfall and the fraction
of litter that does not decompose (“limit value”). Lignin (Melillo et al. 1982) and
polyphenols (Howard et al. 1998) have been particularly linked with the formation
of stable soil organic matter. Interestingly, species with high initial litter qual-
ity tend to have higher accumulations of recalcitrant, stabilized litter in the later
stages of decomposition, and thus higher limit values (Berg 2000b). For example,
legumes often are associated with higher soil organic matter contents than other
species (Binkley & Giardini 1998, Cole 1995). This may be a result of the rapid
decomposition of the more labile fractions of litter, leaving little labile C to fuel de-
composition of the more recalcitrant substrates. This can be exacerbated because
high-N tissue supports a higher microbial biomass, and, as microbes turnover,
there is an accumulation of their recalcitrant residues (Mueller et al. 1998). In
some cases, these limit values appear in lab incubations, but, when this same litter
is incubated in the field, the litter continues to decompose (Couteaux et al. 1998,
Eviner 2001), likely owing to the effects of growing plants, field variations in
microclimate, and exposure to soil fauna.

Species can also influence soil organic matter through their tissue alloca-
tion. Soil organic matter is often derived primarily from root litter (Balesdent &
Balabane 1996, Puget & Drinkwater 2001). This is likely because root litter is
more recalcitrant (higher lignin content), is often physically protected within
aggregates, and root-derived C forms the most stable aggregates (Gale et al.
2000). Thus the quantity (Christian & Wilson 1999) and quality (Urquiaga et al.
1998) of root litter can determine plant species differences in accumulation of
soil C.

Species also affect the vertical distribution of organic matter (Finzi et al. 1998b),
%C and %N in soil organic matter (Wardle 2002), composition of soil humic
acids (Howard et al. 1998), and the type of organic matter they foster (Northup
et al. 1998). Soil organic matter can be physically protected from degradation in
soil macro-aggregates (0.25–2 mm), allowing even labile C pools to have long
residence times in the soil (van Veen & Kuikman 1990). Species can also increase
C sequestration of labile C through inputs of hydrophobic compounds such as
humic materials (Spaccini et al. 2002).

Given that plant species differ in the quality of organic matter, it is not surprising
that they also differ in the turnover rates of soil organic matter (Scheu 1997, Wedin
et al. 1995). Although labile C pools are relatively small, they are one of the main
drivers of soil C dynamics (Updegraff et al. 1995). Just as with recalcitrant litter,
degradation of organic matter can be influenced by labile C inputs or inorganic
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N availability (Bottner et al. 1999, Mueller et al. 1998), with the effects of these
differing depending on the pools of C being degraded (Neff et al. 2002).

Methane dynamics Plant species influence methane fluxes in water-logged soils
through the amount and quality of C substrates provided to methanogens, effects
on soil oxygen levels, and methane transport from the soil to the atmosphere
through aerenchyma of roots (Verville et al. 1998). The abundance of species with
aerenchymous roots is one of the best predictors of ecosystem methane flux (Torn &
Chapin 1993). Plant species that enhance soil O2 decrease CH4 formation (Grosse
et al. 1996), and methane flux is negatively correlated with recalcitrant compounds
(Updegraff et al. 1995) and positively correlated with root exudation (Marschner
1995). Plant species can also influence microbial methane consumption owing to
inhibition of CH4 uptake by NH4 (Epstein et al. 1998).

N CYCLING There are many processes involved in terrestrial N cycling, and there
are multiple mechanisms by which plant species influence these processes.

N inputs N-fixing plants rely on a plant-microbial symbiosis to fix atmospheric
N2 into reduced form. The presence of N-fixing plants can substantially increase
soil N supply and recycling rates (Vitousek & Walker 1989). Legume species differ
in the amount of N they fix (Franco & de Faria 1997) and the form (exudates versus
litter) of N inputs (Ta & Farris 1987). N fixation by legumes can be altered by neigh-
boring species through shading, effects on nutrients, or the presence of secondary
compounds such as polyphenolics that inhibit N fixation (Ta & Faris 1987, Wardle
et al. 1994). N fixation by free-living heterotrophic bacteria is common in the rhi-
zosphere of a number of plant species (Noskop et al. 1994) and can be decreased
through lignin inputs, low soil pH, or high soil N availability (DeLuca et al. 1996,
Vitousek et al. 2002). Species with high leaf surface area can foster wet and dry
N deposition, which is delivered to the soil in throughfall (Weathers et al. 2001).

Cycling of N The net conversion of N from organic to inorganic forms through
the processes of mineralization and immobilization can be strongly affected by
plant species (Hobbie 1992, Wedin & Tilman 1990). While similar mechanisms
determine patterns of decomposition and N cycling, species effects on rates of net
N mineralization often do not correlate with rates of decomposition (Hart et al.
1994, Prescott et al. 2000). For example, moss decomposes slowly but promotes
rapid rates of net N mineralization (Hobbie 1996) because the recalcitrant carbon
leads to C starvation among microbes.

The C:N or lignin:N ratios of litter or soil are often good indicators of plant
species patterns of N cycling (Finzi et al. 1998a, Scott & Binkley 1997). When com-
paring net N mineralization among species, litter C:N has a negative correlation
with net N mineralization up to a threshold C:N ratio. Above this threshold, no net
mineralization occurs, indicating microbial N immobilization (Prescott et al. 2000).
However, the C:N ratio that determines the threshold between net mineralization
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versus immobilization is variable and differs among species (Berg & Ekbohm
1993). This is likely because N mineralization is determined both by N concentra-
tions and C quality (decomposability), and there is a linear relationship between
N mineralization and C:N only when there is a uniform C recalcitrance among
substrates (Jannsen 1996). The presence of secondary compounds can depress N
cycling by serving as a C source for microbial immobilization (Schimel et al.
1996), by inhibiting microbial activity (Lodhi & Killingbeck 1980), or by binding
labile compounds or mineral N (Hattenschwiler & Vitousek 2000).

Species effects on N cycling are also mediated by litter quantity, with high litter
biomass enhancing N fluxes (Aerts et al. 1992, Hobbie 1992). Plant species can
supply as much as 87% or as little as 23% of total plant N inputs to soil through root
turnover (Aerts et al. 1992), and fine root production positively correlates with rates
of net mineralization and nitrification (Aerts et al. 1992). Species differences in
labile C inputs can have strong effects on N cycling (Flanagan & Van Cleve 1983),
stimulating release of N from litter and soil organic matter (van der Krift et al.
2001) or decreasing rates of net N cycling by fostering microbial immobilization
of N (Hobbie 1992). Even though labile C is a relatively small component of the
total soil C pool, it is an extremely active pool, and species effects on labile C
are responsible for up to tenfold differences in N cycling (Wedin & Pastor 1993).
During some seasons, plant labile C inputs have stronger effects on N cycling than
does litter chemistry (Eviner 2001).

Because nitrification is often limited by NH4 availability, net nitrification rates
are often proportional to net mineralization rates (Finzi et al. 1998a, van Vuuren
et al. 1993), and species effects on NH4 availability can be a key determinant of
their effects on nitrification. However, the percent of mineralized N that is nitrified
varies with species (Wedin & Tilman 1990). Nitrification can be extremely low
or absent in the presence of species with high concentrations of phenolics (Cortez
et al. 1996, Eviner 2001). While it is often assumed that these phenolics inhibit
nitrifiers, different phenolics can have distinct effects on N cycling (Horner et al.
1988), and decreases in nitrification rates can also be due to decreases in NH4

availability imposed by phenolics, or increased microbial immobilization of N
through use of phenolics as C substrates (Schimel et al. 1996).

Plant composition can also influence N cycling by altering local conditions such
as temperature, pH, soil moisture, and O2 concentrations (Mack 1998, van Vuuren
et al. 1993). These species effects on microclimate are often more important than
litter chemistry or labile C inputs in determining species effects on N dynamics
when temperature, moisture, or O2 limits microbial activity (Engelaar et al. 1995,
Eviner 2001, van Vuuren et al. 1993). Ultimately, multiple traits best explain
species effects on N cycling (Eviner 2001, Mack 1998, Steltzer & Bowman 1998,
Wedin & Tilman 1990).

N loss High levels of N retention are associated with plant species that enhance
microbial immobilization and plant uptake, or minimize soil NO3 (Epstein et al.
2001). Nitrate loss into streams from forested watersheds can be determined by
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plant species effects on soil C:N ratios (Lovett et al. 2002). High rates of DON
leaching are associated with species with high concentrations of tannins and phe-
nolics that bind proteins (Hattenschwiler & Vitousek 2000), but these species may
decrease overall N leaching by minimizing NO3 loss (Northup et al. 1998). Leach-
ing loss can also be influenced by species effects on hydrology (Schlesinger et al.
2000).

Plant species also alter fluxes of NO and N2O (Bronson & Mosier 1993,
Woldendrop 1962). Species effects on nitrification are a key determinant of N
gas loss because gaseous N forms are released during nitrification (Firestone &
Davidson 1989) and because NO3 availability often limits denitrification. Species
influence denitrification through their C inputs, and effects on soil oxygen, NO3,
temperature, and pH (Hume et al. 2002). The relative amount of acid soluble C to
NO3 is the strongest determinant of species effects on denitrification (Hume et al.
2002), and phenolics are an important C source for denitrifying bacteria (Siqueira
et al. 1991). Plant leaves can also directly assimilate and emit N compounds (NO,
NO2, HNO3, organic NO3), and species differences in leaf NO2 flux rates re-
late to leaf N, nitrate reductase activity, and stomatal conductance (Sparks et al.
2001).

OTHER NUTRIENTS The effect of a plant species on any element cycle can be
independent of its effects on other elements (Eviner & Chapin 2003). Fluxes of
N, Ca, Mg, Mn, and S are mediated by biological mechanisms, while physi-
cal processes (e.g., leaching, atmospheric deposition) dominate fluxes of K, Na,
Pb, Cd, and Zn, and chemical processes (e.g., interactions of metals with humic
substrates) dominate fluxes of P, Fe, Zn, Pb, and Cd (Laskowski et al. 1995).
Thus, plant species have different mechanisms by which they influence these
cycles.

P availability is largely controlled by chemical interactions with the soil, such
as through complexes with other elements (e.g., Ca, Al, Fe). Plant species influ-
ence P availability largely by influencing P solubility (Easterwood & Sartain 1990)
through exudation of charged organic compounds that compete with PO4 for bind-
ing surfaces on other elements, alteration of soil pH that influences P-binding with
elements, or accumulation of calcium oxalates that enhance P availability by de-
creasing soil calcium (reviewed in Chapin & Eviner 2003, Eviner & Chapin 2003).
Because P is bonded to organic compounds through ester bonds rather than a direct
bond to C, mineralization of P does not depend on microbial utilization of C, and
plants can release organic P on demand with enzymes (Hinsinger 2001). P inputs
from root turnover vary with species, supplying between 21% and 84% of total
plant P input to soil (Aerts et al. 1992). Cluster, or proteoid roots are particularly
efficient at accessing P because they release large amounts of organic acids that
solubilize soil PO4 in the rhizosphere (Yan et al. 2002). The main controls over
P availability change between systems. The main source of available P is from
organic matter in the tundra, litter decomposition in forests, weathering of CaPO4

in deserts, and atmospheric deposition in Mediterranean climates (Gressel &
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McColl 1997). In waterlogged soils or sediments, plant species that enhance soil
O2 concentrations increase P availability by lowering consumption of SO4 leading
to decreased mobilization of Fe (Christensen 1999).

The control of sulfur dynamics is intermediate between P and N since C-S com-
pounds are mineralized depending on microbial demand for C, and ester-bonded S
is released through enzymes. S mineralization rarely occurs in the absence of grow-
ing plants (Chowdhury et al. 2000). Mineralization of ester-bonded S compounds
is enhanced by plant SO4 uptake, which decreases soil SO4, thus stimulating the
production of sulfohydrolases (Maynard et al. 1992). Root turnover is an important
source of S and K (Burke & Raynal 1994). K dynamics are primarily deter-
mined by plant traits that affect K leaching from leaves (e.g., leaf area, leaf thick-
ness, waxes) and soil (e.g., high fine root biomass in the surface soil) (Challinor
1968).

Species differences in Ca dynamics are primarily related to their rates of calcium
release from litter (Dijkstra & Smits 2002), uptake, and allocation to biomass pools
with different turnover times (Eriksson & Rosen 1994). In general, species that
promote faster mineral weathering and have higher uptake rates enhance accumu-
lations of base cations (Bergkvist & Folkeson 1995) and Ca availability (Challinor
1968, Finzi et al. 1998b) in both plant tissue and soil. Herbaceous dicots have a
much higher base content than monocots (Cornelissen & Thompson 1997). De-
ciduous trees are particularly effective in enhancing Ca cycling (Willis et al. 1997)
through cation pumping, where species with high fine root biomass in the lower
soil profiles take up calcium from deep in the soil, and deposit it onto the surface
soil through litter fall (Dijkstra & Smits 2002).

Species differ in their effects on Mg, Mn, Cu, Fe, Zn, and Al through organic
acid input, cation uptake, and effects on soil pH and redox (Finzi et al. 1998b,
Chapin & Eviner 2003). In general, plant species influence base cation availability
by exuding low-molecular-weight organic acids. These acids act as ligands and,
depending on the type exuded, have differential effects on metal solubility and
speciation (Jones & Darrah 1994). Species that decrease pH increase Fe and Al
solubility, which then out-compete base cations on cation exchange sites (Finzi
et al. 1998b) and can lead to leaching of base cations. Organic acids rich in humic
acid form water-soluble complexes with Fe, Mn, and P increasing Mn solubility 10-
to 50-fold (Marschner 1995). Plant species can also enhance retention of nutrients
by binding them with phenolics (Mn, Fe, Cu, Ca, Mg, and K) (Hattenschwiler
& Vitousek 2000), or root mucilage (Pb, Cu, Zn, Cd) (Glinski & Lipiec 1990).
Plant species differentially influence atmospheric deposition of elements through
species differences in canopy structure (Weathers et al. 2001).

Disturbance

Species effects on disturbance regimes can dominate many plant effects on ecosys-
tem processes (Mack et al. 2001). Species effects on flooding and erosion were
discussed earlier in this paper. Species susceptibility to wind throw depends on
their morphology, age, size, rooting conditions, and tissue constituents, with taller
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trees being more susceptible to wind damage than shorter-statured species with
high root allocation. Species with full canopies have increased susceptibility to
damage from wind as well as snow and ice accumulation (Boose et al. 1994,
Foster 1988). Plant species composition has large impacts on the frequency, in-
tensity, and spatial extent of fires (Billings 1991, D’Antonio & Vitousek 1992).
Traits that influence flammability include (from increasing to decreasing impor-
tance): litter moisture content, biomass, the fineness of the litter, canopy structure
(continuous fuel layer), silica-free ash content, and tissue chemistry (e.g., resins,
caloric content). Conifers are more susceptible to high intensity fire than deciduous
trees, owing to their lower moisture content, and thinner branches (Johnson 1992).
Vegetation can also alter fire regime through its effects on insect outbreaks (Furyaev
et al. 1983).

Plant Species Interactions with Other Organisms

Plant species are frequently associated with a specific suite of other organisms
that play key roles in ecosystems. Selective feeding is mediated by plant size
(Mittelbach & Gross 1984), energetic content (May 1992), and concentrations of
nutrients (Tian et al. 1993) and secondary compounds (Slansky 1997). Secondary
compounds not only deter feeding of herbivores, but also can be used selectively
by herbivores for protection. For example, crabs utilize unpalatable algae as dec-
oration to deter predatory fish (Stachowicz & Hay 1999).

Plant architecture and litter persistence can alter the microclimate and habitat
specificity of organisms. Termite populations increase in the favorable microcli-
mate provided by recalcitrant litter (Tian et al. 1993), while the distribution of
grazing animals may focus around sources of shade during warm parts of the day
(Sanchez & Febles 1999). Plant architecture can also play a role in the distribution
of organisms by altering access of prey to predators (Clark & Messina 1998), the
energetics of foraging (Whelan 2001), or pollinator access to flowers (Lortie &
Aarssen 1999). Leaf characteristics can deter organisms, with plant cuticles inhibit-
ing microbes and viruses, and spines and leaf hairs irritating herbivores (Gutschick
1999). In many cases, organisms prefer multiple plant species for different reasons
(Stachowicz & Hay 1999; V.T. Eviner, F.S. Chapin III, submitted manuscript).

In order to determine the ecosystem impact of a plant species, it is vital to include
the impact of plants on these other organisms (Hobbie 1995). For example, gophers
selectively build large mounds in association with plant species that increase soil
cohesion through their high root surface area. This soil disturbance increases rates
of N cycling, and consideration of selective gopher disturbance greatly changes the
relative effects of plant species on N cycling (V.T. Eviner, F.S. Chapin III, submitted
manuscript). Similarly, plant species differences in C inputs are responsible for
distinct microbial communities (Grayston et al. 1998) that vary in their ability to
degrade specific substrates (Sharma et al. 1998). Plant species rooting patterns and
canopy architecture affect the distribution and activity of earthworms (Zaller &
Arnone 1999), which have large effects on nutrient cycling (Cortez et al. 2000,
Thompson et al. 1993).
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THE OVERALL IMPACT OF PLANT SPECIES
ON ECOSYSTEMS

Several clear messages emerge from this review.

1. Multiple traits determine plant species effects on any ecosystem process.

2. Many plant traits influence a number of ecosystem properties and processes.

3. Plants have multiple, simultaneous effects on ecosystems.

4. Each ecosystem process is influenced by a different suite of traits or, if
regulated by the same suite of traits, may be differentially influenced by
these traits.

Most plant-effect studies focus on one type of ecosystem process and often
on a subset of the key traits involved in that process. It is vital to consider the
overall impact of a plant species on its ecosystem. In order to do this, it is crucial
to understand how these traits and multiple effects interact. In this section of the
review, we explore the relationships between multiple traits and ecosystem effects
of plant species, and we propose a mechanistic framework to improve predictions
of plant species effects on ecosystem processes.

Suites of Related Traits or Unique Combinations of
Independent Traits?

As discussed in the introduction, there is a solid framework linking a specific plant
trait to an ecosystem process. The strength of these correlations results from suites
of covarying plant traits that influence plant effects on N cycling (Chapin 1993).
However, many ecosystem processes cannot be adequately predicted with a single
trait because they are mediated by multiple plant traits that do not covary (Verville
et al. 1998, Wardle et al. 1998). For example, species effects on N cycling and
decomposition are mediated by litter chemistry, labile C inputs, and effects on soil
microclimate (Bottner et al. 1999, Cheng & Coleman 1990, Eviner 2001), and
species differences in litter C:N are independent of their differences in labile C
inputs and effects on soil moisture (Eviner 2001). Many plant traits vary indepen-
dently among species (Wardle et al. 1998) and across groups of species (Garnier
1991), and the relative importance of different traits in determining ecosystem
processes can change across plant groups (Cornelissen & Thompson 1997). Even
plants within the same functional group can have up to a tenfold difference in other
traits (Wardle et al. 1998), explaining why the same plant species can be grouped
into many different functional groups (Wilson 1999), and why a single plant trait
often cannot adequately predict the ecosystem effects of plant species.

Relationship Between Multiple Ecosystem Effects

Species play multiple, simultaneous roles in ecosystems, and these functions are
often distributed independently among species. For example, plant species effects
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on N cycling are unrelated to their effects on P cycling (Hooper & Vitousek 1998),
C cycling (Thomas & Prescott 2000), water fluxes, soil stability, and interactions
with pests and beneficial organisms (Eviner & Chapin 2001). This is because many
ecosystem processes are mediated by a distinct suite of traits. Just as multiple traits
determine a plant species effect on any ecosystem process, the multiple effects of
plant species can feedback to alter other ecosystem processes. For example, species
effects on water availability can have large impacts on N cycling (Eviner 2001).

FUNCTIONAL MATRIX: PREDICTING PLANT SPECIES
ECOSYSTEM IMPACTS BASED ON MULTIPLE TRAITS

Single traits such as litter chemistry are often inadequate predictors of plant species
effects on ecosystem processes because species exhibit unique combinations of
traits that influence ecosystems, and multiple traits are responsible for the ecosys-
tem effect of a plant species. The functional matrix approach describes the rela-
tionship between ecosystem processes and multiple traits that vary independently
from one another. This approach builds upon the functional group and single
trait approaches to consider how different traits of functional significance are dis-
tributed among species (Figure 1) and the relationship between multiple traits and
an ecosystem function (Figure 2). Consideration of multiple plant traits greatly
enhances our ability to account for plant species effects, particularly because this
approach can account for changes in the relationship between multiple traits and
ecosystem processes by highlighting when the effects of multiple traits are addi-
tive or interactive (e.g., the strength of N inhibition of lignin degradation increases
with higher lignin concentrations). The variables on the axes can be selected based
on the ecosystem process and season of interest and by considering attributes

−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−→
Figure 1 Existing plant functional type data can be used to form the basis of a func-
tional matrix. Plant species from California annual grasslands are plotted according to
their litter quality on the x-axis, and effects on soil moisture on the y-axis. The solid
boxes represent functional groups based on litter chemistry, while the dashed boxes
represent functional groups based on effects of soil moisture (determined by plant phe-
nology). Both moisture and litter quality are important controllers of species effects
on N cycling in California grasslands (Eviner 2001), and these vary independently
and continuously among species. Data are from: Brown (1998), Eviner (2001), Franck
et al. (1997), Gordon & Rice (1993), Hooper & Vitousek (1998), V.T. Eviner (unpub-
lished manuscript). Species include:Lupinus bicolor, Trifolium microcephalum, Lupi-
nus sublanatus, Lotus purshianus, Plantago erecta, Erodium botrys, Amsinckia dou-
glasiana, Lasthenia californica, Hemizonia congesta luzulaefolia, Lessingia micrade-
nia, Vulpia microstachys, Avena barbata, Taeniatherum caput-medusae, Hordeum
brachyantherum, Poa secunda, Bromus hordeaceous, Aegilops triuncialis, Nasella pul-
chra, and Elymus glaucus.



1 Oct 2003 13:53 AR AR200-ES34-17.tex AR200-ES34-17.sgm LaTeX2e(2002/01/18)P1: GCE

MULTIPLE PLANT TRAITS ALTER ECOSYSTEMS 473



1 Oct 2003 13:53 AR AR200-ES34-17.tex AR200-ES34-17.sgm LaTeX2e(2002/01/18)P1: GCE

474 EVINER ¥ CHAPIN

Figure 2 The functional matrix improves predictions of the ecosystem effects of
plant species by considering the effects of multiple traits on ecosystem processes. In
California annual grasslands, predictions of species effects on potential rates of net N
mineralization are greatly improved by considering both litter C:N and labile C inputs
(r2= 0.7), than when just considering litter C:N (r2= 0.4) (data from Eviner 2001).

of the species being compared. While our figures highlight the effects of two
traits for the sake of simplicity, this approach is not limited to the effects of two
traits.

The functional matrix approach is relatively simple and feasible especially be-
cause the building blocks for this framework are already well established. Our
review clearly demonstrates that for any ecosystem process, there are only a few
mechanisms that are critical in determining plant species effects. The traits of
importance depend on the characteristics of the ecosystem, and previous stud-
ies have already determined the key mechanisms influencing ecosystem function
in most ecosystems. In many ecosystems, the species-level information is read-
ily available (Figure 1), and the data we collect to determine species effects on
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one ecosystem function can also enhance our ability to predict multiple ecosys-
tem impacts of plant species because the same plant traits are involved in mul-
tiple processes. These multiple impacts can influence one another, and the func-
tional matrix approach also accounts for this (e.g., by using soil moisture as a
trait axis to determine how it interacts with litter chemistry to influence nutrient
cycling).

Strength of this Approach

The power of this approach is that the ecosystem effects of multiple traits are the un-
derlying mechanisms determining many types of vegetation effects on ecosystem
processes. For example, the ranking of species effects on an ecosystem process
varies with changing conditions (Cote & Fyles 1994). This approach allows us
to consider the context dependence of species effects because it is based on the
premise that differences in plant traits have consistent impacts on ecosystems,
whether they occur among different plant species, or within a species grown under
different conditions (Eviner 2001). Thus, we are able to use this multiple trait
approach to account for:

■ changes in the relative importance of traits with the stage of the process,
season or over environmental gradients

■ changes in plant species traits with season, phenology or over environmental
gradients

■ non-additive effects of plant species mixtures on ecosystem processes.

CHANGES IN THE RELATIVE IMPORTANCE OF TRAITS The traits that determine
plant species effects on an ecosystem process can change owing to environmental
conditions, plant age, growing season, and stage of a process. The functional ma-
trix approach allows us to respond to these changes by selecting different axes or
weighting them differently under changing conditions. For example, when envi-
ronmental factors are the most limiting to ecosystem processes, the effects of plant
species on these environmental factors become a key determinant of ecosystem
processes (Eviner 2001, Mack 1998). Changes in the functional axes selected can
account for changes in the mechanisms influencing species effects at a number of
scales, ranging from local environmental gradients to global biomes.

CHANGES IN PLANT TRAITS Plant traits can change substantially because of dif-
ferent environmental conditions, seasons, and plant age (Austin & Vitousek 2000,
Marschner 1995). Plant traits respond independently to environmental variables
(Fonseca et al. 2000, Wright & Westoby 1999), and species differ in the responses
of their traits to shifts in the environment (Hobbie & Gough 2002, Shierlaw &
Alston 1984). These variations of traits within a species due to environmental
change can be larger than interspecific differences (Olff 1992). Because the func-
tional matrix approach determines plant species effects based on traits, it can
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account for changes in the ecosystem effects of a given plant species under changing
conditions.

NONADDITIVE EFFECTS OF SPECIES MIXTURES Although the patterns of species
effects in monoculture often can’t predict the patterns of mixtures, the same plant
traits that determine plant species effects on ecosystem processes also determine
the ecosystem effect of plant species mixtures. The multiple trait approach can
account for these nonadditive effects because it considers the effects of changes
in a species trait due to neighbors (Gordon & Rice 1993, Tremmel & Bazzaz
1995). For example, differences in litter C:N ratios and labile C in species grown
in mixtures versus monocultures account for the nonadditive effects of mixtures
on N cycling (Eviner 2001). In addition, this approach determines the combined
effects of multiple traits, whether these multiple traits occur within a given species,
or are associated with different plant species growing together. The stimulating
effects of labile C on decomposition of recalcitrant C should occur whether these
traits are expressed within one plant, or in neighboring plants.

The functional matrix approach, by focusing on the multiple mechanisms un-
derlying plant species effects on ecosystems, greatly improves our predictions of
plant effects over a wide range of conditions. It also encompasses the multiple
effects of plant species on ecosystems. The ability to predict the overall effects of
plants on ecosystems under a variety of conditions can be a powerful management
tool, allowing us to simultaneously provide multiple ecosystem services, or ad-
dress multiple environmental problems through vegetation manipulations (Eviner
& Chapin 2001).
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