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Abstract – Radial variations in wood mineral element concentrations (N, P, Ca, Mg, K, Mn, Al) were investigated in 5 oak trees (a
ring-porous species with typical heartwood) and 5 beech trees (a diffuse-porous to semi-ring porous wood species lacking typical
heartwood) growing on an ochreous brown earth in the Belgian Ardennes. Differences in concentration profiles were consistent with
the difference in wood structure. Specifically, oak had markedly higher concentrations in sapwood, suggesting that nutrients are
actively resorbed from senescing wood rings, resulting in very low elemental concentrations in heartwood. Similarities between the
two species, including outwardly decreasing cation concentrations and a recent increase in Al concentration, might be ascribed to a
common environmental influence, i.e. soil leaching by acid rain. However, the decrease in Mn concentration in both species is not
consistent with a scenario of decreasing soil pH. Alternative explanations are discussed.

dendrochemistry / heartwood / sapwood / Fagus sylvatica/ Quercus robur/ beech / oak / soil acidification

Résumé – Variations radiales des concentrations en éléments minéraux du bois : une comparaison entre hêtre et chêne
pédonculé en Ardenne belge. Les variations radiales des teneurs en éléments minéraux (N, P, Ca, Mg, K, Mn, Al) ont été mesurées
dans 5 chênes (une essence à anneaux poreux et à bois de cœur bien différencié) et 5 hêtres (une essence à porosité diffuse et dépour-
vue de bois de cœur bien différencié) croissant sur sol brun ocreux dans le massif ardennais belge. Les différences dans les profils
dendrochimiques sont conformes aux différences structurales du bois. Chez le chêne, les concentrations sont nettement plus élevées
dans l'aubier, ce qui suggère une résorption active des éléments minéraux au cours du vieillissement des cernes, avec pour consé-
quence des concentrations extrêmement faibles dans le bois de cœur. Des convergences entre les deux espèces – notamment une
apparente diminution des concentrations en cations (dans le bois de cœur pour le chêne, tout au long de la chronologie pour le hêtre)
accompagnée d'une augmentation récente des teneurs en aluminium – pourraient être attribuées à une influence environnementale
commune, par exemple une désaturation du sol sous l'influence de pluies acides. Cependant, la diminution des teneurs en manganèse
enregistrée chez les deux essences ne conforte pas l'hypothèse d'une acidification du sol. D'autres hypothèses sont discutées.

dendrochimie / bois de cœur / aubier / Fagus sylvatica/ Quercus robur/ hêtre / chêne / acidification du sol

1. INTRODUCTION

Mineral element concentrations in wood are not con-
stant across growth rings. It has been proposed that vari-
ations in the mineral element composition of tree rings

might reflect corresponding changes in the soil solution
chemistry in the course of a tree’s lifetime. Thus, a
growing amount of evidence suggests that soil acidifica-
tion due to atmospheric pollution (“acid rain”) leads to
decreasing concentrations of calcium and magnesium
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and increasing concentration of aluminium in the wood
[4, 8, 18, 20, 22]. However, non-uniform radial concen-
tration profiles in the wood may also result from endoge-
nous mechanisms not related to environmental change
[6, 9, 12, 23, 29, 31, 34] and, accordingly, monitoring
metal pollution using tree rings composition can be
extremely difficult [14]. For instance, radial transloca-
tions of elements can occur when essential elements are
resorbed from senescing wood at the time of heartwood
formation. Resorption of essential nutrients from senesc-
ing growth rings significantly contributes to the internal
cycling of these elements within a tree, thereby reducing
the amounts of elements that have to be absorbed annu-
ally from the soil [2, 10, 33]. Clearly, the use of dendro-
chemistry as a biomonitoring tool of environmental
change, requires that endogenous signals and environ-
mentally induced variations in wood elemental concen-
trations can be distinguished [9, 14].

In this paper, we compare radial patterns in mineral
element concentrations in Pedunculate oak (Quercus
robur L .) and European beech (Fagus sylvatica L .)
growing at the same site. Beech and oak are dominant
trees in several forest types in Central and Western
Europe and often occur in mixed stands. These species
markedly differ in wood structure. Specifically, oak is a
ring-porous species possessing typical heartwood [3, 28],
while beech is a diffuse-porous to semi-ring porous
species lacking typical heartwood [28, 30]. In a recent
study, Lévy et al. [18] have ascribed patterns of elemen-
tal concentrations variation in the last thirty years of the
heartwood of oak from NE France to soil acidification.
By contrast, beech is not usually regarded as suitable for
dendrochemical biomonitoring because of radial translo-
cations of elements [14]; accordingly, the dendrochem-
istry of beech has been surprisingly little investigated,
considering its importance in European forests (but see
[15, 22]). 

The study site is situated in the Belgian Ardennes
massif, characterised by acid soils with a very low calci-
um level; these soils are thus susceptible to acidification
by atmospheric pollution. Forest decline is well docu-
mented in that region [32]. 

In this work, we assume that any difference in the
radial profiles of mineral element concentrations
between beech and oak in the same site would primarily
reflect physiological differences pertaining to heartwood
formation. By contrast, similarities in the patterns of
variation of elemental concentrations in two species with
contrasting wood structure might be indicative of a com-
mon environmental influence. 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1. Site description

The forest stand selected for this study is located in
the Herbeumont State Forest (I.G.N. map grid reference:
Herbeumont-Suxy 67/3-4, 49°48' N, 5°16' E). This forest
covers 1 543 ha of a 400 m height plateau, between
Semois and Vierre river valleys, in the southern part of
the Belgian Ardennes. Average annual rainfall amounts
to 1200 mm and mean annual temperature is 7.8°C. The
bedrock consists of Lower Devonian clastic rocks, main-
ly Gedinnian siliceous sandstones and slates.

The studied forest stand is a selection high-forest of
beech and pedunculate oak (Quercus roburL.); beech is
clearly the dominant species, apparently impairing the
natural regeneration of oak. The floristic composition of
the herbaceous layer is characteristic of theLuzulo-
Fagetumforest association with acidity indicators
including Luzula luzuloides(Lam.) Dandy et Wilmott,
Deschampsia flexuosa(L.) Trin., Carex piluliferaL. and
Polytrichum formosum Hedw. The soil, with an AhBwC
profile, is an ochreous brown earth (USDA:
Dystrochrept; FAO/UNESCO: Dystric Cambisol); the
humus is of the moder type (C/N = 16.8). The parent
material is a loamy and stony solifluxion layer, about 1
to 1.5 m thick, in which weathering products of the
bedrock (Gedinnian sandstones and slates) have been
mixed with addition of allochtonous loess. Silt-size parti-
cles (2–50 µm) are therefore prevailing in the mineral
soil fractions, amounting to more than 50% (table I); the
clay content (<2 µm) is around 15% and is uniformly
distributed throughout the profile, whereas the sand frac-
tion (20–30%) slightly increases with depth. The gravel
fraction (>2 mm) is around 20% in weight in all hori-
zons. Soil borings as well as data provide by the Soil
Map of Belgium (unpublished sheet Herbeumont 213W,
surveyed at the scale of 1:5 000) show that the parent
material is homogeneous all over the sampling area. Soil
acidity is strong in mineral horizons (cambic Bw and C
horizons: pH-H2O around 4.5) and very strong in the
humic layer (Ah horizon: pH-H2O < 4.0), corresponding
to very low effective cation saturation rates (<10%) and
very high saturation rates of exchangeable aluminium
(mostly >90%) (table I). Very low levels of total calci-
um, magnesium and potassium (CaO < 0.03%; MgO =
1.1%; K2O = 2.4%) in the siliceous-rich Gedinnian
bedrock (SiO2 = 74%) are critical to explain a deficiency
of base cations in the soil.
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2.2. Sampling

Five beech and five pedunculate oak trees
(130–160 years old) were randomly sampled in the
mixed stand, on the occasion of a forest clearing during
the 1997 winter. Discs of about 10 cm in thickness were
cut off from the top of the boles (i.e. at a height of about
10–12 m). The samples were used for dendroecological
and dendrochemical measurements. The size of the sam-
ple is in the range of recent dendrochemical investiga-
tions (e.g. [6, 11, 15, 16, 22, 24, 26]).

2.3. Sample preparation and analytical methods

The discs were polished to reveal annual growth
rings, using a sand-papering machine fitted up with a
silicium-carbide band, to avoid aluminium contamina-
tion by usual corundum abrasives. For each disc, wood
samples representing 5-year growth intervals were cut
off with a band saw and a chisel. The samples were dried
at 65°C and ground in a Retsch ZM100 mill to pass a
750 µm screen. Mineralization of about 1 g sample was
done by dry ashing in covered zirconium crucibles (16 h
at 450°C); ashes were dissolved with 1 ml suprapur HCl
(diluted 1/2) and heated on a hot plate for 10 minutes,

avoiding boiling; 1 ml suprapur HNO3 is added to this
solution and made up to a final volume of 100 ml. Ca,
Mg, K and Mn were determined by flame atomic absorp-
tion spectrometry (FAAS), Al by electrothermal atomic
absorption spectrometry (EAAS) and P by colorimetry
(Scheel Method [7]). N was determined by the semi-
micro Kjeldahl method.

3. RESULTS

In oak, all elements show higher concentrations in the
last 25 to 35 growth rings (15 years for Al), roughly cor-
responding to sapwood (figure 1): a visual examination
of the cores shows that the sapwood is made up of 23 to
32 annual rings. A very steep increase in concentration at
the sapwood/heartwood boundary is observed for P, K,
N, Ca and Mg. Concentration ratios between the outer-
most heartwood rings and the outermost sapwood rings
vary depending on element as follows: N: 50%, P: 12%,
Ca: 40%, Mg: 5%, K: 45%, Mn: 15%. 

In oak heartwood, all elements except N show out-
wardly decreasing concentrations and this is significant
for Ca (r = –0.79, p < 0.01), Mg (r = –0.91, p < 0.001),
K (r = –0.94, p < 0.001), Mn (r = –0.70, p < 0.05) and 
P (r = –0.86, p < 0.001) (n = 11 for all elements).

Table I. Soil analytical data of the studied forest stand. 

Horizons Depth Particle size distribution (%) O.M. (%) N (%) C/N pH-H2O
(cm) 2000–50 µm 50–20 µm 20–2 µm <2 µm

Ah 0–3 36.1 1.07 16.8 3.2
Ah/Bw 3–10 22.4 17.5 35.6 24.5 12.5 0.41 15.1 3.5
Bw1 15–25 19.6 21.2 43.4 15.8 5.2 0.20 13.0 4.2
Bw2 25–35 23.6 21.3 39.6 15.4 3.1 0.15 10.6 4.4
Bw/C 45–55 24.8 24.6 37.5 13.1 1.1 0.09 5.9 4.6
C1 60–80 25.3 24.2 36.5 14.0 0.6 0.07 nd 4.6 
C2 80–100 30.3 21.0 34.5 14.2 0.3 nd nd 4.6
C3 120–140 32.5 24.1 28.3 15.2 0.5 nd nd 4.3 

Horizons Exchange         Exchangeable cations(b) (cmolc kg–1) Exch. Exch. Effective Effective Aluminium
acidity(a) Ca++ Mg++ K+ Al3+ (a) Mn++ (b) CEC saturation saturation

(cmolc kg–1) (cmolc kg–1) (cmolc kg–1) (cmolc kg–1) rate (%) rate (%)

Ah 9.97 1.55 0.59 0.41 7.65 0.40 12.52 20.3 61.1
Ah/Bw 11.01 0.23 0.19 0.14 9.50 0.04 11.57 4.9 82.1
Bw1 5.21 0.11 0.06 0.04 5.14 0.03 5.43 4.1 94.6
Bw2 3.29 0.10 0.04 0.02 3.29 0.03 3.46 4.9 95.1
Bw/C 2.90 0.07 0.03 0.03 2.90 0.02 3.02 4.1 95.9
C1 4.24 0.08 0.04 0.05 4.24 0.02 4.40 3.8 96.2
C2 4.76 0.11 0.04 0.09 4.76 0.02 4.99 4.7 95.3
C3 5.00 0.13 0.05 0.08 5.00 0.02 5.25 4.9 95.1 

(a) KCl N extraction. (b) CH3COONH4-EDTA pH 4.65 extraction.
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In beech, element concentration profiles are quite dif-
ferent than in oak (figure 1). Overall, beech wood is con-
siderably richer in mineral elements than oak heartwood,
the difference being most striking for Mg, Mn and Ca. N
is a noticeable exception, with oak having a higher con-
centration than beech over the whole time period. For Al
both species have a strikingly similar profile with an
increase in concentration in the last 15 years (figure 2).
In sharp contrast with oak, the concentrations of Ca, Mg,
K, Mn in beech show a decreasing pattern for the whole
chronology (Ca: r = –0.81,p < 0.001, Mg: r = –0.26, 
p > 0.05, K: r = –0.60, p < 0.001, Mn: r = –0.65, 

p > 0.001; n = 32). Mg shows a somewhat complex vari-
ation profile, with growth rings formed before 1890 and
between ca.1940 and 1970 being noticeably richer in
those elements than both earlier and later rings. For N, P
(figure 1) and Al (figure 2) concentrations are roughly
constant to ca 1970, with a trend for increasing concen-
trations in the outer 20 annual rings. 

The Ca/Mg ratio is uniformly very low (<5) over the
whole time period for beech (figure 3); in oak, that ratio
peaks at much higher values (>40) in the outermost
heartwood rings. The Al/Ca ratio is consistently low in

Figure 1. Wood element con-
centrations in 5-year growth
intervals in Fagus sylvaticaL.
(white dots) and Quercus robur
L. (black dots) (mean and stan-
dard deviation over five indi-
viduals).
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beech with only a slight increase in the last decade; it is
much higher in oak, with an increase in the last five
years (figure 3).

4. DISCUSSION

4.1. Comparison of oak and beech

There are striking differences in mineral element con-
centration profiles in the wood of oak and beech growing
at the same site. In hardwoods, Taneda et al. [29] cate-
gorised nutrient concentration profiles as follows: i) a
gradual decrease from pith to cambium, ii) a minimum at
the heartwood/sapwood boundary region, iii) a maxi-
mum at the boundary region. Ca, Mn and K in beech are
representative of the first pattern, while Ca, Mg, K, Mn
in oak clearly belong to the second one. No element
could be ascribed to the third category. In line with two
previous studies [11, 18], our results show that peduncu-
late oak sapwood is markedly richer than heartwood in
N, P, K, Mg, Mn. Abrupt increases in mineral element
concentrations at the heartwood/sapwood boundary are
usually interpreted as resulting from nutrient resorption
from senescing sapwood rings [2, 6, 14, 16, 18, 23, 25,
27, 31]. This issue will be discussed further below.
Compared to three other species of Fagaceae (two
Quercusand one Castanea) studied by Okada et al. [25],
Fagus sylvaticais unusual in having decreasing concen-
trations of metals from pith to cambium. That pattern
was already reported by Hagemeyer et al. [15] and by
Meisch et al. [22], although in the latter study, concen-
tration profiles were more complex, due to temporally
variable atmospheric pollution. The difference in con-
centration profiles between Fagusand Quercusare in
line with the generally accepted fact that Fagus lacks
typical heartwood [28, 30]. The profiles of Ca, Mg, Mn
in Fagusare similar to those found in some species of
softwoods [16, 27] especially those with a high moisture
content in the trunk [25]. Helmisaari and Siltala [16]
argue that increasing concentrations towards the pith are
indicative of low mobility of the corresponding element.
In spite of the lack of a clearly differentiated sapwood,
beech showed an increasing nitrogen and phosphorus
concentrations in the 10 to 15 outermost rings. This find-
ing is in agreement with the higher concentrations of
nitrogen incorporated in proteins in the outermost 
11 rings of beech [34], most likely explained by a higher
proportion of living parenchyma cells in those rings [23].
It is noteworthy that oak and beech had similar concen-
trations for most elements in the outermost rings.

Figure 2. Wood aluminium concentrations in 5-year growth
intervals in Fagus sylvaticaL. (white dots) and Quercus robur
L. (black dots) (mean and standard deviation over five individ-
uals).

Figure 3. Al/Ca and Ca/Mg concentration ratio (on a mass
basis) in 5-year growth intervals in Fagus sylvaticaL. (white
dots) and Quercus roburL. (black dots) (mean and standard
deviation over five individuals).
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4.2. Nutrient resorption in oak

Although nutrient concentration profiles are highly
species- and element-specific [6, 24, 27, 29], it appears
that N, P, K and S most often have higher concentrations
in the sapwood, in line with their metabolic role in living
cells and their high mobility in xylem [9, 12, 27, 34]. By
contrast, Ca, Mg and Mn often have higher concentra-
tions in the heartwood [27]. The particular pattern of ele-
ment resorption found in Quercus roburin this study and
by de Visser [11] and Lévy et al. [18] is strikingly simi-
lar to that reported for other species of Quercusfrom
Northern America (Q. rubra, Q. alba, Q. coccinea: [17,
19, 31, 33]), China (Q. mongolica: [6]) and Japan (Q.
mongolica, Q. serrata: [25]). Thus, it would appear that
a high resorption of Ca, Mg, Mn, K, at the
heartwood/sapwood boundary is a characteristic feature
of most (if not all) species of Quercus.

Bamber and Fukazawa [2] argued that internal recy-
cling of elements must reduce the nutrient demand
placed on the ecosystem by large trees and this was
shown to be the case for phosphorus in red spruce [10].
In that context, our results strikingly demonstrate that
oak and beech, two dominant species in western
European forests, have contrasting mineral nutrition
strategies, with beech having much higher amounts of
nutrients immobilised in boles [1]. The functional and
ecological significance of that difference would deserve
further investigation.

4.3. Comparison with other sites 

Compared to published data [12, 15] beech wood
from the acidic soil of the Belgian Ardennes has similar
to somewhat lower concentrations of Ca and Mg. In the
case of oak, a detailed comparison of concentration pro-
files is possible with the data from a podzolic soil in the
Netherlands [11] and from the clayey soils with a higher
base content and a higher biological activity from NE
France [18]. It appears that oak heartwood from both
acidic soils (Belgian Ardennes and the Netherlands) is
poorer in all elements except N than that from soils with
a higher nutrient status. For magnesium it is interesting
that concentrations in the sapwood were similar for all
three sites, while concentrations in the heartwood were
markedly lower in the Ardennes. This suggests that the
efficiency of resorption of Mg was higher in the site with
the lowest availability of that element, a hypothesis
which would certainly deserve to be confirmed. The pat-
tern of between site variation for Al is surprising, since
samples from mesotrophic soils in France had ca. 4 times
higher concentrations than those from more acidic soils
in Belgium and the Netherlands. That discrepancy can

not readily be explained and would deserve further
investigation. 

5.3. Evidence for environmental change

In a forest from NE France where recent changes of
the ground flora are indicative of soil acidification and
increased nitrogen fertility, Lévy et al. [18] found
decreasing concentrations of P, K, and Mg and increas-
ing concentrations of N and Al in the outermost 20 rings
of oak heartwood. They ascribed those changes to the
long-term effects of leaching of forest soil by acid rain,
in line with similar previous reports in other polluted
regions of the world [4, 5, 20, 22, 24]. In the present
study, there was a systematic, statistically significant
decrease of Ca, Mg, K, P and Mn in oak heartwood, but
there was no significant change in Al and N concentra-
tions and in Al/Ca ratio. Thus, our results can be less
easily interpreted in terms of increased nitrogen status
and decreased soil pH. In particular, Mn concentrations
in tree rings are positively correlated with the acidity of
the soil solution [13, 17]; therefore, the finding of a
decrease in Mn is difficult to reconcile with a hypothesis
of soil acidification. 

Interestingly, Ca, Mg and K also show a decreasing
pattern in beech over the same time period. A similar
pattern found in two coexisting species with contrasting
wood structure could arguably point to a common envi-
ronmental effect. However, as stated hereabove, decreas-
ing cations concentrations from pith to outer heartwood
(or to cambium) have been commonly observed in many
different species of trees in various environmental con-
texts [24, 25, 27, 29, 31], including beech [15] and sev-
eral oak species [6, 31]. Therefore, it is questionable
whether such outwardly decreasing concentration gradi-
ents are actually indicative of cation depletion in the soil
solution. Centripetal migrations of elements are one pos-
sible mechanisms explaining that concentration gradient.
The “wavy” profile of Mg and K in beech, accompanied
by relatively large standard deviations might indicate
that such radial movements are occurring. Another
explanation can lie in a systematic decrease of wood
cation binding capacity (CBC) with ageing as shown by
Momoshima et al. in Japanese cedar [24]. CBC has
apparently never been assessed in oak and beech wood.

Increasing Al concentrations and Al/Ca ratio in the
wood are often regarded as reliable indicators of soil
acidification because of the low mobility of Al in the
wood [8, 9, 14, 21]. Al concentrations in this study were
strikingly similar in both species throughout the study
period, with constant concentrations of ca. 2 ppm from
1870 to 1970, followed by an increase up to 4 ppm for
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beech and 11 ppm for oak in the last 20 years. In oak,
Lévy et al. [18] found regularly increasing concentration
of Al throughout heartwood. In beech, Meisch et al. [22]
found Al concentration of ca. 3 ppm in the inner wood
and an increase in Al concentration in the outer 20 rings,
up to 30 ppm, which they ascribed to acid rain. De
Visser [11] found no clear temporal trend for Al in oak.
In Q. mongolica, Chun and Hui-yi [6] found a profile of
Al quite similar to that of Q. robur in the present study,
which they could not unequivocally ascribe to soil acidi-
fication. 

In conclusion, beech and oak growing on the same
soil in the Belgian Ardennes show markedly contrasting
mineral element concentrations profiles in the wood,
which may reflect the sharp difference in wood structure.
The pattern of element resorption at the heartwood/sap-
wood boundary observed in oak is apparently typical for
the genus Quercus. The decreasing concentration of Ca,
Mg, K in both species (except in oak sapwood) is appar-
ently consistent with a long term process of soil acidifi-
cation, possibly due to acid rain. However, the decrease
in Mn in both species warns against a too simplistic
interpretation of the data in terms of environmental
change. The question whether outwardly decreasing con-
centrations of cations can be explained by similarly
decreasing cation binding capacity of wood is currently
being investigated.
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