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Abstract

Nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P) additions to grasslands increase aboveground plant biomass and modify plant community
composition, thereby affect plant-derived organic carbon inputting to soil and soil C cycling and storage. However, the effects
of nutrient additions on SOC decomposition and soil C sequestration have no census and their underlying mechanisms are
poorly understood. This study aimed to explore the mechanisms underlying SOC decomposition and SOC content decline in
the topsoil of Tibetan alpine meadows after nine-year field N and P additions. Soil and microbial stoichiometric characteristics
were measured and priming effects (PEs), substrate decomposition, as well as microbial C use efficiency (CUE) by adding 13C
labeled substrate (glucose or vanillin) were analyzed. N and P additions differentially affected the magnitude and direction of
PEs and SOC decomposition, accelerated substrate mineralization of glucose by 33-45% and that of vanillin by 11-45%, but
decreased microbial CUE of glucose by 9-15% and that of vanillin by 11-48%. This was associated with the N and P additions-
induced lower soil ecological stoichiometric ratios and higher microbial C:N:P ratios compared with Control. Therefore, these
comprehensive effects of N and P additions on decomposition of SOC and plant-derived C substrates reduced SOC sequestration

and thus SOC content. Long-term N and P additions would weaken soil functioning as C pool of Tibetan alpine meadows.

1. INTRODUCTION

Plant inputs as shoot or root litter is the predominant source of carbon to soil organic carbon (SOC).
However, this input of plant-derived C substrate can strongly but differentially affect the process of SOC
sequestration and loss due to their biochemical quality (Jackson et al., 2017; Sokol et al., 2019; Zhu et al.,
2018). For example, the inputs of the exogenous organic C substrates to soil can increase or decrease the
decomposition of soil organic matter (SOM) and such effects are known as priming effects (PEs) (Kuzyakov,
2010). However, the composition of plant-derived fresh organic matter (FOM) varies from simple and easily
degraded compounds such as amino acids, sugars, and peptides, to recalcitrant complex compounds such
as cellulose, hemicellulose, lignin, and proteins (Baumann et al., 2009; Sokol et al., 2019). In general, the
easily degraded compounds like glucose, greatly enhance the decomposition of native SOC compared with
the complex compounds like those plant litter containing relatively high lignin or high C:N (Blagodatskaya
et al., 2007; Kuzyakov & Bol, 2006; Kuzyakov et al., 2000; Qiao et al., 2014). These findings indicated that
the simpler structure of C substrate, the fast energy turnover; the more complex structure of C substrate,
the lower PE is produced (Aye et al., 2018; Di Lonardo et al., 2017; Nottingham et al., 2009).

The PE could be generated by two different mechanisms (Fontaine et al., 2003; Kuzyakov et al., 2000): (1)



“Co-metabolism” or “stoichiometric decomposition” theory (Blagodatskaya et al., 2014; Kuzyakov et al.,
2000; Razanamalala et al., 2018) and (2) “nutrient mining” theory (Craine et al., 2007; Razanamalala et
al., 2018; Wang et al., 2015). “Co-metabolism” resulting from the release of extracellular enzymes by FOM
decomposers helps to break down young SOM that has a structure similar to FOM, such as decaying vegetal
tissues with a high C:N:P ratio. “Nutrient mining” targets an old SOM that is already transformed and rich
in nutrients, with a long residence time. However, both mechanisms might coexist in the same soil (Chen
et al., 2014; Fontaine et al., 2004; Razanamalala et al., 2018) and the balance between the two mechanisms
was driven by the nutrient content of the soil solution (Chen et al., 2014) or SOM pool (Razanamalala et
al., 2018).

Nutrient supply, especially N and P availability, strongly affect C cycling and storage in grasslands ecosystem
(Li et al., 2018b; Luo et al., 2020; Ramirez et al., 2010; Riggs & Hobbie, 2016). N and P additions
increase the above-ground plant biomass (Borer et al., 2017; Li et al., 2014; Isbell et al., 2013), increase
or decrease biomass allocation to roots (Fornara & Tilman, 2012; Li et al., 2018b). These modifications
in plant biomass would in turn affect C input to soil and SOC dynamics, however, the effects of nutrient
additions on SOC decomposition and soil C sequestration had no census. For example, N additions increased
SOC sequestration in prairie grasslands (Adair et al., 2009; Fornara & Tilman, 2012; Fornara et al., 2013)
and sandy grasslands (Reid et al., 2012). Soudzilovskaia et al. (2007) reported NP addition increased litter
production of graminoids with low decomposibility, thus increased SOC content in alpine tundra. Mack et
al. (2004) showed that NP fertilization decreased SOC pools in arctic tundra. N and P additions accelerated
SOM decomposition and reduced SOC content in the topsoil of Tibetan alpine meadows (Li et al., 2018a;
Luo et al., 2019; Luo et al., 2020). The litter quality and various biomass allocations to aboveground plant
and roots in different grassland ecosystems may resulted in varies in soil C sequestration and SOC storage
due to nutrient additions (Soudzilovskaia et al., 2007; Fornara & Tilman, 2012; Li et al., 2018b). Besides
these reasons, the inconsistent effects might be due to the differential response of microbial composition and
their activity (Leff et al., 2015; Riggs & Hobbie, 2016; Zhang et al., 2018) and thereby SOM decomposition
(Chen et al., 2014; Leff et al., 2015; Li et al., 2018a; Riggs et al., 2015) to N and P additions.

N and P additions increase or decrease microbial biomass (Li et al., 2018a; Liu & Greaver 2010; Ramirez
et al., 2012), alter microbial C use efficiency (CUE) (Riggs & Hobbie, 2016; Luo et al., 2020) and microbial
mineralization and soil C dynamics (Li et al., 2018a; Ramirez et al., 2012; Riggs et al., 2015). Microbes can
adjust CUE to maintain their biomass stoichiometry according to stoichiometric ratio of substrates they feed
on and soil nutrient content (Craine et al., 2007; Chen et al., 2014; Chen et al., 2016; Cleveland & Liptzin,
2007; Razanamalala et al., 2018) and thereby regulate the fate of plant-derived-C and C sequestration in soils
(Geyer et al., 2016; Zhu et al., 2018). Microbial activity is driven by microbial demand for resources, with
an average optimal C:N:P ratio of 60:7:1 for terrestrial ecosystems at the global level (Cleveland & Liptzin,
2007) and 48:5:1 for Tibetan alpine meadows (Chen et al., 2016; Zhao et al., 2017). Nutrient limitation
can shift the microbial community composition from r-strategy microbes to K-strategy microbes which can
decompose stable SOM to get access to available N or P and stimulate SOM mineralization, leading to
a positive PE (Blagodatskaya & Kuzyakov, 2008; Chen et al., 2014; Zhu et al., 2018). Therefore, FOM
decomposition and SOC mineralization due to the N and P additions can be explained using “stoichiometric
decomposition” theory. Higher CUE intends an increased potential for C sequestration in soils while lower
CUE implies relatively greater loss of C via microbial respiration (Riggs & Hobbie, 2016; Sokol et al., 2019).

The Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau is the highest and largest plateau on the earth. Alpine meadow is one of the
dominant and most widely distributed grasslands type on the plateau, with much higher soil C content in
the surface layer relative to other grasslands (Reid et al., 2012; Wen et al., 2013; Yang et al., 2008). Thus
alpine meadows take an important role in maintaining soil functioning as C pool and sustaining ecological
safety at regional or even global level (Yang et al., 2008; Wu et al., 2017). However, alpine meadows
are particularly sensitive to climate change and anthropogenic activities (Fayiah et al., 2020; Liu et al.,
2018). Anthropogenic drivers such as atmospheric deposition and nutrient addition increase the availability
of nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P) in grasslands, including alpine meadows (Galloway et al. 2008; Liu
et al.; 2013). Previous studies from alpine meadows showed that input of nitrogen (N) and phosphorus



(P) modified litter quality through increasing above-ground plant productivity and altering plants species’
dominance in community, in particular the grass Elymus nutans (Li et al., 2014; Li et al., 2018b). These
modifications can change the availability of organic C and the decomposition of SOM, thus reduce SOC
content (Li et al., 2018a; Li et al., 2018b; Luo et al., 2019; Luo et al., 2020), with the lowest SOC content
under P additions, as compared to N and NP additions (Li et al., 2018a). However, the mechanisms of
this SOC decline induced by nutrient addition are unclear. Furthermore, little is known about how N and
P additions affect soil stoichiometric characteristics and their effects on C decomposition, including plant-
derived FOM decomposition and recalcitrant SOC decomposition which plays an important role in SOC
sequestration and soil C pool (Li et al., 2017). FOM decomposition and priming of SOC decomposition
caused by increased litter input due to nutrient addition is a potential mechanism that can explain the SOC
declines and their differences between N and P addition. In this study, we examined soil and microbial
stoichiometric characteristics after long-term field N and P addition to alpine meadows and C decomposition
by adding *C labeled substrate (glucose or vanillin). We hypothesized that: (1) N and P additions modify
soil N or P limitation status and thus differentially affect PEs and exogenous C substrates decomposition
(Blagodatskaya & Kuzyakov, 2008; Chen et al., 2014; Zhu et al., 2018). (2) Glucose induces positive PEs
mainly by “nutrient mining” while vanillin generates negative PEs mainly by “stoichiometric decomposition”
due to the differences in substrates’ decomposability (Aye et al., 2018; Di Lonardo et al., 2017; Nottingham
et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2015) and in ecological stoichiometric properties of soil and microorganisms resulted
from N and P additions (Blagodatskaya et al., 2014; Craine et al., 2007; Kuzyakov et al., 2000; Razanamalala
et al., 2018). (3) N and P additions-induced higher SOC decomposition and lower microbial CUE lead to
lower C accumulation and lower SOC content, with the highest C decomposition in P addition compared
to N and NP additions due to P addition-induced severe N limitation, i.e., lower soil and microbial N:P
(Blagodatskaya et al., 2014; Craine et al., 2007; Kuzyakov et al., 2000; Razanamalala et al., 2018).

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1 Study site description and experimental design

A long-term field nutrient addition experiment was carried out in Hezuo, Gansu, eastern Qinghai-Tibetan
Plateau of China (N34°55’, E102°53’, 3,000 m above sea level). Hezuo has a mean annual temperature of
2.4°C and a 30-yr mean annual precipitation of 550 mm (1986 to 2015; Institute of Hezuo Meteorology). The
site belongs to a typical alpine meadow with soil and vegetation characteristics as described previously (Li
et al., 2014).

The experiment consists of four treatments (N alone, P alone, NP together, and a control without any
nutrient addition (Control)) with five, 5 m x 5 m, replicates. Nitrogen and/or P in the form of urea and
sodium dihydrogen phosphate anhydrous were applied annually (10 g m™2 yr."!) since 2009. For a complete
description of the experimental design and establishment see Li et al. (2014).

Soil samples of 500 g were sampled from a 0-20 cm depth randomly in each treatment plot in August
2018, sieved thru a 2-mm to remove roots, homogenized and divided into two portions. One portion was
stored at 4 °C for determination of soil available N (AN), microbial biomass C (MBC), microbial biomass N
(MBN), microbial biomass P (MBP) and for the priming experiment. The other portion was air dried and
subsequently used for pH, SOC, TN and total P (TP) analysis.

2.2 Soil properties analysis

Soil properties, including SOC, TN, AN, TP, pH, MBC, MBN, and MBP were measured using standard
methods as described in Li et al. (2014, 2018a), and Zhu et al. (2018).

2.3 Priming experiment and CO; analysis

A 32-day laboratory incubation experiment was conducted at 20 °C in the dark to determine SOC minerali-
zation and microbial C dynamics with or without glucose/vanillin amendment (n=5). For each microcosm,
moist soil (equivalent to 70 g dry mass) sieved through 2-mm was placed in a 500-ml glass flask and pre-
incubated at 20 °C in the dark for one week. Subsequently, either a water solution with *C labeled glucose or



vanillin, representing easily degraded and recalcitrant C substrates, respectively, (Sigma-Aldrich, uniformly
labeled, 99 atom %, 89.4 ug C g’! dry soil) or distilled water were sprayed onto the soil to reach a moisture
content equivalent to 60% of its water holding capacity (WHC). Soil moisture was maintained at this level
by weighing and spraying with distilled water regularly.

CO; concentrations were determined at 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 10, 14, 19, 22, 25, 32 days after the treatment
application started. To differentiate SOC- and glucose or vanillin-derived COs, the 5'3C value of respired
CO4 was measured with an Isotope Analyzer (Picarro TOC-CRDS, US) after dilution with a standard CO4
gas of known concentration and isotopic composition. The 8'3C abundance of respired CO5 was corrected for
the added CO5 gas using a mass balance approach. At the end of 32-day incubation, soils were extracted to
determine the MBC and the amount of'3C derived from the added substrate that had been incorporated into
microbial biomass. The extraction was performed using the chloroform fumigation extraction method and
the isotopic composition was determined using an Isotope Analyzer (Picarro TOC-CRDS, US), as described
in our previous studies by Li et al. (2014) and Li et al. (2018a).

The priming effect (PE) induced by substrate (glucose or vanillin) amendment (ug C g! soil) was calculated
as described by Qiao et al. (2014):

PE= CozTotal _ Cozsubstrate _ CO2N0 substrate

Where COyTotal CQysubstrate - 0, No substrate wwere the total COgevolved from soil with glucose or vanillin
amendment, COy evolved from glucose or vanillin, and COq evolved from soil without glucose or vanillin
amendment, respectively. The cumulative PE, substrate decomposition, and SOC decomposition was the
sum of each corresponding index measured during the incubation period.

Net C balance (NCB) representing C accumulation was calculated as:
NCB = Cin- Csoc-Csubstrate

Where Ci,, Csoc, and Cgupstrate Were substrate-C inputting to the soil, SOC-C loss, and substrate-C loss,
respectively.

Microbial CUE was calculated as:
CUE= MB!3C / (MB!3C +'3C0,)

Where MB!2C is the amount of substrate C incorporated into the microbial biomass and *COsis the
substrate-C respired as COg. The 8'3C of total microbial biomass (8'*Cypc) was determined using the
following equation as described by Blagodatskaya et al. (2014):

33Cupe = (813Cr .Cr - 8'3Cht .Cre) / (Ct - Cup)

Where 8'3C¢ and 8'3C,¢ were the 5'3C values of the 24-h chloroform fumigated and non-fumigated samples,
respectively, and C; and Cyf were the amounts of C in the fumigated and non-fumigated K2SO4 samples,
respectively.

2.4 Statistical analysis

The influence of N and P addition on the soil properties, cumulative PEs, glucose or vanillin mineralization,
SOC mineralization, NCB, and microbial CUE were analyzed with a two-way MANOVA. When there were
significant interactions between the addition of N and P, one-way ANOVA’s was used to test the effect of
nutrient addition treatment on soil properties, using a Tukey HSD post hoc test (p < 0.05). Linear or
quadratic regression models were fitted to describe the relationships between C mineralization, microbial
CUE and stoichiometric characteristics of soil and microorganisms. Statistical tests were performed in SPSS
16.0. Graphs were plotted using Sigma Plot 12.5.

3. RESULTS

3.1 Soil abiotic and biotic properties and stoichiometric characteristics



N and P additions differently affected soil abiotic and biotic properties (Table S1, Table S2). Nutrient
additions increased soil AN, with the pattern of N> NP >P>Control, but decreased soil pH, SOC (Table
S1). Compared with Control, P and NP addition decreased soil C:N (Figure 1). N addition increased C:P
and N:P while NP and P addition decreased soil C:P and N:P. Nutrient additions increased microbial C:N
while decreased microbial C:P and N:P, with the lowest C:P and N:P under P addition.

3.2 Priming effect and C substrate mineralization

Glucose amendments had positive cumulative PEs under N and P additions while negative PE under Control,
with the highest PE under P addition (Figure 2a). Vanillin amendments had negative cumulative PE
for all nutrient treatments, with the highest PE under P addition. The PEs with glucose amendment
were significantly correlated with soil and microbial C:N, C:P, N:P (Table 1). However, there were no
significant relationships between PEs with vanillin amendment and stoichiometric characteristics of soil and
microorganisms (Table 1).

Compared with control, nutrient additions increased C substrate mineralization, with much higher miner-
alization of vanillin than that of glucose (Figure 2b). Specifically, glucose mineralization was increased by
45%, 36%, and 33% under N, P and NP addition, respectively (Figure 2b). Vanillin mineralization was
increased by 11%, 40%, and 48% under N, P and NP addition, respectively. Both C substrates (glucose and
vanillin) mineralization was significantly correlated with soil and microbial C:N, C:P, N:P (except glucose
mineralization and soil C:N) (Table 2).

3.3 SOC decomposition and NCB

N and P additions differently affected SOC mineralization and NCB (Figure 3). Specifically, with glucose
amendment SOC mineralization increased by 33% under P addition while decreased by 9%, and 7% under
N, and NP addition, respectively (Figure 3a). SOC mineralization was significantly correlated with soil C:P,
N:P, and microbial C:N, C:P and N:P (Table 2). When vanillin was amended, SOC mineralization was
increased by 7% and 8% under P and NP addition but decreased by 11% under N addition (Figure 3a). SOC
mineralization was significantly correlated with soil and microbial C:N, C:P, N:P (Table 2).

The NCB were positive for all nutrient treatments regardless of glucose or vanillin was amended (Figure 3b).
Compared with control, the NCB with glucose amendment were increased by 7% and 6% under N and NP
additions, respectively, while decreased by 40% under P addition. The NCB with vanillin amendment was
increased by 17% under N addition but decreased by 36% and 42% under P and NP addition, respectively
(Figure 3b).

3.4 Microbial CUE

Nutrient additions decreased microbial CUE of glucose-C and vanillin-C, with much higher CUE of glucose-C
than that of vanillin-C in all the treatments (Figure 4). Compared with Control, N and P additions decreased
CUE of glucose-C by 9-15%, and that of vanillin-C by 24-27%, with the lowest CUE of glucose-C under N
addition and CUE of vanillin-C under P addition, respectively. Microbial CUE of both substrates C was
significantly correlated with soil and microbial stoichiometric ratios (Table 3).

4. DISCUSSION

N and P additions differently affected the magnitude and direction of PEs, decomposition of plant-derived
substrate and SOC, microbial CUE, and thus C accumulation. This was mainly associated with the N
and P additions-induced differences in soil nutrient status and microbial ecological stoichiometric ratios, as
well as differences in substrate decomposability due to changes in plant community composition and plant
species’ predominance. Glucose induced positive PEs while vanillin induced negative PEs. These results
were in accordance with our hypotheses. However, the positive PEs with glucose amendment was mainly
generated by “nutrient mining” while negative PEs with vanillin amendment was generated by the balanced
two mechanisms “co-metabolism” and “nutrient mining”. This partially supported our hypotheses. The



comprehensive effects on C decomposition and accumulation led to declines in SOC contents in response to
N and P additions.

4.1 Effect of N and P additions on SOC decomposition

The SOC decomposition was determined by microbial basic respiration and PEs due to exogenous substrates
input to soil, of which the latter is a vital factor regulating SOC decomposition and content. Our data
showed nutrient additions affected the magnitude and direction of PEs (Figure 2a). N and P addition
promoted native SOC decomposition with the input of glucose, resulting in positive PE, while depressed
native SOC decomposition with the input of vanillin, resulting in negative PE (Figure 2a). This was in
accordance with our predictions and other studies that easily degradable substrate produce positive PE
and complex C produce negative PE (Aye et al., 2018; Di Lonardo et al., 2017; Nottingham et al., 2009;
Wang et al., 2015). The positive PE was mainly due to easily degradable C substrate was easier to be
utilized by microbes than recalcitrant C substrate (Di Lonardo et al., 2017; Fontaine et al., 2011; Wang et
al., 2015). The added substrates provided energy and promoted microbial growth, as shown in the higher
MBC with glucose input than with vanillin input under corresponding N and P additions (Figure S1). In
response to nutrient limitation under N and P addition, microbial community shifted their composition
and structure and mineralized more native SOC to meet their biomass stoichiometric ratio requirements
(Fontaine et al., 2011; Lin et al., 2019; Riggs & Hobbie, 2016; Zhu et al., 2018), which resulted in higher PEs
of glucose than of vanillin and positive PEs with glucose amendment. The negative PE might be resulted
from “preferential substrate utilization”, that microorganisms preferred utilize amended substrate vanillin
rather than recalcitrant native SOC (Kuzyakov & Bol, 2006; Werth & Kuzyakov, 2010). The differential PEs
among N and P addition might be resulted from nutrient additions-induced changes in N and P availability
and soil stoichiometric characteristics which modified the N or P limitation status for microorganisms. The
higher soil N:P under N addition but lower N:P under P and NP addition, as well as the lower microbial
N:P compared with Control indicated that microbes were more of P limited under N addition but more of
N limited under P and NP addition (Figure 1) (Chen et al., 2016; Craine et al., 2007; Zhao et al., 2017).
This resulted in higher PE under N and P additions than Control, and the highest PE under P addition.

In our study, the differences in PEs among N and P additions were likely responsible for the differential
SOC decomposition. In general, the higher PEs, the higher SOC decomposition was, as indicated by SOC
decomposition pattern: P> NP >N (Figure 3a). However, SOC decomposition with vanillin under N addition
did not follow this pattern, with N < NP (Figure 3a). This might be due to N addition-induced decrease
in MBC and pH (Table S1) and modifications in microbial community structure (Lin et al., 2019; Leff et
al., 2015; Riggs & Hobbie, 2016), which constrained microbial respiration (Li et al., 2018b; Riggs & Hobbie,
2016) and thus led to lower SOC decomposition.

The significant relationships between PE with glucose amendment and ecological stoichiometric ratios of
soil and microorganisms suggested that PE was mainly generated by “nutrient mining”. However, the PE
with vanillin amendment might be generated by the balanced two main mechanisms “co-metabolism” and
“nutrient mining” (Fontaine et al., 2004; Chen et al., 2014; Razanamalala et al., 2018). Our results suggested
the increased productivity and modified plant composition predominance due to N and P additions affected
the magnitude and direction of PEs, and thus SOC decomposition in alpine meadows. The underlying mech-
anisms on PEs: “co-metabolism” theory and “nutrient mining” theory may occur simultaneously, depending
on soil nutrient availability and stoichiometric properties, and the composition of C substrate (Craine et al.,
2007; Wang et al., 2015; Razanamalala et al., 2018).

4.2 Effect of N and P additions on substrate decomposition

N and P addition increased the decomposition of added substrate with differential magnitude among N and
P addition (Figure 2b). This might be might be due to two main reasons. Firstly, nutrient addition-induced
changes in soil N availability (Table S1) and microbial stoichiometric ratios were associated with substrate
mineralization (Table 2). Studies have shown that the higher N availability, the higher substrate (glucose)
mineralization was (Craine et al., 2007; Fontaine et al., 2011; Paterson & Sim 2013). Thus, the increased N



availability, with the highest value under N addition, led to the increased substrate decomposition in response
to N and P addition and the highest glucose mineralization under N addition (Figure 2b). Secondly, the
nutrient addition-induced changes in microbial composition and structure regulated substrate decomposition
because of preferential substrate utilization (Blagodatskaya et al., 2007; Fontaine et al., 2011; Di Lonardo
et al., 2017). Fungi have an advantage in breaking down complex polymers such as lignin and cellulose
while bacteria prefer soluble organic C such as glucose (Wang et al., 2015; Fontaine et al., 2011). Therefore
fungi are thought to be more important than bacteria in mediating long-term soil C sequestration (Fontaine
et al., 2011; Blagodatskaya et al., 2014). The soil pH (above 6.7) in our study site (Table S1) and the
higher microbial C:N under N addition than P and NP addition (Figure 1b) indicated bacterial dominance in
microbial community and shifts in microbial composition and structure due to nutrient additions. Our recent
results from the same study site also showed N and P additions increased bacterial and fungal abundance of
those who decompose complex C and those bacteria, such as Actinobacteria, who utilize available C to grow
fast (Li et al., 2020 submitted). Many other studies also reported nutrient addition-induced modification in
microbial composition and structure (Blagodatskaya et al., 2007; Leff et al., 2015; Lin et al., 2019; Zeng et
al., 2016) and N addition increased the relative abundance of fast growing bacteria (Leff et al., 2015; Zeng et
al., 2016). Nutrient addition-induced increase in the abundance of bacteria and fungi would accelerate the
decomposition of both easily degradable C and recalcitrant organic C, as shown by other studies (Diamond
et al., 2019; Riggs & Hobbie, 2016). The increased substrate mineralization (Figure 2b) and decreased
CUE (Figure 4) showed that long-term N and P additions resulted in greater losses of easily degraded C and
recalcitrant organic C by microbial respiration and led to lower substrate C accumulation. The higher vanillin
mineralization than glucose mineralization (Figure 2b) and higher CEU of glucose-C than vanillin-C (Figure
4) implied that N and P addition-induced changes in plant dominance and litter chemical structure would
accelerate decomposition of both plant-derived substrates and soil-derived C and reduce SOC sequestration
in alpine meadows.

4.3 Effects of N and P additions on C sequestration and their implication for alpine meadows

The positive NCB under N and P additions including the Control (Figure 3b) in our study indicated that C
input to soil in the form of plant residue was higher than C output from SOC decomposition. This would
increase SOC accumulation and soil C content in the Tibetan meadows, as shown by Yang et al. (2008).
Our data did show an increasing SOC content compared with the initial SOC concentration of 3.38% (Li et
al., 2018a) at the beginning of the field experiment nine-years ago. The lower NCB with vanillin amendment
than that with glucose amendment in corresponding treatments (Figure 3b) suggested that recalcitrant C
input due to changes in plant composition and predominance may decrease C accumulation and thereby
SOC content. However, there was no consistent effect of N and P additions on NCB pattern between glucose
amendment and vanillin amendment. The NCB pattern under N and P additions was in verse with the
pattern of SOC decomposition. The NCB with glucose amendment under P addition and that with vanillin
amendment under P and NP addition was much lower than Control (Figure 3b). Though the NCB with
glucose was higher than Control, its effect on SOC accumulation might be offset by the larger extent increase
in glucose mineralization and the PE over the time because glucose is more accessible to microorganisms
than recalcitrant SOC (Blagodatskaya et al., 2014; Fontaine et al., 2004). The much lower NCB with glucose
or vanillin amendment under P and NP additions than the Control suggested that P and NP addition would
reduce C accumulation and thus SOC content. The higher NCB with glucose or vanillin amendment under
N addition than the Control suggested a potential increasing SOC accumulation and SOC content. This was
contrasted with our hypothesis and the decline in SOC content and storage. The seemingly contrary result
suggested that the positive NCB and the potential increase in SOC content under N addition might merely
be temporary, due to the shorter period of incubation in our experiment. It needed to be pointed out that
the NCB here was based on a 32-day incubation period. The added substrate, especially glucose, remaining
in soil would enter into the active C pool (Hou, 2018) that was most easily utilized by microorganisms
(Blagodatskaya et al., 2014) and continue to stimulate the native SOM decomposition (Fontaine et al.,
2004). Over time, the added glucose might be consumed but SOM decomposition would proceed and result
in a net C loss (Fontaine et al., 2004).



Our previous studies from the same experimental site showed N and P additions increased plant above-
ground plant biomass and modified plant community composition of alpine meadows from grasses and forbs
dominated community to E . nutans dominated community (Li et al., 2014; Li et al., 2018b). These changes
increased the C inputs to soil as plant residues, however, C accumulation, especially plant derived-C would
be reduced and thereby decrease SOC content because of the increased C substrate decomposition and the
decreased microbial CUE in response to N and P additions. The changes in plant litter quality through
altering plant species’ predominance and plant composition also affected SOC decomposition due to the PEs
caused by differential chemical structure of substrates. Our data showed N and P additions had positive
PEs with glucose amendment but negative PEs with vanillin amendment, the total SOC decomposition with
glucose amendment under P addition was increased by 33% and that with vanillin amendment under P and
NP addition was increased by 7% and 8%, respectively (Figure 3a). This also contributed to the lower SOC
content under P addition (-9%) than N (-2%) and NP (-4%) addition compared with Control (Table S1)
(Li et al., 2018a). Therefore, the comprehensive effects of N and P additions on decomposition of SOC and
plant-derived C substrates reduced SOC sequestration and thus SOC content in alpine meadows (Figure 5).

Studies on Tibetan alpine meadows, including one of our recent studies from the same study site, also showed
that N and P enrichment decreased SOC content in the surface layer by reducing recalcitrant organic C
content and slow C pool and increasing labile SOC content (Hou, 2018; Li et al., 2020 submitted; Luo et
al., 2019; Luo et al., 2020). Some other studies out of Tibetan Plateau also reported that nutrient additions
lowered SOC pool in the Arctic tundra (Mack et al., 2004), stimulated microbial decomposition of SOM in
arctic permafrost soil (Wild et al., 2014) and caused considerable soil C losses in many high-latitude Arctic
and sub-Arctic regions (Crowther et al., 2019). Given that alpine meadows and high-latitude Arctic tundra
had higher soil C content than other grasslands (Yang et al., 2008; Reid et al., 2012; Wen et al., 2013),
anthropogenic drivers such as atmospheric deposition and nutrient additions would decrease SOC content
and soil C storage. This would weaken soil functioning as C pool of alpine meadows or Arctic grasslands.

CONCLUSION

Nine years of N and P additions to alpine meadows differentially affected the magnitude and direction of PEs
and SOC decomposition (except with vanillin amendment under N addition), accelerated substrates (glucose
and vanillin) mineralization and but decreased the microbial CUE. This was mainly associated with the
differences in soil and microbial C:N:P stoichiometric ratios, and substrates decomposability due to N and P
additions. These changes indicated that long-term N and P additions resulted in greater losses of both easily
degraded C and recalcitrant organic C by microbial respiration and led to lower C accumulation, thereby
lower SOC content in the topsoil compared with Control, in particular P addition (Figure 5). Therefore N
and P additions would weaken the soil functioning as a C pool of alpine meadows.
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Table 1 Correlations between priming effects (PEs) and stoichiometric properties of soil and microorganisms
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PEs Stoichiometric properties Stoichiometric properties Lineal correlations

Glucose  Soil C:N Y=-754.687+158.353X-8.245X? (R2=0.408, p=0.0
C:P Y=108.194-4.076X+0.037X? (R%=0.878, p<0.001)
N:P Y=105.759-39.586X+3.576X2 (R2=0.863, p<0.001
Microbes C:N Y=-271.507+108.618X-10.592X? (R?=0.740, p<O0.
C:P Y=10.893-0.400X (R2?=0.808, p<0.001)
N:P Y=9.772-1.633X (R?=0.828, p<0.001)
Vanillin ~ Soil C:N Y=-73.728+5.547X (R?=0.085, p=0.212)
C:P Y=-12.115-0.112X (R2=0.044, p=0.376)
N:P Y=-9.913-1.575X (R?=0.072, p=0.253)
Microbes C:N Y=-5.067-2.548X (R?=0.048, p=0.354)
C:P Y=-16.823-0.049X (R2=0.008, p=0.713)
N:P Y=-17.710-0.031X (R2=0.001, p=0.955)

Table 2 Correlations between mineralization of carbon substrate and soil organic carbon (SOC) and stoi-
chiometric characteristics of soil and microoganisms

C mineralization Stoichiometric properties Stoichiometric properties Correlations

Glucose
Substrate Soil C:N Y=-76.199+16.507X-0.851X2 (R?=0.447, |
C:P Y=12.625-0.369X+0.004X2 (R2?=0.538, p=
N:P Y=12.038-3.463X+0.336X? (R?=0.531, p=
Microbes C:N Y=-7.679+3.900X-0.323X? (R?=0.967, p<
C:P Y=3.032+0.127X-0.003X? (R%2=0.852, p<(
N:P Y=3.447+0.302X-0.039X? (R%2=0.923, p<(
SOC Soil C:N Y=-541.629+118.510X-5.948X? (R2=0.032, p=0.
C:P Y=130.152-3.027X+0.026X2? (R?=0.517, p
N:P Y=133.445-31.040X+2.625X? (R?=0.584, -
Microbes C:N Y=207.562+107.708X-11.151X2 (R%=0.29¢
C:P Y=70.322-2.549X+0.051X2 (R?=0.670, p<
N:P Y=65.700-9.112X+0.743X? (R?=0.598, p<
Vanillin
Substrate Soil C:N Y=68.519-5.232X (R?=0.635, p<0.001)
C:P Y=24.084-0.162X (R?=0.767, p<0.001)
N:P Y=24.256-1.679X (R?=0.685, p<0.001)
Microbes C:N Y=133.39860.535X-6.044X?2 (R%=0.902, p-<
C:P Y=19.648-0.186X (R2?=0.917, p<0.001)
N:P Y=20.620-1.731X+0.093X? (R2?=0.891, p<
SOC Soil C:N Y=697.192-122.748X+5.828X? (R%=0.308,
C:P Y=35.364+1.032X-0.013X2 (R?=0.961, p<
N:P Y=38.778+9.098X-1.175X2 (R?=0.977, p<
Microbes C:N Y=-147.433+85.683X-8.977X? (R?=0.894,
C:P Y=64.676-1.264X+0.024X? (R2?=0.804, p<
N:P Y=63.450-5.374X+0.442X? (R?=0.834, p<

Table 3 Correlations between microbial carbon use efficiency (CUE) and stoichiometric properties of soil
and microorganisms
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CUE Stoichiometric properties  Stoichiometric properties Correlations
Glucose
Soil C:N Y=7.524-1.401X +0.072X?%(R?=0.346, p=0.027)
C:P Y=0.011+0.029X-0.001X2 (R?=0.458, p=0.005)
N:P Y=0.062+0.268X-0.027X (R?=0.483, p=0.004)
Microbes C:N Y=1.103-0.063X (R?=0.958, p<0.001)
C:P Y=0.776-0.014X+0.001X? (R2=859, p<0.001)
N:P Y=0.737-0.038X+0.004X2? (R2=919, p<0.001)
Vanillin
Soil C:N Y=6.961-1.407X+-0.074X? (R?=0.582, p=0.001)
C:P Y=-0.597+40.034X-0.001X? (R2?=0.795, p<0.001)
N:P Y=-0.558+40.325X-0.030X? (R?=0.744, p<0.001)
Microbes C:N Y=2.476-0.856X+0.082X? (R2=920, p<0.001)
C:P Y=0.251-0.003X-0.001X? (R2=910, p<0.001)
N:P Y=0.214+0.014X (R%=0.944, p<0.001)

Figure captions

FIGURE 1 Effects N and P addition on stoichiometric characteristics of soil (a) and microorganisms (b)
(means + 1SE, n=>5). Abbrevation: Control the control without any nutrient addition, N N-alone addition,
P P-alone addition, NP N and P together addition. The statistics are from a two-way ANOVA, *, ** *¥*
and ns denotingp <0.05, p <0.01,p <0.001, and p >0.05, respectively. Letters indicate significant difference
among N and P additions atp < 0.05. Numbers above N, P, and NP are effects of N and P compared to
Control

FIGURE 2 Effects N and P addition on priming effect (PE) with glucose or vanillin substrate amendment (a)
and carbon substrate mineralization (b). Values shown are means = 1SE (n=5 per treatment). Abbrevation:
Control the control without any nutrient addition, N N-alone addition, P P-alone addition, NP N and P
together addition. The statistics are from a two-way ANOVA, *** and ns denotingp <0.001, and p >0.05,
respectively. Letters indicate significant difference among N and P additions atp < 0.05. Numbers above N,
P, and NP bars are effects of N and P compared to Control

FIGURE 3Effects N and P addition on soil organic carbon (SOC) decomposition (a), and soil net carbon
balance (NCB) (b). Values are mean £+ 1SE (n=5 per treatment). Abbrevation: Control the control without
any nutrient addition, N N-alone addition, P P-alone addition, NP N and P together addition. The statistics
are from a two-way ANOVA, *** denotingp <0.001. Letters indicate significant difference among N and P
additions at p < 0.05. Numbers above N, P, and NP bars are effects of N and P compared to Control

FIGURE 4 Effects of N and P additions on the microbial carbon use efficiency (CUE) (Mean + 1SE, n=5)
of 13C-glucose and '3C-vanillin. Abbrevation: Control the control without any nutrient addition, N N-alone
addition, P P-alone addition, NP N and P together addition. The statistics are from a two-way ANOVA,
* F and ns denoting p <0.05,p <0.001, and p >0.05, respectively. Letters indicate significant differences
among N and P additions atp < 0.05. Numbers above N, P, and NP bars are effects of N and P compared
to Control

FIGURE 5 A conceptual diagram illustrating the main effects of N and P additions on C decomposition
and accumulation in Tibetan alpine meadows. Abbrevation: SOC soil organic carbon, CUE microbial carbon
use efficiency. The red, green and yellow symbols and numbers denote the processes influenced by N-alone
addition, P-alone addition, and NP together addition, respectively. The short arrows —and — represent the
increase or decrease in soil C processes in response to N and P additions, respectively. The numbers in red,
green and yellow denote increase or decrease in % under N, NP and P addition compared with Control.
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