
Acta Silv. Lign. Hung., Vol. 8 (2012) 31–37 

Effects of Climate Change on Litter Production in a 
Quercetum petraeae-cerris Forest in Hungary 

Zsolt KOTROCZÓ
a *

 – Zsuzsa VERES
a – István FEKETE

c – 
Mária PAPP

b – János Attila TÓTH
a 

a Department of Ecology, University of Debrecen, Debrecen, Hungary 
b Department of Botany, University of Debrecen, Debrecen, Hungary 
c Institute of Environmental Science, Nyíregyháza College, Hungary 

Abstract – Climate change is a global problem. During the last century the increase of annual average 
temperature was 0.68°C, while the decrease of annual average of precipitation was 83 mm in Hungary. 
According to the long term meteorological data of Síkfőkút forest ILTER site the annual average 
temperature increased while average of yearly precipitation decreased, the forest climate became 
warmer and dryer. These processes could considerably contribute to forest decline, not only in the 
Quercetum petraeae-cerris stand of Síkfőkút, but everywhere in the country. Species composition and 
structure of the forest have changed considerably, as 68% of sessile oak (Quercus petraea) and 16% of 
Turkey oak (Quercus cerris) have died. Forest decline resulted in the breaking up of the formerly 
closed canopy, and consequently, in the formation of gaps in the forest. In the gaps, a secondary 
canopy developed with tree species of less forestry value. As a consequence, mass regeneration of 
field maple (Acer campestre) appeard in the gaps. The formation of gaps accelerated the warming and 
aridity of forests. In the article we answer the following question: how did climatic change and 
changing forest structure influence the leaf-litter production in the last four decades? 
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Kivonat – A klímaváltozás hatása egy Magyarországi cseres-tölgyes erdő avarprodukciójára.  
Napjainkban a klímaváltozás egy globális probléma. Magyarországon az elmúlt évszázad folyamán az 
évi átlagos hőmérséklet 0,68 °C-ot emelkedett, az évi csapadék átlag 83 mm-t csökkent. A Síkfőkút 
Project korábbi, közel 20 éves meteorológiai adatsorai is bizonyítják a klímaváltozást, az erdő klímája 
melegebbé és szárazabbá vált. Mindezen folyamatok is hozzájárulhattak ahhoz a fapusztulási 
folyamatokhoz, amely nem csak a Síkfőkúti tölgyes állományt, de az ország számos állományát 
érintette. Az erdő fafaj összetétele és struktúrája jelentős mértékben megváltozott, a kocsánytalan 
tölgy 68%-a, a csertölgy 16%-a kipusztult. A fapusztulás következtében a korábbi zárt lombkorona 
felnyílt, az elpusztult fák helyén kisebb nagyobb lékek alakultak ki, amelyekben erdészeti 
szempontból kevésbé értékes fafajok nőttek fel és hozták létre a második lombkoronaszintet. Ennek 
köszönhető a mezei juhar tömeges megjelenése és térhódítása a lombkoronaszintben. A lékek 
kialakulása, a klímaváltozás hatását fokozva, felgyorsította az erdő felmelegedését és szárazodását. 
Jelen dolgozatunkban arra kerestük a választ, hogy a klímaváltozás, és ezen keresztül az erdő 
struktúrájának a változása hogyan befolyásolta az avarprodukciót az elmúlt négy évtized folyamán.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Litter fall exerts a great influence on physical, chemical and biological characteristics of 
soil (Pande et al. 2002). Litter production in forest ecosystems is determined by climatic 
condition, species composition and successional stage (Haase 1999). Factors like climate, 
season, canopy architecture, timing of canopy gap formation and insect outbreaks govern 
the dynamics of the forests in terms of its structure and function of this ecosystem 
(Sukumar et al. 1992). 

In Hungary, the annual average temperature increase was 0.68 °C, while the annual 
average of precipitation decrease was 83 mm during the last century (Szalai 2004, Jolánkai 
et al. 2004). During the last few decades the long-term meteorological data of the Síkfőkút 
Forest have followed the global climate change, the forest climate became dryer and 
warmer. Due to the climate change the forest structure and species composition have been 
changing dramatically. Since 1972 68% of Quercus petraea and 16% of Q. cerris trees 
died and in the gaps new tree species (Acer campestre, A. tataricum, Cerasus avium, 
Carpinus betulus) have grown up from the shrub layer into the canopy layer (Bowden et 
al. 2006, Kotroczó et al. 2007). The new species created a second canopy layer. Forest 
decline has been reported since the beginning of the 1970s in Central Europe as well as in 
North America (Siccama et al. 1982, Klein – Perkins 1987, Bruck – Robarge 1988). 
Subsequently, the extension of mortality became a chronic problem in the European oak 
forests (Gaertig et al. 2002, Thomas et al. 2002, Mátyás 2004, Helama et al. 2009, Mátyás 
2010). Extensive decay of sessile oak has been reported in numerous European countries 
(Brasier et al. 1993, Chappelka – Freer-Smith 1995, Thomas – Büttner 1998). 

At the Síkfőkút site (Hungary), decline affected both forest stand components (sessile 
oak – Quercus petraea and Turkey oak – Q. cerris) however, it affected sessile oak 
considerably stronger. In case of Turkey oak, higher vitality can be explained by its better 
adaptability to warming and drying climate. The adaptability is presumably connected to 
the higher water storage capacity which was pointed out inside the trunk of this 
submediterranean oak species (Béres et al. 1998). As compared to the survey which was 
carried out in 1973 (Jakucs 1985), no regeneration of oak appeared on the study area 
during the last few decades, although it may be suspeced that game damage contributed to 
this situation. Mass regeneration and spreading of common maple characterizes the 
canopy level. Gaps in the canopy level accelerated the warming and aridification of the 
forest. 

How the litter production is influenced by climate change, is still relatively unknown. 
Some authors (Tóth et al. 2007) predicted that although warming may increase litter 
production, aridity reduces litter production, and the combined effects of the two 
processes will determine the result of changes and the direction of the trend. Other authors 
explained these changes by shifts in species composition due to oak decay (Kotroczó et al. 
2007). The litter production changes can also affect climate change due to drought-
induced forest boundary shift towards the poles (Mátyás 2010). Clearly, litter production 
is controlled by climate as well as edaphic factors (Meentemeyer et al. 1982). 

This study was aimed at quantifying litter production of a Quercetum petraeae-cerris 
forest. Considering the local  environmental factors, the aim of our research was to 
examine the extent of changes in leaf litter production, under the effect of modifications in 
the tree species composition of the forest comparing the surveys of 1972–1976 and of 
2003–2010. 
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2 METHODS 

2.1 Area and project descriptions 

Our research was carried out at the Síkfőkút site established in 1972 by Jakucs (1985) for 
the long-term study of forest ecosystems. The experimental site of 27 ha is located in the 
south part of the Bükk Mountains in North Eastern Hungary at 325 m altitude. GPS 
coordinates are N 47°55’ E 20°28’. The forest has been protected since 1976, and it is part 
of the Bükk National Park at present. Annual precipitation amounts to 550 mm. According 
to the FAO Soil Classification, the type of soil is Cambisos (Fekete et al. 2011). The forest 
is a semi-natural stand (Quercetum petraeae-cerris community) without forest 
management. The Síkfőkút Project is the member of the Hungarian LTER (Long Term 
Ecolgical Research) and the ILTER (International Long Term Ecological Research) 
networks since 1995 (Kovács-Láng et al. 2000).  

2.2 Measuring of litter production 

The litter production of Síkfőkút Forest was continuously measured from 1972 to 1976 
(Tóth et al. 1985). From 2003 to present we renewed these measurements to obtain 
information about the effect of climate change on the litter production. Litter inputs were 
measured by 30 plastic boxes of 55.5 × 36.5 cm (0.2 m2) size. The total surface of these 
boxes is 6 m2. The plastic boxes were placed randomly at the research site. The litter 
production was collected monthly and separated into the following parts: leaf litter (every 
species separately), branch litter and other debris. Fresh litter weights were converted to 
oven-dry weights (85 °C for 48 hours). 

We used one-way ANOVA with the Tukey’s HSD test as a post-hoc test if necessary 
to determine the significant differences among litter production of tree species. All 
statistical analysis were performed using PAST statistical software. 

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

3.1 Long-term changes of the litter production 

Comparison of the earlier period (between 1972 and 1976) and the present term (between 
2003 and 2010) showed that leaf-litter production of Quercus petraea is half of that 
measured during the former survey (Figure 1), and significantly higher between 1972 and 
1976 than between 2003 and 2010 (F = 84.75, p < 0.001). This observation can be 
explained by the considerable mortality (68%) of sessile oak observed during the past 
forty years. 

Despite of the 16% mortality of Quercus cerris, its leaf-litter production did not decrease 
in comparison with the survey between 1972 and 1976. Vigorous growth of Quercus cerris 
not only compensated but significantly surpassed its former leaf-litter production in years 
2003–2010 (F = 11.29, p = 0.006) (Figure 2). 

Leaf-litter production of Acer campestre is nearly five times as much as it was in the 
former period, and differences were significant (F = 18.06, p = 0.001).This can be explained 
by the fact that Acer campestre formerly occurred in the shrub layer, while presently it forms 
a part of canopy-layer, where it has become the second most common tree species, 
representing 28.17% of the total number of trees (Figure 3). 
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Figure 1. Annual litter production of Quercus petraea (with periodic averages)  
between 1972 and 2010 (kg/ha/yr) 

 

 

Figure 2. Annual litter production of Quercus cerris (with periodic averages)  
between 1972 and 2010 (kg/ha/yr) 

 

 

Figure 3. Litter production of Acer campestre (with the averages)  
between 1972 and 2010 (kg/ha/yr) 
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In Wisconsin, oaks have been more and more replaced by tree species (primarily maples) 
which are less sensitive to disturbance (Rogers et al. 2008). Increasing abundance and spread 
of the disturbance-tolerant sugar maple (A. saccharum) has been observed throughout the 
American sclerophyllous forests (Galbraith – Martin 2005). If these trends continues, 
disturbance-tolerating maples (A. rubrum and A. saccharum) may become the dominant 
species of the aforementioned forest associations (Galbraith – Martin 2005, Nowacki – 
Abrams 2008), because oaks cannot compete successfully against these species (McDonald et 
al. 2002, Zaczek et al. 2002). 

Total leaf-litter production of Síkfőkút Project site (Figure 4) decreased as compared to 
the former period, differences between the two periods were less significant (F = 4.83, 
p = 0.05). The average leaf-litter production was 3547 kg ha-1year-1 between 2003 and 2010 
which is close to the average data (4063 kg ha-1year-1) of the years 1972–1976. Thus, a small 
decrease can be observed in the total leaf-litter production. Quercus cerris and Acer 
campestre could partly compensate the deficiency of leaf-litter production which resulted 
from the significant mortality of Quercus petraea. 

Figure 4. Total litter production of Síkfőkút Project (with the averages) 
between 1972 and 2010 (kg/ha/yr) 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

In Hungary, temperature increase was in the average 0.68 °C, while decrease of 
precipitation was 83 mm during the last century. As a consequence of climatic changes, 
the changes in structure and composition of the Síkfőkút forest are followed by the long-
term changes of leaf-litter production. According to our examinations, leaf-litter 
production of Quercus petraea between 2003 and 2010 became less than a half of the 
amount which was measured in the earlier period (1972–1976). Leaf-litter production of 
Quercus cerris slightly increased, while leaf-litter production of Acer campestre 
multiplied. Total amount of leaf-litter production slightly decreased. In the long term, we 
could not detect a drastic change in the amount of leaf litter, however the qualitative 
composition changed. The question is whether the litter productivity will be maintained 
against further climatic changes, leading to further warming and aridification. 



Kotroczó, Zs. et al. 
 

Acta Silv. Lign. Hung. 8, 2012 

36 

Acknowledgments: We wish to thank to the University of Debrecen, Department of 
Ecology for support the cost of field-work. Special thanks to Koncz Csabáné (Muci), 
Richard D. Bowden, Emese Soltész, Ágnes Nagy and Ildikó Kamenyiczki for theirs help 
and for the long hours of field work. 
 
 
REFERENCES 
 
BÉRES, CS. – FENYVESI, A. – RASCHI, A. – RIDDER, H. W. (1998): Field experiment on water transport of 

oak trees measured by computer tomography and magnetic resonance imaging. Chemosphere 
36(4–5): 925–930. 

BOWDEN, R. D. – NAGEL, L. – KOTROCZÓ, ZS. – KRAKOMPERGER, ZS. – PAPP, M. – TÓTH, J. A. (2006): 
Long-term change in vegetation composition and biomass in a Central European oak forest at the 
Sikfokut International Long-Term Ecological Research (ILTER) Site, Hungary. Mid-Atlantic 
Ecology Conference. „Ecology in the Field” April 8–9, 2006. New Jersey, MAESA p. 2–3. 

BRASIER, C. M. – ROBREDO, F. – FERRAZ, J. F. P. (1993): Evidence for Phytophthora cinnamomi 
involvement in Iberian oak decline. Plant Pathol 42: 140–145. 

BRUCK, R. I. – ROBARGE, W. P. (1988): Change in forest structure in the boreal montane ecosystem of 
Mount Mitchell, North Carolina. Eur J For Pathol 18: 357–366. 

CHAPPELKA, A. H. – FREER-SMITH , P. H. (1995): Predeposition of trees by air pollutants to low 
temperatures and moisture stress. Environmental Pollution 87: 105–117. 

FEKETE, I. – VARGA, CS. – KOTROCZÓ, ZS. – TÓTH, J. A. – VÁRBIRÓ, G. (2011): The relation between 
various detritus inputs and soil enzyme activities in a Central European deciduous forest. 
Geoderma 167–168: 15–21. 

GAERTIG, T. – SCHACK-KIRCHNER, H. – HILDEBRAND, E. E. – WILPERT, V. K. (2002): The impact of 
soil aeration on oak decline in south-western Germany. Forest Ecology and Management 159: 
15–25. 

GALBRAITH , S. L. – MARTIN, W. H. (2005): Three decades of overstory and species change in a mixed 
mesophytic forest in eastern Kentucky. Castanea 70: 115–128. 

HAASE, R. (1999): Litterfall and nutrient return in seasonally flooded and non-flooded forest of the 
Pantanal, Mato Grosso. Brazil Forest Ecology and Management 117(1–3): 129–147. 

HELAMA , S. – LÄÄNELAID , A. – RAISIO, J. – TUOMENVIRTA, H. (2009): Oak decline in Helsinki 
portrayed by tree-rings, climate and soil data. Plant and Soil 319: 163–174. 

JAKUCS, P. (1985): Aims and preparation of research. In: JAKUCS, P. (ed.): Ecology of an Oak Forest 
in Hungary. Result of ′Síkfőkút Project′. Akadémiai Kiadó, Budapest. 

JOLÁNKAI , M. – LÁNG, I. – CSETE, L. (2004): Hatások és alkalmazkodás. [Impacts and adaptation] 
Természet Világa 135: 16–18. (in Hungarian) 

KLEIN, R. M. – PERKINS, T. D. (1987): Cascades of causes and effects of forest decline. Ambio 16: 
86–93. 

KOTROCZÓ, ZS. – KRAKOMPERGER, ZS. – KONCZ, G. – PAPP, M. – BOWDEN, R. D. – TÓTH, J. A. 
(2007): A Síkfőkúti cseres-tölgyes fafaj összetételének és struktúrájának hosszú-távú változása. 
[Long term changes in the compositionand structure of an oak forest at Síkfőkút, North Hungary] 
Természetvédelmi Közlemények 13: 93–100. (in Hungarian with English summary) 

KOVÁCS-LÁNG, E. – HERODEK, S. – TÓTH, J. A. (2000): Long-Term Ecological Research in Hungary. 
In: The International Long-Term Ecological Research Network. Perspectives from Participating 
Networks. Compiled by the US LTER Network Office Albuquerque New Mexico, p. 38–40. 

MÁTYÁS, CS. (2004): A természetes növénytakaró, az erdő klímaérzékenysége. [The natural 
vegetation and the forest climate sensitivity.] Természet Világa. 135: 70–73. (in Hungarian) 

MÁTYÁS, CS. (2010): Forecasts needed for retreating forests. Nature 464: 1271. 
MCDONALD, R. I. – PEET, R. K. – URBAN, D. L. (2002): Environmental correlates of oak decline and 

red maple increase in the North Carolina Piedmont. Castanea 67: 84–95. 
MEENTEMEYER, V. – BOX, E. O. – THOMPSON, R. (1982): World Patterns and Amounts of Terrestrial 

Plant Litter Production. BioScience 32 (2): 125–128. 



Effects of climate change on letter production 

Acta Silv. Lign. Hung. 8, 2012

37 

NOWACKI, J.G. – ABRAMS, D. M. (2008): The demise of fire and “Mesophication” of forests in the 
Eastern United States. Biosci. 58: 123–138. 

PANDE, P.K. – MESHRAM, P. B. – BANERJEE, S. K. (2002): Litter production and nutrient return in 
tropical dry deciduous teak forests of Satpura plateau in central India. Tropical Ecology 43(2): 
337–344. 

ROGERS, D.A. – ROONEY, T.P. – OLSON, D. – WALLER, D. M. (2008): Shifts in Southern Wisconsin 
forest canopy and understory richness, composition, and heterogeneity. Ecology 89: 2482–2492. 

SICCAMA , T. G. – BLISS, M. – VOGELMANN, H. W. (1982): Decline of red spruce in the Green 
Mountains of Vermont. Bull. Torrey Bot. Club 109: 162–168. 

SUKUMAR , R. – DATTARAJA, H. S. – SURESH, H. S. – RAMAKRISHNAN , J. – VASUDEVA, R. – 

NIRMALA , N. – JOSHI, N. V. (1992): Long term monitoring of vegetation in a tropical forest in 
Madumali, southern India. Current Science 62: 608–616. 

SZALAI , S. (2004): Igazolják-e a felmelegedést a megfigyelt adatok? [Is warming justified ba observed 
data?] Természet Világa. 135: 48–50. (in Hungarian) 

THOMAS, F. M. – BÜTTNER, G. (1998): Nutrient relations in healthy and damaged stands of mature 
oaks on clayey soils: two case studies in northwestern Germany. For Ecol Manage. 108: 301–319. 

THOMAS, F. M. – BLANK , R. – HARTMAN , G. (2002): Abiotic and biotic factors and their interactions 
as causes of oak decline in Central Europe. Forest Pathology 32: 277–307. 

TÓTH, J. A. – LAJTHA, K. – KOTROCZÓ, ZS. – KRAKOMPERGER, ZS. – CALDWEL , B. – BOWDEN, R. D. 
– PAPP, M. (2007): A klímaváltozás hatása az elhalt szerves anyag lebontási folyamataira [The
probable effect of climate change on soil organic matter decomposition]. In: Erdő és Klíma V.
NyME, Sopron. pp. 307–322. (in Hungarian with English summary).

TÓTH, J. A. – PAPP, B. L. – JAKUCS, P. (1985): Litter production of the forest. In: JAKUCS, P. (ed.): 
Ecology of an oak forest in Hungary. Results of ′Síkfőkút Project′ 1. Akadémiai Kiadó, Budapest, 
211–225. 

ZACZEK, J. J. – GRONINGER, J. W. – VAN SAMBEEK, J. W. (2002): Stand dynamics in an old-growth 
hardwood forest in Southern Illinois, USA. Nat Areas J. 22: 211–219. 



Acta Silv. Lign. Hung. 8, 2012

38 




