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Advanced monitoring of
soil-vegetation co-dynamics
reveals the successive controls of
snowmelt on soil moisture and on
plant seasonal dynamics in a
mountainous watershed

Baptiste Dafflon1*, Emmanuel Léger1,2, Nicola Falco1,
Haruko M. Wainwright1,4, John Peterson1, Jiancong Chen3,
Kenneth H. Williams1,5 and Susan S. Hubbard1,6

1Climate & Ecosystem Sciences Division, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, Berkeley, CA,
United States, 2Geosciences Department, Université Paris-Saclay, Gif-sur-Yvette, France, 3Department of
Civil and Environmental Engineering, University of California, Berkeley, CA, United States, 4Department of
Nuclear Science and Engineering and Civil and Environmental Engineering, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, Cambridge, MA, United States, 5Rocky Mountain Biological Lab, Gothic, CO, United States,
6Oak Ridge National Laboratory, Oak Ridge, TN, United States

Evaluating the interactions between above- and below-ground processes is
important to understand and quantify how ecosystems respond differently to
atmospheric forcings and/or perturbations and how this depends on their intrinsic
characteristics and heterogeneity. Improving such understanding is particularly
needed in snow-impacted mountainous systems where the complexity in water
and carbon storage and release arises from strong heterogeneity in
meteorological forcing and terrain, vegetation and soil characteristics. This
study investigates spatial and temporal interactions between terrain, soil
moisture, and plant seasonal dynamics at the intra- and inter-annual scale
along a 160 m long mountainous, non-forested hillslope-to-floodplain system
in the upper East River Watershed in the upper Colorado River Basin. To this end,
repeated UAV-based multi-spectral aerial imaging, ground-based soil electrical
resistivity imaging, and soil moisture sensors were used to quantify the interactions
between above and below-ground compartments. Results reveal significant soil-
plant co-dynamics. The spatial variation and dynamics of soil water content and
electrical conductivity, driven by topographic and soil intrinsic characteristics,
correspond to distinct plant types, with highest plant productivity in convergent
areas. Plant productivity in heavy snow years benefited from more water
infiltration as well as a shallow groundwater table depth. In comparison, low
snowpack years with an early first bare-ground date, which are linked to an early
increase in plant greenness, imply a short period of saturated conditions that leads
to lower average and maximum greenness values during the growing season.
Overall, these results emphasize the strong impact of snowpack dynamics, and
terrain and subsurface characteristics on the heterogeneity in plant type and
seasonal dynamics.
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1 Introduction

Improving the predictive understanding of ecosystem dynamics
in mountainous watersheds is critical because of their strong societal
relevance, as well as to their high vulnerability to environmental
change. Snow-impacted mountainous watersheds, often referred to
as “water towers,” provide 60%–90% of water resources worldwide
(Viviroli and Weingartner, 2008). Each watershed responds to
variability in meteorological forcing, extreme weather, climate
change, land-use change, fire and other perturbations, and in
turn influences water resources management, energy production,
agriculture, and terrestrial life and life quality. These meteorological
events and perturbations are modulated by the complex interactions
between vegetation, topography, and subsurface, and collectively
influence the system’s cumulative hydro-biogeochemical response,
including ecosystem carbon and water cycles and downgradient
water quantity and quality.

Seasonally snow-covered mountainous watershed systems are
particularly sensitive to changes in meteorological forcing (Seddon
et al., 2016), because of their intrinsic properties, alternate states
within the system (including snow-rain), and strong seasonal and
sub-seasonal weather patterns (Ernakovich et al., 2014). The hydro-
biogeochemical responses of these systems are influenced by the
spatial and interannual variability in seasonal and sub-seasonal
weather events, as well as by a general trend toward warmer
winters (e.g., Hayhoe et al., 2007) and earlier spring warming
and occurrence of snow-free conditions (e.g., Contosta et al.,
2017). The consequences of these changes are multifold.
Decreased snowpack results in lower albedo and thus increases in
the absorption of solar radiation. Greater absorbance of short- and
longwave radiation can increase the soil temperature and
evapotranspiration and thus decrease soil moisture (Fyfe and
Flato, 1999; Stewar, 2009; Rangwala et al., 2013). In water-limited
systems, early snowmelt and early plant growth can lead to drought
conditions, whereby plants become water- and nutrient-stressed
later in the season (Sloat et al., 2015; Devadoss et al., 2020;
Wainwright et al., 2020). In systems that are not water limited,
early and warm springs can lead to an extended period of plant water
uptake and an extended period of plant carbon uptake through
photosynthesis if enough nutrients are available (e.g., Keenan and
Riley, 2018).Warmwinters and/or thick snowpack canmaintain soil
temperature well above 0°C for a long period of time, which favors
belowground microbial activity and carbon and nitrogen cycling
(e.g., Brooks et al., 2011; Brooks et al., 2011; Euskirchen et al., 2017).
Changes in these processes can lead to changes in carbon fluxes and
storage (Ernakovich et al., 2014), and potential changes in species
composition and distribution over decadal time frames.

Complex mechanisms control the flow of water in the hillslope
to floodplain continuum and its accessibility to plant (Fan et al.,
2019). Soil moisture is generally controlled by a combination of
surface and subsurface water flow from upstream locations,
snowmelt and rain events on the hillslope itself, but also depend
on subsurface hydraulic properties, and fluctuation in the stream
stage for locations in the floodplain. Several studies have focused on
the flow of water in hillslope-to-floodplain continuum (e.g.,
McGlynn and McDonnell, 2003; Inamdar and Mitchell, 2007;
Lowry et al., 2010; Thayer et al., 2018; Webb et al., 2018;
Tokunaga et al., 2019). There have been fewer studies

investigating the occurrence and abundances of meadow plants
as a function of their position and their access to water resources
(Loheide II and Gorelick, 2007; Hammersmark et al., 2010; Lowry
et al., 2010; Lowry et al., 2011; Devadoss et al., 2020). Lowry et al.
(2011) investigated the groundwater controls on vegetation
composition and patterning in a mountain meadow in the Sierra
Nevada mountains of California. They found that the hydrologic
niches of several vegetation communities were best described using
the integral of water table depth above an oxygen stress depth
threshold and below a water stress depth threshold. Looking at
meadow covered hillslopes in the East RiverWatershed in the Upper
Colorado River, Devadoss et al. (2020) identified spatial zones that
have characteristic Normalized Difference Vegetation Index
(NDVI) time series from satellite data, and found that each zone
represents a set of similar snowmelt and plant dynamics that differ
from other zones and that these zones are associated with key
topographic features, plant species and soil moisture.

Quantifying the soil and plant hydro-biogeochemical responses
to warm winters and/or early snow melt in natural ecosystems is
particularly challenging because of the strong heterogeneity in plant,
soil and terrain characteristics that all impact the surface water and
energy distribution and exchange. Amajor difficulty is to capture the
soil and vegetation states with spatial and temporal resolution
sufficient to understand their interactions and how they depend
on factors such as topography, plant type, and snowmelt dynamics.
Studies investigating the spatial as well as the temporal variability in
above- and below-ground characteristics at local scale have been rare
(e.g., Dafflon et al., 2017; Rudolph et al., 2015; von Hebel et al., 2018).
Rudolph et al. (2015) used electromagnetic induction measurements
and multi-temporal satellite imagery methods to document a
relationship between bulk soil electrical conductivity and leaf area
index. They found that physical and chemical interactions between
crops and subsoil in arable fields were responsible for the spatial and
temporal variation of the crop performance. Von Hebel et al. (2018)
combined time-lapse, ground-based quantitative electromagnetic
induction and airborne hyperspectral data to explore the effect of
soil texture on plant type for crops in a paleo-river channel system in
the Selhausen region of Germany. They found a significant
correlation between the inverted depth-specific information and
the airborne data and showed that the deeper subsoil drives plant
performance. For an Arctic tundra environment, Dafflon et al.
(2017) documented a relationship between bulk soil electrical
conductivity, thaw layer thickness, soil moisture, and vegetation
vigor during the growing season using geophysical measurements
and phenocams. They found that the spatial distribution of plant
greenness at the peak of the growing season could be used to predict
the spatial variability of the amount of water present in the thawed
layer.

Despite the above-mentioned studies, improving our
understanding of the controls on plant seasonal dynamics in
meadow covered hillslope is still needed to evaluate plant
sensitivity to changes in water availability, as well as to improve
our understanding of water partitioning on hillslope-to-floodplain
systems. This includes the impact of the high versus low snowpack
years in terms of plant productivity, ecosystem health, and water
flow. Hillslope processes have been recognized recently critical
knowledge gaps for implementation in Earth system models.
There is especially extremely limited knowledge of the
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subsurface, where water is periodically stored and supports
vegetation and stream baseflow (Fan et al., 2019). To our
knowledge, no study has focused on the spatial and temporal
interactions between soil moisture resulting from snowmelt
infiltration and the related plant seasonal dynamics at that scale.

In this study, we explore the spatial and temporal co-variability
in soil moisture, soil electrical conductivity and vegetation indices
along a hillslope transect and evaluate how soil-plant co-variability
changes over time as a function of plant type and inter-annual
variability in snowmelt infiltration. We hypothesize that plant
productivity is strongly linked to plant type, terrain
characteristics, and water availability, and that the plant seasonal
dynamic is determined by local and upslope snowmelt dynamics.
We further hypothesize that the strength in the relationships
between state variables, such as electrical conductivity, soil
moisture, and vegetation greenness, are time-dependent and can
be used for ecosystem understanding, if captured at the optimal time
and to constrain spatially continuous estimates of soil moisture
dynamics at hillslope or larger scale. Testing these hypotheses is
needed to understand specific plant type responses to changes in
water availability in snow dominated environments, as well as to
develop strategies to constrain estimates of soil property
distributions through the merging of various datasets. To test the
above hypotheses, an autonomous acquisition system, including an
electrical resistivity tomography (ERT) system and soil moisture
sensors, was deployed along a hillslope to floodplain transect in a
lower montane environment in the upper East River Watershed of
the Upper Colorado River Basin. In addition, the transect was
periodically surveyed with an Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV)
to map vegetation reflectance and infer green chromatic coordinate
(GCC) and normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI), as well
as surface elevation to infer changes in plant height.

2 Site description, and data collection
and processing

2.1 Description of the study area and
meteorological forcing

This study takes place along a north-east facing hillslope-to-
floodplain transect located in the upper East River watershed, near
Crested Butte, Colorado (Figure 1) (Hubbard et al., 2018;
Wainwright et al., 2022). The 160 m long transect spans an
elevation change of 20 m with the lowest point at an elevation of
about 2,750 m, and constitutes the lower portion of a larger hillslope
that extends to an elevation of 2,936 m with possible subsurface
hydrological connectivity to higher elevations. The hillslope includes
a variety of meadow plants including bunchgrass, forb, frasera,
larkspur, lupine, dandelion, potentilla, veratrum, as well as
sagebrush. The toe of the hillslope includes a large proportion of
veratrum and lupine. The riparian zone is characterized by the
presence of shrubs, such as American dwarf birch, mountain willow,
and potentilla, divided internally by patches and narrow corridors of
grassland (Falco et al., 2019a).

The geology in the region is mainly composed of sediments with
various degree of metamorphism, and includes the Cretaceous
Mancos Shale formation which is about 1,500 m thick (Hamilton,
1972; Uhlemann et al., 2022). In some places, outside the
investigated site, the sediment layers have been intruded by
igneous rocks. The soil present in the region includes shale rock
land, Tilton sandy loam, Teoculli loam, Cryaquolls and Histosols
(https://websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov). The hillslope soil textures
are generally loam to silt loam, with increasing fraction of fines
toward the bottom of the hillslope and silty clay and silty clay loam
in the floodplain (Tokunaga et al., 2019; Yan et al., 2021). Soil
thickness measurements obtained by identifying the contact layer
between soil and weathered bedrock vary between 0.15 and 1.5 m,
with a mean value of 0.76 m. The soil thickness shows an increasing
trend toward the bottom of the hillslope with largest values in
topographic lows and in the floodplain (Yan et al., 2021).

Meteorological forcing at the site involves snowpack
accumulation from November through mid-April, with snowmelt
occurring in the spring season (March-June) and peak of snow-
water-equivalent in mid-April. Meteorological data obtained from
the Butte Snow Telemetry (SNOTEL) station located 2 km from the
site and 350 m higher in elevation (https://wcc.sc.egov.usda.gov/
nwcc/site?sitenum=380) indicate a mean daily air temperatures that
ranges from −8.3°C in December to 11°C in June. Annual
precipitation for 30-year period of record at Butte SNOTEL
station is 670 ± 120 mm/year with snow accounting for 66% ±
12% annual precipitation (Carroll et al., 2018). This study covered
the water year (WY) 2017 (time interval from 1 October 2016 to
30 September 2017) and WY2018 (time interval from 1 October
2017 to 30 September 2018). WY2017 was a high water year with a
deep snowpack and late snowmelt, whereas WY2018 was a low
water year, with low snowpack and early snowmelt. The peak Snow
Water Equivalent (SWE) in WY2017 is 2.1 times larger than in
WY2018. Considering the 1991–2020 record for SWE at the Butte
SNOTEL station, WY2017 is close to the 70th percentile with regard
to the first bare-ground date and 90th percentile with regard to peak
SWE. WY2018 is close to the 10th percentile with regard to the fist

FIGURE 1
Aerial view (WordView-2 RGB composition) of the site located in
the upper East River watershed near Crested Butte, CO. The
investigation included a 60 m wide corridor along a 160 m long ERT
transect (white line) that covers a hillslope, its toe and a small
portion of the adjacent floodplain.
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bare-ground date and peak SWE. The Community Land Model
(CLM) (Oleson et al., 2013) was used to delineate spatiotemporal
variations in evapotranspiration (ET) with 900 m resolution across
the East River Watershed (Tran et al., 2019). Application of this
analysis to the hillslope field site for WY2017 and WY2018 yielded
ET of 310 and 288 mm, respectively (Tokunaga et al., 2019). It also
confirmed that ET rises rapidly during snowmelt and that snowmelt
is the major source of water for the system, including for plant
growth and potential recharge to groundwater.

2.2 Data collection and processing

2.2.1 UAV-based spatiotemporal mapping of
vegetation indices and plant height

Time-lapse imagery was collected 4 times in 2017 and 4 times in
2018 using a 3DR Solo UAV platform. In both years, the aerial
surveys involved the collection of RGB imagery using a Sony
5,100 digital camera. In addition, multi-spectral reflectance
imagery was collected with a Micasense Rededge camera in 2017.
The UAV surveys were performed across a 300 x 500 m2 area
encompassing the studied hillslope transect. About 50 small PVC
targets were deployed and used as Ground Control Points (GCPs)
for accurate georeferencing of the UAV-based imagery. The GCPs
centers were measured prior to each UAV flights with a Real Time
Kinematic (RTK)-GPS. The multi-spectral reflectance data were
calibrated using a diffusive reflectance target provided byMicasense.
All georeferenced orthomosaics and digital surface model (DSM)
were reconstructed using AgiSoft reconstruction software using
structure-from-motion-based reconstruction techniques (e.g.,
James and Robson, 2012).

The resulting georeferenced orthomosaics and DSMs, with a
resolution ranging between 2 and 10 cm, were all interpolated to
10 cm pixel resolution for comparison purposes. Comparison of the
orthomosaics and DSM at various times with reference GCPs across
the surveyed area showed that the uncertainty in x, y, z was in the
order of 10 cm. We inferred GCC from the RGB imagery and NDVI
from the Rededge multi-spectral imagery. NDVI is defined as (NIR-
R)/(NIR + R) and the GCC is defined as [G/(R + G + B)], where B, G,
R and NIR represent the blue, green, red, and near-infrared channel,
respectively (e.g., Sonnentag et al., 2012). While the general quality
of the dataset can be considered as high, we found that the blue band
from the Rededge camera was not always reliable and thus GCC was
calculated from the RGB dataset only. In addition, the DSMs
inferred from the RGB camera dataset were used to estimate
changes in plant height over time by subtracting the LiDAR
dataset from the DSMs.

2.2.2 Digital terrain model, vegetation type map
and landsat imagery

Airborne LiDAR data were acquired over the study area on
10 August 2015, using a Riegl Q1560 dual-channel LiDAR system
and provided a point density with more than 8 pulses/m2 that was
used to create a digital terrain model (DTM), representing the first
bare-ground elevation, at a spatial resolution of 0.5 m (Falco et al.,
2019a). The DTM was compared with RTK GPS measurements
(positioning accuracy within few centimeters) in a vegetated region
within the hillslope; the root-mean-square-error of the DEMs was

less than 0.15 m. The DTM was used to infer topographic metrics
including slope and topographic wetness index (TWI).

A map of the vegetation type was obtained by using the Lidar
data, an optical satellite image acquired by the WorldView-2 on
24 September 2015, and ground-based spectral measurements and
identification of plant communities (Falco et al., 2019a). Vegetation
classes were determined based on distinct spectral or structural
signatures as well as their importance for ecosystem functioning.

Landsat 8 imagery (Irons et al., 2012) during the growing season
of WY2017 and WY2018 was used to obtain surface reflectance and
calculate the NDVI and GCC across a 200 m side region
encompassing the transect. Only the datasets without cloud cover
were considered. Due to the Landsat spatial resolution of 30 m, this
dataset is only used to evaluate the temporal trends in WY2017 and
WY2018 and compare them to the trends observed in the UAV-
based imagery.

2.2.3 Point-scale soil moisture monitoring
Continuous measurement of soil moisture and temperature

were obtained using 5 TE soil moisture sensors (Meter Inc.) at
0.1 and 0.5 m depth at three locations along the transect. The three
locations referred further as SM1, SM2 and SM3 are located at 66 m,
103 m and 123 m along the transect, respectively. SM1, SM2 and
SM3 are located on the hillslope, at the hillslope toe and on a very
small ridge separating the hillslope toe and the floodplain,
respectively. SM2 is located in a patch of veratrum, while the two
other locations are located in area with predominantly forb and
some sparse sagebrush. The time-series of soil moisture and
temperature cover most of the 2016–2019 window but data are
missing for several time intervals due to logger failure or animal
disturbance (<5% data missing). The first bare-ground date in
WY2017 and WY2018 was defined when air temperature diurnal
fluctuation led to a temperature fluctuation of a few degrees at 0.1 m
depth. For the comparison with the ERT data at a similar spatial
resolution, the soil moisture data at 0.1 and 0.5 m depth were
vertically averaged at each of the three locations. The porosity is
defined here as the soil moisture value at saturation during the
WY2017 snowmelt period.

2.2.4 Soil electrical conductivity time-lapse
imaging

Electrical resistivity tomography (ERT) data were autonomously
acquired over the transect using a 1.25 m electrode spacing and a
dipole-dipole array configuration. The data were collected using a
MPT DAS-1 electrical impedance tomography system linked to a
field computer, both powered with a solar panel installation. Data
were collected daily from October 2016 to November 2017. Power
limitation or failure, and animal damage led to several gaps in data
with about 20% and 80% data missing in WY2017 and WY2018,
respectively.

The acquired resistance data were used to reconstruct a 2D
model of depth-discrete soil electrical conductivity (or resistivity)
along the transect using a smoothness-constraint inversion code
named boundless electrical resistivity tomography (BERT) (Rücker
et al., 2006; Rücker et al., 2006). Low-quality measurements were
removed prior to the inversion, including signals associated with
measured potentials less than 1 mV. Reciprocal measurements
acquired a few times during the growing season were used to
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remove noisy data linked to a few electrodes with high-contact
resistance during dry conditions. The inversion of each data set was
done with the same mesh and parameterization and independently.
An anisotropic ratio of two between horizontal and vertical
regularization was used. The obtained tomography shows a
smoothed image of the spatial distribution of soil bulk
conductivity with a vertical resolution of roughly a third to a half
of the electrode spacing near the surface, which corresponds to about
50 cm.

The soil electrical conductivity is influenced by subsurface
characteristics such as soil moisture, porosity, fluid electrical
conductivity, clay content, and soil temperature (e.g., Archie,
1945; Revil et al., 1998; Friedman, 2005). Depending on the
environment, the spatial variability in electrical conductivity
can be predominantly driven by one of the above
characteristics, including clay content (e.g., Triantafilis and
Lesch, 2005; Falco et al., 2021), salinity (e.g., Corwin and
Lesch, 2005) or water content (e.g., Dafflon et al., 2017;
Thayer et al., 2018) or a combination of them (e.g., Dafflon
et al., 2013; Uhlemann et al., 2017). In this study, we consider
only the near-surface soil electrical conductivity as averaged from
0 to 50 cm depth, which is an important zone for plant-soil
interactions. It is to note that in this study the ERT data are not
used to estimate the soil thickness because of the large electrode
spacing relative to the soil thickness measured at the site (Yan
et al., 2021) and the limited contrast in electrical conductivity
between the soil and the weathered shale bedrock. Temperature
correction is critical to analyze near-surface electrical
conductivity over time given that temperature variation
between first bare-ground date and the summer time can be as
high as 16°C at 50 cm depth, which implies a 30% change in
electrical conductivity due to temperature at this depth. To
remove the temperature effect on soil electrical conductivity,
we applied a temperature correction of 1.9% increase in fluid
electrical conductivity per degree Celsius (Hayley et al., 2007)
and infer electrical conductivity at a reference temperature of
20°C. The correction was done using the soil temperature data at
50 cm depth at the three locations equipped with soil moisture
sensors. The correction was specific to each location for the
bivariate analysis between soil moisture and soil electrical
conductivity data but we used the average temperature
between the three locations for correction of the entire
electrical conductivity transects.

2.2.5 Soil moisture mapping
The soil moisture spatiotemporal distribution along the

hillslope transect is estimated with four approaches that rely
on various datasets and thus can provide different spatial
coverage. These approaches, which build on the dynamics
observed from the soil moisture sensors and the ERT, include
1) a single (i.e., for space and time) logarithmic linear regression
between soil moisture measurements from the point-scale sensor
and soil electrical conductivity from the ERT data, 2) the use of
soil moisture data under saturated conditions to estimate
porosity and soil electrical conductivity to estimate the
temporal variability in water saturation, 3) the use of a
logarithmic linear regression between soil moisture and soil
electrical conductivity during saturated conditions to estimate

porosity, coupled with the use of a spatially averaged variation in
soil moisture (between minimum and maximum soil moisture
observed at each of the three sites), and 4) the use of a simple
linear regression between soil moisture under saturated
conditions and GCC acquired close to the peak of the growing
season–based on the assumption that peak GCC is a direct
response to water content during snowmelt–to predict
porosity and the use of the spatially averaged variation in soil
moisture across the three sites to estimate soil moisture over
space and time across the UAV-acquired GCC domain.

The second approach differs from the other approaches in that
the temperature corrected soil electrical conductivity is related to soil
moisture (θ) using Archie’s Law (Archie, 1945), assuming negligible
surface conductance, and evaluating the ratio between soil
conductivity σT20 and the maximum soil conductivity σT20,max

(i.e., at saturation). We obtain

σT20

σT20,max
� Snϕm σw,T20

ϕm σw,T20
(1)

where ϕ, S, σw,T20, n and m are the porosity, the saturation (S = θ/ϕ),
the fluid conductivity, the saturation exponent and the cementation
exponent, respectively. Assuming that the fluid conductivity does
not change significantly over time, we obtain

θ � ϕ
σT20

σT20,max
( )

1/n

(2)

where n falls within the range of 1.0–2.7 typically (Ulrich and Slater,
2004) and is here set to 2. In this study, we use Eq. 2 to evaluate how
well the saturation component inferred from the temporal changes
in soil electrical conductivity could be used to estimate soil moisture
when combined with porosity inferred from soil moisture
measurements at saturation.

3 Results and discussion

3.1 Spatial co-variability in vegetation and
soil characteristics

We first explore the spatial variability in UAV-based
estimate of GCC, NDVI and plant height and the soil
electrical conductivity across the transect and how these
characteristics are linked to topographic metrics and plant
type at the peak of the growing season in WY2017. The peak
of the growing season is defined here as the time when the
spatially averaged value of GCC is the highest, though we
recognize that different plant types may reach their peak in
vigor and density at slightly different times.

We observe strong co-variability between above-, on- and
below-ground characteristics at the peak of the growing season
on 8 July 2017 (Figures 2, 3), with the strongest correlation between
independently-measured properties including soil electrical
conductivity, GCC, plant height, and slope. In particular, the
Pearson correlation coefficients (r) are high for the relations
between soil electrical conductivity and GCC (r = 0.74), plant
height (r = 0.61) and slope (r = 0.58), and between plant height
and slope (r = 0.63) and GCC (r = 0.61). Relationship involving
NDVI and TWI are weaker (r < 0.58). These results are consistent
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with the study of Falco et al. (2019a), that evaluated the co-variability
of plant types, slope and a single time ERT dataset acquired in
September 2016.

Locations with similar vegetation types are strongly
clustered as a function of surface and soil characteristics that
are expected to be adequate in fulfilling vegetation specific
physiological demands (Figure 3). End members include
sagebrush (low GCC) at sites with low electrical conductivity
and high slope, and veratrum and riparian shrubs (high GCC)
with high electrical conductivity and low slope. Plants such as
veratrum and riparian shrubland consistently occupy
depressions or flat areas that are close to level and have high
soil moisture, while plants such as sagebrush grow along ridges
or moderate steep areas with limited soil moisture. Overall, the
results confirm that hillslope vegetation selects, adapts to,
exploits, and thus expresses the integrated water-energy-
nutrients environment (Fan et al., 2019).

Both NDVI and GCC capture spatial variability in plant vigor
and density, although quite differently due to their different
sensitivity (Figure 3). The exponential relationship between
GCC and NDVI is observed on 8 July 2017, as well as at other

times during the growing season (Supplementary Figure S1).
Landsat data show a similar relationship between GCC and
NDVI, confirming their different sensitivity to vegetation
vigor and density. GCC is relatively insensitive to subtle
changes in low plant vigor and density (e.g., at the beginning
of the season) compared to NDVI, while at later times, NDVI
saturates, while GCC still captures a large range of high GCC
values. This different sensitivity implies that NDVI is better
correlated with the soil electrical conductivity at the beginning
of the growth season while at later time (with high NDVI
values) this correlation diminishes. Inversely, GCC becomes
correlated with soil electrical conductivity later in the growing
season, but the relationship gets increasingly strong over time.
Thus, capturing a large range of values in plant vigor and
density requires a different timing for NDVI than for GCC,
while capturing the full range of spatial variability using NDVI
can only be achieved during a relatively short time-window
before the peak of the growing season. Due to the above
observations and the fact that NDVI is more challenging to
infer than GCC, we concentrate on the use of GCC in the rest of
this study.

FIGURE 2
(A–F) Topographic and vegetation characteristics on 8 July 2017 along a 160 x 60 m wide corridor with a central ERT transect location (indicated
with the black horizontal line); (A) RGB orthomosaic, (B) slope derived from LiDAR DTM, (C) plant type classification (Falco et al., 2019a), (D) plant height
inferred from subtracting the LiDAR DTM from the DSM, and UAV-inferred (E) NDVI and (F) GCC. (G) ERT with black dots indicating the soil moisture
sensors locations at 66 m, 103 m and 120 m along the ERT transect, which ends 60 m before crossing the upper East River.
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3.2 Temporal variability in snowpack and soil
moisture

The main variations in soil moisture and electrical conductivity
in the top 0.5 m of soil in WY2017 and WY2018 result from snow
melt events occurring from March to May, increasing soil moisture
up to saturation. This period is followed by a gradual decrease in soil
moisture. Summer rain events create only small and intermittent
increases in soil moisture, with similar amounts in WY2017 and
WY2018 (Figure 4).

The major difference between the WY2017 and WY2018 soil
hydrological dynamics is in the timing of the infiltration event
leading to soil saturation, and the time-interval until the later
decrease in soil moisture after the first bare-ground date
(Figure 4). In WY2017 an initial increase in soil moisture is

observed as early as January 21, while soil saturation was reached
at the three monitored locations betweenMarch 20 and April 13 and
lasted until early-to mid-June. InWY2018, soil at the same locations
remained saturated for a few days only, starting on April 25. Earlier
increase in soil moisture occurred on March 16, while the soil
between 0 and 50 cm depth was partially frozen before that date. The
first bare-ground date at the site in WY2017 and WY2018 was May
13 and April 26, respectively. After the snow melt, the first decrease
in soil moisture occurred between May 27 and June 13 in WY2017,
and between April 28 and May 3 in WY2018. In other words,
WY2018, in comparison withWY2017, is characterized by a 50 days
later first increase in soil moisture during the winter, a 12–35 days
delay in reaching soil water saturation, a 17 days earlier first bare-
ground date, and a 24–48 days earlier decrease in soil moisture after
the end of snowmelt. Indeed, the decay in soil moisture in

FIGURE 3
Cross correlation between and relative frequency distribution of various characteristics including slope, topographic wetness index (TWI), soil
electrical conductivity (EC), plant height, GCC and NDVI on 8 July 2017. The various colors refer to the various plant type. The correlation coefficients (r)
and their statistical significance (p values) are shown in each cross-correlation plot on the top left and bottom right corners, respectively.
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FIGURE 4
Time-series of atmospheric, snow and soil variables for WY2017 (thick lines) and WY2018 (thin lines); (A) air temperature and (B) cumulative
precipitation and snow water equivalent from Butte SNOTEL station located 2 km from the site and 350 m higher in elevation; (C) soil temperature at
10 cm depth, (D) soil moisture averaged between 10 and 50 cm depth, and (E) temperature corrected soil electrical conductivity (EC) in the top 50 cm of
soil at 66 m (SM1, orange), 103 m (SM2, purple) and 120 m (SM3, grey) along the ERT transect. Soil electrical conductivity has been acquired fairly
continuously in WY2017 (small dots) but very sparsely in WY2018 (large dots). The first bare-ground dates for WY2017 (thick vertical red line, 13 May) and
WY2018 (thin vertical red line, 26 April) have been inferred by the onset of diurnal fluctuations in the soil temperature at 10 cm depth. The vertical grey
lines indicate dates when UAV data were acquired in WY2017, and approximately in WY2018. It can be noted that the high and relatively constant soil
moisture values observed during the spring of WY2017 correspond to soil water saturated conditions and a groundwater table close to the ground
surface.
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WY2018 occurred only 1 day after the first bare-ground date, while
this event occurred between 14 and 30 days after the first bare-
ground date in WY2017. It clearly shows the combined effect of
WY2018’s thinner snowpack, frozen ground and earlier first bare-
ground date on the reduced amount of water infiltration and time
the soil was water saturated. Also, the short period of time involving
soil water saturated conditions in WY2018 (~3 days) and its end
right after the first bare-ground date indicates that the high moisture
content was primarily driven by the snowmelt induced vertical
percolation at these locations. On the contrary, the much longer
period of time with saturated conditions in WY2017 (~73 days)
results not only from more infiltration at these locations but also a
shallow groundwater table depth. The presence of the groundwater
table near the surface was confirmed by the earlier increase in soil
moisture data at 0.5 m than at 0.3 m depth in WY2017 (not shown),
as well as by groundwater level data from nearby wells at the top and
bottom of the hillslope indicating that the water table remained
remarkably close to the soil surface and that groundwater table rised
in the top 0.5 m of soil in WY2017 while being deeper than 1 m in
WY2018 (Tokunaga et al., 2019).

3.3 Spatial variability in soil moisture and
electrical conductivity dynamics

The highest values in soil moisture, at all times, are observed
at the hillslope toe, primarily covered with veratrum (Figure 2).
The timing in soil moisture variations varies along the transect
with earliest increase in soil moisture occurring at the hillslope
toe, soil saturation was reached slightly later at the hillslope toe
than on the hillslope and topographic high, and water saturated
conditions remaining the longest at the hillslope toe. Despite the
above differences, the timing and the magnitude of increase and
decrease in soil moisture at the three locations show similarities
when compared to the inter-annual variability in soil moisture
dynamic. A main difference between the three locations is their
maximum soil moisture (i.e., porosity) and the minimum soil
moisture (under unfrozen conditions) (Figure 4). We obtain
porosity equal to 0.31, 0.47 and 0.33 m3/m3, minimum soil
moisture equal to 0.15, 0.29 and 0.17 m3/m3 and thus range
in soil moisture variation equal to 0.16, 0.18 and 0.16 m3/m3 for
SM1, SM2 and SM3, respectively. Thus, the soil moisture data at
the three sites are linked to very different porosity and minimum
soil moisture, while they show relatively similar range in soil
moisture variation. It is to note that we do not intend to assess a
potential link between the estimated minimum soil moisture and
a residual soil moisture or the wilting point, since it would
require additional measurements. Also, quantifying the
individual controls on the spatiotemporal variability in soil
moisture along the hillslope, such as differences in landscape
position, soil texture and hydraulic properties, and
evapotranspiration, is challenging and beyond the scope of
this study.

The soil electrical conductivity measurements suggest that even
though the mean value changed over time, the spatial relative
variability in electrical conductivity along the transect remained
fairly similar over time. First, the electrical conductivity collocated
with the soil moisture data shows similar ranking of more

conductive to less conductive locations related to wetter to drier
sites (Figure 4). Second, the temporal correlation between various
snapshots is generally strong, as shown in Figure 5, where the
temperature-corrected soil electrical conductivity for the top
50 cm along the entire transect during WY2017 and WY2018 is
presented and used to evaluate the correlation coefficient between a
reference snapshot and every other one. Indeed, outside the
WY2018 winter when the soil was partly frozen, the correlation
coefficient remained higher than 0.8 at all times. It indicates that
while the conductivity for the entire domain fluctuates with regard
to absolute value, the spatial variability remains relatively constant
over time. It is consistent with the observation that all locations
synchronously become wetter or drier and that the ranking in wet to
dry locations does not change much over time. However, it is to note
that this dynamic is field site specific and can be modulated by a
complex combination of various soil characteristics and processes
that impact the spatiotemporal variability in electrical conductivity.
Overall, the observed temporal correlation is consistent with a study
using a similar monitoring approach in an Arctic environment
(Dafflon et al., 2017) that found that the temporal correlation
coefficients in ERT transect data exceeded 0.8 over the entire
growing season. The observation of a spatial pattern in wetness
persisting over time was also found in other studies. For example, the
study of Lowry et al. (2011) in a mountain meadow in the Tuolumne
River basin, California revealed temporally persistent spatial pattern
in soil wetness driven by the groundwater table dynamics, and co-
variability of this moisture pattern and vegetation composition.

3.4 Soil moisture dynamics along the
geophysical transect estimated from soil
moisture sensors and electrical conductivity
data

To evaluate the soil moisture variability along the transect from
a few soil moisture sensors and the ERT dataset, we tested three
different approaches (described in Section 2.2.5) The first approach,
which involves a single logarithmic relationship between both
variables provides a Root Means Square Error (RMSE) of
0.0495 m3/m3 and a Mean absolute Error (ME) of 0.0435 m3/m3

(Figure 5). The second approach, which makes use of location-
specific relationship using Eq. 2, with soil porosity obtained from the
soil moisture data under saturated conditions, enables more reliable
estimation of soil moisture with a RMSE of 0.037, 0.039 and
0.039 m3/m3, and a ME of 0.032, 0.033 and 0.033 m3/m3 for SM1,
SM2 and SM3, respectively (Figure 5). However, the use of the
second approach to estimate soil moisture dynamics at more
locations than monitored with point-scale sensors is not very
practical, as it requires numerous discrete measurements of
porosity, for example, by measuring soil moisture under water
saturated conditions along the entire ERT transect right after the
first-bare ground date using a portable time-domain reflectometer.
The third approach consists in fitting a logarithmic relationship
between the maximum soil moisture and soil electrical conductivity
values to estimate porosity along the transect at the time of complete
soil saturation and the spatially averaged variations in soil moisture
across the three sites to estimate soil moisture over space and time
along the entire transect (Figure 6). Our decision of averaging the
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variation in soil moisture is based on the presence of a relatively
similar range of variation in soil moisture at the three sites, as well as
similarities in how soil moisture varies over time (Section 3.3). The
obtained RMSE and ME for soil moisture estimated using this
approach at the three moisture sensor locations are equal to
0.029, 0.032, 0.036 and 0.028, 0.027, 0.032 m3/m3, respectively.
The overall RMSE and ME across all three locations are equal
0.033 and 0.029 m3/m3, respectively, which is lower than using a
single logarithmic relationship or Eq. 2. The third approach is,
therefore, used to evaluate the co-variability between soil moisture

and vegetation dynamic along the entire transect. It is to note that
the above approaches show RMSEs relatively similar to other studies
involving soil moisture and electrical conductivity at the field scale
(Cardenas and Kanarek, 2014; Thayer et al., 2018). The RMSE for
water content regression in Thayer et al. (2018) and Cardenas and
Kanarek. (2014), is 0.024 m3/m3 and 0.042 m3/m3, respectively. The
results of this study confirm the range of uncertainty present in
estimating soil moisture from electrical conductivity data along
heterogeneous transects, and provide with other studies some
baseline for comparing different strategies. Further, the above

FIGURE 5
(A) Soil electrical conductivity in the top 50 cm over time and (B) correlation coefficient and mean ratio between 10 June and all other times.
Horizontal orange, blue and grey lines in (A) indicate SM1, SM2 and SM3 location, respectively. Vertical red and grey lines indicate the first bare-ground
dates and the UAV survey dates, respectively. (C) Bivariate relationship between collocated soil moisture and electrical conductivity (EC) data. The
logarithmic relationship (black line), which would correspond to a linear relationship between the decimal logarithm of soil electrical conductivity
and soil moisture, provides a RMSE of 0.0495 and a ME of 0.0435 m3/m3. The location specific relationship (Eq. 2) for SM1 (orange), SM2 (purple) and SM3
(grey) provide a RMSE of 0.037, 0.039 and 0.039 m3/m3, respectively. The two yellow lines represent a logarithmic function fitted to the lowest and
highest values in soil moisture and electrical conductivity.

FIGURE 6
(A) Spatiotemporal reconstruction of soil moisture [m3/m3] distribution using spatially averaged variation in soil moisture and a simple linear
regression between porosity and maximum electrical conductivity. (B) measured (thick line) and estimated (thin line) soil moisture over time and (C)
versus each other. RMSE at SM1 (orange), SM2 (purple) and SM3 (grey) are equal to 0.029, 0.032 and 0.036 m3/m3, respectively, and the overall RMS is
equal 0.033 m3/m3.
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results confirm the need to develop integrated approaches that
capture both the soil porosity and the variability in soil saturation.

3.5 Spatiotemporal co-variability in soil
electrical conductivity, soil moisture and
vegetation indices

To investigate the timing in interactions between soil and plant
as a function of position in a hillslope to floodplain domain, we
evaluate the spatial and temporal dynamics in the relationship
between several soil and plant variables from first bare-ground
date to senescence in WY2017 and WY2018. Figure 7 shows the
dynamic in soil and vegetation variables in WY2017 and WY2018,
as well as the bivariate relationship between soil electrical
conductivity and GCC at the time of UAV-based surveys.
Figure 8 shows the relationship between the soil moisture
estimated using the third approach described in Section 2.2.5

(Figure 6) and GCC as a function of plant type for WY2017 and
WY2018.

The bivariate analysis between vegetation indices with shallow
soil electrical conductivity at different times in WY2017 and
WY2018 shows variable relationships and strength during the
year, with the strongest amplitude in GCC in high water year
(WY2017) (Figure 7). The beginning of the growing season is
marked by low values of GCC and a large range of soil electrical
conductivity. As plants grow, the range of GCC values becomes
larger, while electrical conductivity values slowly decrease. The
highest GCC values are observed on 8 July 2017. The linear
relationship between GCC and electrical conductivity in
WY2017 is the strongest on 8 July 2017 (ME=24.7 mS/m),
followed by June 19 (ME=25.5 mS/m), and June 3 (ME=38.1 mS/
m). The relationship is strongly driven by the presence of wet
locations where greening is strong, while dry locations having
low electrical resistivity are less variable over time. As a result,
the slope and intercept of the relationship vary over time. These

FIGURE 7
Dynamics in soil and vegetation variables inWY2017 andWY2018. (A) soil electrical conductivity, (B) estimated soil moisture (Figure 6) along the ERT
transect, and UAV-inferred (C)GCC and (D) relative growth in veratrum (solid line) and average trend when considering all plant types (dashed line) along
the studied transect. Each colored rectangle indicates the lower to upper quartile range with the median value shown with a black dot. Each vertical line
represents thewhisker that reaches the value that is the furthest from themedianwhile still being inside a distance of 1.5 times the interquartile range
from the lower or upper quartile. Values outside the whisker are shown with circles. (E–F) Bivariate analysis between GCC and soil EC on (E) 3 June,
19 June, 7 July and 14 August 2017, and (F) 1 June, 18 June, 6 July and 07 August 2018. In (E–F) the correlation coefficient (r) and the Mean absolute Error
(ME) (mS/m) of the fitted linear relationships are provided.
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results indicate that the greenness values alone cannot be linked to
electrical conductivity with a unique relationship remaining
constant over time.

Various plant types show distinct greening trends and
maximums that are also linked to the distinct distribution of soil
electrical conductivity or moisture at the first bare-ground date and
later time points. Though a positive correlation between soil
moisture and GCC exists at a single point in time, they are
negatively correlated when looking at a specific plant type (e.g.,
veratrum) over time (Figure 8). For several plant types, the soil
moisture decreases continuously after the first bare-ground date
while GCC increases. The use of NDVI indicates relatively similar
trends, while clearly showing its tendency to saturate at high
vegetation biomass (Supplementary Figure S2). Plant types linked
with high electrical conductivity and soil moisture at the beginning
of the growing season, such as veratrum and shrubs in the riparian
zone, show the strongest seasonal increase in GCC. When observing
the relationship across space vs. time, the opposite trend is noted
owing to the time lag between changes in soil moisture and plant
states. It can be noted that the GCC distribution obtained from a
UAV survey along the transect on the first bare-ground date 26 April
2018 (data not shown), shows a 95% confidence interval of 0.331 ±
0.008, which indicates that all plants have a very similar GCC before
the growing season and thus that GCC at later time is primarily
resulting from the seasonal plant growth.

While soil moisture and electrical conductivity in both years
reach the same value during the snowmelt period (Figure 4),
WY2018 is marked by an early bare-ground date and a very
short duration of water saturated conditions in the soil. As a
consequence, GCC values in WY2018 only exceed those observed
in WY2017 in early June (Figures 7, 8). Though delayed by a later
first bare-ground date, GCC in WY2017 rapidly exceeds values

observed during the duration of the WY2018 growing season. The
veratrum plant heights confirm the higher productivity in
WY2017 by showing a temporal pattern similar to GCC
(Figure 7). Further, while in WY2018 several rain events
occurred in late June and early July, they do not counter-balance
the described trend. It is to note that the vegetation and soil
dynamics and their interactions with summer rain in this lower
montane environment at an elevation of about 2,800 m may differ
from those at higher elevations and/or in different plant community
(Carroll et al., 2019).

Overall, the above results are consistent with the co-variability
observed between vegetation indices and soil moisture patterns (e.g.,
Devadoss et al., 2020). In particular, the fact that the various plant
types show relatively similar slopes between increase in GCC and
decrease in soil moisture (Figure 8) indicates the strong impact of
the initial condition in soil moisture on the GCC value at the peak of
the growing season. It demonstrates that the vegetation indices at the
peak of the growing season–or at their maximum for each
location–provides a good indicator of inter-annual variations in
hydrological status, confirming the link between Landsat-derived
annual peak NDVI and June Palmer Drought Severity Index (PDSI)
(Chen et al., 2021) and the first bare-ground date observed across the
East River watershed (Wainwright et al., 2020). Further, the above
results indicate that plant types linked to high soil moisture values,
such as veratrum and shrubs in the riparian zone, lead to particularly
strong increase in GCC over the season. Besides being valuable
indicators for monitoring plant seasonal dynamic due to their large
dynamical range in GCC versus data uncertainty, capturing their
spatial distribution and dynamics is relevant to reduce the
uncertainty in carbon fluxes and storage in such environment.
Indeed, studies have shown that locations where water converges
and/or is retained and where soil accumulates (Yan et al., 2021), as

FIGURE 8
Bivariate analysis between GCC and estimated soil moisture (Figure 6) in (A) WY2017 and (B) in WY2018. Dot colors and shapes indicate plant type
and time of acquisition, respectively. The color of the regression line represents the time of acquisition. The dashed lines in (A–B) highlight the temporal
co-dynamic in GCC and estimated soil moisture for the various plant types from 3 June to 14 August.
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often in montane meadow in low-gradient valley or hillslope toe,
represent a strong source of uncertainty in the estimation of carbon
storage and emission (e.g., Reed et al., 2021).

3.6 Inferring soil moisture across the
hillslope from soil moisture sensors
and GCC

The strong link between GCC at the peak of the growing season and
the soil moisture distribution allows for the possibility to use plant
greenness to infer the spatial variability in soil moisture. We use the
relationship between the GCC on June 19 and maximum soil moisture
measured during snowmelt to estimate the porosity over space, and we
use the spatially averaged variation in soilmoisture across the three sites to
estimate soil moisture over space and time along the hillslope (Figures 9,
10). Besides the use of GCC, this approach is similar to the previous
approachwhere soil electrical conductivity was used. The obtained RMSE
and ME for all three locations are 0.023, 0.026, 0.035m3/m3 and 0.021,
0.021, 0.031 m3/m3, respectively. The overall RMSE and ME across all
three locations are 0.029 and 0.025m3/m3, respectively, which is lower
than using relationship involving the electrical conductivity
(Section 2.2.5).

Besides providing lower RMSE than the other approaches tested in
this study, the approach using GCC and soil moisture sensors to estimate
the soil moisture spatiotemporal distribution has the advantage of being
more scalable as vegetation indices can be collected usingUAVor satellite
imagery. Still, this approach is only applicable at local scale because the
estimation of soil moisture in this study relies on the observation that the
temporal variations in soil moisture was relatively similar at various
locations along the hillslope (when compared to inter-annual variability).
The reliability of this approach is expected to decrease strongly with
increasing spatial coverage, due to increasing heterogeneity in snowpack
dynamic, topographic position, and soil physical andhydraulic properties.
Although several studies have developed approaches for large-scale, high-
resolution estimation of soil moisture using vegetation indices–primarily

for agricultural purpose–, accounting for the time lag between changes in
soil moisture and corresponding changes in the vegetation indices is
recognized as challenging (Zhang and Zhou, 2016). An approach to
reduce error in soil moisture estimation is to involve models or data that
account for the direct effect of water infiltration events on soil moisture,
which is obviously easier to achieve in rain-than snow-impacted
environment (e.g., Acharya et al., 2022). Our results indicate that the
identified link between vegetation indices and soil moisture in the studied
snow-dominated environment is promising to constrain the
reconstruction of the spatiotemporal distribution of soil moisture,
although soil moisture and/or snowmelt rate datasets are essential.
Currently, extending the approach used in this study beyond a single
hillslope would require a strategic placement of sensors to capture the
range of soil moisture dynamics. Finally, while the UAV provided
unparallel spatial resolution in plant greenness in this study, the
increasing emergence of satellite products having meter scale
resolution is quickly becoming a preferable alternative to reduce the
cost of acquisition and processing time.

3.7 Evaluation of hillslope-scale hydrological
processes and their impact on plant seasonal
dynamic

Drought conditions are likely to intensify in the future as climate
models predict both earlier snowmelt and less snowfall throughout
western North America (e.g., Diffenbaugh et al., 2013; Fyfe et al.,
2017). Results of this study confirm that in a lower montane
environment an earlier bare-ground date, which is often linked to low
snowpack year, is an indicator of later plant drought conditionswhich can
constitute a threat to plant viability (e.g., Iler et al., 2019). An increase in
productivity due to longer growing season would only occur in systems
that are not water limited (Ernakovich et al., 2014).

The inter-annual difference in soil moisture dynamics and associated
plant seasonal dynamics confirm that in the studied lower montane
environment, the vegetation productivity in a heavy snow year (WY2017)

FIGURE 9
(A) Spatiotemporal reconstruction of soil moisture [m3/m3] estimated using the spatially averaged variation in soil moisture and a simple linear
regression between porosity and GCC close to the peak of the growing season (17 June). (B) Time series of measured (thick line) and calculated (thin line)
soil moisture and (C) measured vs. calculated soil moisture for different dates. RMSE at SM1 (orange), SM2 (purple) and SM3 (grey) are equal to 0.023,
0.026 and 0.035 m3/m3, respectively, and the total RMS is equal to 0.029 m3/m3.
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benefits from both greater water infiltration as well as a shallower
groundwater table depth (Figures 4, 10). Tokunaga et al. (2019)
documented that infiltration along this hillslope does not reach the
groundwater table for the majority of time, except for the snowmelt
period. Our study shows that a groundwater table rising close to the
ground surface due to large local and upslope snowmelt water infiltration
can maintain a saturated near-surface soil for several weeks. Its decline
controls the onset of the soil drying process (Figures 4, 10). In particular,
inWY2017, the top 0.5 m of soil remained wet after the first bare-ground
date for a much longer period of time than in WY2018 due to greater
snowmelt infiltration and the groundwater table remaining in the upper
0.5 m depth for almost a month after the first bare-ground date, as
indicated by the soil moisture data (Figure 4), and groundwater table

measurements along the same hillslope (Tokunaga et al., 2019). In
contrast, in WY2018 the groundwater table did not rise close to the
ground surface, which resulted in the earlier onset of soil drying right after
the first bare-ground date.

In addition to the observed strong inter-annual variability, the results
of this study confirm that topographic lows, such as the bottom of
hillslope and thefloodplain, have awetter soil than higher locations on the
hillslope and remain wet longer for a variety of reasons, including their
position in convergent areas, an average groundwater table depth closer to
the surface, as well as a soil layer that tends to be thicker, have higher
porosity, and contain a higher fraction of fines that improve water
retention (Tokunaga et al., 2019). The observed spatial pattern in soil
moisture remains relatively similar over time in both WY2017 and

FIGURE 10
Seasonal dynamics in soil moisture and vegetation. (A) Estimated soil moisture in the top 0.5 m of soil across the hillslope (shown in Figure 2) in
WY2017 and WY2018 at 14- and 28-day interval from 15 April to 8 July and 8 July to 5 August, respectively. (B) UAV-inferred vegetation GCC in
WY2017 and WY2018 and schematics illustrating major hydrological processes. The Groundwater Table (GWT) depth, snow surface (SS), ground surface
(GS) and top 0.5 mof soil (brown) are represented to illustrate themajor difference betweenWY2017 andWY2018, specifically the soil remainingwet
much longer inWY2017 due to a larger amount of snow, a later first bare-ground date, and aGWTmaintained near the ground surface for a long period of
time due to significant local and upslope snowmelt events.
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WY2018. This result is consistent with other studies in snow-
dominated environments, which showed the strong impact of
snow distribution, topographic position and subsurface
characteristics on the spatial pattern in soil moisture during
the snowmelt period, and its persistence during the dry periods
(Williams et al., 2009; Hermes et al., 2020). This pattern and its
strong co-variability with plant type and seasonal dynamics
confirms that the soil moisture is overall the key control on the
observed variability in plant seasonal productivity. Finally, this
study illustrates how soil moisture, and indirectly many coupled
processes that cannot be disentangle easily, impact the plant
type distribution (e.g., Lowry et al., 2011). It can be noted that
the dynamic observed in our study is different from the one in
Lowry et al. (2011), which documented a main control of
groundwater table depth on the vegetation composition in a
floodplain environment.

A thorough evaluation of the controls on groundwater table
fluctuations and soil moisture dynamics on plant seasonal
dynamic would require an understanding of subsurface
hydraulic properties and hydrological dynamics occurring
locally and at upslope locations, and in particular the
snowmelt timing and amplitude, and the travel time of these
pulses. Several studies have discussed the complexity and
challenges in understanding the subsurface hydrology, such as
the partitioning between shallow ephemeral flow through the soil
and/or saprolite and saturated groundwater moving through
alluvial and bedrock units with a wide range in flow path and
travel time (Williams et al., 2009; Heidbüchel et al., 2012; Carroll
et al., 2020). While quantifying the lateral groundwater flow as
well as the local and upslope soil hydraulic properties is beyond
the scope of this study, the results of this study underline the
importance of the vertical groundwater-to-soil continuum for
understanding the plant-snow-soil interactions in semiarid
mountainous hillslope ecosystems.

4 Conclusion

In this study, we used soil moisture, soil electrical
conductivity, and UAV-inferred plant vegetation indices and
height to reveal their interactions over (a) space, (b) seasonal
and inter-annual time scales, (c) and for contrasting snow
years. To our knowledge, this is the first study to quantify
the co-variability in soil-plant states over space and time at the
hillslope scale. Overall, the results of this study show that plants
have type-specific seasonal growth dynamics, which are
controlled by snowmelt-induced soil moisture conditions. In
WY2018, early snowmelt and limited snowmelt water
availability induced early greening followed by lower peak in
NDVI and GCC linked to more limited plant growth and vigor
due to water stress. A main driver of the high plant productivity
observed in WY2017 is that soil water content was maintained
at or close to saturation during the beginning of the growing
season, driven by a large amount of percolation and the
presence of a seasonally-persistent shallow groundwater
table. These results confirm our hypothesis that the soil
hydrological dynamics during the snowmelt period are
predefining the plant seasonal dynamic. Importantly, the

results indicate that the soil hydrological dynamics can vary
strongly from year to year, with heavy snow years leading to soil
water recharge from upgradient locations during and after the
local percolation, with correspondingly longer periods of time
with wet soil conditions and plant growth along the hillslopes.

The results of this study are in accordance with our hypothesis
that the strength in the relationships between electrical conductivity,
soil moisture, and vegetation greenness are highly time-dependent
and can be used–if captured at the optimal time–to constrain
spatially continuous estimates of soil moisture dynamics at the
hillslope or larger scale. In this study, the high temporal
correlation in the spatial distribution of soil electrical
conductivity tends to indicate that the soil characteristics are
strongly linked to plant types and landscape position, and that
the soil moisture spatial distribution varies in a coherent way with
locations that remain always wetter than other locations. Still, the
intrinsic soil characteristics and hydrological regimes linked to
various landscape positions cannot be easily disentangled and
would require a laterally and vertically resolved acquisition and
analysis of soil hydraulic properties.

The information generated by this study regarding the connectivity
and interactions between vegetation, terrain, and soil characteristics will
guide the development of approaches to simulate the spatiotemporal
distribution of soil moisture and understanding of soil hydro-
biogeochemical characteristics and processes across scales. While this
particular study focused on the hillslope scale where meteorological
processes do not vary significantly over space, it represents one scale
of heterogeneity that can be integrated with other gradients in
heterogeneity, such as, for example, radiation, elevation, meadow/
forest and geology. Based on the results of this study, we believe that
the development and deployment of distributed sensor networks (incl.,
soil moisture) is critical, as well as their combination with remote sensing
techniques, to refine the multi-scale understanding of snow-soil-plant
interactions that influence water, carbon and other fluxes.
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