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Abstract. Prescribed fire is used as a management practice to maintain grassland dominance and reduce woody plant encroachment on grasslands and rangelands. Little is known
regarding effects of these fires on CO2 fluxes and their potential contribution to atmospheric
CO2. The objectives of this study were (1) to quantify the effect of fire on net ecosystem
CO2 flux above Prosopis glandulosa Torr. (honey mesquite) mixed-grass savannas using
the Bowen ratio/energy balance (BREB) method, and (2) to compare these fluxes to fluxes
determined by an empirical model that scaled measurements of leaf photosynthesis and
leaf area of dominant species and soil CO2 fluxes to the ecosystem level. Measurements
were made during a wet year (1995) and a dry year (1996) with different savanna areas
burned in late winter (February–March) each year. In the wet year, BREB-estimated daily
(24-h) CO2 flux averaged 20.1, 14.6, and 0.8 g/m2 on the unburned plot, and 15.7, 19.7,
and 15.2 g/m2 on the burned plot during spring, summer, and fall periods, respectively,
during the first growing season following the fire (positive values mean net CO 2 uptake).
In the drought year, mean daily CO2 flux during spring, summer, and fall was 29.2, 4.1,
and 4.8 g/m2 on the unburned plot, and 8.1, 20.9, and 4.6 g/m2 on the burned plot, respectively. The increased carbon uptake following a fire when compared to the unburned
plot was estimated to offset the initial carbon loss from combustion within 28 growingseason days in the wet year, while it took 82 d in the dry year. Empirically determined
daylight (12-h) CO2 fluxes, measured on two midsummer days each year, averaged 17.9 g/
m2 when determined by BREB, and 12.0 g/m2 when calculated from scaled-up leaf-level
measurements. By the end of the first growing season following the burn, it is likely that
the amount of carbon emitted during the burn had been taken up by the regrowing vegetation,
in both a wet and a drought year.
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INTRODUCTION
Woody plant encroachment onto grasslands and
rangelands is a worldwide phenomenon (Buffington
and Herbel 1965, Grover and Musick 1990, Archer et
al. 1995) that can be attributed in part to a reduction
of naturally occurring fires, enhanced seed distribution
via livestock, reduced grass competition from livestock
grazing, and increased global CO2 (Archer 1989, Polley
et al. 1994, Kramp et al. 1998). The use of fire to
maintain grassland dominance and suppress woody
plant encroachment is an ongoing practice because it
is often considered the most cost-effective and ecologically sound treatment as compared to other options
(Wright and Bailey 1982, Scholes and Archer 1997,
Ansley and Jacoby 1998). Fire either kills or reduces
the stature of woody plants and usually increases herbaceous production and species diversity (Collins and
Barber 1985, Howe 1994, Collins and Steinauer 1998,
Knapp et al. 1998a).
In the face of concerns regarding biomass burning
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and increases in global atmospheric CO2 (Levine 1991,
Ryan 1991, Pyne et al. 1996), there is a need to quantify
the effects of fire on CO2 fluxes in different ecosystems
(Dugas et al. 1997, Seastedt et al. 1998). Fire is initially
a source of atmospheric CO2 due to the combustion of
organic matter (Auclair and Carter 1993, Dixon and
Krankina 1993, Miranda et al. 1994), but, especially
within grassland ecosystems, increased photosynthetic
rates and vegetation growth following fires may quickly
offset the initial carbon loss to the atmosphere (Towne
and Owensby 1984, Knapp 1985, Svejcar and Browning 1988). In arid or semi-arid savannas or woodlands,
where there is a mixture of herbaceous and woody species, burning may not increase net CO2 uptake because
carbon gain from increases in herbaceous species
growth and photosynthesis may be offset by the reduction of leaf area and standing mass of the woody
component.
In the southern Great Plains (USA), fire is used to
manage the woody legume Prosopis glandulosa Torr.
(honey mesquite) that has increased significantly in
density and distribution during the last century (Archer
et al. 1995, Ansley et al. 2001). Prosopis is not usually
killed by fire and most often will sprout from stem

948

August 2002

CO2 FLUX OVER BURNED PROSOPIS SAVANNA

bases following aboveground mortality (i.e., top-kill)
(Ansley and Jacoby 1998). Thus, repeated fires are required to maintain a grassland dominance and suppress
Prosopis leaf area. Little is known regarding carbon
fluxes in Prosopis savannas that are managed with fire.
Development of models that estimate fire effects on
ecosystem carbon flux may be approached empirically
by scaling leaf-level measurements to the stand or ecosystem level, although this method is subject to scaling
errors (Jarvis and McNaughton 1986, Schimel et al.
1991). Measurement errors at the organismal scale are,
of course, exacerbated when scaled to ecosystem level.
However, the process of scaling is useful because it
allows for better definition of components (Field and
Ehleringer 1993) and treatments. Flux-gradient methods provide an ecosystem-level (e.g., 1–10 km2) net
CO2 flux measurement that integrates the spatially variable vegetation and soil components (Jarvis and Dewar
1993, Dugas et al. 1997, Frank et al. 2000). These
methods provide an independent test of the scaling process (Caldwell et al. 1993).
Our objectives were (1) to quantify the effect of fire
on net ecosystem CO2 flux above Prosopis mixed-grass
savannas using the Bowen ratio/energy balance
(BREB) method, and (2) to compare these fluxes to
fluxes determined by an empirical model that scaled
measurements of leaf photosynthesis and leaf area of
dominant species and soil CO2 fluxes to the ecosystem
level. These objectives allowed us to test the hypotheses (1) that burning will reduce net ecosystem CO2
flux (i.e., less CO2 uptake) because ecosystem leaf area
index (LAI) is usually greater in unburned Prosopis
savanna than in open grasslands (Asner et al. 1998 a,
b) and (2) that ecosystem CO2 flux in burned and unburned sites could be accurately estimated using a simple empirical model (assuming the ‘‘check’’ to this
model, the BREB estimate, was accurate). Data from
this study will also provide some indication as to potential consequences of using fire as a management
activity on net carbon loss in this grassland/savanna
system.
METHODS

Study area and treatments
This study was conducted in 1995 and 1996 on a
100-ha southern mixed-grass savanna in north Texas,
south of Vernon (338519 N, 998269 W; elevation 368
m, slope ,1%). Mean annual rainfall of 665 mm is
bimodally distributed, peaking in May (119 mm) and
September (77 mm). Mean monthly air temperatures
range from 29.18C in July to 3.88C in January, with an
annual mean monthly temperature of 16.98C (National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 1996). The
mean number of days between last spring and first fall
freeze is 218 (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 1987–1996). Soils are fine, mixed, thermic
Typic Paleustolls of the Tillman series that are alluvial
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clay loams to 3–4 m depth and underlain by Permian
sandstone/shale parent material (Koos et al. 1962).
Livestock grazing was excluded beginning in 1988.
Vegetation was dominated by a mixture of native
grasses and a Prosopis overstory with a 40–60% canopy cover. Other woody species comprised ,2% of the
species composition by mass. Dominant perennial
grasses were C3 midgrass Nassella leucotricha ([Trin.
and Rupr.] Pohl.; Texas wintergrass) and C4 shortgrass
Buchloe dactyloides ([Nutt.] Englem.; buffalograss).
Grasses were distributed nonuniformly with shortgrasses and midgrasses dominating interstitial spaces between Prosopis, and midgrasses dominating the understory beneath Prosopis canopies. Bromus japonicus
(Thunb.; Japanese brome), a C3 annual grass, occurred
throughout the site.
Three plots were used in this study, all within 1300
m of each other on similar soils. The unburned plot
(used in both 1995 and 1996) was 3.3 ha in size (130
m east to west 3 250 m north to south). Prosopis trees
were 3 to 4 m tall and averaged six basal stems per
tree. The two other plots were burned, one on 6 February 1995 and the other on 19 March 1996. Each
burned plot was 6.3 ha (250 3 250 m). Oven-dry herbaceous fine fuel was estimated prior to each burn by
clipping all herbaceous material within 20 0.25-m 2
quadrats located along two transect lines in each plot,
drying the samples at 608C for 48 h and weighing.
Herbaceous fine fuel averaged 317 and 412 g/m2 for
the 1995 and 1996 fires, respectively.

BREB-determined CO2 flux
The BREB instrumentation (Model 023/CO2 Bowen
ratio system; Campbell Scientific, Logan, Utah, USA)
and methods of calculating CO2 flux used in the current
study have been described (Dugas et al. 1997, Frank
et al. 2000). Fluxes from this system have been shown
to be within 10% of those from eddy covariance instrumentation (Dugas et al. 2001).
One BREB system was used in the unburned and one
in the burned plot in each year. Each system was located
50–80 m south of the north edge of each plot. Prevailing winds were from the southeast and fetch was
.200 m. Measurements were made during spring (period 1), summer (period 2), and fall (period 3) in 1995
and 1996 (Table 1). Twenty-minute means of CO2 flux
between the atmosphere and the surface were calculated from BREB measurements (Dugas 1993, Dugas
et al. 1997). Twenty-minute Bowen ratios were calculated from the mean temperature and humidity gradients that were measured every 2 s between 3.1 and
4.1 m above the soil surface. The lower Bowen ratio
arm was below the tops of some of the taller trees, but
was above mean canopy height. Net radiation (Rnet) was
measured at 3.5 m using a Model Q*6 net radiometer
(REBS, Seattle, Washington, USA) and soil heat flux
(G) was calculated from heat flux measured by heat
flux plates (three per plot) buried at 50 mm (Model
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TABLE 1. Dates of Bowen ratio/energy balance measurements during three measurement periods in 1995 and 1996.

Year

Spring
(period 1)

Summer
(period 2)

Fall
(period 3)

1995

5–7 April
(days 95–97)

27 June–16 July
(days 178–197)

5–6 September
(days 248–249)

1996

24 April–28 May
(days 115–149)

8 July–5 August
(days 190–218)

24 September–
16 October
(days 268–290)

HFT; REBS, Seattle, Washington, USA) and from soil
temperatures above the plates. Sensible and latent heat
fluxes (the latter being equal to the evaporation rate)
were calculated (Tanner 1960) from the Bowen ratio
and 20-min means of Rnet and G. Soil heat capacity,
used in the calculation of G, was calculated from periodic volumetric soil moisture measurements in each
plot. Rnet and G were representative because of the sensor height (for Rnet) and the multiple soil heat flux plates
and soil thermocouples that were used. Previous work
also demonstrated little differences in Rnet when measured at different locations in a Prosopis savanna (Dugas and Mayeux 1991).
The turbulent diffusivity, assumed to be equal for
heat, water vapor, and CO2, was calculated using the
mean 20-min sensible heat flux and temperature gradient. Twenty-minute means of the CO2 flux, corrected
for vapor density differences at the two heights (Webb
et al. 1980), were calculated as a product of the turbulent diffusivity and mean CO2 gradient that also was
measured for the same two heights by the BREB instrumentation. Twenty-minute fluxes were summed for
daylight (0700 through 1900 Central Standard Time
[CST]) and daily periods. Some fluxes were missing
due to broken thermocouples used for temperature gradient measurement or equipment malfunction. If Bowen ratios were near 21 or if the directions of temperature gradient and sensible heat flux were of opposite
sign (Ohmura 1992), the diffusivity was calculated
(Dugas et al. 1997) from wind speed and canopy height.
This method for estimation of diffusivity was used
;5% of the time, mostly during nighttime hours. In
addition, fluxes were linearly interpolated when the
Bowen ratio was near 21.
Moisture and CO2 gradients measured by the two
BREB systems used in this study were similar to one
another when they were side by side in a bare soil field
in March 1994 (Dugas et al. 1997). Net radiometers
used in the current study were calibrated against a laboratory standard in the early spring of 1995 and 1996.
Thus, there were no systematic differences between the
two BREB systems. Frequent storms in 1995 broke
thermocouples and limited the number of sample days
in which both systems were recording to 3 and 2 d in
spring and fall periods, respectively (Table 1).
Ancillary measurements.—Diurnal photosynthetic
photon flux density (PPFD) was measured on each day

BREB measurements were made. To estimate the
amount of energy intercepted by the Prosopis canopy,
PPFD also was measured below and above the canopy
in each plot on 22 May 1995 using two cross-calibrated
Li-Cor Model 191SA line quantum sensors (Li-Cor,
Lincoln, Nebraska, USA). The PPFD was measured
within 2 h of solar noon simultaneously above and
below the Prosopis canopy for 15 s at each of 48 locations in each plot. Measurements were made every
2 m along three, east–west, 30 m long transects that
were south of the Bowen ratio system. Intercepted
PPFD was not measured in the 1996 burned plot because it was assumed, given the small amount of Prosopis leaf area in this plot, the PPFD intercepted by
Prosopis was very small and similar to that measured
in the 1995 burned plot. The below/above canopy ratio
of PPFD was 0.87 for the burned plot and 0.63 for the
unburned plot. Thus, there was a high percentage of
radiation incident upon the top of the herbaceous canopy in both plots, but it was lower in the unburned plot
due to greater Prosopis leaf area. Wind speed (used for
calculation of diffusivity when the Bowen ratio method
failed) was measured in unburned and burned plots at
3.8 m height. Wind direction was measured.

Empirically determined CO2 flux and comparison
to BREB-fluxes
A 12-h time interval during daylight hours (0700
through 1900 CST) was used to compare BREB and
empirically determined CO2 flux on 6 and 7 July 1995
(days 187 and 188) and 8 and 19 July 1996 (days 190
and 201) in both treatments. No attempt was made to
compare the two techniques at night or in any month
other than July.
Empirically determined CO2 flux was calculated by
measuring leaf-level photosynthesis, patch-level leaf
area for vegetation components and patch-level soil
CO2 flux and scaling these to the ecosystem level as
follows:
Funburned 5
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where F 5 ecosystem CO2 flux, Aherb(1...n) 5 leaf photosynthesis of herbaceous species 1–n, LAIherb(1...n) 5
ecosystem LAI of herbaceous species 1–n, Aprgl(layer 1...3)
5 Prosopis leaf photosynthesis in canopy layers 1–3,
LAIprgl(layer 1...3) 5 Prosopis ecosystem LAI in shade layers 1–3, Aprgl(class 1...5) 5 Prosopis leaf photosynthesis in
fire damage classes 1–5, LAIprgl(class 1...5) 5 Prosopis ecosystem LAI in fire damage classes 1–5, and Fsoil 5 soil
CO2 flux. Components of Eqs. 1 and 2 are as follows:

O (P
5 O (LA
5 O (LA

LAI herb(1...n) 5
LAI prgl(unburned)
LAI prgl(burn)

herb(1...n)

3 Cherb(1...n) )

(3)

3 Dstem )

(4)

3 Dplant(class1...5) )

(5)

stem(1...n)

plant(class1...n)

where Pherb(1...n)5 patch LAI of herbaceous species 1–
n, Cherb(1...n) 5 patch percent cover of herbaceous species
1–n, LAstem(1...n) 5 Prosopis leaf area per basal stem of
stems 1–n, Dstem 5 Prosopis basal stem density per land
area, LAplant(class 1...n) 5 Prosopis leaf area per plant in
fire damage classes 1–5, and Dplant 5 Prosopis plant
density in fire damage classes 1–5. Following are procedures for determining components of empirically determined CO2 flux.
Ecosystem LAI determination.—Ecosystem LAI was
determined at a single time period in midsummer each
year. Herbaceous ecosystem LAI in both treatments
was determined (Eq. 3) as follows: percentage of
ground area occupied by each grass species, herbaceous
dicots, bare ground, and undefined litter was visually
estimated within 0.25-m2 quadrats placed along six 50
m long transects in each plot (Daubenmire 1959). Live
leaf area of Nassella and Buchloe in each plot was
estimated during midsummer each year by harvesting
standing crop in five 0.25-m2 quadrats located within
monoculture patches of each species. Oven-dry live
leaf mass, specific leaf area (SLA), live leaf area, and
LAI were determined for each patch. Patch LAI of each
warm-season midgrass (wsm) was determined by harvesting total biomass within monoculture patches of
each of several wsm species and visually estimating
percent live tissue. Buchloe SLA was used to convert
wsm patch live leaf mass to patch LAI. Ecosystem LAI
of each species was determined by multiplying patch
LAI by percent cover as determined from the line transects.
Prosopis ecosystem LAI in the unburned plot (Eq.
4) was determined by measuring stem density and diameter of each basal support stem within 12, 9-m2 (3
3 3 m) quadrats arranged in a fixed grid pattern at a
25-m spacing. In adjacent areas (also unburned), 35
Prosopis basal support stems of various diameters (5–
25 mm) were harvested during midsummer of each
growing season following diameter measurement. All
leaves supported by each stem were removed, oven
dried, and weighed. Prior to oven-drying, leaf area of
subsamples was measured to determine SLA, and total
leaf area per stem was then determined using total leaf
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mass and the SLA. Regressions between stem diameter
and total stem leaf area were developed for each growing season. Leaf area of each stem in each quadrat was
estimated from stem diameter/leaf area regressions for
each year and stem diameter and density measurement.
Plot LAI for Prosopis was calculated by dividing total
Prosopis leaf area per quadrat by 9 m2.
It was not possible to use the same stem diameter/
leaf area method to determine Prosopis ecosystem LAI
in the burned plots because of the partial defoliation
effects of the fires. Therefore, during the summer following each fire, Prosopis density was determined
along six line transects using the point-centered quarter
method (Cook and Stubbendieck 1986, Ludwig and
Reynolds 1988). Along the same transects, ocular estimates were made of the percentage of Prosopis plants
that were in each of five fire-damage classes: complete
top-kill with basal sprouting, and 0–25%, 26–50%, 51–
75%, and 76–100% of original foliage remaining on
plants not top-killed. Prosopis density in each fire-damage class was then determined. All leaves of three randomly selected Prosopis plants within each fire-damage class were harvested, oven dried, and weighed.
Prior to oven-drying, leaf area of subsamples was measured to determine SLA. Total leaf area per plant within
each fire-damage class was then determined. Total Prosopis leaf area and LAI were estimated for each burned
plot by multiplying Prosopis density by leaf area per
tree within each fire-damage class and summing leaf
areas of all fire-damage classes (Eq. 5).
Leaf and ecosystem-level photosynthesis measurements.—Leaf-level photosynthesis (leaf A; mmol
CO2·m22 leaf area·s21) was measured in burned and
unburned plots on 6 and 7 July 1995 and 8 and 19 July
1996 using two Li-Cor LI-6200 photosynthesis systems. Measurements were made during four or five
sample periods per day between 0800 and 1600 CST.
Leaf A was measured on three species per plot (Prosopis, Nassella, and Buchloe) and six individuals per
species. All measurements were made on sunlit leaves
similar to Ansley et al. (1991). In the 1995 burned plot,
Prosopis leaf A measurements were made on regrowth
of three top-killed plants and on three partially topkilled plants in each sample period. In the 1996 burned
plot, leaf A measurements were made only on regrowth
plants.
Daylight (12-h) ecosystem photosynthesis (ecosystem A; g·m22 ground area·12 h21) for Prosopis and the
herbaceous component was determined by multiplying
leaf A by ecosystem LAI (Eqs. 1 and 2). Prosopis ecosystem A in the unburned plot was further adjusted to
account for intracanopy shading effects (Eq. 1). Data
from an earlier study (R. J. Ansley, unpublished data)
conducted on the same site and on trees similar in size
to those in the current study were used to determine
percent reduction in leaf A in shaded layers relative to
fully sunlit leaves. Prosopis leaf A was measured diurnally on four leaves within each of three canopy lay-
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July 1995 and on 8 July 1996. The mean soil CO2 flux
measured on 8 July 1996 was used for both dates of
leaf gas exchange measurements in 1996.
Comparisons (t tests) of leaf photosynthesis between
treatments were made using subsamples within the
burned and unburned plots as replicates. Because of an
unequal number of sample dates within each period,
annual means of CO2 flux were based on the mean of
each sample period. Throughout the paper, positive CO2
flux values indicate a net downward movement of CO 2,
which represents net CO2 uptake by the ecosystem.
RESULTS

Precipitation
Annual precipitation was markedly different in the
two study years. In 1995, the annual precipitation was
954 mm, or 143% of the long-term mean, with especially high monthly totals in June, August, and October
(Fig. 2). The growing season total (April through October) was 833 mm, which compares with the longterm mean of 501 mm. In 1996, by contrast, the annual
precipitation total was 435 mm, or 65% of normal.
Monthly totals were well below the mean from April
through July. The April through October total was 342
mm.
FIG. 1. Mean daylight (12-h) photosynthetic photon flux
density (PPFD) and leaf photosynthesis (A) within Prosopis
canopy layers L1 (sunlit), L2, and L3. Error bars represent
1 SE (n 5 4).

ers (each layer represented roughly one third of total
canopy foliage) using a LI-6200 in a similar manner
as previously described with leaves oriented horizontally. PPFD was measured (Model 200S quantum sensor, Li-Cor) with each leaf A measurement. Layer 1
(L1) represented sunlit leaves, layer 2 (L2) the canopy
middle, and layer 3 (L3) the most shaded layer. Leaf
A in layers L2 and L3 was 60 and 41%, respectively,
of that in L1 when averaged over three sample days
(Fig. 1). Mean daily PPFD in L2 and L3 was 43 and
19%, respectively, of that in L1.
Percentage of Prosopis ecosystem LAI allocated to
each shade layer was arbitrarily divided into three equal
portions, but later adjusted as part of the modeling
exercise. Because of the short stature of both Nassella
and Buchloe, leaf A of sunlit leaves was used to represent all live leaf responses in the herbaceous layer.
Leaf A of sunlit leaves was also used to represent all
Prosopis leaves in the burned plots because there was
very little shading within remaining foliage.
Soil CO2 flux measurements.—Soil CO2 flux was
measured by a 0.001-m3 chamber (inside diameter 5
0.1 m), attached to Li-Cor 6200 photosynthesis system,
and set on PVC collars placed in the soil (Dugas 1993,
Nay et al. 1994, Dugas et al. 1997). Eight collars were
placed in each treatment plot. Measurements were
made every 90 min during daylight hours on 6 and 7

FIG. 2. Monthly precipitation totals (bars) at the research
site in 1995 and 1996. Circles are 30-yr means from a NOAA
site near Vernon, Texas, USA.
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General fire effects and vegetation phenology
The 1995 fire caused complete aboveground mortality (top-kill) to 69% of Prosopis but yielded no
whole plant mortality. Less than one-third of the trees
not completely top-killed retained .50% of preburn
foliage levels when measured the growing season following the fire. The 1996 fire was more intense, due
to drier and warmer conditions and greater fine fuel,
and Prosopis aboveground and whole-plant mortality
were 97% and 3%, respectively.
In the unburned plot, Prosopis leaves emerged in
April and canopies attained full development by midMay and remained in full foliage until late October in
both years. In burned plots, coppice growth in topkilled Prosopis began in May and attained a height of
about 0.5 m by mid-July when leaf A measurements
were made. Cool-season (C3) grass growth began in
late February and extended well into July in 1995 but
stopped by early June in 1996 due to drought. Warmseason (C4) grasses grew from May through September
in 1995, but grew very little in 1996 due to drought.

BREB-determined CO2 flux
Daily mean PPFD was lower in spring and fall when
compared to the summer period in 1995 (Table 2).
PPFD was high in both spring and summer 1996 and
similar to the summer 1995 mean. Daily mean net radiation (Rnet) differed by ,10% among treatments during each sample period. Daily mean soil heat flux was
typically ,3% of daily mean Rnet (data not shown) and
soil heat flux differences between treatments were very
small.
Mean 24-h CO2 flux was greater in burned than unburned plots in all three seasonal periods in 1995 and
during the spring of 1996 (Table 2). CO2 flux was greater in the unburned than the burned plot in the summer
of 1996, and there was little difference between treatments during the fall 1996. In both years, the growing
season mean 24-h CO2 flux was greater in burned than
unburned plots and was greater for both treatments in
1995 than 1996. Trends were similar for 12-h daylight
CO2 fluxes.
A closer look at seasonal flux patterns within each
year indicated that 24-h CO2 fluxes were negative (net
CO2 loss to atmosphere) in the unburned plot during
spring of both years (Table 2 and Fig. 3). Fluxes increased from the spring to summer period in both years,
but declined to near zero from summer to fall in 1995
and did not change from summer to fall in 1996. In
the burned plot in 1995, 24-h CO2 flux was consistently
high during all three periods with a maximum flux in
summer. In 1996, 24-h CO2 flux in the burned plot was
greatest during spring, dropped to a negative value in
the summer period, then increased in the fall.
The 12-h nighttime fluxes were more negative in the
unburned than burned plots during each seasonal period
in both years, indicating greater respiration rates in the
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unburned plot. Thus, while trends were similar between
12-h daylight and 24-h fluxes, with respect to treatment
differences, relative differences in 12-h daylight fluxes
between treatments were lower than were differences
in 24-h fluxes during all but the fall 1996 period.
While mean 24-h CO2 flux was greater in the burned
than the unburned plot throughout 1995, there was a
7-d period during summer (e.g., 5 to 11 July; days 186–
192) when CO2 flux was either similar between treatments or was substantially greater in the unburned plot
(Fig. 3). Regressions indicated little relation between
PPFD and CO2 flux in either treatment or year (data
not shown).

Components of empirically determined CO2 flux
Ecosystem LAI.—Prosopis ecosystem LAI was
greater in 1995 than in 1996 in both treatments and
was much greater in the unburned than the burned plots
in each year (Table 3). Herbaceous ecosystem LAI also
was much greater in 1995 than in 1996 in both treatments (Table 4). The 1995 burned plot had the greatest
herbaceous ecosystem LAI at 1.5. Adding Prosopis and
herbaceous ecosystem LAI values from Tables 3 and
4 yielded a total ecosystem LAI of 3.1, 1.9, 2.2, and
0.1 in 1995 unburned, 1995 burned, 1996 unburned,
and 1996 burned plots, respectively.
Variables used to calculate Prosopis and herbaceous
ecosystem LAI are shown in Tables 3 and 4. Briefly,
Prosopis SLA was greater in 1995 than in 1996 in both
treatments, and was greater in the unburned than the
burned plot each year (Table 3). Percent cover and
patch live mass of Nassella, Buchloe, and warm-season
midgrasses were greater in 1995 than 1996 in both
treatments (Table 4). The percentage of nonphotosynthetic ground area (bare ground, litter, and dormant
grass) was greater in both treatments in 1996 (61–64%)
than in 1995 (9–32%).
The relationship between Prosopis basal stem diameter and leaf area in the unburned plot followed that
of a power curve in both years (1995, y 5 0.34[x1.58],
r2 5 0.97; 1996, y 5 0.26 [x1.6]; r2 5 0.88), although
trees had more mean leaf area per stem in 1995 (6.4
m2) than 1996 (5.3 m2) (Table 3). In the 1995 burned
plot, leaf area per tree of Prosopis ranged from 0.7 m2
(1 SE 5 0.2) in completely top-killed trees that exhibited only coppice growth to 16.7 m2 (1 SE 5 4.5) in
trees that retained 76–100% of original foliage (data
not shown). In the 1996 burned plot, all Prosopis were
completely top-killed and leaf area per tree of coppice
growth was also 0.7 m2 (1 SE 5 0.33).
Photosynthesis and soil CO2 fluxes.—There were no
significant differences in Prosopis mean daily leaf A
between unburned and burned plots on the two days
measured in July 1995 (Fig. 4). In 1996, Prosopis mean
daily leaf A was two to three times greater in the burned
than the unburned plot. Mean daily leaf A of Nassella
and Buchloe was similar between burned and unburned
plots in both years, but was much reduced in 1996 when
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TABLE 2. Mean daily photosynthetic photon flux density (PPFD), mean 24-h net radiation (Rnet), and mean 24-h daytime,
and nighttime CO2 flux for unburned and burned plots in 1995 and 1996.

Rnet (W/m2)

PPFD†
Year and season
1995
Spring (n 5 3)
Summer (n 5 17)
Fall (n 5 2)
Mean across seasons (n 5 3)
Mean all sample dates (n 5 22)
1996
Spring (n 5 19)
Summer (n 5 25)
Fall (n 5 23)
Mean across seasons (n 5 3)
Mean all sample dates (n 5 67)

24-h CO2

Both

Unburned

Burned

Unburned

Burned

36.3 (6.3)
47.3 (1.1)
34.7 (3.8)

125 (23)
195 (5)
132 (25)

134 (25)
200 (5)
133 (22)

20.1 (0.7)
14.6 (3.1)
0.8 (0.3)

15.7 (4.0)
19.7 (0.6)
15.2 (1.0)

39.4 (3.9)
44.6 (1.5)

151 (22)
180 (8)

156 (22)
185 (8)

5.1 (4.7)
11.4 (2.7)

16.8 (1.4)
18.7 (0.7)

45.3 (2.2)
43.6 (2.0)
29.6 (1.6)

145 (8)
164 (8)
105 (6)

147 (8)
152 (8)
95 (5)

29.2 (1.5)
4.1 (1.6)
4.8 (1.1)

8.1 (0.8)
20.9 (1.0)
4.6 (0.9)

39.5 (5.0)
39.3 (1.4)

138 (17)
138 (5)

131 (18)
131 (5)

20.1 (4.6)
0.6 (1.1)

3.9 (2.6)
3.5 (0.7)

Notes: Data are from BREB measurements in spring, summer, and fall sample periods. Also reported are means across
seasonal periods or all sample dates. Values in parentheses are 1 SE of the mean. CO2 was measured in g/m2 over 12 or 24
hours.
† PPFD measured for both burned and unburned plots.

compared to 1995. Mean daylight (12-h) soil CO2 fluxes were more negative (greater loss to the atmosphere)
on the burned than the unburned plot on 6 and 7 July
1995, but there were no differences between treatments
in 1996 (Fig. 5).

BREB compared to empirically determined
CO2 fluxes
Empirically determined daylight (12-h) CO2 fluxes
on the two dates in July 1995 and 1996 were obtained
by adding soil CO2 fluxes, herbaceous ecosystem photosynthesis, and Prosopis ecosystem photosynthesis
(Table 5). Empirically determined fluxes underestimated BREB estimates in both treatments, but were
closer to BREB estimates in unburned than burned
plots (Table 5 and Fig. 6). Averaged over all four sample days and both treatments, BREB-determined daylight CO2 flux was 17.9 g·m22·12 h21, and empirically
determined flux was 12.0 g·m22·12 h21.
Modifying the amount of Prosopis LAI allocated to
each of the three canopy layers in the unburned plots
to account for intracanopy shading effects on Prosopis
leaf A in some instances improved the empirically determined estimate (when compared to the BREB) relative to when LAI allocation was 33.3% in each layer
(Table 6). The 50:25:25 allocation in L1, L2, and L3,
respectively, appeared to generate the closest fit on
three of the four days. The exclusion of adjustments
for intracanopy shading on Prosopis leaf A (i.e., using
sunlit Prosopis leaf A for 100% of the canopy) increased the empirically determined CO2 flux to .19%
over the BREB estimates in 1995, but provided the
closest fit to BREB estimates on the 19 July 1996 sample date.
DISCUSSION
Fire and CO2 flux
While there is much concern regarding fire effects
on carbon balance in many systems, in particular trop-

ical forests (Levine 1991, Ryan 1991), fire may be of
benefit in temperate or subhumid grasslands and savannas (Knapp et al. 1998b, Pyne et al. 1996). Greater
CO2 uptake following burns has been shown in Great
Plains grasslands (Frank et al. 2000) and in a Kansas
tallgrass prairie (Knapp et al. 1998b). This is due in
large part to a greater live/dead leaf ratio, increased
nutrient availability and greater photosynthetic rates
(Knapp 1985, Svejcar and Browning 1988, Schimel et
al. 1991, Ojima et al. 1994). These increases in CO 2
flux may be offset somewhat by greater soil respiration
in burned sites (Knapp et al. 1998c).
Less is known about fire effects on CO2 flux in savannas where LAI in woody-dominated areas may be
significantly greater than in open grasslands. Our hypothesis that reducing Prosopis canopy coverage with
fire may lower ecosystem LAI and thereby lower CO 2
flux was based on work by Asner et al. (1998a, b), who
found in south Texas that LAI in Prosopis-dominated
areas was two to three times greater than in open grasslands. Based on our results, we reject our first hypothesis that fire decreases CO2 flux in Prosopis savanna.
While we found that ecosystem LAI was lower in
burned plots than the unburned Prosopis stand, these
differences were apparently not enough to reduce mean
growing season CO2 flux below that in the unburned
plot. In this system, woodland areas are characterized
by high Prosopis LAI and low herbaceous LAI due to
competition from Prosopis (Bedunah and Sosebee
1984, Heitschmidt and Dowhower 1991, Scholes and
Archer 1997). Reduction or removal of Prosopis by
fire allowed an increase in herbaceous LAI to levels
comparable to the Prosopis woodland in nondrought
years. It was thus not possible for fire to substantially
reduce LAI and CO2 flux unless drought restricted grass
growth, as occurred in 1996.
Fire and net carbon loss.—A rough estimate of the
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Extended.

Nighttime (12-h) CO2

Daylight (12-h) CO2
Unburned

Burned

Unburned

Burned

5.2 (0.7)
18.9 (3.0)
6.4 (2.4)

18.4 (2.5)
23.2 (0.8)
18.1 (0.6)

25.3 (0.8)
24.3 (0.4)
25.6 (2.2)

22.8 (1.5)
23.5 (0.5)
23.0 (0.4)

10.2 (4.4)
15.9 (2.6)

19.9 (1.6)
22.1 (0.8)

25.1 (0.4)
24.5 (0.4)

23.1 (0.2)
23.4 (0.4)

1.5 (0.9)
9.0 (1.3)
12.4 (0.9)

9.2 (0.6)
3.3 (0.5)
10.5 (0.7)

210.7 (0.9)
24.8 (0.6)
27.7 (0.6)

21.1 (0.3)
24.2 (0.7)
25.9 (0.5)

7.6 (3.2)
8.0 (0.8)

7.7 (2.2)
7.4 (0.5)

27.7 (1.7)
27.5 (0.5)

23.7 (1.4)
23.9 (0.4)

net carbon exchange during the fire and the first growing season thereafter can be made. Preburn herbaceous
mass, which was mostly litter, averaged 364 g/m2 in
the two burned plots. While there were differences in
fire intensity between burns, which no doubt affected
amount of biomass combusted, we assume a mean of
60% of this biomass (or 218 g/m2) was lost to combustion (McNaughton et al. 1998), although grass biomass combustion in savanna fires frequently reaches
90% or more (Shea et al. 1996). Carbon dioxide emitted
from the fire through combustion was estimated to be
327 g/m2, or 1.5 times the amount of herbaceous biomass combusted (Larcher 1975, Pyne et al. 1996). This
resulted in a loss of 89.2 g/m2 of carbon. Prosopis stems
were killed from the heat but, because very little wood
was consumed during these winter-season fires (Ansley
et al. 1998a), contribution to atmospheric CO2 was likely small. A further unknown contribution originated
from the combustion of fallen twigs and leaf litter. The
mean daily (24-h) CO2 flux values of 16.8 and 5.1 g/
m2 (Table 2) in burned and unburned plots, respectively, during the 1995 growing season yielded a daily
CO2 flux difference of 11.7 g/m2, and a daily carbon
difference of 3.2 g/m2. Thus, we estimate it would take
;28 d (327/11.7 or 89.2/3.2) to recover carbon lost
from herbaceous layer combustion through increased
CO2 uptake in the burned plot. This is substantially less
than the wet year growing season duration (;200 d).
In the dry year, a daily CO2-flux difference of 4.0

FIG. 3. Daily total photosynthetic photon flux density
(PPFD) and 24-h CO2 flux from Bowen ratio/energy balance
(BREB) in the burned and unburned plots in 1995 and 1996.

TABLE 3. Specific leaf area (SLA), tree and stem density, mean stem diameter, mean leaf area
per stem, and total plot (ecosystem) leaf area index (LAI) for Prosopis in unburned and
burned plots in July 1995 and 1996.

Plot

SLA
(m2/kg1)

Unburned 1995
Burned 1995
Unburned 1996
Burned 1996

7.85
7.30
6.90
5.29

Stem
Tree density density
(tree/ha)
(stem/ha)
999
1642
999
506

3704
···
3704
···

Stem
diameter
(cm)
5.93
···
6.08
···

Leaf area
Prosopis
per stem ecosystem
2
(m )
LAI (m2/m2)
6.37
···
5.30
···

2.36
0.41
1.96
0.04
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TABLE 4. Percent cover, total mass, percentage live tissue, live mass, specific leaf area (SLA),
and leaf area index (LAI) of vegetation patches, and ecosystem LAI for each species in
unburned and burned plots in July 1995 and 1996.

Plot

Patch†

Cover
(%)

1995 unburned

Nassella
Buchloe
wsm
forbs
other
total
Nassella
Buchloe
wsm
forbs
other
total
Nassella
Buchloe
wsm
forbs
other
total
Nassella
Buchloe
wsm
forbs
other
total

22
25
18
3
32
100
54
9
24
4
9
100
12
9
16
2
61
100
20
9
3
4
64
100

1995 burned

1996 unburned

1996 burned

Patch
total
mass
(g/m2)

Ecosystem
Patch LAI per
SLA
LAI species‡
(m2/kg) (m2/m2) (m2/m2)

Live
tissue
(%)

Patch
live
mass
(g/m2)

232
124
280

43.8
85.5
50

102
106
140

8.6
10.8
10.8

0.88
1.14
1.51

243
129
300

62.3
83.6
90

151
108
252

8.6
10.8
10.8

1.31
1.17
2.92

347
205
400

8.4
25.4
20

29
52
80

5.3
11.6
11.6

0.16
0.60
0.93

45
66
120

25.9
57.9
50

12
38
60

6.6
11.6
11.6

0.08
0.46
0.72

0.19
0.29
0.27
nd
0
0.75
0.71
0.11
0.71
nd
0
1.53
0.02
0.05
0.15
nd
0
0.22
0.02
0.04
0.02
nd
0
0.08

† Abbreviations are: wsm, warm-season midgrasses; other, litter 1 bare ground 1 dormant
cool-season annuals.
‡ nd 5 no data.

g·m22·d21 (3.9 vs. 20.1 in burned and unburned plots,
respectively) suggests it would take ;82 d (327/4) to
recover lost CO2.
These results, while approximate, suggest that the
carbon emitted during the fire is probably recovered
within the first year of post-fire regrowth, in both a wet
and drought year. However, until measurements are
made during dormant-season months and during subsequent post-fire growing seasons, further speculation
about effects of fire on long-term net carbon flux or
net contributions to atmospheric CO2 are not possible.
We would expect carbon losses to the atmosphere from
respiration to be greater in Prosopis-dominated areas
than in open grasslands during dormant-season months
(November–March) because of the greater standing
biomass of Prosopis, which can range from 9 to 20
Mg/ha on clay loam uplands (Felker et al. 1983). We
would also expect burned grasslands to have lower CO2
flux in succeeding years when compared to the first
growing season following fire as standing dead grass
tissue and litter accumulate, assuming equal precipitation among years and no further defoliation (Knapp
et al. 1998a).

Mechanisms underlying CO2 flux response to fire
Mechanisms that account for overall CO2 flux responses to fire include differences in leaf-level pho-

tosynthesis, LAI, and soil respiration. In this study, CO2
fluxes were very dependent on precipitation, and were
much greater in both treatments during the wet year
due to a combination of increased leaf photosynthesis
and LAI.
Prosopis mean daily leaf photosynthesis ( A) in the
unburned plot was considerably lower in the drought
year than the wet year (3.2 vs. 6.9 mmol·m22·s21; Fig.
4). This indicates a sensitivity of this species to drought
conditions, and confirms earlier research that suggested
Prosopis in this region depend on shallow lateral roots
for much of their moisture (Ansley et al. 1991, 1992a).
In other regions, such as the Sonoran desert of southern
California, Prosopis exhibit more phreatophytic tendencies and leaf water relations and photosynthesis are
largely decoupled from soil moisture status at shallow
depths (Nilsen et al. 1987). Increased Prosopis leaf A
in response to precipitation explains in part why CO2
flux in the unburned plot was greater in 1995 than in
1996.
Leaf A of coppice Prosopis in the burned plot in
1996 was up to three times greater than leaves on unburned mature Prosopis (Fig. 4). Coppice plants likely
had an abnormally high root : shoot ratio that may have
increased water and nutrient availability per unit leaf
area (Knapp et al. 1998b). However, the increased leaf
A of coppice Prosopis did not contribute much toward
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FIG. 4. Mean daily leaf photosynthesis on sunlit leaves
of each species in burned and unburned plots. Error bars
represent 1 SE. Ecosystem leaf area indices (LAI) for each
species and treatment (data from Tables 3 and 4) are shown
above photosynthesis bars.

increasing ecosystem CO2 flux in the burned plot because Prosopis ecosystem LAI was extremely low. Differences in Prosopis leaf A between treatments were
not as great in 1995 due to wetter conditions that increased Prosopis leaf A in both treatments and because
many Prosopis plants in the 1995 burned plots were
only partially top-killed and may not have had as great
an imbalance in root : shoot ratio as in 1996, thus limiting the potential for maximizing leaf A.
Changes in the relative balance of Prosopis and herbaceous LAIs may also explain differences in CO2 fluxes among seasonal sample periods and years. For example, greater 24-h CO2 flux in the burned than the
unburned plot in the spring of both years (Table 2 and
Fig. 3) was because Prosopis leaves in the unburned
plot were still immature and not assimilating CO 2 and
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there was likely greater herbaceous live/dead ratios and
less litter in the burned plot (Knapp 1985, Svejcar and
Browning 1988).
Prosopis leaf area is usually at maximum in early to
mid-summer, and declines in the fall (Ansley et al.
1992b). Live herbaceous leaf area in this region normally is greatest in spring (Heitschmidt et al. 1986).
However, 1995 was atypical in that abundant rainfall
in August stimulated herbaceous and possibly Prosopis
leaf growth during fall (Nilsen et al. 1987). Thus, 24h CO2 fluxes in the 1995 burned plot were only slightly
less in the fall than in summer (Table 2). In the unburned plot, the presence of Prosopis limited herbaceous growth and, as a result, created a large contrast
in fluxes between summer and fall periods in 1995.
Prosopis leaf A probably declined from summer to fall
as indicated in other studies (Ansley et al. 1998b), but
this was not measured.
The sharp increase in 24-h CO2 flux in the unburned
plot for a few days during the summer 1995 sample
period (Fig. 3) merits further discussion because it provides an indication of the relationship between fire effects, precipitation, and CO2 flux. A closer look at daylight (12-h) CO2 fluxes in both treatments during this
period reveals that CO2 flux in the unburned plot increased shortly after a 21-mm precipitation event on
day 183 (2 July; Fig. 7). The storm broke thermocouples in both treatments, so flux data were not available
on days 183 to 185, but from days 186 to 192, CO2
flux in the unburned plot was elevated relative to the
burned plot when compared to flux levels in both treatments prior to the precipitation. This increase in flux in
the unburned plot is most likely due to increases in Prosopis leaf A, combined with a relatively large Prosopis
LAI that was maintained (see Table 3), and indicates a
strong ability of this species to exploit a moisture event
during an otherwise dry period, as other studies have
shown (Nilsen et al. 1987, Ansley et al. 1992a). In contrast, CO2 flux in the burned plot did not increase because

FIG. 5. Mean daylight (12-h) soil CO2 flux in burned and
unburned plots in 1995 and 1996. Error bars represent 1 SE
(n 5 8). Negative values indicate a CO2 flux away from the
soil.
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TABLE 5. Empirically determined and Bowen ratio/energy balance (BREB) estimates of daylight (12-h) ecosystem CO2 flux in unburned and burned plots on selected July days, 1995–
1996. Empirically determined estimates include soil CO2 flux (S) and ecosystem photosynthesis (Ecosys-A) for herbaceous (H ) and Prosopis (P) components.
Empirically determined flux
components (g·m22·12 h21)
Date

Treatment

Soil
flux

6 July 1995

unburned
burned
unburned
burned
unburned
burned

25.6
27.1
24.9
26.3
25.2
26.7

unburned
burned
unburned
burned
unburned
burned

22.2
22.3
22.2
22.3
22.2
22.3

7 July 1995
Mean 1995
8 July 1996
19 July 1996
Mean 1996

Herbaceous Prosopis
Ecosys-A Ecosys-A
10.0
21.5
8.5
17.8
9.3
19.6
0.1
0.03
0.4
0.1
0.3
0.1

Daylight CO2 flux
(g·m22·12 h21)
Empirical
( S 1 H 1 P)

BREB

22.2
6.0
18.9
5.1
20.6
5.6

26.7
20.5
22.6
16.6
24.7
18.6

30.4
29.0
28.1
28.0
29.3
28.5

7.6
0.5
8.5
0.7
8.1
0.6

5.5
21.8
6.7
21.5
6.1
21.6

5.9
3.7
13.8
3.8
9.9
3.8

Note: Positive values indicate downward flux (i.e., CO2 uptake).

it was already at a high level (about 25 g·m22·12 h21)
prior to the precipitation event (Fig. 7).
A similar CO2 flux response to midsummer precipitation was found in July 1996. One 4-mm event on
day 193 and a larger 17-mm event on day 196 caused
an increase in CO2 flux in the unburned plot but not in
the burned plot when compared to flux levels prior to
the events (Fig. 7). Leaf A of grasses in the burned plot
likely increased in response to these events, but overall
LAI in this treatment was so low that the precipitation
did not increase CO2 flux.

Nighttime CO2 flux (i.e., 1900 to 0700 CST) was
more negative (greater CO2 loss to the atmosphere) in
the unburned plot in both years (Table 2), suggesting
greater respiration maintenance costs, likely due to
greater standing Prosopis biomass and more surface
litter. Daylight soil CO2 flux was more negative in the
burned than the unburned plot during the wet year, but
this variable was measured only during two midsummer days and may not be a reflection of trends for the
entire growing season. More negative soil CO2 fluxes
on burned plots in 1995 may be due to increased soil
microbial respiration (Knapp et al. 1998c), increased
root respiration from greater root production (Seastedt
and Ramundo 1990) and higher soil water content due
to precipitation (Mielnick and Dugas 2000).

BREB vs. empirically determined CO2 flux estimates

FIG. 6. Twelve-hour CO2 flux from Bowen ratio/energy
balance (BREB) and empirically determined measurements
on four sample dates in the unburned and burned plots in
July 1995 and 1996. The 1:1 line is also shown.

Responses from the four days in July selected for
comparison of BREB and empirically determined CO2
flux support our second hypothesis that a relatively
simple empirical model, consisting of measurements
made at the organism level and scaled to the ecosystem
level, can be used to accurately estimate ecosystem
fluxes, although empirically determined fluxes were
lower than BREB estimates. During these four days,
daylight CO2 fluxes were actually greater in unburned
than burned plots, which is opposite that of growing
season trends between treatments, shown in Table 2.
As discussed in the previous section, elevated CO 2 fluxes in the unburned plots on 6 and 7 July 1995 (days
187, 188) and on 19 July 1996 (day 201) were in response to precipitation (Fig. 7). Slightly greater CO2
flux in unburned than burned plots on the 8 July 1996
(Table 5) was due to extreme drought which reduced
both herbaceous leaf A and LAI in the burned plot.
Empirically determined flux values in the unburned
plot were similar on 8 and 19 July 1996 (5.5 and 6.7
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TABLE 6. Empirically determined estimates of daylight (12-h) ecosystem CO2 flux in the
unburned plot in response to variations in percentage LAI allocated to Prosopis canopy layers
L1 (top), L2 (middle), and L3 (bottom), and compared to BREB-measured flux.
Daylight ecosystem CO2 flux
(g·m22·12 h21)
Leaf area (%)
Type of flux measure

L1

L2

L3

Empirically determined

100
50
33
25

0
25
33
50

0
25
33
25

BREB

6 July
1995

7 July
1995

8 July
1996

19 July
1996

37.7
29.4
26.7
26.1
30.4

32.0
25.0
22.6
22.1
28.1

9.2
6.4
5.5
5.3
5.9

10.9
7.7
6.7
6.4
13.8

g/m2, respectively; Table 5), yet the BREB estimate
detected more variation between these two days (5.9
and 13.8 g/m2). Rainfall occurred between the two days
(Fig. 7) so it seems likely that CO2 flux values would
be greater on 19 July than on 8 July. The variation
detected by the BREB measurements may have been
due to increased photosynthesis, but the empirically
determined estimate accounted for this. Ecosystem leaf
area may also have increased from grass growth, and
this was not considered in the empirically determined
estimate as the same LAI was used for both dates.
However, it is unlikely that significant growth occurred
in 11 days during this time of the year with daily air
temperatures exceeding 358C.
The estimate of Prosopis ecosystem-level photosynthesis in unburned plots was based on four factors: (1)
leaf A of sunlit leaves, (2) ecosystem-level LAI, (3)
reduction of leaf A from shading within the Prosopis
canopy, and (4) amount of Prosopis ecosystem LAI
allocated to each shade layer. Values for leaf A of sunlit
leaves and ecosystem LAI were based on field measurements and changed each year. Effects of intracanopy shading on leaf A (factor 3) was based on an older
data set and was not measured during the current study.
This data set provided an indication of the degree of
reduction of leaf A we might expect within the Prosopis
canopy, and thus served as a basis from which to start.
While we used the same percentage reduction of leaf
A for each year, this likely would vary from year to
year, especially in these contrasting moisture years.
The fourth factor, LAI allocation to shade layers, was
arbitrarily determined. The fact that changes in LAI
allocation (Table 6) generated a good match between
BREB and empirically determined estimates in one
year or the other, but not in both years suggests that
canopy shading effects differed each year. Leaf area
per Prosopis stem in the unburned plot was 20% greater
in 1995 than in 1996 (Table 3). Thus, intracanopy shading probably had less of an effect on leaf A in 1996.
FIG. 7. Daily total photosynthetic photon flux density
(PPFD) and 12-h daylight CO2 flux from Bowen ratio/energy
balance (BREB) in the burned and unburned plots during the
summer sample period in 1995 and 1996. Black triangles and
numbers above each triangle indicate a precipitation event
and amount (mm), respectively.

CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, greater 24-h CO2 flux in burned than
unburned plots during the first growing season following fire was in response to both greater daytime net
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uptake of CO2 (especially in 1995, the wet year) and
lower nighttime loss of CO2. Lower 24-h CO2 flux in
the burned than the unburned plot in the summer of
1996 apparently resulted from drought conditions that
reduced herbaceous leaf photosynthesis and LAI. In
the unburned plot, Prosopis maintained leaf area during
drought and exploited precipitation events through increased photosynthesis.
Empirically determined 12-h daylight CO2 flux,
based on measurements of leaf photosynthesis, leaf
area, and soil respiration and scaled to the ecosystem
level, compared well with the BREB-determined values
and provided explanation for variability in CO2 flux
between treatments. From an ecosystem management
perspective, burning within this savanna ecosystem did
not appear to cause a net increase in carbon to the
atmosphere during the first growing season following
fire, either in a wet or a drought year. It is acknowledged
that these two years represented climatic extremes in
this ecosystem and responses may be different in an
average precipitation year.
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