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Abstract: Rhizophora mangle L. is one of the most distributed species of neotropical mangroves. The
species exhibits great phenological variability that is associated with saline concentrations of the
sediment where it grows. Among the organs that are most affected by interstitial and tidal water
salinity concentrations are the leaves. Since the hypersalinity generates water deficiency, it changes
photosynthetic and hydraulic processes of the plant. To understand the relationship between the
variation in leaf blade parameters and the water stress generated by salinity in two growth stages,
morphoanatomical functional traits were quantified in leaves of juveniles and adults of R. mangle in
three structurally different mangrove forests with different ranges of natural salinity (Oligohaline:
5.8–11.7 practical salinity units (PSU); Euhaline: 9.2–35.6 PSU and 23.9–47.7 PSU). We hypothesized
that water stress caused by salinity generates modification in conductivity, water-storage, and
photosynthetic tissues. Our results showed a greater number of morphoanatomical traits affected
by salinity in juveniles compared to adults, greater variability in the traits associated with water
accumulation and transport. Adults and juveniles subjected to higher values of salinity had traits
more tolerant of variability in this factor, allowing superior adaptation to environments with high
water deficit than individuals originating in oligohaline environments. This difference in adaptability
to salinity between populations of R. mangle may imply different responses to climate change, where
populations of oligohaline origin will be more susceptible to hypersalinization resulting from this
phenomenon, while populations of euhaline origin could more effectively tolerate the aquatic stresses
caused, allowing a prolongation of their permanence and the provision of their ecosystem services
over time.

Keywords: hypodermis; xylem vessels; cavitation; water deficit

1. Introduction

Rhizophora mangle L. is a viviparous, facultative halophytic mangrove species that
grows in brackish and fresh waters of the tropical and subtropical coasts of the Western
Hemisphere [1–3]. It is widely distributed from the Caribbean of the Florida Peninsula
to Brazil and on the Pacific Coast from Mexico to Chile [2,4]. It is a successional pioneer
species [5] that has an optimal growth range at salinities between 8 and 60 practical units
of salinity–PSU (practical salinity units) [6] and develops an ultrafiltration mechanism at
the level of root cells to prevent the entry of excess solutes [7]. It can develop tree or shrub
morphology [8] reaching up to 30 m tall and 100 cm DBH [9,10]. Salinity stress in R. mangle
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generates changes at the physiological and anatomical level. These changes are related to
coping with high saline concentrations by expanding hypodermal hyaline cells, allowing
an increase in the storage capacity of Cl− and Na+ ions in their vacuoles [11]. Increased
leaf thickness [12], reduced stomatal conductance [13], the suberization of cell walls in
roots for blocking apoplastic transport [14,15] and hydraulic redistribution that dilutes
the salts accumulated in the rhizosphere, promoting their diffusion from the root surface
to the soil [3]. Finally, a water efficiency mechanism face to water deficit which limits
the transport of photosynthetic electrons, affecting carbon reduction processes [16] and
increase in relative water content in the leaves of individuals subjected to low salinities [13].
In tress of R. mangle wood has lower density and greater porosity in the rainy season (low
salinity), and it is denser and less porous in the dry season (high salinity) [17].

These morphoanatomical and physiological variations show that there is extensive
information on the effect of salinity on the growth and development of this species. How-
ever, there are no studies comparing the physiological and morphoanatomical responses to
interstitial salinity of individuals of R. mangle at different growth stages.

Mangrove forests provide a wide range of goods and services for coastal communities
(food, fisheries, coastal protection, sediment retention, water filtration, and carbon seques-
tration or export) [18–22]. But the forests are highly vulnerable to the effects of climate
change [23,24]. Phenomena such as sea level rise, changes in ocean currents, increased
number and energy of storms, increased temperature and alterations in precipitation
strongly influence interstitial salinity, affecting the structure, composition and distribution
of mangrove forests [24,25]. This may result in processes such as latitudinal and vertical
migration of species and transformation of adjacent ecosystems [24–26].

In island mangrove forests the effects of climate change can be devastating since
species migration may be slowed down by the presence of human communities and
limited areas, leading to their disappearance and consequent loss of goods and services.
There is a need to assess which populations of R. mangle might become more vulnerable or
tolerant to the effects of climate change in island areas. For this purpose, a useful tool is the
response of functional traits to the variation of interstitial salinity of different populations.

The objective of this work was to provide information on the effects of increased
salinity on the functional traits of R. mangle in different growth stages and the poten-
tial ecological implications considering the effects of climate change. For this purpose,
the morphoanatomic responses were determined in the foliar tissues of juvenile and adult
individuals subjected to three natural ranges of edaphic salinity. R. mangrove was chosen
as a model for the research, because among the species present in the Caribbean it is the
most vulnerable to increased salinity, its maximum tolerance value is 60 PSU) [6].

As a working hypothesis we propose that due to the water stress generated by salinity,
the conductive and water storage tissues (more developed hypodermis, thicker xylem
vessels) and the photosynthetic tissues (palisade and more developed spongy parenchyma)
will be modified and that this modification will depend directly on the increase in interstitial
salinity. Likewise, the morphoanatomy of a greater number of tissues will be modified in
juveniles compared to adults, since the former are in a stage of competition for resources
and adaptation to various environmental conditions, while the latter, being reproductively
active, they have adapted to the changes of each salinity gradient. This adaptation will
allow populations of euhaline origin, an advantage against a possible increase in salinity
caused by the phenomenon of climate change.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The island of San Andrés is part of the archipelago of San Andrés, Providencia and
Santa Catalina, which is of volcanic origin [27], and is located in the transition zone of
tropical dry and tropical humid climates [28]. The island is elongated in a NS direction
with a length of 12.5 km, a maximum width of 3 km, and an area of 27 km2, with some hills
up to 86 m above sea level in the central part [28–30]. The climate is semi-humid due to the
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influence of trade winds that mitigate dry conditions. The average annual temperature is
27.4 ◦C with highs of 30 ◦C (May and June) and low temperatures of 25.5 ◦C (December
and February). The mean annual rainfall is 1797.8 mm with an irregular distribution of
80% of the annual rainfall falling during the wet season (October to December) and the dry
season occurs from January to April. Between the months of May and July the rainfall is
moderate [29,31].

There are six mangrove forests on the San Andrés island, most of which are located
on the eastern side of the island [30], of these, three with different salinity ranges and the
highest coverage were selected: Old Point Regional Mangrove Park (0–18 PSU), Sound Bay
Forest (10–40 PSU) and Smith Channel Forest (20–70 PSU) [17,32–35] (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Mangrove forest Old Point (OP), Sound Bay (SB) and Smith Channel (SC) in San Andrés island–Colombia.

Old Point is located in the northeast (12◦34′00.5′′ N; −81◦42′19.3′′ W), has an area of
65 ha [17] and trees 7.9 ± 0.2 m tall and 8.5 ± 0.3 cm DBH [17]. Two types of forest are
in Old Point, a fringe forest where R. mangle dominates over Laguncularia racemosa and
Avicennia germinans (relative densities 79%, 15% and 6%, respectively), and basin forest
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where A. germinans dominates over L. racemosa and R. mangle (relative densities 58%, 23%
and 20%, respectively) [36]. The hydroperiod of Old Point is determined by rainfall and
tides, the interstitial salinity ranges between 20–70 PSU [32,33,35]. This forest is euhaline
according to the Venice classification [37].

Sound Bay is located to the southeast of the island (12◦30′42.94′′ N; −81◦42′57.7′′ W).
Its area is 14.4 ha [30] with trees averaging 13.6 ± 7.59 m tall and 18.4 ± 11.25 cm DBH.
Within this forest, R. mangle dominates over L. racemosa and A. germinans (relative densities
of 49%, 28%, and 23% respectively) [34]. The forest is isolated from the sea and the effect
of tides by sand barriers and by the main road of the island, classifying as an inland
mangrove [38]. The hydroperiod depends on climate and groundwater. The interstitial
salinity ranges between 10 PSU and 40 PSU [34]. Sound Bay is euhaline according to the
Venice classification [37].

Smith Channel is located to the southeast of the island (12◦30′11.3′′ N,−81◦43′06.8′′ W),
its area is 17 ha [17] with trees of heights averaging 21.9 ± 0.7 m and 31.5 ± 1.2 cm DBH.
In this forest, R. mangle dominates over L. racemosa (relative densities 75% and 25% re-
spectively) [17,32,33]. This forest, like Sound Bay, is considered an inland forest due to its
isolation from the sea [38]. The hydroperiod depends on rainfall and groundwater [38],
the interstitial salinity varies from 0 PSU to 18 PSU [17]. Smith Channel is euhaline accord-
ing to the Venice classification [37].

In terms of soil composition, Smith Channel reports slightly higher nitrogen and phos-
phorus concentrations than those reported for Old Point (nitrogen: 2.16 ± 0.18 mg cm3 and
1.88 ± 0.12 mg cm3 respectively; phosphorus: 0.09± 0.014 mg cm3 and 0.08 ± 0.004 mg cm−3

respectively). This organic matter was slightly higher at Old Point versus Smith Channel
(105.7± 5.0 mg cm3 and 97.5± 4.3 mg cm3 respectively) [17,35]. For the Sound Bay Forest,
no compositional information is available.

2.2. Collection and Fixation of Plant Organs

In each of the mangrove forests, three individuals (juveniles and adults) of R. mangle
were randomly selected. Defined as juveniles the vegetative individuals from 1.5 m to
2.0 m tall have never blossomed. Adult individuals at more than 2 m tall have reproductive
capacity. Three leaves of different branches located at the apical part were taken from each
individual. This sampling was carried out during four times of the year (May, August and
November 2016 and March 2017), with 54 samples collected per season (27 samples for
juveniles and 27 samples for adults) and a total of 216 samples for the entire experiment
(108 samples for juveniles and 108 samples for adults). The collected samples were fixed
in FAA solution (10:5:85, Formol: acetic acid: ethanol 70%) for 48 h and changed to 70%
ethanol for storage and subsequent morphological and anatomical measurements.

2.3. Physicochemical Variables of Interstitial Water

In interstitial water from each forest, salinity was measured with a Schott conduc-
timeter (handylab LF-12), and pH was measured with a Schott pH meter (handylab pH11).
The collection of interstitial water for physicochemical measurements was carried out at
a depth of 30 cm using two methods: The first was carried out in Old Point and Sound
Bay forests with a rod connected to a hose and a syringe to obtain the water sample by
pressure [39]. The rod was buried 30 cm in the ground, and the sample was obtained
by absorption from the syringe. The second method used in the Smith Channel Forest,
where the substrate is very compact, opening a hole 30 cm deep with the help of a shovel,
where water infiltration was used for the sample. Salinity values were reported in PSU.
Three replicas of physicochemical measurements were taken for each forest. Measurements
occurred simultaneously with the leaf collection in May, August and November 2016 and
March 2017.
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2.4. Preparation of Leaves for Measuring Foliar Area

Leaf area measurements were carried out in the Laboratorio de Biología y Ecología
Marina, Department of Biology of Universidad Nacional de Colombia–Bogotá. Measure-
ments were carried out from the analysis of images with the Image J software version
ij152-win-java8 of photographs of each leaf together with a metric guide (precision in mm).

2.5. Preparation of Tissues for Fresh Histological Measurement

Foliar tissue measurements were carried out in the Laboratorio de Equipos Ópticos,
Department of Biology of Universidad Nacional de Colombia–Bogotá. For each leaf,
a cross-sectional tissue fragment of 0.5 cm × 0.3 cm was excised covering both the beam
and the back of the leaf. In the case of the central vein, three fragments of 0.3 cm were
excised. The tissues were rinsed with 5% hypochlorite for 15 min. The samples were
washed and neutralized with acetic water (1 drop of glacial acetic acid per 100 mL of
distilled water) for 10 min to stabilize the pH and finally washed with distilled water. After
rinsing, the samples were stained with a double stain Astra blue–basic fuchsin as follows:
each sample was immersed in 10 mL of distilled water, then three drops of basic fuchsin
were added for 5 min generating a solution. The sample was then washed with distilled
water and reimmersed in 10 mL of distilled water, to which three drops of Astra-blue
was added for 15 min, and the fragments were finally washed with distilled water [34].
When the tissues were dyed, they were observed with a Leica M205 Stereoscope and
photographed with a MC170HD camera, using the Leica application suite (LAS).

2.6. Measurement of Tissues

The area and thickness of the entire leaf were measured. The thickness of: cuticle and
epidermis adaxial and abaxial, hypodermis, palisade parenchyma and spongy parenchyma
were measured at the leaf’s anatomical level. The lumen diameter of the xylem vessels
and the thickness of their lignified walls were measured in the central vein of the leaf.
Measurements were determined with the Image J software version ij152-win-java8 and
photo editing with Adobe Photoshop CC2017.

2.7. Statistical Analysis of Morphological and Anatomical Measurements

To determine whether there were significant differences between the salinity and pH
ranges of the three forests evaluated, a Kruskal Wallis -KW test (0.05 significance) was
performed and plotted in a boxplot.

The quantification of the morphoanatomic variables generated continuous data with-
out normal distribution. These data did not fit either exponential or gamma distributions,
so it was not possible to perform statistical analyzes such as Generalized lineal Models
(GLM). Therefore, the comparison of R. mangle functional traits between forests and growth
stages was based on the non-parametric Kruskal Wallis (KW) test. In each group, a Spear-
man correlation coefficient test was carried out to determine the relationship between
the functional traits and the ranges of interstitial salinity of each forest. To determine the
significant differences between the functional traits of the evaluated groups (among adults,
among juveniles and between ages), a Kruskal Wallis test -KW (0.05 significance) was per-
formed for each trait against the salinity ranges. The results were plotted on box diagrams.
Statistical analyses and graphs were performed with the R software (version 4.0.2). The
conventions for each age and forest are SC + JV: Smith Channel juveniles, SC + AD: Smith
Channel adults, SB + JV: Sound Bay juveniles, SB + AD: Sound Bay adults, OP + JV: Old
Point juveniles, OP + AD: Old Point adults.

3. Results
3.1. Physicochemical Variables
3.1.1. Salinity

The interstitial salinity ranges evaluated showed marked differences between the
three sites according to the Kruskal Wallis-KW test (X2 = 23,162, p < 0.001, df = 2). The
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lowest mean salinity value was 9.5 ± 1.3 PSU at Smith Channel with a range of 4.1 PSU to
16.3 PSU, followed by Sound Bay Forest (20.4 PSU ± 5.6, range of 7.20 PSU to 44.50 PSU)
and with the highest interstitial salinity at Old Point (38.46 PSU ± 5.6, range of 23.10 PSU
to 52 PSU) (Figure 2A).
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forest and each time evaluated. (C). pH grouped by forest; (D). pH for each forest and each time evaluated. The bars
indicate the standard error of each data group (SE).

In the Smith Channel Forest, the salinity ranged from 5.8 PSU to 11.7 PSU, showing a
difference between the maximum and minimum salinity of 5.9 PSU. In Sound Bay Forest,
the salinity ranged from 9.2 PSU to 35.5 PSU with a difference between maximum and
minimum salinity of 26.3 PSU, four times greater than at Smith Channel. At Old Point
forest the salinity ranged from 23.9 PSU to 47.7 PSU with a difference between maximum
and minimum salinity of 23.7 PSU, four times greater than at Smith Channel. In the
three sampling sites, interstitial salinity was decreasing with a slight variation at Old
Point during the May and August when salinity was higher in the second measurement
compared to the first (Figure 2B).

3.1.2. pH

The pH was significantly different among the three sites according to the KW test
(X2 = 6.7635, p = 0.034, df = 2). In Smith Channel Forest, the mean pH value was 6.45 ± 0.2
and the range of variation increased from 5.7 to 7.1. In the Sound Bay Forest, the mean
pH value was 6.7 ± 0.2 and the range of variation was 6.0 to 7.8. In the Old Point Forest,
the mean pH value was 6.3 ± 0.08 and the range of variation was 6.0 to 6.6 (Figure 2C). At
the internal level of each forest, the Smith Channel pH ranged from 5.7 to 6.9 showing a
difference between the maximum and minimum pH of 1.2. In Sound Bay the pH range
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was between 6.0 and 7.4, showing a variation between the maximum and minimum values
of 1.3. At Old Point, the pH range was between 6.0 and 6.4, with a difference between the
maximum and minimum value of 0.3, the lowest among the three forests. The Figure 2D
evidence that the greatest difference in pH between the three forests was present in the first
sampling (May 2016) when salinity showed the highest values at the three sites. For all
three sites and at different sampling times, pH values tended to be neutral.

3.2. Morphoanatomical Measurements on Leaf of R. mangle
3.2.1. Comparison of Tissues between Groups

The KW tests showed significant differences in all morphoanatomical traits evaluated
among the ages and among the three forests. At the intra-age, the juveniles showed
significant differences in all the traits evaluated, while in adults, only significant differences
were found in the traits leaf area, cuticle thickness, and adaxial epidermis, lumen diameter
of the xylem vessels and wall thickness of the xylem vessels (Table 1) indicating that
the change in the interstitial salinity gradient affects the foliar functional traits in form
differential at both ages.

Table 1. Statistical results of morphoanatomical measurements in the leaf of juveniles and adults of R. mangle. KW: Kruskal
Wallis. * = significant difference. df = 2 for intra-age comparisons and df = 5 for comparison of all groups.

KW Juveniles Adults All Groups

Tissue X2 p X2 p X2 p

Leaf Area 14.77 <0.001 * 7.49 0.024 * 37.61 <0.001 *
Leaf Thickness 34.9 <0.001 * 0.82 0.0663 44.1 <0.001 *
Adaxial Cuticle 56.78 <0.001 * 9.86 <0.001 * 82.99 <0.001 *

Adaxial Epidermis 20.04 <0.001 * 9.57 <0.001 * 30.01 <0.001 *
Hypodermis 50.295 <0.001 * 1.18 0.554 58.12 <0.001 *

Palisade Parenchyma 62.43 <0.001 * 0.22 0.897 87.05 <0.001 *
Spongy Parenchyma 21.47 <0.001 * 3.91 0.141 57.88 <0.001 *
Abaxial Epidermis 21.63 <0.001 * 1.15 0.562 21.95 <0.001 *

Abaxial Cuticle 6.22 0.045 * 0.52 0.771 17.43 <0.001 *
Diameter Lumen Xylem Vessels 42.33 <0.001 * 15.23 <0.001 * 70.54 <0.001 *

Wall Xylem Vessels 22.88 <0.001 * 23.66 <0.001 * 95.91 <0.001 *

3.2.2. Spearman’s Correlation between Salinity and Morphoanatomical Traits by Age and
Forest

At the level of juveniles, we observed that the most traits (except leaf area and abaxial
cuticle) showed positive correlations of between 48% and 75% with an increase in salinity
in the OP + JV group.

In the case of the SB + JV group, the morphoanatomical traits thickness of hypodermis,
thickness of leaf and thickness of the wall of the xylem vessels showed positive correlations
between 40% and 73% with the salinity range, while the traits’ leaf area and diameter of
lumen of the xylem vessels showed negative correlations between 40% and 69% with the
salinity range. In the SC + JV group, the trait diameter of the lumen of the xylem vessels
and thickness of the wall of the xylem vessels showed a positive correlation of more than
40% with interstitial salinity, while the leaf area showed a negative correlation of 47% with
interstitial salinity.

In adults, in OP + AD group most traits showed positive correlations between 46%
and 60% with an increase in salinity, while the trait leaf area showed a negative correlation
(70%) with the salinity range.

In the SB + AD group, the morphoanatomical trait thickness of palisade parenchyma,
thickness of the leaf, diameter of the lumen of the xylem vessels and thickness of the wall
of the xylem vessels showed positive correlations between 40% and 53%, while the leaf
area showed a negative correlation of 43% with the salinity range. In the SC + AD group,
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the diameter of the lumen of the xylem vessels had a positive correlation of 41% with
interstitial salinity, while the leaf area had a negative correlation of 47% with salinity.

Results determined that a greater number of functional traits on the leaf lamina were
affected when salinity values were high (Old Point Forest), while as salinity decreased
(Sound Bay and Smith Channel forests), the number of functional traits affected by salinity
decreased.

3.2.3. Measurement of Morphoanatomical Traits Evaluated (by Age and Time)

The leaf area showed a very marked tendency of increasing size with decreased salinity
in both juveniles and adults (Figure 3A). In addition, both juveniles and adults of Old Point
showed a much lower variability compared to the other groups. In the juvenile of Old
Point (OP + JV) there was no tendency of leaf area changes compared to the saline gradient,
In Smith Channel (oligohaline) forest the variability of leaf area was high, indicating that
water stress due to salinity was low. In Sound Bay in (intermediate salinity–euhaline)
both groups the greatest variation in the measurement was seen when the salinity showed
low values (March) that indicates that the water stress for the leaf was reduced in the last
measurement. In the other measurements, the variability was lower, indicating greater
water stress.

For leaf thickness the relationship between the salinity range and thickening leaf was
evident at the level of juveniles and adults from Old Point and Sound Bay, while in adults
and juveniles from Smith Channel the correlation was positive and mild (Figure 3B).

At Old Point, juvenile adaxial cuticle thickness showed a positive correlation with
increased salinity. The greatest thickness was observed in August (Figures 3C and 4), when
the salinity was greater (47.7 PSU). In Smith Canal juveniles and adults, where salinity
was much lower, the variation of the adaxial cuticle layer was greater and the changes in
the adaxial cuticle depending on salinity were slight. In the case of juveniles and adults
from the Sound Bay forest, the change in layer thickness in relation to salinity was small
(Figures 3C and 4).

For the thickness of the adaxial epidermis, both juveniles and adults from Old Point
had the strongest changes with respect to the range of salinity of the forest. In the
Figures 3D and 4 the average thickness of the adaxial epidermis was greater at the highest
salinity. In the case of juveniles and adults from Smith Channel and Sound Bay, the correla-
tion between tissue thickness and salinity range was positive and slight, so no trend was
observed.

In the thickness of the hypodermis, the tissue tended to thicken when salinity was
increased in the juveniles and adults of Old Point (OP + JV and OP + AD) and in the
juveniles of Sound Bay (SB + JV A greater range of variation in the thickness of the
trait was observed in the juveniles of Old Point, when the salinity values were higher
(August = 47.70 PSU), indicating greater water accumulation due to water stress.

For the photosynthetic parenchyma, a positive relationship was found between
the thickness of the palisade parenchyma and the increase in salinity in juveniles and
adults from Old Point and in adults from Sound Bay. The greatest variation in the thick-
ness of this tissue occurred at high salinities in juveniles and adults of Smith Channel
(Figures 4 and 5B).



Forests 2021, 12, 1586 9 of 22
Forests 2021, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 23 
 

 

 

Figure 3. Morphoanatomical traits measured in juveniles and adults of R. mangle during four periods. SC + JV: Smith 

Channel juveniles, SB + JV: Sound Bay juveniles, OP + JV: Old Point juveniles, SC + AD: Smith Channel adults, SB + AD: 

Sound Bay adults, OP + AD: Old Point adults. (A) Leaf area. SC + JV: n = 36, SB + JV: n = 36, OP + JV: n = 36, SC + AD: n = 

36, SB + AD: n = 36, OP + AD: n = 36. (B) Thickness leaf. SC + JV: n = 324, SB + JV: n = 324, OP + JV: n = 326, SC + AD: n = 

325, SB + AD: n = 324, OP + AD: n = 320. (C) Thickness adaxial cuticle. SC + JV: n = 324, SB + JV: n = 324, OP + JV: n = 326, 

SC + AD: n = 325, SB + AD: n = 324, OP + AD: n = 320. (D) Thickness adaxial epidermis. SC + JV: n = 324, SB + JV: n = 324, 

OP + JV: n = 326, SC + AD: n = 325, SB + AD: n = 324, OP + AD: n = 320. 

For leaf thickness the relationship between the salinity range and thickening leaf was 

evident at the level of juveniles and adults from Old Point and Sound Bay, while in adults 

and juveniles from Smith Channel the correlation was positive and mild (Figure 3B).  

At Old Point, juvenile adaxial cuticle thickness showed a positive correlation with 

increased salinity. The greatest thickness was observed in August (Figures 3C and 4), 

when the salinity was greater (47.7 PSU). In Smith Canal juveniles and adults, where 

salinity was much lower, the variation of the adaxial cuticle layer was greater and the 

changes in the adaxial cuticle depending on salinity were slight. In the case of juveniles 

and adults from the Sound Bay forest, the change in layer thickness in relation to salinity 

was small (Figures 3C and 4). 

Figure 3. Morphoanatomical traits measured in juveniles and adults of R. mangle during four periods. SC + JV: Smith
Channel juveniles, SB + JV: Sound Bay juveniles, OP + JV: Old Point juveniles, SC + AD: Smith Channel adults, SB + AD:
Sound Bay adults, OP + AD: Old Point adults. (A) Leaf area. SC + JV: n = 36, SB + JV: n = 36, OP + JV: n = 36, SC + AD:
n = 36, SB + AD: n = 36, OP + AD: n = 36. (B) Thickness leaf. SC + JV: n = 324, SB + JV: n = 324, OP + JV: n = 326, SC + AD:
n = 325, SB + AD: n = 324, OP + AD: n = 320. (C) Thickness adaxial cuticle. SC + JV: n = 324, SB + JV: n = 324, OP + JV:
n = 326, SC + AD: n = 325, SB + AD: n = 324, OP + AD: n = 320. (D) Thickness adaxial epidermis. SC + JV: n = 324, SB + JV:
n = 324, OP + JV: n = 326, SC + AD: n = 325, SB + AD: n = 324, OP + AD: n = 320.
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Figure 4. Histology cuts in the leaf blade of juveniles and adults of R. mangle. (A) SC + AD. (B) SC + JV. (C) SB + AD. (D)
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Figure 5. Morphoanatomical traits measured in juveniles and adults of R. mangle during four periods. (A) Thickness
hypodermis SC + JV: n = 324, SB + JV: n = 324, OP + JV: n = 326, SC + AD: n = 325, SB + AD: n = 324, OP + AD: n = 320.
(B) Thickness palisade parenchyma. SC + JV: n = 324, SB + JV: n = 324, OP + JV: n = 326, SC + AD: n = 325, SB + AD: n = 324,
OP + AD: n = 320. (C) Thickness spongy parenchyma. SC + JV: n = 324, SB + JV: n = 324, OP + JV: n = 326, SC + AD: n = 325,
SB + AD: n = 324, OP + AD: n = 320. (D) Thickness abaxial epidermis. SC + JV: n = 324, SB + JV: n = 324, OP + JV: n = 326,
SC + AD: n = 325, SB + AD: n = 324, OP + AD: n = 320.

For the spongy parenchyma, the strongest and most positive correlation between
thickness and increased salinity was found in juveniles and adults of Old Point. The
greatest variation in the thickness of this trait (Figures 4 and 5C) was observed in adults of
Smith Channel at high salinities (May = 11.73 PSU).

The thickness of the abaxial epidermis relative to the salinity range was evident in
juveniles and adults from Old Point, while in the case of juveniles and adults from Smith
Channel and Sound Bay, this relationship was slight.

In the xylem vessels, for the diameter of the lumen, a positive correlation of increased
the trait with increased salinity in the juveniles of Smith Channel and Old Point and in the
adults of the three forests (Figures 6A and 7).
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Figure 6. Morphoanatomical traits measured in juveniles and adults of R. mangle during four periods. (A) Diameter of the
lumen of the xylem vessels. SC + JV: n = 1296, SB + JV: n = 1272, OP + JV: n = 1272, SC + AD: n = 1272, SB + AD: n = 1396,
OP + AD: n = 1296. (B) Thickness of the wall of the xylem vessels. SC + JV: n = 1296, SB + JV: n = 1272, OP + JV: n = 1272,
SC + AD: n = 1272, SB + AD: n = 1396, OP + AD: n = 1296.
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Figure 7. Histology cuts in the central vascular vein of the leaf in juveniles and adults of R. mangle. (A) SC + AD. (B) SC + JV.
(C) SB + AD. (D) SB + JV. (E) OP + AD. (F) OP + JV. DL = Diameter of the lumen of the xylem vessels; WT = Thickness of the
wall of the xylem vessels.

The thickness of the wall of the xylem vessels, in all groups changed when the salinity
range was positive (Figures 6B and 7) and was weaker in Smith Channel adults (SC + AD).
The variation in thickness was greater in the juveniles of Old Point when salinity reported
the highest values (August = 47.70 PSU) and in the adults of Sound Bay when salinity was
at intermediate values (August = 21.23 PSU).

4. Discussion
4.1. Functional Traits and Response to the Salinity Ranges

Salinity results show a gradient in the eastern part of San Andrés island, beginning low
towards the southern part of the island (Smith Channel forest) with intermediate salinities
in the middle part of the island (Sound Bay forest) and ending in high salinities towards
the northern part (Old Point forest). The marked and differential ranges in each forest
indicated that the conditions of salinity stress were contrasting. This explained the higher
growth of individuals in the oligohaline forest, where salinity stress was low, while in the
higher salinity forest, water stress was so high that the trees were low in height [17,32–34].
In addition, the interstitial salinity reports obtained in this study for Old Point and Smith
Channel coincided with values reported in previous years by different authors in the same
study areas [17,32,33,35], indicating that salinity ranges have been maintained over time.
The variation of interstitial salinity agreed with the irregular distribution of rainfall during
the year, causing changes in the hydroperiod that are reflected in the salinity gradients
presented for each forest.

Although, according to the KW test the pH values showed significant differences
among the three forests, the pH remained at neutral or slightly acidic levels (Figure 2C,D).
This observation was important because the availability of primary nutrients (e.g., phos-
phorus and nitrogen) and secondary nutrients (e.g., calcium and magnesium) was affected
by pH values. In organic soils, there is a greater availability of nutrients when pH is 5.5
and in mineral soils when pH is 6.5 [40,41], which allows the inference that the pH reported
during the time of this experiment did not represent a stress factor that could limit the
development of functional traits of the leaf. On the other hand, plants of the genus Rhi-
zophora can grow at neutral pH [41], confirming that the pH results obtained in this study
did not generate a condition of limiting nutrient uptake in the species.

A greater number of differences in morphoanatomical traits (area, thickness of leaf,
adaxial and abaxial cuticle, adaxial and abaxial epidermis, hypodermis, palisade and
spongy parenchyma, lumen of the xylem vessels and thickness wall of the xylem vessels)
were determined among the juveniles of the three forests. Although in adults these dif-
ferences were found in only five traits (leaf area, thickness cuticle and adaxial epidermis,
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diameter of the lumen of xylem vessels and thickness of the wall of xylem vessels), indicat-
ing that the change or adaptation of traits to the salinity conditions of the environment had
different responses according to the stage of growth of the individual. In the juveniles, indi-
viduals were in a stage of adaptation to salinity gradients and their fluctuations; therefore,
a greater plasticity of the morphoanatomical traits occurs in order to stabilize the tissues to
the environmental conditions. In the case of adults, the difference in the number of traits
was smaller, because they are individuals who have endured fluctuations in salinity for a
much longer period of time that has allowed the development of less variable tissues and
more tolerance to water stress.

The morphoanatomical traits evaluated in juveniles and adults of R. mangle showed
a higher incidence of salinity in the groups developed in the euhaline environment (Old
Point), since in both juveniles and adults, a greater number of traits was significantly related
to the fluctuation of salinity compared to the groups evaluated in the other forests. In the
case of the juveniles and adults of the Sound Bay and Smith Channel forests, the traits
associated with water loss were most related to salinity stress.

Two of the traits strongly related to salinity in juveniles and adults of the three forests
were reduced leaf area and increased leaf thickness (Table 2. Figure 3A,B). Variation
in leaf area is considered an indicator of responses to environmental stress [42]. In the
case of mangrove environments, the increase in interstitial salinity functions as a stressor,
generating water deficit. As a tolerance mechanism, plants reducing the size of the leaves
and increasing their thickness [43], generate more effective cooling by convection and a
reduction in water loss [13]. This explains the tendency of both juveniles and adults to
shrink leaf area and thickening leaf when salinity increased in the three forests evaluated.
Although in the juveniles and adults of the Smith Channel, the relationship between leaf
thickness leaf and salinity was weaker than in the other groups, the tendency for a positive
correlation with low water stress was maintained.

Table 2. Results of the Spearman correlation test for morphoanatomical traits (in leaf lamina) measured in juveniles and
adults of R. mangle against different salinity ranges. Bold = Correlation greater than 40%.

Group

Functional Traits

Foliar Leaf

Leaf
Area

Adaxial
Cuticle

Adaxial
Epidermis Hypodermis Palisade

Parenchyma
Spongy

Parenchyma
Abaxial

Epidermis
Abaxial
Cuticle

Leaf
Thickness

Xylem
Lumen

Diameter

Xylem
Vessel

Thickness

Juveniles

SC + JV −0.478 0.065 0.321 0.369 0.068 0.207 0.283 −0.041 0.385 0.417 0.519
SB + JV −0.696 0.354 0.334 0.622 0.308 0.215 0.397 0.099 0.591 −0.409 0.734
OP + JV 0.065 0.573 0.609 0.756 0.596 0.594 0.552 0.339 0.754 0.644 0.482

Adults

SC + AD −0.674 0.101 0.121 0.396 0.180 0.172 0.223 −0.115 0.276 0.498 0.331
SB + AD −0.430 0.277 0.267 0.371 0.472 0.309 0.328 −0.073 0.408 0.538 0.439
OP + AD −0.701 0.562 0.550 0.470 0.597 0.546 0.600 0.282 0.507 0.543 0.462

A particular case was seen with the leaf area in juveniles of Old Point, since its rela-
tionship with the salinity gradient was very low (6%) compared to the other groups. Due
to this we can infer that in the Old Point forest where the salinity values were the highest,
water stress was higher for the juveniles, affecting the development of leaf morphology.
During the juvenile growth stage, the individuals of R. mangle were in a process of adap-
tation to the fluctuating conditions of the environment, therefore, front an event of water
stress, the energy investment was greater in the formation of succulent leaves in order to
accumulate a greater quantity of water, allowing an explanation for the greater variation in
the thickness of the leaf during the first measurements in the experiment. This probably
allowed Old Point juveniles to maintain adequate photosynthetic rates without the need
for area reduction during salinity increase.

The diameter of the lumen of xylem vessels is one of the most variable functional traits
depending on interstitial salinity [44]. As an adaptative mechanism to water deficit caused
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by salinity, plants generate narrower vessels and in greater quantity that reduces the risk of
cavitation [3,45–49]. In our research, the response was inverse (Table 2. Figures 6A and 7)
because the diameter of the lumen was greater at high salinities in most of the groups
evaluated (except for Sound Bay juveniles), that would imply an adaptation that would
affect the ability of the tissue to cope with environmental stress or a prejudicial trait in the
species [50]. This is because the risk of embolism is high, causing the interruption of the
flow of water and the death of individuals. To counteract this damage to the hydraulic
system, the thickness of the wall of the xylem vessels within the groups evaluated plays
a crucial role (Table 2. Figures 6B and 7), because the thickening of the walls acts as a
compensatory response to counteract the increase in lumen and thus prevent the formation
of bubbles due to the water deficit. It also responds to high internal tensions, allowing the
adaptation of individuals to the environment [51].

The hypodermis was a tissue that correlated positively and moderately with salinity
in juveniles and adults from Old Point and in juveniles from Sound Bay, while in juve-
niles and adults from Smith Channel and adults from Sound Bay it did so only slightly
(Table 2. Figures 4 and 5A). The thickening of this tissue was a response to the water deficit
generated by the stress of salinity, where the need to accumulate water caused the plant
to increase the storage tissue through the formation of elongated hyaline cells, allowing
a counteraction with the water deficit and withstanding the osmotic shock through the
accumulation of solutes in the vacuoles of these cells. This generates a succulent leaf and
protects the cytoplasm from toxic solute levels [11,13,52–54]. The slight response in some
of the groups evaluated indicates that in the oligohaline environment (Smith Channel),
the water stress is low and therefore the leaves do not need greater thickening (result in
line with the thickness of the leaf blade). In the mid-salinity euhaline environment (Sound
Bay), there was stress due to water deficiency, but this affected more the juveniles than the
adults, since the former were adapting, while the latter were tolerant of the fluctuations of
the interstitial salinity range of the forest.

Photosynthetic traits also showed a positive correlation with salinity that was much
stronger in the juveniles and adults of Old Point, and in the juveniles of Sound Bay
(palisade parenchyma). The thickening of the palisade parenchyma is a xerophytic character
that seeks to maintain the photosynthetic rate [55], because the saline stress reduces the
diffusion of CO2 towards the chloroplasts and the closure of the stomata to prevent the
loss of water. This affects the functioning and shape of chloroplasts (changes in the
thylakoidal membranes), reducing their efficiency [56,57]. It is therefore essential to thicken
photosynthetic tissue to maintain greater efficiency in chloroplasts. On the other hand,
the presence of a thicker spongy parenchyma allows the reduction of intercellular spaces
in order to reduce the loss of water during the process of opening the stomata, generating
a more efficient use of water resources [13,58].

Regarding the protective tissues in the leaf blade, adaxial cuticle and epidermis and
abaxial epidermis, thickness had a positive correlation with the salinity ranges of both
juveniles and adults (Table 2. Figures 3C,D, 4 and 5D), although this was much less
common in groups from the oligohaline forest (Smith Channel) and the mid-saline forest
(Sound Bay). The thickening of these traits is related to the protection of internal tissues
to prevent water loss. The waxed cuticular layer acts as a protective barrier that reduces
perspiration and therefore loss of non-stomatic water [11,59]. Therefore, thickening was
present in all groups, acting as the external barrier to perspiration in a water-deficient
environment. With respect to the epidermis (adaxial and abaxial) its thickening functions
as a second barrier to reduce the loss of water by perspiration. A particular case was the
abaxial cuticle, where the change was minimal in relation to salinity (Table 2, Figure 4).
This may be due to two factors: first, the presence of a thickened abaxial epidermis restricts
the loss of water, Therefore, the energy expenditure for the thickening of the cuticle is not
necessary. Second, thickening could affect the stomach opening and the photosynthetic
and respiratory process of the plant.
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Several authors demonstrate the effect of salinity on the physiology, morphology,
anatomy, growth and distribution of mangrove species [13,25,57,60–64]. These effects are
strongly represented in the variation of functional traits, since these are morphological,
anatomical, biochemical, physiological or phenological attributes specific to organisms
that determine their biological effectiveness and therefore their success according to en-
vironmental conditions [65]. The present study shows that as the soil salinity increases,
the functional traits of R. mangle vary widely in the two ages evaluated. Populations estab-
lished in higher salinity environments (Old Point) tend to resist abrupt changes in salinity,
while populations exposed to low salinity (Smith Channel) tend to be more vulnerable to
saline variation, as their functional traits are poor. tolerant of such changes. In the case of
populations subjected to intermediate values of salinity (Sound Bay), the population may
adapt, since some of the morphoanatomical traits are highly tolerant of increased salinity,
although their survival will be lower compared to individuals adapted to higher salinities
that could lead to competition between the two populations, causing a total reduction of
that originating in an intermediate salinity. A similar response of functional traits to the
variation of salinity can occur in species that have as a mechanism of tolerance to salinity
stress the exclusion and accumulation of solutes (genera Avicennia, Bruguiera, Osbornia,
Rhizophora, Sonneratia) [13], allowing replication of this study in the different mangrove
forests of the world.

4.2. Implications of the Responses of the Morphoanatomic Functional Traits of R. mangle to the
Variation of Salinity in Possible Climate Change Events (Including the ENSO Phenomenon)

This difference in adaptability between populations of R. mangle will play a very
important role for the species, its populations, and its distribution in the face of climate
change processes. One of the climatic events that may have an impact on mangrove
populations is ENSO. In the Colombian Caribbean, the El Niño phase generates reduced
precipitation, increased temperature and increased evaporation and evapotranspiration;
while La Niña phase generates increased precipitation and decreased temperature [66].

Based on the specific case of the San Andrés island forest during this research (May
2016 to March 2017), the USA National Office of Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) reported for May 2016 a weakening El Niño leading to an ENSO-neutral trend
(ONI index = 0.4) [67] with reduced precipitation associated with high temperatures and
considerable evapotranspiration and evaporation that could be related to high salinity val-
ues in the three study forests (Figure 2A,B). This explains the high variation and reduction
in thickness of most of the traits evaluated. A feature that was strongly affected at this
stage was the leaf area, since the reduction in precipitation and the increase of temperature,
allow a greater accumulation of salts in the soil, increasing the water deficit, causing a
reduction in the size of the leaf to avoid the loss of water and therefore its photosynthetic
functions, leading to a reduction of growth [68].

For the second stage of collecting and reviewing traits (August 2016), the El Niño
strengthening phase was reported, with an increase in ocean surface temperature and a
decrease in precipitation (ONI index = −0.5) [67] that was reflected in the high salinity
values that were maintained for the three forests, which were much higher at Old Point.
Because the phenomenon El Niño causes drought, the surface layer of water deposited in
the forest evaporates quickly, avoiding mixing with interstitial water, generating a greater
accumulation of salt in the soil [69]. This explains the high variation in the traits evaluated
during this phase of the study for the Old Point individuals. On the other hand, as Old
Point is the only forest directly connected to the sea, the increase in the temperature of the
water bodies causes greater evaporation, generating a higher concentration of salts on the
forest floor, increasing the water deficit within the system. In the case of the Smith Channel
and Sound Bay inland forests, their isolation from the sea prevents the entry of hot water
bodies, preventing an excessive increase in interstitial salinity.

In the third stage of the traits review (November 2016) a decrease in temperature
and an increase in precipitation and rainfall were reported, indicating a phenomenon La
Niña (ONI index = −0.7) [67] that led to a reduction in salinity in the three forests and a
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smaller variation in most of the functional traits. During this phase, an increase in leaf area
occurred for most study groups (except for the Old Point juveniles), indicating a reduction
in water deficit in each forest. In the last stage of evaluation of the traits (March 2017),
mean ocean temperatures were reported indicating an ENSO-neutral (ONI index = 0.1) [67].
For this reason, the salinity was slightly reduced at the study sites and the variation of the
traits was lower, except for the leaf area that continued to increase due to the effect of the
reduction of the stress salinity [67].

Based on the effects of ENSO on the three forests, it is confirmed that individuals of
R. mangle present in the high salinity forest (Old Point) might be more adaptable to future
climate change events. This was based on the response of the traits to abrupt changes
in salinity during the time of the study. When these individuals are in a forest directly
connected to the sea, the increase or decrease of the temperature of ocean water bodies,
directly affects the concentration of salts in the soil, generating variations in the water
deficit of the environment, acting as a constant stress factor. In the case of inland forests,
R. mangle populations are adapted to salinity ranges that are only modulated by two factors:
precipitation and groundwater. The functional traits of these populations only tolerate
the changes in salinity caused by these factors, i.e., during a prolonged El Niño caused by
climate change. Where there is a continuous drought, there may be a greater accumulation
of solutes in the soil, and this generates a water deficit not tolerable by the individuals,
increasing the risk of cavitation of the xylemic system and the loss of population, forests,
and their ecosystem services.

Due to the wide range of goods and services provided by mangroves [22], it is im-
portant to assess the possible implications of climate change on these forests. Climate
change not only alters temperature, but there are also a number of physical and chemical
changes that impact these environments at the structural, functional, and service levels for
both human communities and adjacent ecosystems [70]. An interesting case to evaluate is
San Andrés island, since it has a small area (27 km2) and low elevation, where the forests
studied can be heavily transformed by climate change.

Among the effects of climate change, an extreme increase in temperature is alarming,
because it causes increased evaporation, reduced precipitation, and increased soil salinity
levels (hypersalinization), leading to high water deficits as the availability of freshwater
in the forests decreases [25], mainly affecting oligohaline environments (Smith Channel)
or intermediate salinities (Sound Bay). The response of susceptible populations to this
phenomenon will be migration towards latitudes where conditions of temperature and
precipitation are favorable for their settlement [25,26]. Because the island has such a small
area, migration will be limited first by the availability of area and second because the
inland forests are surrounded by human settlements that act as a barrier to migration. Both
constraints doom forests to extinction. In the case of the Old Point forest, individuals of
R. mangle might be able to withstand the increase in salinity caused by extreme tempera-
tures for a time. Then, if the salinity becomes greater than 50 PSU (salinity greater than
the range of the forest), the individuals will look for a way to migrate either latitudinally
or altitudinally, finding a limited area in the presence of human settlements, leading to
their loss. An alternative to save the population of R. mangle at Old Point may be dispersal
by means of propagules into the marine environment [71] to the nearest coastal areas,
although their success in settlement will depend on the environmental conditions found
there.

Sea level rise due to thermal expansion of water and melting of polar caps [26,72] is
another phenomenon that involves ecological changes in mangrove ecosystems, as it alters
flood levels and generates changes in nutrient availability [25,26]. Two scenarios can be
listed, first where sea level rise leads to submerging the forest and the consequent loss of
mangroves, and the second where populations migrate to higher altitudes to search of soils
with increased freshwater and sediments for stabilization [25].

Because the island has a maximum elevation of 86 m [28–30], the areas near the three
forests are affected by human communities, and, due to the absence of freshwater streams,
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altitudinal migration would not be possible. In addition, the only inputs that would
allow vertical adjustment of forests are from the productivity of mangrove species, peat
formation, and root accumulation, a process that takes millions of years and depends on
a rise in the minimum sea level. However, the rapid rise in the current temperature and
human intervention in the area do not seem to guarantee that this process would occur [25].
Faced with the immersion scenario, an increase in salinity due to an intrusion of seawater
into the Smith Channel Forest would cause hypersalinization, generating an intolerable
water deficit for the population of R. mangle, thus, causing total mortality of the species
and an increase in the population of L. racemosa that has a better capacity to adapt to the
conditions of hypersalinization [73]. Ecological, functional, and structural changes in the
forest will occur. In the case of the Sound Bay and Old Point euhaline forests, the former
would remain until the salinity exceeds 36 PSU, while the latter, with R. mangle individuals
tolerating high salinities, would resist until the salinity values exceed 50 PSU, after which,
due to water stress, they could disappear. As a basis for this possible scenario, we can take
as an example the case of the Ciénaga Grande de Santa Marta where the hypersalinization
of soils due to anthropogenic causes leads to the mortality of a large part of the forest
present in this area [74].

A catastrophic effect of climate change is the increase in the number and magnitude
of cyclones, intensified by sea-level rise [24,25]. Due to strong winds, excessive saltwater
intrusion (hypersalinization) and extreme rainfall in forests such as Smith Channel and
Sound Bay, tree fall, substrate collapse, and sediment deposition (affecting seedlings and
juveniles) could occur, leading to an imbalance in the ecological functions of the forest
and to a deterioration in the environment and loss of its coastal protection regulatory
services [19]. As for the Old Point Forest, given that structurally it has smaller individuals
(7.9 m approx.), the population of R. mangle could withstand the force of the wind and the
increase of the salinity (up to 50 PSU), maintaining for a short time its coastal protection
function but after the process of hypersalinization the forest would disappear.

The evaluated effects of climate change show that the loss of the three mangrove
forests is inevitable, starting with the oligohaline forest (Smith Channel) due to the suscep-
tibility of its functional traits to increased salinity, followed by the euhaline forest (Sound
Bay) that could sustain the increased salinity for a short period of time, and, finally, with
the euphaline Forest (Old Point) where R. mangle species is more tolerant to a possible
hypersalinization, but after that, if the increase in salinity is extreme, this forest would also
disappear. On the San Andrés Island the possibility of a migration of mangrove forests in
the face of a possible climate change event is null, because the area of the island is small, its
elevation is low, and the presence of human communities acts as a barrier to the forest’s
expanse. Because of these scenarios, the loss of goods and services from these forests is
inevitable. Coastal protection will be one of the services that will initially be affected, as the
three forests function as a natural barrier that protects human communities from the effects
of hurricanes [18–22]. In addition, services such as sediment stabilization, climate regula-
tion, nutrient cycle, carbon sequestration or export, raw materials production, water quality
improvement, biodiversity shelter, fisheries production, tourism and recreation [18,22] will
be gradually lost, directly affecting the stability of adjacent ecosystems and human commu-
nities on the island. This interpretation of the impact of climate change on the increase of
interstitial salinity and its effect on the morphoanatomical functional traits of R. mangle, can
be used as a tool to predict the impact of climate change on the structure and abundance of
vulnerable mangrove forests (inland and island forests). Generating possible mechanisms
for the protection and conservation of mangrove species in the medium term.

5. Conclusions

The three forests evaluated determine the presence of a salinity gradient on the
San Andrés island in a southeastern–northeastern direction that explains the structural
differences between the populations of R. mangle of each forest and the variation in the
functional traits of the leaf.
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The functional traits evaluated determine that there is a greater difference between
the juvenile groups because they are in a state of adaptation to the fluctuation of water
stress due to salinity, generating a greater plasticity in the traits in order to stabilize to
the environmental conditions of the environment. Adults, being individuals that have
tolerated the salinity ranges of each forest over a much longer period of time, show a slight
variation in response to fluctuations in these environmental factors.

The results of the relationship between salinity and the functional traits of the leaves
show that juveniles and adults of the more saline forest (Old Point) are more affected
by increased salinity of the environment, indicating that populations originated under
euhaline conditions (above 40 PSU) and tended to tolerate more successfully abrupt changes
in salinity. In the case of populations of R. mangle of oligohaline origin (Smith Channel),
when they develop under conditions of low water stress, they show less variation of leaf
functional traits, indicating greater susceptibility to abrupt changes in salinity. For forests
with intermediate salinities, the R. mangle population may adapt to an abrupt increase
in salinity but would be at a competitive disadvantage to individuals adapted to higher
salinities.

Among the functional traits, those that are directly associated with water accumulation
and transport functions (foliar area, hypodermis, diameter lumen and thickness xylem
vessel) are the most affected by increased interstitial salinity. The minimal increase in
salinity affects the efficient use of water that helps to predict that populations originating
from oligohaline environments are much more susceptible to abrupt change in salinity.

The functional traits of the leaves of R. mangle and the tolerance and susceptibility of
these to different salinity ranges should be considered against possible scenarios of climate
change in the future (sea level rise, temperature rise, cyclone increase and magnitude),
since they will depend on the permanence or disappearance of the species and the loss
of its ecosystem services. The differential response of traits in R. mangle populations to
different concentrations of interstitial salinity can be used as a tool to evaluate the response
of salt-accumulating and salt-excluding mangrove species found in environments most
vulnerable to climate change phenomena. In addition, knowing which types of populations
have functional traits that are more tolerant to increased salinity is key to improving the
success of the rehabilitation and restoration processes of mangrove forests, since individuals
adapted to conditions of high water deficiency due to salinity will be more viable.
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