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Summary

� The mortality rates of large trees are critical to determining carbon stocks in tropical forests,

but the mechanisms of tropical tree mortality remain poorly understood. Lightning strikes

thousands of tropical trees every day, but is commonly assumed to be a minor agent of tree

mortality in most tropical forests.
� We use the first systematic quantification of lightning-caused mortality to show that light-

ning is a major cause of death for the largest trees in an old-growth lowland forest in Panama.

A novel lightning strike location system together with field surveys of strike sites revealed that,

on average, each strike directly kills 3.5 trees (> 10 cm diameter) and damages 11.4 more.
� Given lightning frequency data from the Earth Networks Total Lightning Network and his-

torical total tree mortality rates for this site, we conclude that lightning accounts for 40.5% of

the mortality of large trees (> 60 cm diameter) in the short term and probably contributes to

an additional 9.0% of large tree deaths over the long term.
� Any changes in cloud-to-ground lightning frequency due to climatic change will alter tree

mortality rates; projected 25–50% increases in lightning frequency would increase large tree

mortality rates in this forest by 9–18%. The results of this study indicate that lightning plays a

critical and previously underestimated role in tropical forest dynamics and carbon cycling.

Introduction

Tree mortality is a key component of carbon cycling and can
shape local biodiversity, yet the relative contributions of different
mechanisms to tree mortality remain unknown for most tropical
forests (McDowell et al., 2018). Among-site variation in tree
mortality determines variation in above-ground biomass in tropi-
cal forests (Johnson et al., 2016), with large tree mortality in par-
ticular having disproportionately large effects on carbon storage
(da Costa et al., 2010; Lutz et al., 2018; Meakem et al., 2018).
Quantifying these patterns is increasingly important because cli-
matic change is expected to alter tree mortality rates (Breshears
et al., 2005; van Mantgem et al., 2009) with profound conse-
quences for forest physiognomy and ecosystem function (Dale
et al., 2001; Phillips et al., 2009; McDowell et al., 2011). Histori-
cally, agents such as windthrow and drought were considered the
primary causes of tree mortality in most broadleaf tropical forests
(Phillips et al., 2010; Bennett et al., 2015; Negr�on-Ju�arez et al.,
2017), but supporting data are limited (McDowell et al., 2018).
Here, we show that a neglected phenomenon – lightning – is the
single most important cause of large tree mortality in an old-

growth lowland tropical forest of central Panama. This site expe-
riences lightning frequency comparable to many lowland tropical
forests worldwide (Cecil et al., 2014), and thus the results serve as
a first estimate of the role of lightning in tropical forest dynamics
at the global scale.

Lightning frequency is highest in the tropics (Cecil et al.,
2014), where it strikes thousands of trees each day. Lightning is a
major agent of disturbance in mangrove forests, where lightning
gaps represent up to 15.0% of total forest area at any given time
(e.g. Smith et al., 1994; Sherman et al., 2000; Amir & Duke,
2019). However, the relative importance of lightning to man-
grove tree mortality rates has never been quantified, and man-
groves are spatially limited (0.7% of tropical forest area; Giri
et al., 2011). By contrast, the contribution of lightning to tree
mortality in terrestrial tropical forests (99.3% of all tropical forest
area) has never been accurately quantified, and is generally
assumed to be minor (Magnusson et al., 1996). This is largely
because detecting and accurately attributing individual tree mor-
tality to lightning is difficult (Komarek, 1964; Yanoviak et al.,
2017). Trees directly killed by lightning in terrestrial tropical
forests typically die standing, often snap within months of death
and generally have no obvious lightning scars (Furtado, 1935;
Anderson, 1964; Br€unig, 1964; Komarek, 1964; Magnusson*These authors contributed equally to this work.

� 2019 The Authors

New Phytologist� 2019 New Phytologist Trust

New Phytologist (2019) 1
www.newphytologist.com

Research

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6425-1413
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6425-1413
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0537-5835
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0537-5835
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6665-9778
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6665-9778
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2858-053X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2858-053X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3526-9021
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3526-9021
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0494-188X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0494-188X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2035-6699
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2035-6699
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2797-3411
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2797-3411


et al., 1996; Tutin et al., 1996; Yanoviak et al., 2017). Lightning
also indirectly kills trees by facilitating lethal infestations by
insects and fungi (Taylor, 1974; Carey et al., 1994; Fernando
et al., 2010), or weakening trees that are eventually uprooted
(Taylor, 1974; Chao et al., 2009). Most tree censuses are con-
ducted at 5–10 yr intervals, and decomposition proceeds rapidly
in tropical climates, meaning that most dead trees are encoun-
tered more than 1 yr after their deaths. Consequently, lightning-
killed trees often are indistinguishable from trees that die stand-
ing due to drought, disease and other causes, or those snapped by
storms (Putz & Milton, 1996; Gale & Barfod, 1999; Chao et al.,
2009). The few previous publications reporting lightning-caused
mortality of trees in tropical terrestrial and swamp forests have
focused exclusively on direct mortality, and are mostly case
reports that provide no basis for quantifying the overall impor-
tance of lightning to tree mortality (Furtado, 1935; Anderson,
1964; Magnusson et al., 1996; Tutin et al., 1996).

Here, we quantify the role of lightning as an agent of tree mortal-
ity in the old-growth lowland tropical forest of Barro Colorado
Island (BCI), Panama. We determined the locations of 32 lightning
strikes using a camera-based lightning monitoring system, and
repeatedly censused those locations to quantify associated tree dam-
age and mortality (Yanoviak et al., 2017). This enabled us to
provide the first complete quantification of the role of lightning in
tree mortality in any forest. We surveyed each strike site repeatedly
over 11–25months to quantify the average numbers of trees killed
and damaged per strike (c. 1 ha of forest per strike; see the Materials
and Methods section). We combined these averages with remotely
sensed cloud-to-ground lightning frequency data for 2013–2018
(Liu & Heckman, 2012) and local measurements of lightning fre-
quency to calculate the expected numbers of trees killed by lightning
per area per year. We further compared these estimates with histori-
cal total tree mortality rates in a 50 ha forest dynamics plot
(Hubbell & Foster, 1983) at the study site over 1985–2015 to
estimate the relative contribution of lightning to total tree mortality.

Materials and Methods

Study site

Field work was conducted on BCI in central Panama (9.152°N,
79.846°W). BCI is a 15 km2 island of seasonally moist lowland
tropical forest in the Gatun Lake portion of the Panama Canal. It
receives c. 2600 mm of rain annually with a distinct dry season
(January–April, < 100 mm monthly precipitation) and an average
annual temperature of 27°C (Leigh et al., 1996). Data collection
was concentrated in the relatively old-growth forest in and
around the 50 ha forest dynamics plot (Hubbell & Foster, 1983).

Lightning location and damage surveys

We established a camera-based system to accurately determine
the location of lightning strikes in the BCI forest. Briefly, three
to five video cameras, either mounted on towers extending above
the forest canopy or at nearby mainland sites, provided record-
ings of storm events over BCI during the wet seasons of 2015,

2016 and 2017. The system operated only during the wet season
(May–December), when the vast majority of storms occur. Cam-
eras were positioned such that c. 65% of the BCI forest was in the
field of view of at least one camera, and 15% of BCI was simulta-
neously in the field of view of at least two cameras. The area of
highest camera coverage was centered around a 50 ha forest
dynamics plot (described below) to facilitate comparisons with
long-term forest dynamics trends. The contact point of any flash
recorded on two cameras subsequently could be estimated within
30 m of its actual location via triangulation. This system is
described in detail elsewhere (Yanoviak et al., 2017).

After each storm, we isolated candidate lightning flashes from
the video recordings using an algorithm that searched for individ-
ual video frames with greater brightness than the preceding por-
tion of the video. Using the known locations and orientations of
all cameras, we calculated the position of each lightning strike
that was recorded on multiple cameras. We successfully located
every strike recorded on at least two cameras (n = 18 strikes), usu-
ally within days of the event, providing the first unbiased sample
of lightning strike locations in any forest.

Detailed observations from these strikes provided a reliable set
of criteria for the identification of lightning damage for this forest
(Yanoviak et al., 2017). Using these criteria, we identified and
monitored eight additional lightning strikes recorded on a single
camera and six strikes outside of the camera recording area. We
recognized the possibility that our field-located strikes could be
biased toward strikes that are relatively more severe and therefore
easy to find (M€akel€a et al., 2009). We thus tested for differences
between field-located (n = 14) and camera-located (n = 18) strikes
in the numbers of trees killed or damaged in each size class. The
numbers of trees killed or damaged in field-located strikes were
similar to or less than the numbers in camera-located strike sites
(Supporting Information Methods S1; Table S1), so we used all
strikes for subsequent analyses.

A given strike site was defined as the focal struck canopy tree
and the zone of damage surrounding that tree, which typically
involved multiple individuals in an asymmetrical pattern extend-
ing up to 45 m from the focal tree (Fig. S1). Identification of the
focal struck tree was never ambiguous > 2 months following a
strike. Each strike site analyzed here was surveyed repeatedly for
11–25 months, depending on the strike date (surveys are ongo-
ing). Surveys typically were conducted at 1–6, 11–13, and
24 months after a strike. During the initial survey, we examined
every tree > 10 cm diameter at breast height (i.e. 1.3 m above the
ground or immediately above the buttresses; hereafter DBH)
within 30 m of the central struck tree for lightning damage and,
when necessary, expanded this survey distance until no additional
damaged trees were encountered. We recorded tree size (DBH),
crown dieback (%) and alive/dead status for all lightning-dam-
aged trees at each site in the initial survey (Yanoviak et al., 2017).
Subsequent surveys evaluated crown dieback (%) and alive/dead
status of trees previously identified as damaged or possibly dam-
aged (when unclear).

During each survey, one of the authors (EMG) and one or
more field assistants walked 8–12 radial transects originating at
the focal tree, with each transect > 50 m long. The 14 strike sites
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located within the BCI 50 ha forest dynamics plot (Hubbell &
Foster, 1983) were mapped using spatially explicit data from the
most recent plot census (2015), and all trees > 10 cm DBH
within 45 m of the focal tree were surveyed for lightning damage
(n = 3353 trees). Collectively, our investigation of 32 lightning
strikes resulted in > 30 ha of surveys and the examination of
c. 8000 trees > 10 cm DBH for damage. Damaged trees within
each strike site were assigned to size classes based on DBH, with
small defined as 10–30 cm DBH, medium as 30–60 cm and large
as > 60 cm (Lutz et al., 2018). We estimated 95% confidence
intervals for the number of trees damaged per strike within each
size class by bootstrapping the number of trees damaged per
strike over the number of lightning strikes surveyed (32 strikes).
Trees that were mechanically killed or damaged by lightning-
struck neighboring trees as they fell or fragmented (Br€unig, 1964)
were not included among those considered to have been killed or
damaged by lightning.

Local lightning frequency

We determined the cloud-to-ground (CG) flash rate density for
BCI using 6 yr of continuous data from the Earth Networks Total
Lightning Network (ENTLN; Liu & Heckman, 2012). The major
advantage of this network is that it specifically identifies CG flashes,
which are the focus of this study. Due to uncertainties in classifica-
tion as in-cloud (IC) or CG, and changes in detection efficiency
over time, we conservatively retained only the ENTLN-classified
CG flashes with peak current > 10 kA (Rudlosky, 2015). Estimates
of CG frequency from these data represent a lower bound because
the network misses an unknown proportion of CG flashes. The
ENTLN data show that CG flash frequency on BCI is relatively
moderate for Panama, and substantially lower than forested areas
to the north, east and south of the study site (Fig. S2). Conse-
quently, our estimates of CG flash frequency, and our estimates of
lightning-caused tree mortality, are conservative at both local and
regional scales. The ENTLN data show that the 0.05 degree lati-
tude9 0.06 degree longitude region including BCI received
12.7 CG lightning flashes (fl) km�2 yr�1 (95% confidence interval
(CI): 10.9–14.5 CG fl km�2 yr�1) from 2013 to 2018, and thus
we estimate that BCI receives c. 190 CG strikes per year. We esti-
mated the 95% CI by bootstrapping the daily CG flash rate density
over the 2191 d of ENTLN data.

The camera system was operational during 83% of the total
wet season days from 2015 to 2017 and recorded 14 CG contact
points in the 50 ha plot. Correcting for the duration of the study
period, and assuming that lightning does not occur in the dry sea-
son and is evenly distributed across the wet season, this corre-
sponds to a local frequency of 11.2 CG fl km�2 yr�1. However,
this is an underestimate because some lightning strikes were
probably missed during c. 10% of the observational period due to
equipment malfunctions.

Historical tree mortality

We used 30 yr of forest dynamics data from the 50 ha plot on
BCI to estimate total tree mortality rates from 1985 to 2015

(Hubbell & Foster, 1983). Each tree within the 50 ha plot was
mapped, identified to species, measured in diameter, and
recorded as dead or alive every 5 yr from 1985 to 2015. For each
census interval, we divided these data into three size classes based
on the sizes of trees at the initial census: 10–30, 30–60 and
> 60 cm DBH. We calculated the instantaneous mortality rate
(m) of trees for each size class and census interval as

m ¼ loge N0 � loge St
t

Eqn 1

where N0 is the number of living trees at the beginning of the
census interval, t is the duration of the census interval and St is
the number of those trees that survived until time t (Table S2;
Kohyama et al., 2018). For each size class, we calculated the aver-
age mortality rate across census intervals to obtain a single histori-
cal mortality rate for 1985–2015.

For the largest size class (> 60 cm DBH), we estimated tree res-
idence time—the average remaining lifespan of trees over 60 cm
DBH—as the inverse of the average instantaneous mortality rate
(1/m). We compared residence times for these trees under current
mortality rates (which include the effects of lightning), and under
reduced mortality rates following exclusion of the estimated con-
tributions of lightning to tree deaths, as detailed below.

Lightning-caused mortality

We combined the ENTLN measurement of CG lightning fre-
quency with the field surveys of lightning-caused mortality and
plot-based measurements of tree mortality to estimate lightning-
caused instantaneous mortality rates (mL; Datasets S1–S3). We
calculated the probability of a tree being damaged by lightning
(pL) as the product of the number of trees damaged per lightning
strike and the average number of ground strikes per area per year
(12.7 CG fl km�2 yr�1) divided by the density of trees per unit
area. We estimated the first-year mortality rate of lightning-dam-
aged trees (q; trees yr�1) as the proportion of lightning-damaged
trees that were dead at the time of the 11–13 month census (aver-
age census time = 1.01 yr). Combining these values, we estimated
the nonlightning background mortality rate (mb; i.e. all nonlight-
ning sources of tree mortality) for each size class:

mb ¼
m � pL � q
� �

1� pLð Þ Eqn 2

where m is total mortality as estimated with Eqn 1, pL is the
probability that a tree is damaged by lightning and q is the proba-
bility that a lightning-damaged tree dies within 1 yr (see Methods
S1 for derivation). We calculated the short-term lightning-caused
mortality rate, mL, as background mortality, mb, subtracted from
total mortality, m. Calculations were performed separately for
each size class (e.g. pL for trees > 60 cm DBH differed from pL
for trees 30–60 cm DBH). To calculate 95% CIs for the light-
ning-caused mortality rates, we propagated uncertainty in our
estimates of the number of trees damaged per strike and the num-
ber of ground strikes per year by using the high and low CIs for
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these calculations. Trees that were mechanically killed or dam-
aged by lightning-struck neighboring trees as they fell or frag-
mented were not included among those considered to have been
killed or damaged by lightning (unless they were also directly
affected by lightning), and thus this approach underestimates
lightning-caused mortality.

We estimated total lightning-caused mortality (trees directly
killed plus eventual deaths) under the assumption that 10% of
the lightning-damaged trees still surviving at 11–13 months will
die prematurely as a result of their injuries (Methods S1). Specifi-
cally, we added 10% of the remaining damaged trees from each
individual strike to the first-year count of dead trees before recal-
culating the mortality rate of lightning-damaged trees (q). We
then used the same procedure described above to estimate the
long-term rate of lightning-caused mortality. We estimated the
proportion of total tree mortality caused by lightning as mL/m
(Fig. 1).

To estimate the changes in tree mortality associated with predic-
tions of increased lightning frequency, we calculated the additional
mortality expected to occur with 25% and 50% increases in light-
ning frequency (Price & Rind, 1994; Williams, 2005). Specifically,

we calculated the total tree mortality rate under increased lightning
regimes by multiplying the lightning-caused mortality rate, mL, by
1.25 or 1.5 for 25% or 50% increases in lightning frequency,
respectively, and adding these values to the historical mortality rate
(all sources of mortality combined). We divided this estimate by
historical mortality to estimate the increase in mortality resulting
from increased lightning frequency. We assumed that historical
mortality (regardless of source) and the number of trees killed per
strike remained the same.

Spatial patterns of lightning damage

We analyzed the spatial distribution of tree damage and death
caused by lightning using the 14 strikes recorded in the 50 ha
plot on BCI (Datasets S1, S4). We used logistic regression to esti-
mate the likelihood that a tree was killed or damaged as a func-
tion of its size class (a categorical variable with three classes, as
described above) and distance from the focal struck tree (a con-
tinuous variable spanning 0–45 m; see Methods S1). We
included the strike site as a random effect. We tested the signifi-
cance of each fixed effect (size class and distance) and their inter-
action using nested model reduction with Akaike’s information
criterion (AIC) values and P-values from likelihood ratio tests
(Methods S1). When the interaction was significant, we split the
data into subsets and repeated these analyses with pairwise com-
parisons among size classes. For each size class, we converted fit-
ted log odds to probabilities and plotted the estimated
probability that individual trees were damaged or killed as a func-
tion of distance within 45 m of the central tree (Figs S3–S5).

All analyses and calculations were performed in the R statistical
environment (R Core Team, 2019). We used the lme4 package
for all mixed-effect models (Methods S1).

Results

Lightning is the single most important agent of large tree mortal-
ity in this tropical forest; it directly causes 40.5% of deaths of
trees > 60 cm in diameter (hereafter ‘large trees’), and 4.5% of
deaths of all trees > 10 cm in diameter (Fig. 1). Trees were con-
sidered to be directly killed by lightning if they were visibly dam-
aged by the strike (Yanoviak et al., 2017), had no signs of wind
damage and died standing within 13 months (at a rate in excess
of background mortality, see the Materials and Methods section).
Each strike killed an average of 3.5 trees within 13 months
(range: 0–12, Figs 2, S6), including 0.94 large trees (range 0–4).
ENTLN lightning frequency data indicate that BCI receives an
average of 12.7 CG fl km�2 yr�1, leading us to estimate that
lightning kills 11.4 large trees and 38.4 total trees km�2 yr�1.
This compares with total mortality averaging 28.1 large trees and
850.5 total trees km�2 yr�1 for this site. Additionally, lightning-
caused mortality disproportionately impacts the very largest trees:
trees > 100 cm in diameter account for only 16% of all large tree
mortality, but represent 35% of lightning-caused large tree mor-
tality.

Because tree death often occurs slowly and lightning initiates
various processes that can kill damaged trees over time spans

Fig. 1 The current (closed circles) and estimated (open circles) contribution
of lightning to total tree mortality by tree size class. Current mortality is
based on tree deaths recorded up to 13months following a strike;
estimated mortality includes current mortality plus expected premature
mortality of 10% of damaged trees occurring > 1 yr following a strike. Bars
are 95% confidence intervals.
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greater than 1 yr, we expect the total contribution of lightning to
tree mortality to be higher over the long term (Taylor, 1974; Fer-
nando et al., 2010). Indeed, some trees with substantial progres-
sive partial crown damage (i.e. dieback) due to lightning died a
few months after the 11–13 month window used to estimate
direct mortality (Figs 2, S6). Each strike damaged an average of
11.4 additional trees (range: 2–32; Tables S1, S2), including 2.13
large trees. This damage was often severe: 14% of damaged trees
had > 50% crown dieback and another 18% had 25–50% crown
dieback. Trees with this amount of crown damage have more
than double the mortality rates of trees with intact crowns within
6 yr (Arellano et al., 2019), suggesting that many other trees will
die prematurely as a result of their injuries. If 10% of damaged
trees ultimately die prematurely due to lightning (Methods S1),
then lightning causes a total of 50.3% of large tree mortality and
6.1% of total tree mortality (Fig. 1).

Observations of local lightning frequency corroborated the
ENTLN-based estimates of tree mortality rates. Local lightning
frequency was 11.2 CG fl km�2 yr�1 based on camera-recorded
flashes from 2015 to 2017 (see the Materials and Methods sec-
tion). Using this local estimate of lightning frequency in place of
the ENTLN-based estimate reduced the estimated contribution
of lightning to 36% (CI: 29–43%) of large tree mortality in the
short term (4.0% of total tree mortality), and 44% (CI: 35–54%)
of large tree mortality in the longer term. Because the ENTLN
data cover a longer time span and lightning frequency varies
among years, we consider the ENTLN-based frequencies to be a
better basis for estimating the long-term mean strike rate and
associated contributions to tree mortality.

Large trees were killed and damaged by lightning at higher
rates than small trees (Fig. 3). Spatially explicit analyses of the 14
strikes that occurred within the mapped 50 ha plot showed that
this was true at every distance from the focal struck tree (Figs S1,

S3–S5). The differences in damage with tree size and distance
probably reflect ‘flashover’ among trees that form the local closed
canopy. Flashover occurs when electric current jumps across air
gaps between branches of adjacent canopy trees, resulting in
dieback of affected branches (Furtado, 1935; Murray, 1958; Tay-
lor, 1974; Yanoviak et al., 2017). Because the crowns of large
trees extend over a larger area and volume, lightning damages
larger trees across a relatively large area, whereas smaller trees are
damaged less frequently and typically nearer the focal tree (Figs
3, S3–S6). The percentage of damaged trees that died within
13 months was similar for small (10–30 cm), mid-size (30–
60 cm) and large trees (25%, 18% and 31%, respectively).

Lightning frequency is expected to change with climate
change, and any change in lightning frequency will affect tree
mortality rates. Current models suggest that future storms will be
substantially larger and more electrically active (Williams, 2005;
Romps et al., 2014; but see Finney et al., 2018). CG lightning
frequency in the continental United States is projected to increase
25–50% by 2100, corresponding to a 2–4°C increase in average
atmospheric temperature (Romps et al., 2014). If similar
increases occur in the tropics (Finney et al., 2018) and the num-
ber of trees killed per lightning strike remains constant, then
annual mortality rates for the largest trees in this forest will
increase by 9–18%, with concomitant increases in the total con-
tribution of lightning to tree mortality (.Fig. 4).

Such an increase in lightning-caused tree mortality would sub-
stantially alter forest structure, reducing the abundance of large
trees and thus reducing forest carbon pools. Current (1985–
2015) residence times of large trees are 55 yr (CI: 50–61 yr).
Hypothetical removal of all lightning-associated mortality, all else
equal, would increase residence times to 93 yr (CI: 77–126 yr).
Thus, lightning currently reduces large tree residence times by
40%. The 18.0% increase in lightning-associated mortality

Fig. 2 The observed number of trees killed by lightning at each strike site over time. Each colored line represents an individual lightning strike. The vertical
dashed line separates strikes monitored for < 13months to date (17 strikes) from strikes monitored for > 13months (15 strikes). Lines are jittered so that
each strike is visible. The histogram shows the number of strike sites with a given number of dead trees by 13months following a strike. Dead tree counts
include only those resulting from lightning, and exclude trees that were killed by neighboring tree or branch falls.
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projected by this study would reduce residence times to 47 yr and
disproportionately reduce the abundance of large trees.

Discussion

The results of this study reveal an important gap in our under-
standing of tropical forest dynamics. Historically, studies of
canopy tree mortality in terrestrial tropical forests have focused
largely on windthrow and drought (Phillips et al., 2010; Bennett
et al., 2015; Negr�on-Ju�arez et al., 2017). By contrast, we demon-
strate that large trees in an old-growth neotropical forest are most
frequently killed after a single traumatic event – a lightning
strike. This finding improves our understanding of tree mortality
processes and provides a foundation for better representation of
tree mortality in models of Earth systems and simulations of
forest dynamics.

Lightning is an important agent of disturbance in mangrove
ecosystems (e.g. Smith et al., 1994; Sherman et al., 2000; Amir
& Duke, 2019), and we expect that it will prove to be a similarly
important mechanism of tree mortality at other tropical forest
sites (Anderson, 1964; Magnusson et al., 1996). The only other
quantitative assessment of lightning-caused mortality in a terres-
trial tropical forest found a similar contribution to total tree mor-
tality (Fontes et al., 2018). Specifically, bimonthly assessments of
5808 trees near Manaus in central Amazonia for one year showed
that 4.5% of deaths of trees > 10 cm in diameter were due to

lightning (Fontes et al., 2018), which was equal to our finding of
4.5% for this size class. Moreover, lightning frequency is high in
most tropical forests; 68% of evergreen broadleaf tropical forests
experience ≥ 50% of the lightning frequency recorded for BCI
(Cecil et al., 2014; Friedl & Sulla-Menashe, 2015). If we assume
that the per-strike effects of lightning on BCI are typical of tropi-
cal forests globally, then lightning causes more than 25% of large
tree mortality in the majority of lowland tropical forests.

Given that lightning is a major cause of large tree mortality,
lightning also presumably shapes tropical terrestrial forest
dynamics. Spatial variation in lightning frequency probably
affects regional variation in biomass turnover rates (Galbraith
et al., 2013) and carbon storage (Johnson et al., 2016; Lutz et al.,
2018). The ecological relevance of lightning could be high even
in tropical forests that have relatively low lightning frequencies,
insofar as total mortality rates are also lower. For example, the
Guiana Shield has low lightning frequencies (Cecil et al., 2014)
and – perhaps not coincidentally – low tree mortality rates (John-
son et al., 2016). These patterns are particularly important given
projected changes in lightning frequency. The ecosystem-level
consequences of an increase in lightning frequency would be sub-
stantial, as large trees (> 60 cm) constitute 49% of the above-
ground biomass on BCI (Chave et al., 2003), and shape local
plant, animal and microbial communities (Richards, 1998;
Wright, 2002; Mangan et al., 2010). Moreover, if the effects of
lightning on trees differ interspecifically (e.g. due to their

(a)

(c)

(d)

(b)

Fig. 3 The proportion of trees killed (Dead)
or damaged (Dmg) by lightning at different
distances from the focal tree, by size class (a–
c). Trees are divided into five bins by distance
from the focal tree (0–10, 10–20, 20–30, 30–
40 and 40–45m), and bin colors depict a
range from more (red) to fewer (blue) trees
affected. n = the total number of trees in
each bin. (d) A spatially extensive lightning
strike. Each point represents an individual
tree, with point size proportional to tree size
(DBH). Black points in (d) indicate dead trees,
red points indicate damaged trees (lighter
shades = less damage) and gray points
represent unaffected trees.
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electrical properties or susceptibility to colonization by woody
vines; Yanoviak, 2013; Gora & Yanoviak, 2015; Gora et al.,
2017), any substantial change in lightning frequency could shift
the composition of canopy tree communities, with cascading
effects on tropical forest ecosystem structure and function.

Caveats and conclusions

Here we show that lightning is an important agent of disturbance
in an old-growth lowland tropical forest. The effects of lightning
are easily overlooked, even at one of the best-studied tropical
forests on the planet. Five of 32 strikes examined on BCI caused
no tree deaths in the first year, and in many cases the damage to
trees would have gone unnoticed or been misidentified without
data from a real-time lightning monitoring system (Yanoviak
et al., 2015, 2017). Given the widespread distribution of light-
ning and the difficulty of identifying its subsequent effects (Mag-
nusson et al., 1996; M€akel€a et al., 2009), we suspect that the
ecological role of lightning is underestimated in most tropical
forests and in many other terrestrial biomes (Yanoviak et al.,
2015). Filling this knowledge gap is necessary for the develop-
ment of accurate forest dynamics and Earth systems models, and
requires the establishment of real-time monitoring systems specif-
ically in regions of high lightning frequency (Cecil et al., 2014).

The estimates generated in this study are conservative in three
ways. First, we do not account for associated mortality of nearby

trees as lightning-killed trees fragment and fall (Br€unig, 1964).
Second, ENTLN-based measures of lightning flash frequency
represent the lower bound of CG lightning frequency. Moreover,
we assume that each CG flash recorded by ENTLN has only a
single ground contact point, whereas many lightning strikes
(c. 25%) have multiple contact points (Stall et al., 2009). Third,
the camera system underestimated local lightning frequency
because it probably missed lightning strikes during inconsistent
periods of observation (see the Materials and Methods section).
The estimates provided here do not account for the contributions
of infrequent disturbances, such as major droughts or large-scale
blowdowns (Negr�on-Ju�arez et al., 2010; Condit et al., 2017), but
these infrequent events contribute little to long-term forest
turnover (only 1% in the Amazon basin; Esp�ırito-Santo et al.,
2010). Consequently, we expect that continued data collection
over the long term will reveal that the values presented in this
study are underestimates of lightning-caused tree mortality on
BCI.

The results of this study highlight how little is known about
the ecological effects of lightning in tropical forests. Foundational
natural history information about lightning-caused disturbance is
limited to mangroves (Smith et al., 1994; Sherman et al., 2000;
Amir & Duke, 2019) and four terrestrial forests in south-east
Asia and the Americas (Furtado, 1935; Anderson, 1964; Br€unig,
1964; Magnusson et al., 1996; Yanoviak et al., 2017). However,
these studies provide no empirical information regarding the fac-
tors that potentially influence which trees are struck by lightning
(e.g. topography, tree structural traits), and which trees are killed
by lightning (e.g. tree electrical properties; Gora et al., 2017).
Consequently, there is substantial uncertainty regarding how
lightning strikes affect forests of different ages, compositions and
structures. Likewise, the potential relationship between the mag-
nitude of disturbance and the electrical characteristics of light-
ning (e.g. polarity, intensity, flash duration) remain unknown.
Resolving these problems is essential to understanding the
broader ecological effects of lightning strikes in tropical forests.

Acknowledgements

Benjamin Adams, Roberta Ethington, Noah Gripshover, Cesar
Gutierrez, Riley Kneale and Alyssa Stark assisted in the field. Oris
Acevedo, Melissa Cano and the staff of the Smithsonian Tropical
Research Institute provided logistical support. Comments from
Walter Carson, Sarah Emery and Alyssa Stark improved the
manuscript. This work was supported by grants from the
National Science Foundation (DEB-1354060 and DEB-
1655346 to SPY, DEB-1354510 and DEB-1655554 to PMB,
and GRF-2015188266 to EMG) and the National Geographic
Society (9703-15 to EMG).

Author contributions

SPY conceived the project, co-wrote the manuscript and con-
ducted field work; EMG co-wrote the manuscript, developed the
survey protocol, conducted field work and analyzed data; HCM-
L co-wrote the manuscript and assisted with data analysis; PMB

Fig. 4 The projected increase in total tree mortality rates by size class given
two scenarios of increased lightning frequency. Increases in cloud-to-
ground lightning frequency would lead to increased lightning-caused tree
mortality and thus increased total tree mortality. Bars indicate 95%
confidence intervals.

� 2019 The Authors

New Phytologist� 2019 New Phytologist Trust
New Phytologist (2019)

www.newphytologist.com

New
Phytologist Research 7



and JCB designed the monitoring network, analyzed data and
conducted field work; MD conducted field work and analyzed
data. SP and SPH contributed to the conceptual framework and
project logistics. All authors contributed critically to manuscript
drafts and gave final approval for publication. SPY and EMG
contributed equally to this work.

ORCID

Phillip M. Bitzer https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6665-9778
Jeffrey C. Burchfield https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2858-053X
Matteo Detto https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0494-188X
Evan M. Gora https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0537-5835
Stephen P. Hubbell https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2797-3411
Helene C. Muller-Landau https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3526-
9021
Steven Paton https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2035-6699
Stephen P. Yanoviak https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6425-1413

References

Amir AA, Duke NC. 2019. Distinct characteristics of canopy gaps in the

subtropical mangroves of Moreton Bay, Australia. Estuarine, Coastal and Shelf
Science 222: 66–80.

Anderson JAR. 1964.Observations on climatic damage in peat swamp forest in

Sarawak. Commonwealth Forestry Review 43: 145–158.
Arellano G, Medina NG, Tan S, Mohamad M, Davies SJ. 2019. Crown damage

and the mortality of tropical trees. New Phytologist 221: 169–179.
Bennett AC, McDowell NG, Allen CD, Anderson-Teixeira KJ. 2015.

Larger trees suffer most during drought in forests worldwide. Nature
Plants 1: 15139.

Breshears DD, Cobb NS, Rich PM, Price KP, Allen CD, Balice RG, Romme

WH, Kastens JH, Floyd ML, Belnap J et al. 2005. Regional vegetation die-off

in response to global-change-type drought. Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences, USA 102: 15144–15148.

Br€unig EF. 1964. A study of damage attributed to lightning in two areas of

Shorea albida forest in Sarawak. Commonwealth Forestry Review 43: 134–144.
Carey EV, Brown S, Andrew JRG, Lugo AE. 1994. Tree mortality in mature

lowland tropical moist and tropical lower montane moist forests of Venezuela.

Biotropica 26: 255–265.
Cecil DJ, Buechler DE, Blakeslee RJ. 2014. Gridded lightning climatology from

TRMM-LIS and OTD: dataset description. Atmospheric Research 135: 404–
414.

Chao KJ, Phillips OL, Monteagudo A, Torres-Lezama A, V�asquez Mart�ınez R.
2009.How do trees die? Mode of death in northern Amazonia. Journal of
Vegetation Science 20: 260–268.

Chave J, Condit R, Lao S, Caspersen JP, Foster RB, Hubbell SP. 2003. Spatial

and temporal variation of biomass in a tropical forest: results from a large

census plot in Panama. Journal of Ecology 91: 240–252.
Condit R, P�erez R, Lao S, Aguilar S, Hubbel SP. 2017. Demographic trends and

climate over 35 years in the Barro Colorado 50 ha plot. Forest Ecosystems 4: 17.
da Costa ACL, Galbraith D, Almeida S, Portela BTT, da Costa M, Junior JAS,

Braga AP, de Gonc�alves PHL, de Oliveira AAR, Fisher R et al. 2010. Effect of
7 yr of experimental drought on vegetation dynamics and biomass storage of an

eastern Amazonian rainforest. New Phytologist 187: 579–591.
Dale VH, Joyce LA, McNulty S, Neilson RP, Ayres MP, Flannigan MD,

Hanson PJ, Irland LC, Lugo AE, Peterson CJ et al. 2001. Climate change and

forest disturbances. Bioscience 51: 723–734.
Esp�ırito-Santo FD, Keller M, Braswell B, Nelson BW, Frolking S, Vicente G.

2010. Storm intensity and old-growth forest disturbances in the Amazon

region. Geophysical Research Letters 37: L11403.

Fernando M, M€akel€a J, Cooray V. 2010. Lightning and trees. In: Cooray V, ed.

Lightning protection. London, UK: Institution of Engineering and Technology,

843–858.
Finney DL, Doherty RM, Wild O, Stevenson DS, MacKenzie IA, Blyth AM.

2018. A projected decrease in lightning under climate change. Nature Climate
Change 8: 210–213.

Fontes CG, Chambers JQ, Higuchi N. 2018. Revealing the causes and temporal

distribution of tree mortality in Central Amazonia. Forest Ecology and
Management 424: 177–183.

Friedl M, Sulla-Menashe D. 2015.MCD12C1 MODIS/Terra+Aqua Land

Cover Type Yearly L3 Global 0.05 Deg CMG V006 [2017]. NASA EOSDIS

Land Processes DAAC. doi: 10.5067/MODIS/MCD12C1.006.

Furtado CX. 1935. Lightning injuries to trees. Journal of the Malaysian Branch of
the Royal Asiatic Society 13: 157–162.

Galbraith D, Malhi Y, Affum-Baffoe K, Castanho ADA, Doughty CE, Fisher

RA, Lewis SL, Peh KS-H, Phillips OL, Quesada CA et al. 2013. Residence
times of woody biomass in tropical forests. Plant Ecology & Diversity 6: 139–
157.

Gale N, Barfod AS. 1999. Canopy tree mode of death in a western Ecuadorian

rain forest. Journal of Tropical Ecology 15: 415–436.
Giri C, Ochieng E, Tieszen LL, Zhu Z, Singh A, Loveland T, Masek J, Duke N.

2011. Status and distribution of mangrove forests of the world using earth

observation satellite data. Global Ecology and Biogeography 20: 154–159.
Gora EM, Bitzer PM, Burchfield JC, Schnitzer SA, Yanoviak SP. 2017. Effects

of lightning on trees: a predictive model based on in situ electrical resistivity.
Ecology and Evolution 7: 8523–8534.

Gora EM, Yanoviak SP. 2015. Electrical properties of temperate forest trees: a

review and quantitative comparison with vines. Canadian Journal of Forest
Research 45: 236–245.

Hubbell SP, Foster RB. 1983. Diversity of canopy trees in a neotropical forest

and implications for conservation. In: Sutton SL, Whitmore TC, Chadwick

AC, eds. Tropical rain forest: ecology and management. Oxford, UK: Blackwell,

25–41.
Johnson MO, Galbraith D, Gloor M, De Deurwaerder H, Guimberteau M,

Rammig A, Thonicke K, Verbeeck H, von Randow C, Monteagudo A et al.
2016. Variation in stem mortality rates determines patterns of above-ground

biomass in Amazonian forests: implications for dynamic global vegetation

models. Global Change Biology 22: 3996–4013.
Kohyama TS, Kohyama TI, Sheil D. 2018. Definition and estimation of vital

rates from repeated censuses: choices, comparisons and bias corrections

focusing on trees.Methods in Ecology and Evolution 9: 809–821.
Komarek EV. 1964. The natural history of lightning. Proceedings of the Tall
Timbers Fire Ecology Conference 3: 139–183.

Leigh EG Jr, Rand AS, Windsor DM, eds. 1996. The ecology of a tropical forest:
seasonal rhythms and long-term changes, 2nd edn. Washington, DC, USA:

Smithsonian Press.

Liu C, Heckman S. 2012. Total lightning data and real-time severe storm

prediction. TECO-2012: WMO Technical Conference on Meteorological and
Environmental Instruments and Methods of Observation. [WWW document]

https://www.wmo.int/pages/prog/www/IMOP/publications/IOM-109_

TECO-2012/Session5/ [accessed 2 August 2019].

Lutz JA, Furniss TJ, Johnson DJ, Davies SJ, Allen D, Alonso A, Anderson-

Teixeira KJ, Andrade A, Baltzer J, Becker KML et al. 2018. Global importance

of large-diameter trees. Global Ecology and Biogeography 27: 849–864.
Magnusson WE, Lima AP, de Lima O. 1996. Group lightning mortality of trees

in a Neotropical forest. Journal of Tropical Ecology 12: 899–903.
M€akel€a J, Karvinen E, Porjo N, M€akel€a A, Tuomi T. 2009. Attachment of

natural lightning flashes to trees: preliminary statistical characteristics. Journal
of Lightning Research 1: 9–21.

Mangan SA, Schnitzer SA, Herre EA, Mack KML, Valencia MC, Sanchez EI,

Bever JD. 2010. Negative plant–soil feedback predicts tree-species relative
abundance in a tropical forest. Nature 466: 752–755.

McDowell NG, Allen CD, Anderson-Teixeira K, Brando P, Brienen R,

Chambers J, Christoffersen B, Davies S, Doughty C, Duque A et al. 2018.
Drivers and mechanisms of tree mortality in moist tropical forests. New
Phytologist 219: 851–869.

New Phytologist (2019) � 2019 The Authors

New Phytologist� 2019 New Phytologist Trustwww.newphytologist.com

Research

New
Phytologist8

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6665-9778
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6665-9778
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6665-9778
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2858-053X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2858-053X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2858-053X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0494-188X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0494-188X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0494-188X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0537-5835
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0537-5835
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0537-5835
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2797-3411
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2797-3411
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2797-3411
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3526-9021
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3526-9021
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3526-9021
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2035-6699
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2035-6699
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2035-6699
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6425-1413
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6425-1413
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6425-1413
https://doi.org/10.5067/MODIS/MCD12C1.006
https://www.wmo.int/pages/prog/www/IMOP/publications/IOM-109_TECO-2012/Session5/
https://www.wmo.int/pages/prog/www/IMOP/publications/IOM-109_TECO-2012/Session5/


McDowell NG, Beerling DJ, Breshears DD, Fisher RA, Raffa KF, Stitt M.

2011. The interdependence of mechanisms underlying climate-driven

vegetation mortality. Trends in Ecology and Evolution 26: 523–532.
Meakem V, Tepley AJ, Gonzalez-Akre EB, Herrmann V, Muller-Landau HC,

Wright SJ, Hubbell SP, Condit R, Anderson-Teixeira KJ. 2018. Role of tree

size in moist tropical forest carbon cycling and water deficit responses. New
Phytologist 219: 947–958.

Murray JS. 1958. Lightning damage to trees. Scottish Forestry 12: 70–71.
Negr�on-Ju�arez RI, Chambers JQ, Guimaraes G, Zeng H, Raupp CFM, Marra

DH, Ribeiro GHPM, Saatchi SS, Nelson BW, Higuchi N. 2010.Widespread

Amazon forest tree mortality from a single cross-basin squall line event.

Geophysical Research Letters 37: L16701.
Negr�on-Ju�arez RI, Jenkins HS, Raupp CFM, Riley WJ, Kueppers LM,

Marra DM, Ribeiro GHPM, Monteiro MTF, Candido LA, Chambers

JQ et al. 2017. Windthrow variability in central Amazonia. Atmosphere 8:

28.

Phillips OL, Arag~ao LEOC, Lewis SL, Fisher JB, Lloyd J, L�opez-Gonz�alez G,

Malhi Y, Monteagudo A, Peacock J, Quesada CA et al. 2009. Drought

sensitivity of the Amazon rainforest. Science 323: 1344–1347.
Phillips OL, van der Heijden G, Lewis SL, L�opez-Gonz�alez G, Arag~ao

LEOC, Lloyd J, Malhi Y, Monteagudo A, Almeida S, D�avila EA et al.
2010. Drought-mortality relationships for tropical forests. New Phytologist
187: 631–646.

Price C, Rind D. 1994. The impact of a 2 9 CO2 climate on lightning-caused

fires. Journal of Climate 7: 1484–1494.
Putz FE, Milton K. 1996. Tree mortality rates on Barro Colorado Island. In:

Leigh EG Jr, Rand AS, Windsor DM, eds. The ecology of a tropical forest:
seasonal rhythms and long-term changes, 2nd edn. Washington, DC, USA:

Smithsonian Press, 95–100.
R Core Team. 2019. R: a language and environment for statistical computing.

Vienna, Austria: R Foundation for Statistical Computing.

Richards PW. 1998. The tropical rain forest. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge

University Press.

Romps DM, Seeley JT, Vollaro D, Molinari J. 2014. Projected increase in

lightning strikes in the United States due to global warming. Science 346: 851–
854.

Rudlosky SD. 2015. Evaluating ENTLN performance relative to TRMM/LIS.

Journal of Operational Meteorology 3: 11–20.
Stall CA, Cummins KL, Krider EP, Cramer JA. 2009. Detecting multiple

ground contacts in cloud-to-ground lightning flashes. Journal of Atmospheric
and Oceanic Technology 26: 2392–2402.

Sherman ES, Fahey JT, Battles JJ. 2000. Small-scale disturbance and

regeneration dynamics in a neotropical mangrove forest. Journal of Ecology 88:
165–178.

Smith TJ, Robblee MB, Wanless HR, Doyle TW. 1994.Mangroves, hurricanes,

and lightning strikes. Bioscience 44: 256–262.
Taylor AR. 1974. Ecological aspects of lightning in forests. Proceedings of the Tall
Timbers Fire Ecology Conference 13: 455–482.

Tutin CEG, White LJT, Mackanga-Missandzou A. 1996. Lightning strike burns

large forest tree in the Lope Reserve, Gabon. Global Ecology and Biogeography
Letters 5: 36–41.

van Mantgem PJ, Stephenson NL, Byrne JC, Daniels LD, Franklin JF, Ful�e PZ,

Harmon ME, Larson AJ, Smith JM, Taylor AH et al. 2009.Widespread

increase of tree mortality rates in the western United States. Science 323:
521–524.

Williams ER. 2005. Lightning and climate: a review. Atmospheric Research 76:
272–287.

Wright JS. 2002. Plant diversity in tropical forests: a review of mechanisms of

species coexistence. Oecologia 130: 1–14.
Yanoviak SP. 2013. Shock value: are lianas natural lightning rods? In: Lowman

M, Devy S, Ganesh T, eds. Treetops at risk: challenges of global forest canopies.
New York, NY, USA: Springer, 147–154.

Yanoviak SP, Gora EM, Burchfield JC, Bitzer PM, Detto M. 2017.

Quantification and identification of lightning damage in tropical forests.

Ecology and Evolution 7: 5111–5122.

Yanoviak SP, Gora EM, Fredley J, Bitzer PM, Muzika R-M, Carson WP. 2015.

Direct effects of lightning in temperate forests: a review and preliminary survey

in a hemlock-hardwood forest of the northern United States. Canadian Journal
of Forest Research 45: 1258–1268.

Supporting Information

Additional Supporting Information may be found online in the
Supporting Information section at the end of the article.

Dataset S1 Explanation of variables used in raw data files S2–S4.

Dataset S2 Raw data used for annual tree mortality rate calcula-
tions.

Dataset S3 Raw data for the number of trees killed or damaged
by lightning from censuses conducted up to 13 months following
a strike.

Dataset S4 Raw data used for spatial analysis of trees killed and
damaged by lightning.

Fig. S1 Examples of the spatial patterns of lightning-caused tree
damage.

Fig. S2 Variation in the cloud-to-ground flash fraction across
Panama.

Fig. S3 Proportions of trees damaged as a function of distance
from the central struck tree.

Fig. S4 Proportions of trees killed as a function of distance from
the central struck tree.

Fig. S5 Comparisons among size classes of the proportions of
trees damaged and killed as a function of distance from the cen-
tral struck tree.

Fig. S6 Observed number of trees killed by lightning at each
strike site over time.

Methods S1 Explanation of supplementary analyses and their
outcomes.

Table S1 Comparison of the average number of trees killed and
damaged between the camera-located and field-located strikes.

Table S2 Historical tree mortality for each 5 yr census interval
from 1985 to 2015 in the 50 ha plot on BCI.

Please note: Wiley Blackwell are not responsible for the content
or functionality of any Supporting Information supplied by the
authors. Any queries (other than missing material) should be
directed to the New Phytologist Central Office.

� 2019 The Authors

New Phytologist� 2019 New Phytologist Trust
New Phytologist (2019)

www.newphytologist.com

New
Phytologist Research 9




