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Abstract
The Three Gorges Dam features two water-level fluctuation zones (WLFZs): the preupland

drawdown zone (PU-DZ) and the preriparian drawdown zone (PR-DZ). To investigate the

vegetation potential of Roegneria nutans in WLFZs, we compared the submergence toler-

ance and germination dynamics in the natural riparian zone (NRZ), PU-DZ and PR-DZ. We

found that the NRZ seeds maintained an 81.3% intactness rate and >91% germination rate.

The final seed germination rate and germination dynamics were consistent with those of the

controls. Meanwhile, the PU-DZ seeds submerged at 5 m, 10 m, 15 m, and 20 m exhibited

intactness rates of 70.5%, 79.95%, 40.75%, and 39.87%, respectively, and >75% germina-

tion. Furthermore, the PR-DZ seeds exhibited intactness rates of 22.44%, 61.13%, 81.87%,

and 15.36% at 5 m, 10 m, 15 m, and 17 m, respectively, and 80% germination. The germina-

tion rates of the intact seeds submerged >10 m were >80%. Finally, the intact seeds germi-

nated quickly in all WLFZs. The high proportion of intact seeds, rapid germination capacity,

and high germination rate permit R. nutans seeds to adapt to the complicated water rhythms

of the PU-DZ and PR-DZ and indicate the potential for their use in vegetation restoration

and recovery. Thus, perennial seeds can be used for vegetation restoration in the WLFZs of

large reservoirs and in other regions with water rhythms similar to the Three Gorges

Reservoir.

Introduction
The construction of large-scale reservoirs benefits humanity in terms of flood prevention, navi-
gation and power generation. However, these reservoirs are associated with multiple ecological
and environmental issues, such as vegetation degradation and severe water and soil loss in the
bank drawdown zone [1,2]. As a riparian zone of the reservoir bank ecosystem, the drawdown
zone is a link for matter and energy exchange for the aquatic-terrestrial ecosystem. Moreover,
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as a basis for the ecosystem function of the drawdown zone, vegetation plays a crucial role in
withstanding erosion and preserving water and soil in this zone [3,4]. However, the terrestrial
vegetation existing in the area before the reservoir construction is degraded by the complicated
hydrological conditions formed after its construction [5–7]. After reservoir filling, the degree
of vegetation coverage and species richness decrease significantly in the riparian zone; trees,
shrubs, and perennial herbs are only distributed zonally in high-elevation regions in the ripar-
ian zone, and only a small number of perennial and annual herbs grow in low-elevation
regions, where water flooding intensity is strong [8,9]. Vegetation restoration and recovery in
the reservoir riparian zone is of great significance in maintaining the stability of the reservoir
bank zone to safeguard the ecosystem function and the functional integrity of the drawdown
zone [10,11].

Plants adaptable to the environment of the reservoir riparian zone should be chosen for veg-
etation restoration of the reservoir riparian zone [2]. At present, the selection of plants growing
in the reservoir riparian zone focuses on two approaches. The first approach entails selecting
perennial plants with strong resistance to flooding and planting their seedlings or tillering
directly in water-level fluctuation zones (WLFZs) for vegetation restoration [12–14]. The sec-
ond approach is the selection of annuals whose seeds can survive the flooding period to grow
and multiply during the exposed period in WLFZs; the seeds of these annuals are sown in these
zones for vegetation restoration [15,16]. The first approach is effective but requires consider-
able manpower and material resources. The second method is less effective than the first but is
economical and practical due to the increase in vegetation cover resulting from seed distribu-
tion. Perennials whose plants and seeds can tolerate different intensities of water submergence
and whose seeds can germinate rapidly after water recession would allow the benefits of both
methods to be exploited simultaneously. The availability of such perennials for revegetation in
the riparian zone would not only guarantee effective restoration but also conserve manpower
and material resources.

Seeds used for vegetation restoration in WLFZs must tolerate flooding in the reservoir ripar-
ian zone and germinate quickly into seedlings for colonization during the exposed period.
Large reservoirs exhibit various hydrological rhythms and tremendous water-level fluctuations,
and the characteristics of the flooding seasons, including duration, submergence depth and fre-
quency, are key factors influencing planting in WLFZs [17,18]. In wetlands in which vegetation
has been constructed using soil seed banks, species richness and the degree of coverage of the
plant community decrease with increasing water submergence depth, duration and frequency
after water recession. Among these three factors, the submergence depth has the smallest influ-
ence, whereas the submergence duration has the greatest influence [19]. In addition, the season
in which submergence occurs noticeably influences the composition of the soil seed bank. Hol-
zel and Otte [20] investigated the influence of water submergence in summer on the species
richness and degree of coverage along the Upper Rhine River and observed that the intensity of
the seeds of summer annuals and perennials that require high germination temperatures signif-
icantly decreased, whereas winter annuals and perennials that require low germination temper-
atures did not differ significantly, possibly due to differences in water submergence tolerance
among seeds of different species due to differences in environmental requirements for breaking
dormancy and germination. Cyperus squarrosus has a satisfactory water submergence capacity
in varying hydrological environments but can only germinate well at midsummer temperature
(35°C/20°C) [21].Hottonia inflata exhibits good summer water submergence tolerance but
does not germinate until autumn and winter [22]. The environment the seeds are exposed to in
the riparian zone after water submergence directly influences their germination capacity. In
the riparian zones of large reservoirs, the characteristics of the hydrological rhythms, such as
water submergence season, duration and frequency, are closely associated with the
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geographical locations of the riparian zones. The hydrological rhythms and the environment
that plants are exposed to after water recession in the riparian zones may vary greatly among
different geographical locations, which inevitably leads to differences in the water submergence
tolerance and germination capacities of the seeds in the riparian zones at different locations.
Therefore, studying and verifying the seed submergence tolerance and germination capacity of
a plant are of practical value for vegetation restoration under multiple hydrological rhythms in
the reservoir riparian zone.

The Three Gorges Reservoir is one of the largest reservoirs in the world, with a reservoir
bank zone of nearly 660 km, a drawdown zone of approximately 380 km2, and a maximum ver-
tical drop of 30 m in the WLFZ (Fig 1A). After its completion in 2008, the following two types
of drawdown zones with different water level rhythms were formed in the bank zone: the pre-
upland drawdown zone (PU-DZ), which is largely influenced by the reservoir winter impound-
ment from Fuling to the dam section, and the preriparian drawdown zone (PR-DZ), which is
affected by both summer flooding and winter reservoir impoundment, starting from Jiangjin to
Fuling [7,23]. The PR-DZ is submerged from September to May due to the reservoir winter-
spring impoundment, flooded in July and August, and quickly submerged again by reservoir
impoundment after the flood recedes (Fig 1B). Compared with the natural riparian zone (NRZ,
only influenced by the natural water regime of the Yangtze River), fewer species were found
per 100 m2 in the PR-DZ than in the NRZ, and forbs, ferns and graminoids decreased signifi-
cantly [7]. The vegetation stability and water and soil conservation capacity in the area are
severely damaged and may be even worse than those in the PU-DZ [24]. Vegetation restoration
and recovery are the main measures used to enhance ecosystem stability and reduce water and
soil erosion in the reservoir drawdown zone [25]. However, the literature has mainly concen-
trated on vegetation restoration and species selection for the PU-DZ in the Three Gorges Res-
ervoir; few studies have addressed species selection for the PR-DZ based on its hydrological
conditions.

Roegneria nutans is a variety of Gramineae Roegneria that is widely distributed in subtropi-
cal and temperate regions. R. nutans grows on slopes and in wet grassland at elevations ranging
from 100 m to 2300 m throughout China, except in Tibet and Qinghai. R. nutans is common
along natural river banks and can be found in the WLFZs of the Three Gorges Reservoir [26].

Fig 1. Location of the Three Gorges Reservoir, experiment sites and water levels for the three types of drawdown zones used in the experiment. A,
experiment sites. B, water levels in the experiment.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0151318.g001
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R. nutans has strong tillering and regeneration capacities, turns green every spring (March to
May), and bears many mature seeds from April to July. Its tillering node features dense root
heads and therefore has good capacities for water and soil conservation. This experiment
examined the survival and germination capacities of R. nutans subjected to a complete natural
hydrological process in NRZ, PU-DZ and PR-DZ and explored the potential use of its seeds in
vegetation recovery during the exposed period in the reservoir drawdown zone, especially in
the PR-DZ. Our findings provide a reference for the selection of perennial seeds for vegetation
restoration in large reservoirs, in addition to alternative species for vegetation restoration in
the various WLFZs of large reservoirs similar to the Three Gorges Reservoir.

Materials and Methods

Experiment sites
The Three Gorges Reservoir (106°-111°500E, 29°160-31°250N, Fig 1A) has a subtropical mon-
soon climate with an annual average temperature of 15–19°C, an average rainfall of approxi-
mately 1,250 mm, and a relative humidity of 76% [27]. In the experiment, the main pier of the
Beibei section of the Jialing River, which is an important tributary of the Yangtze River located
in the tail area of the Three Gorges Reservoir, was selected as the flooding experiment site for
the NRZ. Ganxizi, in Luoqi Township, Yubei District, and the middle part of the PR-DZ of the
Three Gorges Reservoir (the section stretching from the Jiangjin section to the Fuling section
of the Yangtze River), was selected as the flooding experiment site for the PR-DZ. The vegeta-
tion restoration demonstration zone for the Three Gorges Reservoir riparian zone, located in
Tujing Township, Zhongxian County in the hinterland of the Three Gorges Reservoir, was
selected as the flooding experiment site for the PU-DZ. To conveniently observe seed germina-
tion after the various flooding experiments, the germination experiment for examining all
seeds after flooding was conducted on the Jialing River bank soil outdoor germination bed
within the Ecological Park of Southwest University, in Beibei District, Chongqing Municipality.
As Southwest University is located in the Three Gorges Reservoir, the natural conditions (e.g.,
temperature and sunlight) of which are similar to those of the reservoir bank zone, the germi-
nation bed sufficiently simulated the natural germination conditions of the plant seeds growing
in the reservoir bank zone. The location of the Three Gorges Reservoir, experiment sites and
water levels for the three types of drawdown zones studied are as indicated in Fig 1.

This study was approved by the Department of Technology and Environmental Protection
of the Three Gorges Group, China.

Methods
Collection and counting of seeds. During the maturation period of R. nutans seeds, seeds

were gathered from multiple plants along the bank of the Jialing River (106°2604800E, 29°
49009.600N) and air-dried indoors. Seeds of full grain and uniform size were selected and
counted. Each sample consisted of 200 grains placed in a tied nylon seed bag to prevent seed
loss.

Unflooded control group. The control group seed bags (five bags with 1,000 seeds in
each) were closely sown over the soil surface of the germination bed within the Ecological Park
of Southwest University without being flooded. Seed germination and dead seedlings were
observed monthly, and the seedlings were removed. Radicle breaking through the seed coat to
a length of 2 mm was considered germination for the mature R. nutans seeds under natural
conditions.

Summer flooding group. To ensure for uniform flooding intensity throughout the flooding
season, R. nutans seed bags were fixed on a barge on the main pier of the Jialing River to maintain
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a submergence depth of 2 m during the flooding season. Five samples (bags) were established for
the summer flooding experiments; each nylon sample bag contained 200 seeds. The concrete
flooding times are presented in Table 1. After flooding, we quickly recorded whether the remain-
ing seeds in each bag were in good condition. If the seed structure was complete and solid, or if it
was incomplete but the embryo structure of the seed was complete and the endosperm was
white, the seed was considered to be intact [28]. The intact seeds were then returned to their orig-
inal bags. Subsequently, these seeds were closely sown into the soil surface of the germination
bed, which consisted of soil taken from the bank zone, and were covered with a 2-mm layer of
sandy soil. Seed germination and dead seedlings were recorded monthly to compare seed germi-
nation with that in the unflooded control group, and the seedlings were removed.

Double flooding by summer flooding and winter impoundment. (1) Summer flooding
processing To ensure consistency between the processing methods in the summer flooding por-
tion of the flooding-impoundment experiment and in the natural flooding experiment, 20 bags
of R. nutans seeds were divided into 4 groups of 5 seed bags each, and the 4 groups were sub-
merged in the PR-DZ at 5-m, 10-m, 15-m, and 17-m water depths in the winter impoundment
after the same summer flooding. After the bags were marked, they were fixed onto a barge on
Beibei’s main pier on the Jialing River. During the flooding season, all seed bags were main-
tained at a submergence depth of 2 m, and the flooding duration was approximately 60 days
(Table 1). After the flooding ended, the number of seeds that remained intact was quickly
recorded, and the intact seeds were returned to their original bags.

Because the flooding caused by the reservoir impoundment varied by elevation in the
WLFZs, to simulate the natural living conditions of seeds in the field at different elevations, the
bags in each group were closely sown over the soil surface on a germination bed composed of
soil from the river bank after the seed intactness was recorded. When the corresponding eleva-
tions in the PR-DZ were to be flooded by the reservoir impoundment, seed germination was
observed and recorded to compare seed germination with that in the unflooded control group
and the seedlings were removed.

Table 1. Details of the submergence experiments for the three types of WLFZs.

Type of WLFZ Flooding season Submergence depth (above sea
level)

Flooding starting
time

Flooding ending
time

Unflooded control
group

None None None None

NRZ

Natural flooding 2 m 2013.7.15 2013.9.15

PR-DZ

Flooding in summer 2 m 2013.7.15 2013.9.15

Reservoir impoundment flooding in
winter

5 m (170 m) 2013.10.13 2014.1.21

10 m (165 m) 2013.9.15 2014.2.18

15 m (160 m) 2013.9.11 2014.3.26

17 m (158 m) 2013.9.6 2014.5.11

PU-DZ

Reservoir impoundment flooding

5 m (170 m) 2013.10.14 2014.1.21

10 m (165 m) 2013.9.17 2014.2.19

15 m (160 m) 2013.9.12 2014.5.5

20 m (155 m) 2013.9.8 2014.5.15

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0151318.t001
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(2) Processing for winter impoundment after summer flooding Elevations of 158 m, 160 m,
165 m and 170 m (corresponding to submergence depths of 17 m, 15 m, 10 m, and 5 m, respec-
tively) in the riparian zone in Luoqi township, Yubei District, located in the PR-DZ were
flooded by the impoundment in the drawdown zone. Prior to this flooding, a group of seed
bags on the germination bed was selected for each elevation, and the numbers of intact seeds
remaining and of germinated seeds were recorded. The intact seeds were returned to their orig-
inal bags, which were placed at the abovementioned elevations. Therefore, for each elevation,
there were 5 replicate samples. The seed number in each repeated sample was the seed number
in the bags for the winter impoundment flooding experiment. Immediately before each eleva-
tion was exposed, the seed bags at that elevation were recovered (Table 1). To ensure that the
seeds did not influence the follow-up experiment due to water shortage during transportation
in the recovery process, the seed bags were kept in a flooded environment. After the bags were
recovered, the number of intact seeds remaining was quickly recorded, and the intact seeds
were returned to their original bags and placed on the germination bed in the Ecological Park
of Southwest University. Seed germination and dead seedlings were recorded monthly for com-
parison with the unflooded control group, and seedlings were removed.

Flooding by winter impoundment. Four flooded gradients were set up in the vegetation
restoration demonstration zone in the reservoir riparian zone in Zhongxian County at 155 m, 160
m, 165 m and 170 m (with submergence depths of 20 m, 15 m, 10 m, and 5 m, respectively) (See
Table 1). Each elevation (submergence depth) had 5 repeated samples of 200 seeds per sample.
Before the corresponding elevation was flooded, the seed bags were fixated at the corresponding
elevation for the winter impoundment flooding, and the flooding and post-flooding processing
were the same as those for the winter impoundment portion of the dual flooding experiment.

Data processing and plotting. After flooding, the proportion of seeds remaining intact
was calculated as L = S/T×100%, where L is the proportion of the intact seeds after flooding, S
is the number of remaining intact seeds after flooding, and T is the number of total seeds for
the flooding experiment. The proportion of the remaining intact seeds represents the submer-
gence tolerance of the seeds.

The cumulative germination rate was calculated as G = Gi/R×100%, where G is the germina-
tion rate until time i, Gi is the total number of germinated seeds until time i, and R is the total
number of seeds used for the germination experiment.

The final seed germination rate can be represented as P = gt/T×100%, where gt is the total
number of seedlings germinated from the remaining seeds in the sample under natural condi-
tions after flooding in the different WLFZs and T is the total number of seeds used for the
flooding experiment. The final seed germination rate (P) represents the maximum seedling
potential of the total seeds submerged after flooding in the different WLFZs.

Excel 2010 (Microsoft Inc.) was used for the data reduction. One-way ANOVA (DUNCAN)
in SPSS 20.0 was employed to analyze the significance of the intact seed rate for flooded seeds
at different elevations within the sameWLFZ and the differences among germination rates.
The independent sample t-test was adopted for significance analysis of the final seed germina-
tion rates for the different flooded elevations for the different flooding types. Origin 9.1 (Ori-
gin, Inc.) was used to generate diagrams.

Results

Submergence tolerance of R. nutans seeds for the three types of WLFZs
with different water rhythms
R. nutans seeds exhibited good submergence tolerance for summer flooding (Table 2). After
two months of summer flooding, the seeds exhibited an intactness rate of>81%. Although the
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seeds experienced some decay after summer flooding, the germination rate of the remaining
seeds under natural conditions after the flooding was significantly higher than that of the natu-
ral field control group, which did not experience summer flooding (p<0.05), and the final seed
germination rate did not differ from that of the unflooded control group (p>0.05).

In the PU-DZ, R. nutans seeds were only subjected to flooding by winter impoundment,
and the proportion of intact seeds tended to decrease with increasing submergence depth.
However, even when the submergence depth reached 20 m and the flooding duration was
approximately 8 months, the intactness rate was approximately 40%, and their germination
rate was>75% (Table 3).

After flooding in the PR-DZ, the intactness of the R. nutans seeds at different submergence
depths exhibited a tendency toward rising and then decreasing. After 2 months of summer
flooding and approximately six months of winter impoundment at a submergence depth of
approximately 15 m, the seeds maintained an 81.87% intactness rate and a 95.37% germination
rate. Although the submergence depth in the PR-DZ was 17 m and the flooding duration was
approximately 8 months, the intactness rate of the seeds was only 15.36%. However, the seeds
exhibited a high germination rate of 83.88% (Table 3).

After being subjected to flooding by winter impoundment following summer flooding, the
final potential seedling rate of R. nutans seeds exhibited a tendency toward rising and then
declining with increasing submergence depth. When the submergence depth was 15 m (at an
elevation of 160 m), the seedling rate reached its maximum of 66.4%. For R. nutans seeds

Table 2. Submergence tolerance ofR. nutans seeds after summer flooding in the riparian zone of Jialing river (mean±SE).

Flooding type Submergence
depth (m)

Intactness
rate (%)

Germination rate of intact
seeds (%)

Final seed germination
rate (%)

Unflooded control group 0 —— 74.7±2.24 a 74.7±2.24 A

Summer flooding in natural rivers 2 81.3±2.3 91.41±3.46 b 74.3±0.94 A

Summer flooding phase for the
PR-DZ

2 81.25±1.15 —— ——

The lowercase letters a and b indicate significant differences between the germination rates of the natural field control seeds and the remaining intact

seeds subjected to natural summer flooding (p<0.05). The uppercase letter A indicates the lack of a significant difference between the final seed

germination rate of R. nutans seeds subjected to natural summer flooding and that of the unflooded control seeds, which did not experience summer

flooding. An em-dash indicates that the parameter was not determined in this study.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0151318.t002

Table 3. Submergence tolerance ofR. nutans seeds within the winter impoundment of the Three Gorges Reservoir (mean±SE).

Submergence depth (m) Flooded by winter impoundment in the PR-DZ Flooded by winter impoundment in the PU-DZ

Proportion of intact seeds Cumulative germination rate Rate of intact seeds Cumulative germination rate

5 24.44±9.55 a 53.34±13.68 A 85.33±1.48 i 90.38±4.05 I

10 64.13±8.99 b 87.52±3.05 B 79.95±3.64 i 86.75±7.14 I

15 81.87±4.4 c 95.37±0.8 C 40.45±5.48 ii 79.63±8.25 II

17 15.36±3.05 a 83.88±5.54 B —— ——

20 —— —— 39.87±6.49 ii 76.06±2.15 II

The lowercase letters a, b, c, d, i and ii indicate significant differences between the proportions of remaining intact R. nutans seeds subjected to winter

impoundment in the PR-DZ and those subjected to full flooding by winter impoundment in the PU-DZ at different elevations. The uppercase letters A, B, C,

D, I and II indicate significant differences between the cumulative germination rates of the remaining intact seeds under natural conditions (p<0.05). An

em-dash indicates that the parameter was not determined in this research.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0151318.t003
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directly subjected to winter impoundment, the seedling rate exhibited a declining tendency
with increasing submergence depth in the WLFZ, and when the submergence depth reached
20 m (at an elevation of 155 m), the seeds exhibited a 33% final germination rate (Fig 2).

Germination dynamics of R. nutans seeds after being submerged in
WLFZs with different water rhythms
Natural summer flooding did not change the germination dynamics of R. nutans seeds. After
being subjected to natural summer flooding, the seeds exhibited the same germination dynam-
ics as those that were not subjected to summer flooding. Furthermore, flooding increased the
germination rate of R. nutans seeds (Fig 3A and 3B).

Anti-seasonal flooding in the Three Gorges Reservoir riparian zone delayed the germination
period of R. nutans seeds until spring and summer of the following year. Nonetheless, R.
nutans was still able to quickly realize massive seed germination (Fig 3A, 3B, 3C and 3D). R.
nutans seeds in the PU-DZ and PR-DZ subjected to natural conditions after exposure to water
could no longer germinate. However, seeds at different elevations exhibited>76% germination
within one month after exposure to water in the PU-DZ (Fig 3D). By contrast, seeds treated at

Fig 2. Final seed germination rate of R. nutans seeds submerged at different elevations in the PR-DZ and PU-DZ. The lowercase letters represent the
differences between the final seed germination rates at different elevations in the PR-DZ, whereas the uppercase letters represent the differences between
the final seed germination rates at different elevations in the PU-DZ. Bars with the same letter are not significantly different, whereas those with different
letters are significantly different, p<0.05. **Represents significant differences between the final seed germination rates at the same elevation between
different WLFZs, p<0.05.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0151318.g002
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>10 m submergence depth in the PR-DZ exhibited>83% germination within one month after
exposure to water. Although the germination rate was low at a submergence depth of 5 m, the
seeds still exhibited>53% germination (Fig 3C).

Discussion
Vegetation restoration for large reservoirs is an important means of water and soil conserva-
tion, pollution cleanup in WLFZs, and maintenance of the system structure and functional
completeness of reservoir bank ecology. Using perennial seeds for vegetation restoration in
WLFZs is highly cost-effective. However, seeds’ tolerances to submersion in different types of
WLFZs of large reservoirs and their germination capacities during the exposed period deter-
mine their true capacities for vegetation restoration in these zones. As the Three Gorges Reser-
voir is one of the largest reservoirs in the world, much of the original vegetation in the WLFZs
has died out due to the deep, long-term, and anti-seasonal flooding. Vegetation restoration is a
long-term task. The ability of seeds of R. nutans, a perennial found in the bank of the Yangtze
River, to withstand submergence under different hydrological rhythms in the Three Gorges
Reservoir and to rapidly germinate and grow in the reservoir’s different WLFZs is an important
determinant of its vegetation restoration capacity at this location.

Fig 3. Germination dynamics of R. nutans seeds after being submerged inWLFZs with different water rhythms. A refers to the germination dynamics
of R. nutans seeds that were not submerged under natural conditions. B, C, and D refer to the germination dynamics of the remaining seeds submerged by
natural summer flooding (with a submergence depth of 2 m and a flooding duration of 2 months), by summer flooding (with a submergence depth of 2 m and a
flooding duration of 2 months) followed by flooding by winter impoundment, and by flooding by winter impoundment at different submergence depths,
respectively.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0151318.g003
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R. nutans seeds subjected to summer flooding in the NRZ exhibited a high intactness rate of
approximately 81% (Table 1). Furthermore, summer flooding facilitated the germination of the
remaining intact seeds, which exhibited a germination rate of 91% (Table 2 and Fig 3A and 3B).
This high germination rate is important for the plant’s ability to spread andmaintain its popula-
tion in the river bank, demonstrating its adaptability to natural flooding as a common plant in the
river bank [29]. When R. nutans seeds were directly subjected to winter impoundment, the pro-
portion of remaining intact seeds, the germination rate, and the final seed germination rate all
exhibited a declining tendency with increasing submergence depth (Table 3 and Fig 2). However,
when the seeds were subjected to natural summer flooding and then flooding by winter impound-
ment, the proportion of the remaining intact seeds and germination rate both exhibited a rising
and then declining tendency (Table 3 and Fig 2), which might have been because flooding was
delayed at the higher elevation (170 m), and its occurrence coincided with germination under nat-
ural conditions. Seeds at this elevation were not submerged by impoundment after experiencing
summer flooding, and the germination period of R. nutans seeds occurs in the middle of October
under natural conditions. When R. nutans seeds were placed at elevations that experience winter
impoundment (Table 1), the seeds germinated underwater and then rose above the waterline and
decayed [30,31]. Moreover, during the high water level periods of the winter impoundment of the
Three Gorges Reservoir, the water level fluctuates drastically between elevations of 170 m and 175
m, contributing to the increase in the seed rotting rate at 170 m.

Under natural conditions, the seeds of R. nutans that were not subjected to water submer-
gence (the control) had a final germination rate of 74.7%, and germination primarily occurred
between September and October. The seeds of R. nutans that underwent natural flooding had a
final germination rate of 74.3%, and their germination time was nearly identical to that of the
control. Winter impoundment of the Three Gorges caused a delay in the germination time of
the seeds in the PU-DZ and PR-DZ at different elevations due to water recession, and the ger-
mination dynamics were similar at the same elevations in the PU-DZ and PR-DZ (Fig 3C and
3D), the final germination rates of the PU-DZ at 5 m and 10 m were both approximately 70%,
nearly identical to those of the control and NRZ groups but significantly higher than that of the
PR-DZ group. The germination rate of the PU-DZ 20-m treatment group was higher than that
of the 17-m PR-DZ group, but the final germination rates of the PU-DZ and PR-DZ groups
with water submergence depths> 15 m were both 40% (Fig 2). These results indicate that deep
water submergence decreased the germination of R. nutans seeds and that the double-submer-
gence of summer flooding and winter impoundment had a greater influence. The primary fac-
tor in the decrease in the final germination rates of the PU-DZ and PR-DZ groups was the
decrease in the intactness rate of the seeds; the germination rates of seeds remaining intact in
both groups were greater than 76% except for the 5-m PR-DZ group, for which the germina-
tion rate was 53.34% (Table 3). These results demonstrate that water submergence promoted
the germination of R. nutans seeds to some degree, as indicated not only by the increase in the
germination rate of the intact seeds above the water level but also by the acceleration of germi-
nation progress by 1–2 months (Fig 3). This enhanced germination may be due to breaking of
dormancy due to water submergence and an improved environment for germination after
water recession [21,22].

After the R. nutans seeds were subjected to submergence in the three types of WLFZs and
exposed to water, 50% to 80% of the remaining intact seeds germinated within a month (Fig 3).
This germination behavior demonstrates the species’ extensive adaptability under different
environments [32,33]. For water and soil conservation and the stability of the ecological system
in the WLFZ, rapid germination behavior is conducive to vegetation restoration in the exposed
drawdown zone after exposure to water because it can strengthen the retention of water and
soil in this zone [34], increasing the species diversity of the ecological system and its stability
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[35]. R. nutans seeds exhibited good submergence tolerance and germination characteristics
for adaptation to the river bank environment. These seeds germinate rapidly after being sub-
jected to summer flooding and flooding by winter impoundment, which guarantees a longer
growth period after germination prior to the next flooding and establishes a competitive advan-
tage through massive germination.

This study investigated the vegetation restoration capacity of R. nutans seeds in different types
of WLFZs in the Three Gorges Reservoir only from the perspective of their submergence toler-
ance in different types of WLFZs and their germination capacity after being submerged. We did
not examine the plant’s submergence tolerance or its ecological function inWLFZs with different
water rhythms. The experimental results indicate that R. nutans seeds exhibit very good adapt-
ability in the different types of WLFZs of the Three Gorges Reservoir. However, we did not exam-
ine the physiological or molecular mechanisms of the adaptation process. Further research
should focus on the effects of field restoration and elucidate how R. nutans can adapt to the long
and anti-seasonal deep flooding in theWLFZs of the Three Gorges Reservoir from physiological,
biochemical and molecular perspectives. In addition, the duration of submergence in the 15-m
treatment differed between the PR-DZ and PU-DZ groups due to water-level fluctuations during
the experiment, which might have led to a higher intactness rate in the PR-DZ 15-m treatment
group than would normally occur under these conditions. However, even if the seeds were out of
the water for identical lengths of time in the 15-m PR-DZ and PU-DZ groups, the intactness rate
of the 15-m PR-DZ group should be higher than that of the 17-m PR-DZ group, and its germina-
tion rate would be higher than 75%. Therefore, the seeds at the 15-m elevation of the PR-DZ still
had satisfactory application potential.

By maintaining a high proportion of intact seeds during the flooding process and a rapid
germination capacity after exposure to water, R. nutans seeds adapt well to complicated and
long-term hydrological rhythms that do not occur in the plant’s NRZ. R. nutans exhibits great
potential for application in vegetation reconstruction and restoration during the exposed
period, especially in the PR-DZ. Our research also demonstrates the practicality of using peren-
nial seeds for vegetation restoration in the WLFZs of large reservoirs. The results of this study
can also be used to promote vegetation recovery and restoration in other regions with similar
water rhythms as the Three Gorges Reservoir.

Acknowledgments
The authors thank Songping Liu, Hangang Niu, Hui Du, Shaohua Shi, Qin Xiang, Mao Zhou,
Wenjing Chen, and Guangzhao Liu for their assistance during the experiments.

This study was financed by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (31370443,
31070474), the Ministry of Finance & State Council Executive Office of Three Gorges Project
Construction Committee of China (5000002013BB5200001, 5000002013BB5200002), the
Research Grant for Disciplines Conferring Doctorate in China (20100182110022), and the
Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities (XDJK2013A003).

Author Contributions
Conceived and designed the experiments: BZ. Performed the experiments: FL JL XP. Analyzed
the data: BZ FL JL. Wrote the paper: FL JL. Provided comments on manuscript writing: XS.

References
1. New T, Xie Z. Impacts of large dams on riparian vegetation: applying global experience to the case of Chi-

na’s three Gorges Dam. Biodivers Conserv. 2008; 17: 3149–3163. doi: 10.1007/s10531-008-9416-2

Submergence Tolerance of R. nutans Seeds in Water-Level Fluctuation Zones

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0151318 March 31, 2016 11 / 13

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10531-008-9416-2


2. Yang F, Wang Y, Chan Z. Review of environmental conditions in the water level fluctuation zone: per-
spectives on riparian vegetation engineering in the three Gorges reservoir. Aquat Ecosyst Health Man-
age. 2015; 18: 240–249.

3. Nilsson C, Jansson R, Zinko U. Long-term responses of river-margin vegetation to water-level regula-
tion. Science. 1997; 276: 798–800. doi: 10.1126/science.276.5313.798 PMID: 9115205

4. Martin DW, Chambers JC. Restoring degraded riparian meadows: biomass and species responses. J
Range Manage. 2001; 54: 284–291. doi: 10.2307/4003249

5. Merritt DM, Wohl EE. Plant dispersal along rivers fragmented by dams. River Res Appl. 2006; 22: 1–26.
doi: 10.1002/rra.890

6. Lu Z, Li L, Huang H, Tao M, Zhang Q, Jiang M. Preliminary effects of impounding on vegetation in draw-
down zone of the three Gorges reservoir region. Wuhan Zhiwuxue Yanjiu. 2010; 28: 303–314. doi: 10.
3724/SP.J.1142.2010.30303

7. Su XL, Zeng B, HuangWJ, Xu SJ, Lei ST. Effects of the three Gorges Dam on preupland and preripar-
ian drawdown zones vegetation in the upper watershed of the Yangtze River, P.R. China. Ecol Eng.
2012; 44: 123–127. doi: 10.1016/j.ecoleng.2012.03.001

8. Nilsson C, Brown RL, Jansson R, Merritt DM. The role of hydrochory in structuring riparian and wetland
vegetation. Biol Rev Camb Philos Soc. 2010; 85: 837–858. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-185X.2010.00129.x
PMID: 20233190

9. Odland A, del Moral R. Thirteen years of wetland vegetation succession following a permanent draw-
down, Myrkdalen Lake, Norway. Plant Ecol. 2002; 162: 185–198. doi: 10.1023/A:1020388910724

10. Hobbs RJ, Cramer VA. Restoration ecology: interventionist approaches for restoring and maintaining
ecosystem function in the face of rapid environmental change. Annu Rev Environ Resour. 2008; 33:
39–61. doi: 10.1146/annurev.environ.33.020107.113631

11. Peng C, Zhang L, Qin H, Li D. Revegetation in the water level fluctuation zone of a reservoir: an ideal
measure to reduce the input of nutrients and sediment. Ecol Eng. 2014; 71: 574–577. doi: 10.1016/j.
ecoleng.2014.07.078

12. Shafroth PB, Cleverly JR, Dudley TL, Taylor JP, van Riper C, Weeks EP, et al. Control of Tamarix in
the Western United States: implications for water salvage, wildlife use, and riparian restoration. Environ
Manage. 2005; 35: 231–246. doi: 10.1007/s00267-004-0099-5 PMID: 15925969

13. Luo FL, Zeng B, Chen T, Ye XQ, Liu D. Response to simulated flooding of photosynthesis and growth
of riparian plant Salix variegata in the three Gorges reservoir region of China. J Plant Ecol. (Chinese
version). 2007; 31: 910–918.

14. Wang HF, Zeng B, Qiao P, Li Y, Luo FL, Ye XQ. Survival and growth response of Vetiveria zizanioides,
Acorus calamus and Alternanthera philoxeroides to long-term submergence. Acta Ecol Sin. 2008; 28:
2571–2580.

15. Shen J, Zeng B, Lei S, Su X, HuangW. 2011. Seed submergence tolerance of four annual species
growing in the water-level-fluctuation zone of Three Gorges reservoir, China, and effects of long-term
submergence on their seed germination. Chin J Plant Ecol. 2011; 35: 237–246. doi: 10.3724/SP.J.
1258.2011.00237

16. Wang Q, Yuan X, Liu H. Influence of the three Gorges reservoir on the vegetation of its drawdown area:
effects of water submersion and temperature on seed germination of Xanthium sibiricum (Compositae).
Pol J Ecol. 2014; 62: 25–36. doi: 10.3161/104.062.0104

17. van EckWHJM, van de Steeg HM, Blom CWPM, De Kroon H. Is tolerance to summer flooding corre-
lated with distribution patterns in river floodplains? A comparative study of 20 terrestrial grassland spe-
cies. Oikos. 2004; 107: 393–405. doi: 10.1111/j.0030-1299.2004.13083.x

18. Cornaglia PS, Schrauf GE, Deregibus VA. Flooding and grazing promote germination and seedling
establishment in the perennial grass paspalum dilatatum. Austral Ecol. 2009; 34: 343–350. doi: 10.
1111/j.1442-9993.2009.01935.x

19. Casanova MT, Brock MA. How do depth, duration and frequency of flooding influence the establish-
ment of wetland plant communities? Plant Ecol. 2000; 147: 237–250. doi: 10.1023/A:1009875226637

20. Hölzel N, Otte A. Inter-annual variation in the soil seed bank of flood-meadows over two years with dif-
ferent flooding patterns. Plant Ecol. 2004; 174: 279–291. doi: 10.1023/B:VEGE.0000049108.04955.e2

21. Baskin CC, Baskin JM,Chester EW. Seed germination ecology of the summer annual Cyperus squarro-
sus in an unpredictable mudflat habitat. Acta Oecol. 2004; 26: 9–14. doi: 10.1016/j.actao.2004.03.001

22. Baskin CC, Baskin JM, Chester EW. Seed germination ecology of the aquatic winter annual Hottonia
inflata. Aquat Bot. 1996; 54: 51–57. doi: 10.1016/0304-3770(96)01028-5

23. Yuan SH, Zeng B, Su XL, Xu JP. Effect of water-level fluctuation discrepancy on the composition of dif-
ferent annuals in Three Gorges reservoir drawdown zone. Acta Ecol Sin. 2014; 34: 6481–6488.

Submergence Tolerance of R. nutans Seeds in Water-Level Fluctuation Zones

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0151318 March 31, 2016 12 / 13

http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.276.5313.798
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9115205
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/4003249
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/rra.890
http://dx.doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1142.2010.30303
http://dx.doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1142.2010.30303
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoleng.2012.03.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-185X.2010.00129.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20233190
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1020388910724
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev.environ.33.020107.113631
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoleng.2014.07.078
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoleng.2014.07.078
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00267-004-0099-5
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15925969
http://dx.doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1258.2011.00237
http://dx.doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1258.2011.00237
http://dx.doi.org/10.3161/104.062.0104
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.0030-1299.2004.13083.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1442-9993.2009.01935.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1442-9993.2009.01935.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1009875226637
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/B:VEGE.0000049108.04955.e2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.actao.2004.03.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0304-3770(96)01028-5


24. Zhang H. Analysis of characteristics and ecosystem service of the water-level-fluctuation zone in the
three Gorges reservoir. Resour Environ Yangtze Basin. 2008; 3: 374–378.

25. Jiao F, Wen Z, An S. Changes in soil properties across a chronosequence of vegetation restoration on
the Loess Plateau of China. Catena. 2011; 86: 110–116. doi: 10.1016/j.catena.2011.03.001

26. Zhong ZC, Qi DH. The illustrated species catalog and biodiversity in hydro-fluctuation belt of Three
Gorges reservoir. Chongqin: Southwest China Normal University Press; 2009.

27. Wu J, Huang J, Han X, Gao X, He F, Jiang M, et al. The three Gorges Dam: an ecological perspective.
Front Ecol Environ. 2004; 2: 241–248. doi: 10.1890/1540-9295(2004)002[0241:TTGDAE]2.0.CO;2

28. Baskin CC, Baskin JM, Chester EW. Effects of flooding and temperature on dormancy break in seeds
of the summer annual mudflat species Ammannia coccinea and Rotala ramosior (Lythraceae). Wet-
lands. 2002; 22: 661–668. doi: 10.1672/0277-5212(2002)022[0661:EOFATO]2.0.CO;2

29. Wang JC, Zhu B, Wang T. Characteristics of restoration of natural herbaceous vegetation of typical
water-level fluctuation zone after flooding in the three Gorges reservoir area. Resour Environ Yangtze
Basin. 2011; 20: 603–610.

30. Crawford RM. Seasonal differences in plant responses to flooding and anoxia. Can J Bot. 2003; 81:
1224–1246. doi: 10.1139/b03-127

31. Vidal DB, Andrade IL, Andrade ELP, Mielke MS. Effects of submergence in water on seed germination
and vigor of the Copaifera lucens (Fabaceae) seedlings. J Forest Res. 2014; 25: 903–908. doi: 10.
1007/s11676-014-0537-z

32. Lytle DA, Poff NL. Adaptation to natural flow regimes. Trends Ecol Evol. 2004; 19: 94–100. doi: 10.
1016/j.tree.2003.10.002 PMID: 16701235

33. Ismail AM, Johnson DE, Ella ES, Vergara GV, Baltazar AM. Adaptation to flooding during emergence
and seedling growth in rice and weeds, and implications for crop establishment. AoB Plants. 2012:
ls019. doi: 10.1093/aobpla/pls019

34. Wei HB, Li R, Yang Q. Research advances of vegetation effect on soil and water conservation in China.
Acta Phytoccol Sin. 2002; 26: 489–496.

35. Tang XQ, WuM, Jing F. Vegetation restoration, and reconstruction in the water-fluctuation zone of
Three Gorges reservoir area. J Yangtze River Sci Res Inst. 2012; 29: 13–17.

Submergence Tolerance of R. nutans Seeds in Water-Level Fluctuation Zones

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0151318 March 31, 2016 13 / 13

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.catena.2011.03.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1890/1540-9295(2004)002[0241:TTGDAE]2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1672/0277-5212(2002)022[0661:EOFATO]2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/b03-127
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11676-014-0537-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11676-014-0537-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2003.10.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2003.10.002
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16701235
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/aobpla/pls019

