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Geographic isolation and climatic variability
contribute to genetic differentiation in
fragmented populations of the long-lived
subalpine conifer Pinus cembra L. in the
western Alps
Endre Gy Tóth1,2* , Francine Tremblay1, Johann M. Housset3,4,5, Yves Bergeron1,3 and Christopher Carcaillet4,6

Abstract

Background: Genetic processes shape the modern-day distribution of genetic variation within and between
populations and can provide important insights into the underlying mechanisms of evolution. The resulting genetic
variation is often unequally partitioned within species’ distribution range and especially large differences can manifest
at the range limit, where population fragmentation and isolation play a crucial role in species survival. Despite several
molecular studies investigating the genetic diversity and differentiation of European Alpine mountain forests, the
climatic and demographic constrains which influence the genetic processes are often unknown. Here, we apply non-
coding microsatellite markers to evaluate the sporadic peripheral and continuous populations of cembra pine (Pinus
cembra L.), a long-lived conifer species that inhabits the subalpine treeline ecotone in the western Alps to investigate
how the genetic processes contribute to the modern-day spatial distribution. Moreover, we corroborate our findings
with paleoecological records, micro and macro-remains, to infer the species’ possible glacial refugia and expansion
scenarios.

Results: Four genetically distinct groups were identified, with Bayesian and FST based approaches, across the range of
the species, situated in the northern, inner and south-western Alps. We found that genetic differentiation is
substantially higher in marginal populations than at the center of the range, and marginal stands are characterized by
geographic and genetic isolation due to spatial segregation and restricted gene flow. Moreover, multiple matrix regression
approaches revealed effects of climatic heterogeneity in species’ spatial genetic pattern. Also, population stability tests
indicated that all populations had experienced a severe historical bottleneck, no heterozygosity excess was detected,
suggesting that more recently population sizes have remained relatively stable.

Conclusions: Our study demonstrated that cembra pine might have survived in multiple glacial refugia and subsequently
recolonized the Alps by different routes. Modern-day marginal populations, at the edge of the species’ range, could
maintain stable sizes over long periods without inbreeding depression and preserve high amounts of genetic variation.
Moreover, our analyses indicate that climatic variability has played a major role in shaping differentiation, in addition to past
historical events such as migration and demographic changes.
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Background
Amounts and distributions of genetic variation among
populations and across species’ ranges are results of
complex interplay of gene flow, genetic drift and natural
selection [1]. Geographic and environmental factors may
also contribute to these processes and further influence
species’ modern-day patterns of genetic diversity [2].
Genetic variation is often unequally partitioned across a
species’ natural range and can differ between popula-
tions at the geographical center and margins of the
range [1, 3]. Generally, high gene flow tends to occur in
central populations, leading to genetic homogenization,
while populations at the range margin experience low
gene flow, strong genetic drift and different selection re-
gimes, which often results in increased genetic differenti-
ation among populations [4, 5]. Genetic differentiation
develops slowly as substantial differences in genetic vari-
ation, such as changes in allele frequencies, gradually ac-
cumulate among populations or geographical regions.
Particularly high genetic differentiation can manifest at
the margins of a species’ range, where population frag-
mentation and isolation are more likely to influence gen-
etic processes [6, 7].
Fragmentation segregates a continuously distributed

population into smaller, spatially isolated habitats, leading
to differences in the genetic architecture within and be-
tween the resulting populations [8]. Numerous factors
drive range fragmentation, including climate-driven dy-
namics that constantly affect a species’ natural distribution
[3]. Moreover, human-induced habitat modifications such
as deforestation can cause rapid changes in the distribu-
tion of a species, leading to population size reduction,
fragmentation and spatial segregation [9, 10]. Conse-
quently, populations became geographically and genetic-
ally isolated.
Isolation, together with reduction in habitat quality and

small population size, is predicted to result in the decline,
and ultimately extirpation, of a population [8, 9]. Usually,
isolation can increase the chance of random genetic drift,
raise inbreeding rates, reduce interpopulation gene flow,
and increase the probability of local extinction [11]. If this
isolation is temporary, we expect to see a loss of heterozy-
gosity together with a reduction in individual fitness, while
long-term isolation can cause a population bottleneck that
reduces allelic variation and ultimately limits the ability of
a species to respond to selection [8, 12].
Fragmented and isolated populations, especially those

at the margin of a species’ range, often inhabit subopti-
mal, heterogeneous environments [13, 14]. Fluctuating
environmental conditions, including variation in the
local or regional climate, can induce severe stress that
can considerably alter the genetic variation of a species
through divergent selection processes [15], and may lead
to increased genetic differentiation between populations

on a spatial scale [16]. Environmental variability (or het-
erogeneity) has long been recognized as an important
driver of genetic variation and differentiation [17, 18],
and several studies have also shown statistical associa-
tions between neutral genetic variation and environmen-
tal heterogeneity [19–22]. The latter correlations may be
interpreted as evidence of diversifying selection acting
over whole genomes, including on putatively neutral
loci, and allows us to infer the long-term effects of envir-
onmental conditions on genetic variation [19, 23].
Cembra pine (Pinus cembra L.) provides an interesting

model to measure genetic variation within its distribu-
tion area and investigate the drivers that contribute to
genetic differentiation within and among populations.
This tree is a keystone species which grows up to the
treeline in high mountains from the western Alps in
western Europe to the Carpathians in eastern Europe.
Historically, the range of this species also encompassed
the Euro-Asian boreal forests from eastern Siberia to the
western Urals [24]. Because of its restriction to the cold-
snowy, subalpine forest belt in the Alps, its current dis-
tribution area is naturally fragmented by alpine tundra,
rocky summits or glaciers at high elevations, or deep al-
pine valleys. While P. cembra dominates forests in cen-
tral valleys and massifs of the Alps, where the
continental-type climate is optimal for its growth, the
climate of the peripheral mountain massifs varies from
oceanic in the north to Mediterranean in the south. Pop-
ulations in these peripheral areas become increasingly
sporadic and sparse and, ultimately, absent. Pinus cem-
bra is a long-lived species (up to 500–1000 years) with
long generation intervals, which should intuitively limit
its capacity for genetic differentiation during a short
period like the interglacial Holocene. However, other
properties may promote genetic differentiation. For ex-
ample, P. cembra has heavy seeds and strict zoochory,
which prevents long-distance seed dispersal and hinders
its colonization potential, but this also enhances the
founder effect of initial colonizers. In practice this may
have caused a bottleneck effect in isolated peripheral
mountains when they were first colonized during the
postglacial period (Lateglacial or early Holocene), ultim-
ately resulting in the reduced genetic diversity that is be-
lieved to exist in the present day peripheral populations
(Fig. 1a–b, Additional file 1: Table S1–S2). Finally,
human-induced changes in land use over the last millen-
nium may also have altered the genetic diversity of pop-
ulations, most notably in peripheral populations
characterized by low cover or tree density. Detailed in-
formation on this species’ fossil evidences (micro and
macrofossil records) can be found in the supplementary
material (Additional file 1).
Previous molecular genetic studies of cembra pine pop-

ulations have revealed substantially higher differentiation
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and genetic diversity in populations from the Carpathians
compared to those in the Alps. Generally, studies on Al-
pine populations observed low to moderate levels of gen-
etic diversity and low genetic differentiation [28, 29]. This
gradual decrease in genetic diversity from east to west
could be explained by postglacial recolonization from
eastern European glacial refugia, and the associated gen-
etic drift (due to founder events or bottlenecks) and corre-
sponding reductions in gene flow that have ultimately
shaped the present-day genetic variation [25]. However,
marginal populations in the northern Alps exhibit signifi-
cantly lower genetic diversity and higher genetic differen-
tiation than populations in the central Swiss Alps; features
indicative of genetic structuring within the main central
range and possible existence of other glacial refugia in the
southeastern Alps [25]. These indications have been

supported by pollen evidence and, even better, plant
macroremains from the Italian plains and foothills [26, 30,
31]. Most studies agree that fragmented P. cembra popula-
tions are predominantly characterized by weak gene flow,
genetic drift and high genetic differentiation [28, 29]. P.
cembra populations located in the main range in the cen-
tral Alps are sufficiently well-connected to allow recurrent
mixing through gene flow [28]. However, towards the
range margin, fragmented populations become increas-
ingly segregated and isolated with limited genetic mixing.
Isolated stands of cembra pine are often inbred, which is
presumably caused by self-fertilization and mating be-
tween related trees. This results in strong differentiation
even between geographically close populations [32–34].
The intraspecific genetic variability and structure of

cembra pine populations in the central Alps and the

Fig. 1 Hypothetical scenarios of postglacial expansion in the extreme western part of the range of Pinus cembra. a ‘Classic’ temporal scenario of
colonization and extinction, based on glacial refugia in the Carpathians or the eastern Alps, and migration through central massifs/valleys with
four hypothetical haplotypes (number chosen for the conceptual exercise) illustrating colonization, expansion and extinction processes. b Modern
spatial pattern of the hypothetical haplotypes, their main/central (large polygon) and peripheral/fragmented populations (small polygons), their
migration routes (arrows), and their eventual extinction or absence of immigration (grey area). c Actual locations of main P. cembra forests in the
western Alps (the red dashed line distinguishes main central populations from peripheral/fragmented populations), and locations of first dated
supporting subfossils (see Additional file 1). d Schematic illustration of the three hypothetical scenarios explaining the species’ distribution in the
western Alps: the ‘Classic’ scenario (Ho1); ‘Southeast Alpine refugia’ scenario (Ho2, based on [25, 26]; and ‘Intra-Alpine southern refugia’ (Ho3 based on
[27]). The three scenarios are not exclusive but complementary
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Carpathians have been previously investigated, but not
the genetic structure within the western Alps, which en-
compasses naturally fragmented forests (Fig. 1c). We hy-
pothesized that imprints of continental-scale genetic
processes will be preserved at the regional scale, and
manifested in a pattern of decreasing genetic diversity
from the central P. cembra populations, growing in an
optimal climate, to peripheral populations in isolated
mountain massifs characterized by low tree density or
cover. Although the genetic pattern in the western Alps
is currently unknown, paleoecological information has
prompted proposals that ‘nunataks’ (unglaciated moun-
tain summits surrounded by ice) may have preserved
boreal-type habitats, and thus provided previously un-
suspected glacial refugia for P. cembra, in the southwest-
ern Alps [35]. Therefore, we aimed to: (i) explore the
regional genetic diversity of this species and analyze its

partitioning between populations inhabiting the central
range of the western Alps and the isolated populations
at the distribution margin, (ii) investigate genetic differ-
entiation and structure between different geographic re-
gions, and (iii) evaluate effects of geographic isolation
and environmental heterogeneity on the species’ spatial
genetic pattern, taking into account the different refugia
and expansion scenarios (Fig. 1d).

Results
Mature cembra pine (Pinus cembra) trees (727), from 22
populations, were genotyped with seven nuclear microsatel-
lite markers (nSSR) from western range of the species’ in the
French and Italian Alps (Table 1). Total proportion of miss-
ing data among the genotyped samples (failed genotyping)
was 2.8%, more or less evenly distributed among individuals
and loci. Percentages of polymorphic loci in all populations

Table 1 Details of the 22 natural populations of Pinus cembra in the western Alps: Situation (central vs marginal); site names of
populations; ID-codes (F, France; I, Italy; geographic locations in terms of latitudes and longitudes (in decimal degrees) and mean
sampling altitudes at each site (m a.s.l.); and genetic diversity indices

Situation Population ID Lat. Lon. Alt. n Na Ne Np AR Ho He FIS HWE

Central Bosco di Alevé (I) CAL 44.611 7.080 2076 37 6.571 2.703 2 5.306 0.617 0.549 −0.104 0.452

Aussois (F) CAU 45.255 6.719 2049 29 6.429 3.318 1 5.636 0.578 0.598 0.086 0.235

Bois des Ayes (F) CAY 44.821 6.655 1991 31 6.571 2.770 2 5.137 0.534 0.537 0.038 0.162

Chamonix (F) CBL 45.917 6.897 1807 39 6.286 3.017 1 5.212 0.647 0.620 −0.044 0.133

Lago Perso (I) CLP 44.906 6.795 1998 30 6.286 3.126 1 5.316 0.706 0.602 −0.186 0.170

Lanslevillard (F) CLV 45.287 6.949 2003 28 7.000 3.302 0 5.750 0.640 0.596 −0.081 0.319

Lac Miroir, Ceillac (F) CMI 44.631 6.794 2279 30 6.143 2.838 0 5.047 0.667 0.581 −0.113 0.253

Orelle (F) COR 45.193 6.535 1722 32 6.857 3.433 0 5.645 0.713 0.614 −0.154 0.194

La Plagne (F) CPL 45.509 6.666 2005 30 6.429 3.360 0 5.233 0.695 0.631 −0.095 0.457

Méribel (F) CTU 45.364 6.587 1766 39 6.286 2.548 0 4.756 0.644 0.555 −0.133 0.272

Serre Chevalier (F) CSC 44.923 6.545 2140 34 6.714 3.297 0 5.816 0.697 0.655 −0.058 0.461

Mean 1985.1 32.6 6.506 3.065 0.6 5.350 0.649 0.594 −0.077

Marginal Aravis-La Clusaz (F) MAR 45.897 6.471 1884 28 5.571 2.780 0 4.628 0.673 0.558 −0.161 0.103

Gordolasque (F) MAU 44.075 7.403 1766 27 5.429 3.208 0 4.941 0.722 0.618 −0.156 0.477

Vallon de la Braisse (F) MBR 44.286 6.807 2198 24 5.714 3.267 2 5.069 0.669 0.622 −0.021 0.329

Chamrousse (F) MCH 45.112 5.891 1910 30 7.143 2.898 1 5.564 0.640 0.575 −0.072 0.274

Dévoluy (F) MDE 44.612 5.945 1791 46 7.857 3.044 3 5.998 0.520 0.574 0.115* 0.084

Flaine (F) MFL 46.001 6.710 2011 30 5.000 2.348 0 4.205 0.507 0.455 −0.081 0.532

Gilly-sur-Isère (F) MGI 45.597 6.383 1859 50 5.714 2.660 1 4.572 0.538 0.575 0.097* 0.260

Moulières (F) MMO 44.189 6.565 2049 29 6.571 2.648 1 5.059 0.501 0.556 0.103* 0.493

Roya (F) MRO 44.115 7.493 1722 29 4.286 2.441 2 3.721 0.588 0.505 −0.037 0.253

Taillefer (F) MTA 45.054 5.921 1946 29 6.429 2.975 0 5.319 0.610 0.571 −0.046 0.346

Valgaudemar (F) MVA 44.701 6.152 2073 29 6.571 3.014 0 5.624 0.685 0.628 −0.084 0.218

Mean 1928.1 31.9 6.026 2.844 0.9 4.973 0.605 0.567 −0.031

Overall mean 1956.6 32.3 6.266 2.954 0.8 5.162 0.627 0.581 −0.054

Standard deviation 154.4 6.3 0.761 0.316 0.9 0.546 0.071 0.045 0.090

n, number of sampled individuals; Na, number of different alleles; Ne, number of effective alleles; Np, number of private alleles; AR, allelic richness; Ho, observed
heterozygosity; He, expected heterozygosity; FIS, inbreeding coefficient; HWE, Hardy-Weinberg equilibrium (p-value), *p<0.05.
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were 100%. Overall, 95 alleles were detected and the number
of alleles between loci ranged from 5 (Pc18) to 24 (Pc23).
Population-specific (private) alleles were found in 11 popula-
tions and distributed among 5 loci (Pc5, 7, 22, 23 and 25)
with a frequency < 0.06.

Levels and patterns of genetic diversity
The Micro-Checker software revealed no evidence of
null alleles, large allele dropout or scoring errors due to
stuttering (based on 95% CI, derived from 1000 random-
izations). Generally, all populations conformed to
Hardy-Weinberg equilibrium (HWE) with no significant
deviations and although a few loci showed some devi-
ation, this does not appear to be associated with null al-
leles or non-neutral behavior. Additionally, no loci
appear to be consistently linked across all populations
(data not shown).
We evaluated the intrapopulation genetic diversity

both in all populations and between the central and
marginal groups. Allelic richness (AR), based on 95 de-
tected alleles at seven nSSR loci, was estimated at an
overall mean of 5.162; however, the mean was higher for
populations in the central group (5.350) than for popula-
tions in the marginal group (4.973). The overall mean
observed heterozygosity (Ho) was 0.627 and expected
heterozygosity (He) 0.581. Both of these indices were
slightly lower for the marginal group (0.605 and 0.567,
respectively) than the central group (0.649 and 0.594, re-
spectively). The estimated inbreeding coefficient (FIS)
ranged from − 0.186 for population CLP to 0.115 for
population MDE. Mean values were − 0.077 for the cen-
tral group and − 0.031 for the marginal group. However,
significant inbreeding was only detected in the marginal
populations MDE, MGI and MMO (Table 1).
Independent sample t-tests did not reveal any signifi-

cant difference in any of the mean genetic diversity indi-
ces (AR t (20) = 1.693, p = 0.106; Ho t (20) = 1.503, p =
0.148; He t (20) = 1.445, p = 0.164) and inbreeding (FIS t
(20) = − 1.194, p = 0.246) between the central and mar-
ginal groups (N = 11 populations in each group). In
addition, Levene’s F test indicated that the assumption
of homogeneity of variances between the central and
marginal groups was met (AR F (20) = 3.555, p = 0.074;
Ho F (20) = 2.801, p = 0.110; He F (20) = 0.322, p = 0.576;
FIS F (20) = 0.515, p = 0.481).

Population stability
Tests of genetic bottleneck yielded conflicting results.
BOTTLENECK analysis, with both the SMM and TPM
models, did not reveal a signature of a historical popula-
tion size reduction. Similarly, the ‘mode shift’ index test
showed a normal L-shaped distribution of allele frequency
for all populations, which is expected in populations that
are near to mutation-drift equilibrium (Table 2). In

contrast, the M-ratio test indicated that all populations
had experienced a historical reduction in size. The
population-specific M-ratios ranged from 0.209 (MBR) to
0.356 (MRO), and were all below the threshold of M <
0.680 indicating a pronounced historical bottleneck
(Table 2).

Genetic differentiation and structure
Significant genetic differentiation was detected between
population pairs and between geographic regions. AMOVA
of data for all populations yielded an FST value of 0.065
(p < 0.01), indicating that differentiation among populations
accounts for > 6% of the total genetic variance. However,
the regional comparison indicated that differentiation be-
tween central and marginal populations accounts for just
1% of the total variation (FST = 0.009 p < 0.01; Table 3). All
the pairwise between-population FST values were > 0 (0.010
to 0.180), indicating the presence of population structure in
P. cembra. In addition, the pairwise FST values were sub-
stantially higher for marginal populations (mean FST
0.096 ± 0.115) than for central populations (mean FST
0.027 ± 0.027) (Fig. 2a, Additional file 1: Table S3). Simi-
larly, PCA indicated discernible genetic differentiation in
majority of marginal populations, notably MBR, MAU,
MRO, MFL and MGI, and only few of them (MAR, MCH,
MTA and MVA) intermingled with the central group
(Fig. 2b). The estimated overall average gene flow param-
eter (Nm) for all populations was 3.648, and the value was
higher for central populations (6.622) than for marginal
populations (2.614).
Structure analysis was applied to determine the opti-

mal numbers of genetic groups and subgroups for
explaining the variation in nSSR data. The highest ΔK
value was obtained when K = 2, and there was a second,
albeit lower, ΔK peak when K = 4, indicative of popula-
tion substructuring (Fig. 3). The plotted cluster member-
ships (Q-matrix) at each K value from K = 2 to K = 4
revealed relatively high levels of genetic admixture and
no sharp segregation within the western Alps. This is
particularly clear for the central group when K = 4. How-
ever, marginal populations are largely differentiated and
generally belong to separate and distinct groups (Fig. 3).
Barrier analysis provided similar results as genetic dis-
continuities with 66 to 100% bootstrap support were
only detected between marginal populations. These pop-
ulations were situated away from the central group at
the northwestern and southern range margins. All puta-
tive barriers between the central populations were weak,
with < 43% bootstrap support, indicating non-significant
separation (Fig. 3).

Isolation by distance and climatic heterogeneity
We found that both geographic and climatic distances
contribute significantly to genetic differentiation between
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populations of cembra pine in our study area (Table 4,
Fig. 4). A Mantel test including data for all sampled
individuals indicated significant differentiation in line
with increasing geographic distance: Nei’s FST R =
0.42, p = 0.001 (Slatkin’s linearized FST: R = 0.25, p =
0.026). In addition, scatterplots showing local dens-
ities of distances (Fig. 4) revealed a continuous cline
of genetic differentiation with no sign of discontinu-
ity. A Mantel test between genetic and climatic dis-
tances revealed these variables were significantly
correlated (R = 0.32, p = 0.009). Similarly, partial-
Mantel tests using FST as the constant variable

indicated a significant correlation with geographic dis-
tance when controlling for climatic distance (R = 0.27,
p = 0.011), and with climatic distance when control-
ling for geographic distance (R = 0.31, p = 0.020).
However, the regression coefficient was larger for cli-
matic distance than for geographical distance (R =
0.31 and R = 0.27, respectively). MMRR analysis re-
sulted in a highly significant correlation between FST
and the climatic distance matrix (R = 0.34, p = 0.002),
while the contribution of geographic distance to gen-
etic differentiation was non-significant, only if evalu-
ated with altitudinal distance (Table 3).

Table 2 Results of genetic bottleneck tests for the 22 Pinus cembra populations

ID SMM (p-value) TPM (p-value) Mode shift M-ratio (p-value, SD)

CAL 1.000 0.988 normal L-shaped 0.221 (0.174)

CAU 0.988 0.852 normal L-shaped 0.253 (0.169)

CAY 1.000 0.988 normal L-shaped 0.215 (0.183)

CBL 0.988 0.531 normal L-shaped 0.225 (0.131)

CLP 1.000 0.813 normal L-shaped 0.252 (0.183)

CLV 1.000 0.988 normal L-shaped 0.217 (0.170)

CMI 0.996 0.988 normal L-shaped 0.242 (0.174)

COR 0.992 0.852 normal L-shaped 0.275 (0.151)

CPL 0.961 0.344 normal L-shaped 0.239 (0.172)

CTU 1.000 1.000 normal L-shaped 0.257 (0.168)

CSC 0.988 0.766 normal L-shaped 0.262 (0.151)

MAR 0.992 0.945 normal L-shaped 0.256 (0.191)

MAU 0.711 0.344 normal L-shaped 0.293 (0.157)

MBR 0.766 0.766 normal L-shaped 0.209 (0.175)

MCH 1.000 0.996 normal L-shaped 0.263 (0.172)

MDE 1.000 0.996 normal L-shaped 0.246 (0.165)

MFL 1.000 0.988 normal L-shaped 0.228 (0.176)

MGI 0.996 0.766 normal L-shaped 0.227 (0.178)

MMO 1.000 0.988 normal L-shaped 0.235 (0.166)

MRO 0.945 0.469 normal L-shaped 0.356 (0.190)

MTA 1.000 0.961 normal L-shaped 0.248 (0.157)

MVA 1.000 0.988 normal L-shaped 0.266 (0.155)

SMM, Stepwise Mutation Model; TPM, Two Phase mutation Model
p-value, probability according to one-tailed Wilcoxon signed-rank test of heterozygote excess

Table 3 Results of analysis of molecular variance (AMOVA) between regions and populations of Pinus cembra.

Spatial scale Source of variation D.f. Sum of square Mean square Estimated variance Variance (%) Fixation index (FST)

Pop vs. Pop among pop. 21 256.352 12.207 0.152 6% 0.065**

within pop. 1432 3130.567 2.186 2.186 94%

total 1453 3386.920 2.338 100%

Central vs. Marginal among regions 1 16.642 16.642 0.020 0.8% 0.008**

within regions 1452 3370.277 2.321 2.321 99.2%

total 1453 3386.920 2.341 100%

significance calculated with 999 permutations: **p < 0.01
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Discussion
Our results suggest that, regardless of their location within
the western Alps, cembra pine populations maintain sub-
stantial amounts of genetic variation at near to mutation-
drift equilibrium, with low intrapopulation inbreeding.
However, marginal populations differ from those at the
center of the range and have both higher genetic differenti-
ation and restricted gene flow. In addition to geographic
and genetic isolation, climatic heterogeneity is a key driver
of differentiation among marginal populations. To increase
our understanding of these processes, we quantified the
genetic diversity and differentiation among populations in
the central and marginal ranges and explored discontinu-
ities in the genetic pattern across the surveyed area. Finally,
we used multiple matrix correlations and regression ana-
lyses to infer effects of recent environmental heterogeneity
on genetic differentiation among the populations.

Marginal populations have maintained their genetic
diversity
Generally, genetic diversity is expected to decrease to-
wards margins of species’ ranges due to factors in-
cluding intensified fragmentation, isolation, restricted

gene flow and genetic drift [36, 37]. Similarly, the
‘central-marginal’ theory predicts that marginal popu-
lations are less genetically diverse because they are
generally smaller, more sparsely distributed, and ex-
perience less favorable ecological conditions [3, 38,
39]. However, our results did not support this hy-
pothesis of lower genetic diversity in marginal popula-
tions. Although genetic diversity (measured by AR, Ho

and He) was slightly lower in marginal populations
than in central populations, these differences were
non-significant. For example, mean expected heterozy-
gosity (i.e. gene diversity) was 0.567 in marginal and
0.594 in central populations, which is not significantly
different (p < 0.05). Furthermore, the overall mean He

for the 22 populations was 0.581, which is slightly
higher than values previously obtained for P. cembra
populations using the same set of nSSR markers:
0.505 in the eastern Alps, and 0.547 [40] and 0.564
[29] in the Carpathians. This high genetic diversity
indicates that regardless of their location in the west-
ern Alps, P. cembra populations appear to have pre-
served genetic variation and avoided large scale
genetic erosion.

Fig. 2 Patterns of genetic differentiation: a Matrix of pairwise FST values between the 22 cembra pine (Pinus cembra L.) populations. Colors representing
Nei’s genetic distances are defined on the scale at the right side of the figure. b Two-dimensional plot of the two main principal components (PC) and
their part of the total variance in % using Principle Component Analysis (PCA). Population abbreviations are as explained in Table 1
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Several factors could promote high genetic diversity, in-
cluding several common features of many conifers, such as
longevity, an outcrossing mating system, wind-dispersed
pollen and high fecundity [41]. In addition, range geometry,
orientation, latitude, ecological factors, phylogeographic his-
tory and postglacial range dynamics can influence a species’
modern-day genetic diversity [42–44]. Although factors such
as these have probably affected cembra pine populations in

the western Alps, they have not decreased their overall gen-
etic diversity.
We did not detect any substantial deviations from Hardy-

Weinberg equilibrium (HWE) and intrapopulation inbreed-
ing (FIS) values were slightly negative or around zero, indicat-
ing no heterozygote deficiency and thus no inbreeding.
Additionally, mean FIS values did not differ significantly be-
tween the C and M regions. Interestingly, inbreeding depres-
sion was previously reported in Carpathian populations [29,
40], suggesting that restricted connectivity to surrounding
populations, enhanced by factors such as limited pollen and
seed dispersal, had resulted in selfing and mating between
relatives. However, these studies exclusively investigated iso-
lated and sporadic populations, whereas marginal popula-
tions located in the western Alps are geographically
closer and more linked to populations in the central
part of the range, which reduces inbreeding. Signifi-
cant inbreeding coefficients were only obtained for
three populations in the marginal group (MDE, MGI
and MMO). This might be a consequence of the
spatial segregation and isolation that is commonly ob-
served and expected in small, fragmented and mar-
ginal populations [11]. Alternatively, since the MGI,
MDE and MMO populations are very small and lo-
cated in an isolated landscape, it might be the conse-
quence of local landscape features (e.g., topography)
restricting regional gene flow.

Fig. 3 Results of Barrier analysis of genetic discontinuities among, and structure of, the 22 cembra pine (Pinus cembra) populations: a Genetic
delimitations in the spatial distribution of populations, visualized with red lines with indicated bootstrap support (%). b Estimated population
structures for K = 2, K = 3 and K = 4 genetic groups, based on Mean L(K) (±SD) and ΔK values. Population abbreviations are as explained in
Table 1. The natural distribution of cembra pine according to the EUFORGEN (2018) database is marked in dark green

Table 4 Results of standard Mantel tests, partial-Mantel tests
and Multiple Matrix Regression with Randomization (MMRR)
analyses

Test Parameters R β p

Mantel Gen vs. Geo 0.423 – 0.001***

Gen vs. Clim 0.319 – 0.009***

partial-Mantel Gen vs. Geo (Clim) 0.269 – 0.011**

Gen vs. Clim (Geo) 0.313 – 0.020**

MMRR Gen vs. Geo + Clim 0.342 Geo: 0.002 0.531ns

Clim: 0.004 0.002***

Gen vs. Geo + Alt 0.200 Geo: 0.011 0.001***

Alt: 0.004 0.205ns

significance calculated with 999 permutations: **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01, ns;
not significant
Gen, genetic distance (FST); Geo, geographic distance; Clim, climatic distance
partial-Mantel tests: X ~ Y(Z) is the correlation between X and Y matrices,
controlling for Z
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Historical bottleneck fits the paleoecology, but recent
population sizes are stable
We obtained conflicting results from the two population sta-
bility tests (bottleneck and M-ratio), applied to detect histor-
ical reductions (if any) in population size. First, bottleneck
analysis using both SMM and TPM models detected no evi-
dence of a significant excess of heterozygosity in any popula-
tion. Moreover, the mode-shift indicator detected a normal
L-shaped allele frequency distribution, as expected for popu-
lations that are near to mutation-drift equilibrium. Based on
this allele frequency distribution, we can assume that present
day populations are randomly mating. However, the Garza-
Williamson indices (M-ratios; all < 0.43) suggested that all
present-day populations are remnants of a substantially lar-
ger population [45, 46]. Combinations of < 0.68M-ratios and
lack of heterozygosity excess are regarded as indicative of se-
vere, old bottlenecks, while significant heterozygosity excess
is expected following weak, relatively recent (within a few
millennia) bottlenecks [47, 48]. Thus, our results indicate
that populations in the western Alps may have experienced a
severe historical bottleneck, but more recently population
sizes have remained relatively stable. Paleoecological evi-
dence suggests that subalpine forests in the western Alps
began to decline in size around ca. 6000 cal yr BP [49–51],
and by 2500 cal yr BP had significantly contracted. These
trends have been associated with increases in human ac-
tivities in the high Alpine mountains, particularly in-
creases in clearance of forests by fire for domestic herd
grazing [52–54], promoting subalpine grasslands or Larix-
type forests [55, 56]. This degradation of cembra pine
communities, which began in the mid-Holocene and dra-
matically reduced the overall population size, may have

resulted in a severe historical bottleneck. More recently,
population sizes seem to have remained relatively stable,
as we found normal levels of heterozygosity and allele fre-
quency distributions. In contrast to the M-ratio, which is
expected to have a long recovery time, heterozygosity ex-
cess and allele frequency distributions will recover rela-
tively quickly when conditions allow the addition of new
and rare alleles [57]. If populations are randomly mating
at HWE with no signals of inbreeding, as we observed, we
can conclude that populations are currently stable.

Genetic differentiation and population structuring
towards the range margin
Both the structure analysis and pairwise FST values indicated
that genetic structure and differentiation significantly in-
crease towards the margin of the species’ range. Central pop-
ulations are highly admixed and homogenous with no
significant differentiation, while populations at the margin
are genetically more isolated and heterogeneous. Barrier ana-
lysis supported these results and revealed no genetic discon-
tinuities among central populations, but several barriers
(with high bootstrap support) between the marginal popula-
tions, especially at the northwestern and southern limits of
the range. This pattern was corroborated by higher values of
the gene flow parameter Nm for the marginal group than for
the central group.
Our findings are consistent with the ‘central-marginal’ the-

ory, which predicts a general increase in genetic differenti-
ation towards margins of species’ ranges [1]. High levels of
genetic differentiation can also explain the high levels of gen-
etic diversity we observed, because disproportionately high
levels of differentiation between nearby populations can lead

Fig. 4 Results of Mantel tests of correlations: a between genetic differentiation (Nei’s FST) and geographic distance (spatial Euclidean), b between
genetic differentiation (Slatkin’s linearized FST) and geographic distance (spatial Euclidean) with 2-D kernel density estimation, c between genetic
differentiation (Slatkin’s linearized FST) and climatic distance (climatic Euclidean)
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to exceptionally high levels of regional genetic diversity [3,
58, 59]. We assume that multiple factors have contributed to
the present-day genetic structure, particularly those associ-
ated with past demography and environmental variability.

Signatures of glacial refugia and postglacial migration
routes
Paleoecological evidence suggests that P. cembra most
likely survived the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM) near
or within the western Alps [30, 31, 35, 60], notably near
to the site of our CMI population. This suggests that
species could have also survived at multiple other loca-
tions in the southern Alps during glacial periods [27].
This scenario was previously postulated on the basis of
genetic [25] and paleoecological evidence [26, 60]. Our
structure analysis indicated the presence of at least two
groups and most likely four subgroups of P. cembra pop-
ulations (Fig. 3b). In analyses assuming two, three or
four subgroups, the four southernmost populations
(MBR, MMO, MAU, MRO) were distinguished from the
other 18. In particular, when K = 2 the remaining 18
populations, with the exception of northern populations
near the Swiss boundary, appear to be generally less dif-
ferentiated and more homogeneous. When K = 3 or 4,
these 18 populations appear as an admixture of two
provenances that could support one or both of the fol-
lowing migrations routes: one from Switzerland (the
“Classic” scenario), and one from the east though the
Italian plains or foothills (the “Southeastern Alpine” sce-
nario, [25]. The four southernmost populations could
have origins in previously postulated “Intra-Alpine
southern refugia” [27]. Interestingly, a mitochondrial-
based genetic study on Larix decidua in Europe revealed
a marginal haplotype (H22) that was dominant in one
population of the southern Alps [61] at a site exactly
corresponding to the location of our southern marginal
population MBR, which was clearly separated in the
structure analysis. This convergence of genetic pattern
at the southern tip of the Alps supports the existence of
common glacial and postglacial refugia for larch and
cembra pine in these southern Alps or surrounding
areas in France or Italy. Accordingly, these southern
Alps were only partly covered by glaciers and many nun-
ataks emerged [62, 63], which could have harbored
subalpine-type communities in glacial refugia [27] and
subsequently populations could have recolonized the Al-
pine foothills during the Lateglacial period that lasted
from 18,000 to 11,700 cal yr BP.
Regardless of the postglacial migration route, it is

therefore likely that present-day marginal populations
were connected to central populations during the post-
glacial expansion of P. cembra (before 9000 cal yr BP).
Micro- and macro-remains indicate that the species’
abundance in the subalpine belt peaked between 9000

and 6000 BP, and in the mid-Holocene P. cembra be-
came a common tree at high elevations in both the mar-
ginal and central western Alps, as shown (for example),
by [51, 64], respectively. The previously widespread dis-
tribution of P. cembra started to decline between 6000
and 3000 cal yr BP, depending on the favorability of its
mountain habitats for human societies, in terms (for ex-
ample) in distance from existing settlements, slopes, ex-
posure or rock cover. These human-driven processes are
likely to have promoted further fragmentation, segrega-
tion and decline in population sizes, especially at the
margins of the species’ range. Indeed, the first postglacial
fragmentation processes began towards the end of the
Lateglacial period and the early Holocene (11,700–8000
cal yr BP), when a warming climate drove migration of
cembra pine from peripheral plains and central valleys
to higher altitudes, thus disconnecting marginal and cen-
tral populations. Peripheral fragmented populations are
often prone to severe stress because of the temporal and
spatial variation of the environment, demographic sto-
chasticity and edge effects, such as genetic isolation and
drift [13, 14]. Thus, marginal P. cembra populations
could have separately evolved genetic variation, ultim-
ately resulting in the observed genetic differentiation.
Alternatively, landscape heterogeneity and environ-

mental variation can generate fluctuating or contrasting
selection regimes that affect patterns of gene flow and
ultimately spatial population genetic structure [65, 66].
In addition, marginal populations generally grow in less
optimal environments than central populations, and may
evolve adaptations to specific climatic or edaphic
stresses [67]. Nevertheless, marginal populations, for ex-
ample those near the northern forelands of the French
Alps (where the climate is relatively wet and oceanic), or
the southern tip of the western Alps (where the climate
is more Mediterranean), may be particularly sensitive to
regional climate fluctuations. For example, marginal
populations in the south may be highly prone to drought
stress and temperature rises, because they are already
close to their drought and temperature limits, while
northwestern populations may be highly sensitive to
increases in precipitation. Climate-growth models have
already revealed that conifer species of mountain
environments (Abies alba, Pinus sylvestris and Pinus
uncinata) and boreal regions (Pinus koraeiensis and
Thuja occidentalis) located at margins of their respective
ranges are particularly vulnerable to climatic changes
(e.g. [68–70]. This is also expected for P. cembra, where
populations in the southern, Mediterranean climatic re-
gion reportedly have high sensitivity to precipitation [71],
and the climate is predicted to become increasingly arid.
Climate change in this region is expected to exacerbate
soil moisture and vapor pressure deficits in forest ecosys-
tems [72, 73]. Accordingly, environmental variability could
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drive local selection processes acting on standing neutral
variation and could create or increase genetic differenti-
ation between marginal populations, while in central pop-
ulations land use abandonment since the nineteenth
century favors P. cembra recruitment [74, 75] and may
help to reduce demographic effects on genetic
differentiation.

Climatic heterogeneity is a stronger driver of isolation
than geographical distance
Mantel and partial-Mantel tests detected significant cor-
relation between FST and geographical distances between
the populations, indicating that genetic differentiation
among the populations significantly increases with geo-
graphic distance. The ‘isolation by distance’ (IBD) theory
states that if dispersal (i.e. gene flow) between regions or
populations is geographically restricted, genetic differ-
ences can accumulate locally [76, 77]. Our results largely
confirm this theoretical consideration, since we identi-
fied restricted gene flow, barriers and extensive popula-
tion structuring, particularly in marginal P. cembra
populations. In addition, while marginal populations in
the western Alps are spaced out along the edge of the
distribution, central populations are close to each other,
thereby promoting higher gene flow between the stands,
which further supports IBD. Although previous studies
found only weak or non-significant IDB [25, 28, 29],
their estimations of regional gene flow follow this pat-
tern. It is likely that populations in the central Swiss
Alps are larger and more connected, and have experi-
enced less genetic drift and more frequent pollen or seed
dispersal, whereas the Carpathian populations are highly
fragmented and spatially isolated, which severely limits
gene flow [29, 40].
However, partial-Mantel tests and MMRR analysis

suggest that climatic constraints have an even stronger
influence on genetic differentiation than geographical
distance, in accordance with ‘isolation by environment’
(IBE) theory, i.e., that genetic differentiation increases
with environmental differences [78–80]. Our partial-
Mantel tests indicate that FST is more strongly correlated
with climatic distance than with geographical distance
(R = 0.31 and R = 0.27, respectively). Furthermore,
MMRR analysis indicated a significant linear relationship
between climatic distances. Together our partial-Mantel
and MMRR results suggest that IBE explains most of the
genetic differentiation, although IBD also contributed
significantly. Alternatively, meaning that genetic diver-
gence resides among far spaced populations inhabiting
different environments with contrasting ecological con-
ditions [19, 21, 81].
Our results suggest that P. cembra populations inha-

biting the western Alps, especially the marginal regions,
are highly affected by regional topographical features of

the Alps (such as isolated mountain massifs) that control
gene flow, and microclimatic conditions that influence
population genetic processes such as selection that can
contribute to population divergence. Previously, the
climate-topography relationship has been widely studied
in the Alps and the results have highlighted the substan-
tial effect of climate variability [82, 83]. Moreover, the
influence of climate on genetic variation has been inves-
tigated for various alpine plant species, including P. cem-
bra, and the results indicate that precipitation and
temperature predominantly influence genetic differenti-
ation and structure [84–86]. Together, these results sug-
gest that local environmental factors are likely to act as
major selective drivers of local genetic differentiation
and in addition to past historical events may underlie
the current population structure of P. cembra in the
western Alps.

Conclusions
Our study suggests that both central populations, situ-
ated along the main axis of the western Alps, and mar-
ginal populations at the edge of the species’ range, can
maintain stable sizes over long periods and preserve high
amounts of genetic variation. Surprisingly, there was no
significant partitioning of genetic variation within the in-
vestigated area and isolated populations did not develop
substantial inbreeding, indicating that there is recurrent
gene flow between modern-day populations through
seed and/or pollen distribution. However, there is clear
regional-scale genetic differentiation and structuring of
P. cembra. While central populations are homogenous
with high admixture, the fragmented marginal stands are
structured, heterogeneous and geographically-genetically
isolated. The highest degree of genetic differentiation is
present in populations at the margins of the species’
range, partly due to their geographical distance from
central populations, but mainly due to climatic hetero-
geneity. In addition to the demographic history, environ-
mental differences between the central and marginal
regions, and between populations, may also have con-
tributed to current levels of genetic diversity and diver-
gence in P. cembra. Finally, our results support a
published hypothesis that P. cembra survived in multiple
refugia within the western Alps.

Methods
Population sampling and regional setting
Twenty-two natural cembra pine populations, consisting
11 central (C) and 11 marginal (M) populations, were se-
lected from French and Italian Alps and classified based
on their geographical position, isolation, size and habitat
characteristics (Table 1). The central populations are lo-
cated well within the range of the species along the main
inner French-Italian axis of the Alps and are major

Tóth et al. BMC Evolutionary Biology          (2019) 19:190 Page 11 of 17



components of large forests that are close to each other,
while marginal populations generally cover smaller,
highly fragmented areas at low densities, isolated from
central populations. One-year-old needles were sampled
from 727 mature trees (24–46 from each natural popula-
tion), at a mean altitude of 1956 ± 154 m a.s.l. (Table 1),
spaced at least 30 m apart to avoid sampling closely re-
lated individuals. Needles were stored on silica gel and
frozen at − 80 °C until DNA extraction.

Microsatellite genotyping
Total genomic DNA was extracted from 20 to 25 mg
samples of plant material using a DNeasy 96 Plant Kit
(Qiagen, Valencia, CA, USA) following the manufac-
turer’s instructions. Seven polymorphic microsatellite
(nSSR) loci (pc1b, pc3, pc7, pc18, pc22, pc23, and pc25)
developed by [87] were used to genotype all the trees
collected at the sampling locations. Forward nuclear
primers were fluorescently labelled with 6-FAM (pc1b,
Pc3, Pc7), NED (Pc18), PET (Pc22, Pc25) and VIC
(Pc23). The microsatellite loci were amplified by PCR
[87], and the products were checked by electrophoresis
in a 1% (w/v) GelRed-stained (Biotium, Hayward, CA,
USA) agarose gel in 1× TBE buffer. Finally, PCR frag-
ments were sized by Fragment Length Analysis (FLA)
using an Automated Capillary DNA Sequencer (ABI 3130,
Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA, USA). Genotypes
were determined using GeneMapper Software v.4.1 (Life
Technologies, Carlsbad, CA, USA). Each genotype was
visually checked, scored and unclear samples were ream-
plified and rescored. All loci were checked for the occur-
rence of null alleles, large allele dropout, and stutter bands
with Micro-Checker software [88].

Statistical data analysis
Genetic diversity
Genetic diversity indices, including the number of differ-
ent alleles (Na) and number of effective alleles (Ne), were
calculated for each population using GenAlEx v.6.5 soft-
ware [89]. The number of private alleles (Np) and allelic
richness (AR) were computed in R [90] using the “pop-
genreport” package [91]. The expected heterozygosity
(He), observed heterozygosity (Ho), and inbreeding coef-
ficient (FIS) were calculated using the “poppr” package
[92], while the significance of FIS values was calculated
separately with FSTAT software [93] using 1000 permu-
tations. Deviation from Hardy-Weinberg equilibrium
(HWE) was tested locus-by-locus for each population by
FIS statistics [94] using GENEPOP version 4.7.0 [95]. For
this analysis we set the Markov chain parameters to deme-
morization = 10,000, batches = 20, and iterations per
batch = 5000. To determine whether the parameters of
genetic diversity (AR, Ho, He) and inbreeding (FIS) differed
significantly between the central and marginal groups of

populations we applied independent sample two-tailed t-
tests in SPSS v.22 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). To test
whether distributions of variables met normality require-
ments, we applied one-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests,
and where necessary variables were log-transformed.
Throughout the analysis, 95% confidence intervals (CI)
and bootstrapping with 1000 replicates were applied. The
homogeneity of variances assumption was tested with
Levene’s F test for all variables.

Population stability analysis
We used two approaches to investigate population sta-
bility. First, we tested for evidence of population bottle-
necks by calculating the heterozygote excess relative to
the number of alleles using BOTTLENECK 1.2.02 [96],
which correlates the expected heterozygosity (He) and
observed heterozygosity (Ho) at mutation-drift equilib-
rium. For this, as well as the most conservative Stepwise
Mutation Model (SMM), we also applied the Two-Phase
Model (TPM) allowing multiple-step mutations, which is
recommended for microsatellite data [97, 98]. The TPM
model assumes a distribution of 30% of multiple-step
mutations and 70% single-step mutations. For each
population, 2000 simulations were performed and the
significance was assessed using the implemented Wil-
coxon sign-rank test. In addition, the ‘mode shift’ quali-
tative descriptor of allele frequency distribution was
applied to discriminate between bottlenecked and stable
populations [99]. In a second test, we calculated the
Garza-Williamson index (M or M-ratio), which is the
number of alleles (k), divided by the allelic range (r),
using Arlequin v.3.5 [100]. The calculated value is ex-
pected to decrease proportionally in line with the sever-
ity and duration of a population size reduction [45], and
generally M < 0.680 is regarded as indicative of a pro-
nounced historical bottleneck [45, 101].

Genetic differentiation and population structure
We used hierarchical analysis of molecular variance
(AMOVA), implemented in Arlequin software, to deter-
mine the partitioning of the genetic variation among gen-
etic groups, within populations, and among populations.
We also compared central and marginal population
groups using regional-level AMOVA. The significance of
differences was evaluated using a permutation approach
with 999 replications. In addition, a pairwise FST matrix
[102] and a Principle Component Analysis (PCA) was ap-
plied using the “hierfstat” [103] and “FactoMineR” [104]
packages in R to compare genetic differentiation among
populations. We calculated the average gene flow estima-
tor (Nm), which is the number of migrants per generation
based on FST values, between all populations (globally),
and between populations in the central and marginal
groups using GenAlEx software.
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To investigate the spatial genetic structure, and iden-
tify groups or subpopulations within the nSSR dataset,
we implemented a Bayesian clustering approach using
STRUCTURE 2.3.4 [105]. The analysis was performed
using an admixture model with correlated allele frequen-
cies. We set the K value (the estimated number of genetic
groups) to 1–10 with a burn-in period of 105 iterations
followed by 106 Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC)
steps, with 20 repetitions for each run. Subsequently we
used the Evanno method [106] implemented in STRUCT
URE HARVESTER Web v.0.6.94 [107] to detect the K
value that best explained the data. Finally, the average
matrices of individual membership proportions for each
population were estimated using CLUMP v.1.1.2 [108]
and the cluster membership coefficient of each population
(Q-matrix) was plotted on a topographic map using ERSI
ArcGIS (ArcMap 10.2.2, Redlands, CA, USA).
To identify sharp genetic discontinuities and spatial

segregation between populations we applied Monmo-
nier’s maximum difference algorithm, implemented in
Barrier 2.2 [109]. We produced 1000 DA distance matri-
ces (Nei’s chord distance [110];) in Microsatellite
Analyzer (MSA) [111] by bootstrapping over the seven
loci. These matrices were subsequently used to estimate
possible species boundaries as follows. First, the
algorithm connects the spatial geographic coordinates
with Delaunay triangulation and projects the corre-
sponding Voronoi tessellations. Subsequently it traces a
barrier (i.e. a predicted species boundary) along the
Voronoi tessellations and assesses the robustness of the
identified boundaries.

Climatic heterogeneity
We used three different strategies to evaluate the effect of
geographical isolation (IBD; isolation-by-distance) and
present environmental conditions on the pattern of gen-
etic differentiation (IBE; isolation-by-environment) of P.
cembra. First, since marginal populations positioned sep-
arately, considerably far apart from the central population
group we tested the correlation between geographical dis-
tances (kilometers) and genetic distances (Nei’s) between
population pairs, IBD [76]. We generated dissimilarity
matrices and evaluated them with a Mantel test [112] im-
plemented in the “adegenet “package in R [113]. In
addition, since IBD can result in either continuous clines
of genetic differentiation, or in existence of distant and
differentiated patches, we applied a 2-dimensional (2-D)
kernel density estimator to the linearized FST values using
the “MASS” package [114]. The kernel density approach
looks for an underlying genetic structure that may help to
explain observed correlation between the two distances.
The P-value was calculated using a Monte Carlo simula-
tion with 999 permutations. Second, to evaluate the
relationships between pairwise FST and geographic/

environmental distances we conducted a partial-Mantel
test while controlling for environmental/geographic dis-
tances using the “vegan” package in R [115]. The Euclid-
ean environmental distances were calculated from recent
(c. 1950–2000) climate data using 19 bioclimatic variables
(Additional file 1: Table S4), which were extracted from
the global climate layer data using a grid size of 30
arc-seconds and downloaded from the WorldClim v.1.4
database (http://www.worldclim.org/). Finally, we applied
Multiple Matrix Regression with Randomization analysis
(MMRR [81]; the R script is deposited in the Dryad Data
Repository under https://doi.org/10.5061/dryad.kt71r), to
investigate the relative contributions of geographic and
environmental (hereafter: climatic) distances to genetic
differentiation (the IBE hypothesis) [80]. To perform the
MMRR, we subjected the climatic data to Principal Com-
ponent Analysis (PCA) using the “FactoMineR” and “fac-
toextra” packages in R [104, 116]. Population scores of the
first two vectors, which explain 86.8% of the variation for
present climatic conditions, were extracted and used in
the MMRR (Additional file 1: Table S5). Contribution of
bioclimatic variables to each axis of PCA is reported in
Additional file 1: Figure S1. Before analysis, geographical
and climatic distances were standardized by zero-mean
normalization.
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Abbreviations
AMOVA: Analysis of molecular variance; AR: Allelic richness; cal yr
BP: Calibrated years before present (present = 1950 AD); FIS: Inbreeding
coefficient; FLA: Fragment length analysis; FST: Fixation index (genetic
differentiation); He: Expected heterozygosity; Ho: Observed heterozygosity;
HWE: Hardy-Weinberg equilibrium; IBD: Isolation-by-distance; IBE: Isolation-
by-environment; K: Cluster membership probability; LGM: Last Glacial
Maximum; MCMC: Markov Chain Monte Carlo; MMRR: Multiple Matrix
Regression with Randomization; Nm: Number of migrants (gene flow
parameter); nSSR: Nuclear microsatellite; SMM: Stepwise mutation model
(mutation); TPM: Two-phase model (mutation)

Acknowledgements
The authors are grateful to M. Bérubé, F. T. Bergeron and C.T. Bergeron for
their assistance with field sampling and to M. P. Dubois from the Centre
d’écologie fonctionnelle et évolutive (Montpellier) for her technical
assistance in genotyping populations. Moreover, grateful for authorisation of
P. cembra samplings in conservation areas, the Mercantour National Park
(sites: MAU, MRB, MRO; delivered to CC by the Mercantour NP) and in the
Plan de Tuéda Natural Reserve (CTU; delivered to CC by the Vanoise NP).
Additionally, we are also grateful for the conservation and management
administration to find very isolated or sparsely population: Office Nationale
des Forêts (the French national forest administration; sites: MAR, MGI, MMO)
or Ecrin NP (sites: MVA). We also wish to thank the Associate Editor for
helpful comments and the Anonymous Reviewers who helped us improve
the manuscript. We are thankful for Sees-editing for linguistic editing.

Tóth et al. BMC Evolutionary Biology          (2019) 19:190 Page 13 of 17

http://www.worldclim.org/
https://doi.org/10.5061/dryad.kt71r
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12862-019-1510-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12862-019-1510-4


Authors’ contributions
CC., YB. and FT conceived the study. YB and CC. collected the plant
materials. J.M.H. helped with field sampling and the design of the study. FT.
performed DNA analysis. EGyT analyzed the genetic and climatic data and
wrote the manuscript. CC. FT. and YB. provided suggestions for data analyses
and feedback on manuscript drafts. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript.

Funding
The research was carried out within the framework of the MONTABOR
International Associated Laboratory (LIA France-Canada CNRS- UM2-EPHE-
UQAT-UQAM-UQAC) and the European Union’s IRSES NewForest program
(C.C., F.T., J.M.H, Y.B.). This study was financially supported by the Programme
de soutien à la recherche (SIIRI), Gouvernement du Québec (Y.B), by a professor
fellowship at the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique and the
Université de Montpellier in France (F.T.), by the program ANR/ERA-net
BiodivERsA (C.C.; Grant: ANR-08-BDVA-0004), and by the French Programme
d’Investissement Avenir (PAI) Paris Nouveau Monde of the heSam consortium
(Ph.D. fellowship to J.M.H.). The funders had no role in study design, data
collection and analysis, decision to publish, or preparation of the manuscript.

Availability of data and materials
The climatic data are available through the WorldClim Global Climate
Database from University of California, Berkeley. http://www.worldclim.org/
Microsatellite genotypes have been submitted to the TreeGenes database
(08.13.2019, Accession no. TGDR158).

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1Forest Research Institute (IRF), University of Quebec in
Abitibi-Témiscamingue (UQAT), 445 Boul. de l’Université, Rouyn-Noranda, QC
J9X 5E4, Canada. 2National Agricultural Research and Innovation Center
(NARIC), Forest Research Institute (FRI), Várkerület u. 30/A, Sárvár 9600,
Hungary. 3Centre for Forest Research (CEF), University of Québec in Montréal
(UQAM), C.P. 8888, succ. Centre-ville, Montréal, QC H3C 3P8, Canada. 4Ecole
Pratique des Hautes Etudes (EPHE), Paris Sciences & Lettres University (PSL),
Paris, France. 5Alcina, 10 rue des Amaryllis, 34070 Montpellier, France.
6Laboratory for Ecology of Natural and Anthropised Hydrosystems (UMR
5023 CNRS UCBL ENTPE), Université Lyon 1, Villeurbanne Cedex, France.

Received: 17 April 2019 Accepted: 9 September 2019

References
1. Eckert C, Samis K, Lougheed S. Genetic variation across species’

geographical ranges: the central–marginal hypothesis and beyond. Mol
Ecol. 2008;17(5):1170–88. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2007.03659.x.

2. Marchelli P, Gallo L. Genetic diversity and differentiation in a southern
beech subjected to introgressive hybridization. Heredity. 2001;87(3):284.
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2540.2001.00882.x.

3. Hampe A, Petit RJ. Conserving biodiversity under climate change: the rear
edge matters. Ecol Lett. 2005;8(5):461–7. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1461-0248.
2005.00739.x.

4. Conner JK, Hartl DL. A primer of ecological genetics. Sunderland: Sinauer
Associates Incorporated; 2004.

5. Brunet J, Larson-Rabin Z, Stewart CM. The distribution of genetic diversity
within and among populations of the rocky mountain columbine: the
impact of gene flow, pollinators, and mating system. Int J Plant Sci. 2012;
173(5):484–94. https://doi.org/10.1086/665263.

6. Provan J, Maggs CA. Unique genetic variation at a species' rear edge is
under threat from global climate change. Proc R Soc Lond B Biol Sci. 2012;
279(1726):39–47. https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2011.0536.

7. Marchi M, Nocentini S, Ducci F. Future scenarios and conservation strategies
for a rear-edge marginal population of Pinus nigra Arnold in Italian central
Apennines. Forest Syst. 2016;25(3):7. https://doi.org/10.5424/fs/2016253-09476.

8. Young A, Boyle T, Brown T. The population genetic consequences of
habitat fragmentation for plants. Trends Ecol Evol. 1996;11(10):413–8.
https://doi.org/10.1016/0169-5347(96)10045-8.

9. Sterling KA, Reed DH, Noonan BP, Warren ML. Genetic effects of habitat
fragmentation and population isolation on Etheostoma raneyi (Percidae).
Conserv Genet. 2012;13(3):859–72. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10592-012-0335-0.

10. Cheptou P-O, Hargreaves AL, Bonte D, Jacquemyn H. Adaptation to fragmentation:
evolutionary dynamics driven by human influences. Philos Trans R Soc Lond Ser B
Biol Sci. 2017;372(1712):20160037. https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2016.0037.

11. Ellstrand NC, Elam DR. Population genetic consequences of small
population size: implications for plant conservation. Annu Rev Ecol Syst.
1993;24(1):217–42. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.ecolsys.24.1.217.

12. Frankel OH, Brown AH, Burdon JJ. Population genetic processes. In: Frankel
OH, Brown AH, Burdon JJ, editors. The conservation of plant biodiversity.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; 1995. p. 126–36.

13. Pulliam HR. On the relationship between niche and distribution. Ecol Lett.
2000;3(4):349–61. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1461-0248.2000.00143.x.

14. Kawecki TJ. Adaptation to marginal habitats. Annu Rev Ecol Evol Syst. 2008;
39(1):321–42. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.ecolsys.38.091206.095622.

15. Kreyling J, Buhk C, Backhaus S, Hallinger M, Huber G, Huber L, Jentsch A,
Konnert M, Thiel D, Wilmking M. Local adaptations to frost in marginal and
central populations of the dominant forest tree Fagus sylvatica L. as affected
by temperature and extreme drought in common garden experiments. Ecol
Evol. 2014;4(5):594–605. https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.971.

16. Bockelmann AC, Reusch TB, Bijlsma R, Bakker J. Habitat differentiation vs.
isolation-by-distance: the genetic population structure of Elymus athericus in
European salt marshes. Mol Ecol. 2003;12(2):505–15. https://doi.org/10.1046/
j.1365-294x.2003.01706.x.

17. Ricklefs RE. Environmental heterogeneity and plant species diversity: a
hypothesis. Am Nat. 1977;111(978):376–81. https://doi.org/10.1086/283169.

18. Roff DA. Life history evolution. Sunderland: Sinauer Associates Inc; 2002.
19. Temunović M, Franjić J, Satovic Z, Grgurev M, Frascaria-Lacoste N, Fernández-

Manjarrés JF. Environmental heterogeneity explains the genetic structure of
continental and Mediterranean populations of Fraxinus angustifolia Vahl. PLoS
One. 2012;7(8):e42764. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0042764.

20. Huang C-L, Chen J-H, Chang C-T, Chung J-D, Liao P-C, Wang J-C, Hwang S-
Y. Disentangling the effects of isolation-by-distance and isolation-by-
environment on genetic differentiation among Rhododendron lineages in
the subgenus Tsutsusi. Tree Genet Genomes. 2016;12(3):53. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s11295-016-1010-2.

21. Feng B, Liu JW, Xu J, Zhao K, Ge ZW, Yang ZL. Ecological and physical
barriers shape genetic structure of the alpine porcini (Boletus reticuloceps).
Mycorrhiza. 2017;27(3):261–72. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00572-016-0751-y.

22. Jiang X-L, An M, Zheng S-S, Deng M, Su Z-H. Geographical isolation and
environmental heterogeneity contribute to the spatial genetic patterns of
Quercus kerrii (Fagaceae). Heredity. 2018;120(3):219. https://doi.org/10.1038/
s41437-017-0012-7.

23. Gram WK, Sork VL. Association between environmental and genetic
heterogeneity in forest tree populations. Ecology. 2001;82(7):2012–21.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2680065.

24. Gugerli F, Senn J, Anzidei M, Madaghiele A, Büchler U, Sperisen C,
Vendramin GG. Chloroplast microsatellites and mitochondrial nad1 intron 2
sequences indicate congruent phylogenetic relationships among Swiss
stone pine (Pinus cembra), Siberian stone pine (Pinus sibirica), and Siberian
dwarf pine (Pinus pumila). Mol Ecol. 2001;10(6):1489–97. https://doi.org/10.
1046/j.1365-294x.2001.01285.x.

25. Gugerli F, Rüegg M, Vendramin GG. Gradual decline in genetic diversity in
Swiss stone pine populations (Pinus cembra) across Switzerland suggests
postglacial re-colonization into the Alps from a common eastern glacial
refugium. Bot Helv. 2009;119(1):13. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00035-009-0052-6.

26. Ravazzi C, Badino F, Marsetti D, Patera G, Reimer PJ. Glacial to paraglacial
history and forest recovery in the Oglio glacier system (Italian Alps)
between 26 and 15 ka cal BP. Quat Sci Rev. 2012;58:146–61. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.quascirev.2012.10.017.

27. Carcaillet C, Latil JL, Abou S, Ali A, Ghaleb B, Magnin F, Roiron P, Aubert S.
Keep your feet warm? A cryptic refugium of trees linked to a geothermal
spring in an ocean of glaciers. Glob Chang Biol. 2018;24(6):2476–87. https://
doi.org/10.1111/gcb.14067.

Tóth et al. BMC Evolutionary Biology          (2019) 19:190 Page 14 of 17

http://www.worldclim.org/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2007.03659.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2540.2001.00882.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1461-0248.2005.00739.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1461-0248.2005.00739.x
https://doi.org/10.1086/665263
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2011.0536
https://doi.org/10.5424/fs/2016253-09476
https://doi.org/10.1016/0169-5347(96)10045-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10592-012-0335-0
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2016.0037
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.ecolsys.24.1.217
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1461-0248.2000.00143.x
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.ecolsys.38.091206.095622
https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.971
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-294x.2003.01706.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-294x.2003.01706.x
https://doi.org/10.1086/283169
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0042764
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11295-016-1010-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11295-016-1010-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00572-016-0751-y
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41437-017-0012-7
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41437-017-0012-7
https://doi.org/10.2307/2680065
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-294x.2001.01285.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-294x.2001.01285.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00035-009-0052-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.quascirev.2012.10.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.quascirev.2012.10.017
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.14067
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.14067


28. Höhn M, Gugerli F, Abran P, Bisztray G, Buonamici A, Cseke K, Hufnagel L,
Quintela-Sabarís C, Sebastiani F, Vendramin GG. Variation in the chloroplast
DNA of Swiss stone pine (Pinus cembra L.) reflects contrasting post-glacial
history of populations from the Carpathians and the Alps. J Biogeogr. 2009;
36(9):1798–806. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2699.2009.02122.x.

29. Lendvay B, Höhn M, Brodbeck S, Mîndrescu M, Gugerli F. Genetic structure
in Pinus cembra from the Carpathian Mountains inferred from nuclear and
chloroplast microsatellites confirms post-glacial range contraction and
identifies introduced individuals. Tree Genet Genomes. 2014;10(5):1419–33.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11295-014-0770-9.

30. Schneider R, Tobolski K. Lago di Ganna-late-glacial and Holocene
environments of a lake in the southern Alps. Diss Bot. 1985;87:229–71.

31. Hofstetter S, Tinner W, Valsecchi V, Carraro G, Conedera M. Lateglacial and
Holocene vegetation history in the Insubrian southern Alps—new
indications from a small-scale site. Veg Hist Archaeobot. 2006;15(2):87–98.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00334-005-0005-y.

32. Lewandowski A, Burczyk J. Mating system and genetic diversity in
natural populations of European larch (Larix decidua) and stone pine
(Pinus cembra) located at higher elevations. Silvae Genet. 2000;49(3):
158–60.

33. Teodosiu M, Pȃrnuta G. Genetic diversity and differentiation in Swiss
stone pine (Pinus cembra L.) provenances from Romania. Analele ICAS.
2007;50:7–15.

34. Höhn M, Ábrán P, Vendramin GG. Genetic analysis of Swiss stone pine
populations (Pinus cembra L. subsp. cembra) from the Carpathians using
chloroplast microsatellites. Acta Sil Lign Hung. 2005;1:39–47.

35. Carcaillet C, Blarquez O. Fire ecology of a tree glacial refugium on a nunatak
with a view on alpine glaciers. New Phytol. 2017;216(4):1281–90. https://doi.
org/10.1111/nph.14721.

36. Lawton JH. Range, population abundance and conservation. Trends Ecol
Evol. 1993;8(11):409–13. https://doi.org/10.1016/0169-5347(93)90043-o.

37. Lesica P, Allendorf FW. When are peripheral populations valuable for
conservation? Conserv Biol. 1995;9(4):753–60. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1523-
1739.1995.09040753.x.

38. Vucetich JA, Waite TA. Spatial patterns of demography and genetic
processes across the species' range: null hypotheses for landscape
conservation genetics. Conserv Genet. 2003;4(5):639–45. https://doi.org/
10.1023/a:1025671831349.

39. Micheletti SJ, Storfer A. A test of the central–marginal hypothesis using
population genetics and ecological niche modelling in an endemic
salamander (Ambystoma barbouri). Mol Ecol. 2015;24(5):967–79. https://doi.
org/10.1111/mec.13083.

40. Dzialuk A, Chybicki I, Gout R, Mączka T, Fleischer P, Konrad H, Curtu AL,
Sofletea N, Valadon A. No reduction in genetic diversity of Swiss stone pine
(Pinus cembra L.) in Tatra Mountains despite high fragmentation and small
population size. Conserv Genet. 2014;15(6):1433–45. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10592-014-0628-6.

41. Krutovskii KV, Politov DV, Altukhov YP. Isozyme study of population genetic
structure, mating system and phylogenetic relationships of the five stone
pine species (subsection Cembrae, section Strobi, subgenus Strobus). In:
Baradat P, Adams WT, Müller-Starck G, editors. Population genetics and
genetic conservation of forest trees. Amsterdam: SPB Academic Publishing;
1995. p. 279–304.

42. Hewitt G. Genetic consequences of climatic oscillations in the quaternary.
Philos Trans R Soc Lond Ser B Biol Sci. 2004;359(1442):183–95. https://doi.
org/10.1098/rstb.2003.1388.

43. Sagarin RD, Gaines SD, Gaylord B. Moving beyond assumptions to
understand abundance distributions across the ranges of species. Trends
Ecol Evol. 2006;21(9):524–30. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2006.06.008.

44. Pironon S, Villellas J, Morris WF, Doak DF, García MB. Do geographic,
climatic or historical ranges differentiate the performance of central versus
peripheral populations? Glob Ecol Biogeogr. 2015;24(6):611–20. https://doi.
org/10.1111/geb.12263.

45. Garza J, Williamson E. Detection of reduction in population size using data
from microsatellite loci. Mol Ecol. 2001;10(2):305–18. https://doi.org/10.1046/
j.1365-294x.2001.01190.x.

46. Buchholz-Sørensen M, Vella A. Population structure, genetic diversity,
effective population size, demographic history and regional connectivity
patterns of the endangered dusky grouper, Epinephelus marginatus
(Teleostei: Serranidae), within Malta’s fisheries management zone. PLoS One.
2016;11(7):e0159864. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0159864.

47. Williamson-Natesan EG. Comparison of methods for detecting bottlenecks
from microsatellite loci. Conserv Genet. 2005;6(4):551–62. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s10592-005-9009-5.

48. Padilla DP, Spurgin LG, Fairfield EA, Illera JC, Richardson DS. Population
history, gene flow, and bottlenecks in island populations of a secondary
seed disperser, the southern grey shrike (Lanius meridionalis Koenigi). Ecol
Evol. 2015;5(1):36–45. https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.1334.

49. Tessier L, de Beaulieu JL, Couteaux M, Edouard JL, Ponel P, Ronaldo C,
Thinon M, Thomas A, Tobolski K. Holocene palaeoenvironments at the
timberline in the French Alps—a multidisciplinary approach. Boreas. 1993;
22(3):244–54. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1502-3885.1993.tb00184.x.

50. David F. Vegetation dynamics in the northern French Alps. Hist Biol. 1995;
9(4):269–95. https://doi.org/10.1080/10292389509380504.

51. Ali AA, Carcaillet C, Talon B, Roiron P, Terral JF. Pinus cembra L. (arolla pine),
a common tree in the inner French Alps since the early Holocene and
above the present tree line: a synthesis based on charcoal data from soils
and travertines. J Biogeogr. 2005;32(9):1659–69. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.
1365-2699.2005.01308.x.

52. Carcaillet C. A spatially precise study of Holocene fire history, climate and
human impact within the Maurienne valley, north French Alps. J Ecol. 1998;
86(3):384–96. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2745.1998.00267.x.

53. Talon B. Reconstruction of Holocene high-altitude vegetation cover in the
French southern Alps: evidence from soil charcoal. Holocene. 2010;20(1):35–
44. https://doi.org/10.1177/0959683609348842.

54. Leys B, Carcaillet C. Subalpine fires: the roles of vegetation, climate and,
ultimately, land uses. Clim Chang. 2016;135(3–4):683–97. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s10584-016-1594-4.

55. Genries A, Muller SD, Mercier L, Bircker L, Carcaillet C. Fires control spatial
variability of subalpine vegetation dynamics during the Holocene in the
Maurienne valley (French Alps). Ecoscience. 2009;16(1):13–22. https://doi.
org/10.2980/16-1-3180.

56. Blarquez O, Carcaillet C, Elzein TM, Roiron P. Needle accumulation rate model-
based reconstruction of palaeo-tree biomass in the western subalpine Alps.
Holocene. 2012;22(5):579–87. https://doi.org/10.1177/0959683611427333.

57. Spear SF, Peterson CR, Matocq MD, Storfer A. Molecular evidence for
historical and recent population size reductions of tiger salamanders
(Ambystoma tigrinum) in Yellowstone National Park. Conserv Genet. 2006;
7(4):605–11. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10592-005-9095-4.

58. Hampe A, Arroyo J, Jordano P, Petit RJ. Rangewide phylogeography of a
bird-dispersed Eurasian shrub: contrasting Mediterranean and temperate
glacial refugia. Mol Ecol. 2003;12(12):3415–26. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-
294x.2003.02006.x.

59. Petit RJ, Aguinagalde I, de Beaulieu J-L, Bittkau C, Brewer S, Cheddadi R,
Ennos R, Fineschi S, Grivet D, Lascoux M. Glacial refugia: hotspots but not
melting pots of genetic diversity. Science. 2003;300(5625):1563–5. https://
doi.org/10.1126/science.1083264.

60. Monegato G, Ravazzi C, Culiberg M, Pini R, Bavec M, Calderoni G, Jež J,
Perego R. Sedimentary evolution and persistence of open forests between
the south-eastern alpine fringe and the northern Dinarides during the last
glacial maximum. Palaeogeogr Palaeoclimatol Palaeoecol. 2015;436:23–40.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.palaeo.2015.06.025.

61. Wagner S, Liepelt S, Gerber S, Petit RJ. Within-range translocations and their
consequences in European larch. PLoS One. 2015;10(5):e0127516. https://
doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0127516.

62. Buoncristiani J-F, Campy M. The palaeogeography of the last two glacial
episodes in France: The Alps and Jura. In: Ehlers J, Gibbard PL, editors.
Quaternary Glaciations—Extent and Chronology: Part I: Europe. Amsterdam:
Elsevier Science; 2004. p. 101–11.

63. Cossart E, Fort M, Bourles D, Carcaillet J, Perrier R, Siame L, Braucher R.
Climatic significance of glacier retreat and rockglaciers re-assessed in the
light of cosmogenic dating and weathering rind thickness in Clarée valley
(Briançonnais, French Alps). Catena. 2010;80(3):204–19. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.catena.2009.11.007.

64. Ponel P, de Beaulieu J-L, Tobolski K. Holocene palaeoenvironments at the
timberline in the Taillefer massif, French Alps: a study of pollen, plant
macrofossils and fossil insects. Holocene. 1992;2(2):117–30. https://doi.org/
10.1177/095968369200200203.

65. Manel S, Holderegger R. Ten years of landscape genetics. Trends Ecol Evol.
2013;28(10):614–21. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2013.05.012.

66. Brauer CJ, Unmack PJ, Smith S, Bernatchez L, Beheregaray LB. On the roles
of landscape heterogeneity and environmental variation in determining

Tóth et al. BMC Evolutionary Biology          (2019) 19:190 Page 15 of 17

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2699.2009.02122.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11295-014-0770-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00334-005-0005-y
https://doi.org/10.1111/nph.14721
https://doi.org/10.1111/nph.14721
https://doi.org/10.1016/0169-5347(93)90043-o
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1523-1739.1995.09040753.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1523-1739.1995.09040753.x
https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1025671831349
https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1025671831349
https://doi.org/10.1111/mec.13083
https://doi.org/10.1111/mec.13083
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10592-014-0628-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10592-014-0628-6
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2003.1388
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2003.1388
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2006.06.008
https://doi.org/10.1111/geb.12263
https://doi.org/10.1111/geb.12263
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-294x.2001.01190.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-294x.2001.01190.x
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0159864
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10592-005-9009-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10592-005-9009-5
https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.1334
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1502-3885.1993.tb00184.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/10292389509380504
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2699.2005.01308.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2699.2005.01308.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2745.1998.00267.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959683609348842
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-016-1594-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-016-1594-4
https://doi.org/10.2980/16-1-3180
https://doi.org/10.2980/16-1-3180
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959683611427333
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10592-005-9095-4
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-294x.2003.02006.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-294x.2003.02006.x
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1083264
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1083264
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.palaeo.2015.06.025
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0127516
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0127516
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.catena.2009.11.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.catena.2009.11.007
https://doi.org/10.1177/095968369200200203
https://doi.org/10.1177/095968369200200203
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2013.05.012


population genomic structure in a dendritic system. Mol Ecol. 2018;27(17):
3484–97. https://doi.org/10.1111/mec.14808.

67. Ritland K, Meagher L, Edwards D, El-Kassaby Y. Isozyme variation and the
conservation genetics of Garry oak. Botany. 2005;83(11):1478–87. https://doi.
org/10.1139/b05-114.

68. Housset JM, Girardin MP, Baconnet M, Carcaillet C, Bergeron Y. Unexpected
warming-induced growth decline in Thuja occidentalis at its northern limits in North
America. J Biogeogr. 2015;42(7):1233–45. https://doi.org/10.1111/jbi.12508.

69. Sánchez-Salguero R, Camarero JJ, Gutiérrez E, González Rouco F, Gazol A,
Sangüesa-Barreda G, Andreu-Hayles L, Linares JC, Seftigen K. Assessing
forest vulnerability to climate warming using a process-based model of tree
growth: bad prospects for rear-edges. Glob Chang Biol. 2017;23(7):2705–19.
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.13541.

70. Wang X, Pederson N, Chen Z, Lawton K, Zhu C, Han S. Recent rising
temperatures drive younger and southern Korean pine growth decline. Sci
Total Environ. 2019;649:1105–16. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2018.08.393.

71. Carrer M, Nola P, Eduard JL, Motta R, Urbinati C. Regional variability of climate–
growth relationships in Pinus cembra high elevation forests in the Alps. J Ecol.
2007;95(5):1072–83. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2745.2007.01281.x.

72. Scarascia-Mugnozza G, Oswald H, Piussi P, Radoglou K. Forests of the
Mediterranean region: gaps in knowledge and research needs. For Ecol
Manag. 2000;132(1):97–109. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0378-1127(00)00383-2.

73. Giorgi F, Lionello P. Climate change projections for the Mediterranean region. Glob
Planet Change. 2008;63(2–3):90–104. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloplacha.2007.09.005.

74. Motta R, Lingua E. Human impact on size, age, and spatial structure in a
mixed European larch and Swiss stone pine forest in the Western Italian
Alps. Can J For Res. 2005;35(8):1809–20. https://doi.org/10.1139/x05-107.

75. Battipaglia G, Büntgen U, McCloskey SP, Blarquez O, Denis N, Paradis L,
Brossier B, Fournier T, Carcaillet C. Long-term effects of climate and land-use
change on larch budmoth outbreaks in the French Alps. Clim Res. 2014;
62(1):1–14. https://doi.org/10.3354/cr01251.

76. Wright S. Isolation by distance. Genetics. 1943;28(2):114.
77. Slatkin M. Isolation by distance in equilibrium and non-equilibrium

populations. Evolution. 1993;47(1):264–79. https://doi.org/10.2307/2410134.
78. Wang IJ, Summers K. Genetic structure is correlated with phenotypic

divergence rather than geographic isolation in the highly polymorphic
strawberry poison-dart frog. Mol Ecol. 2010;19(3):447–58. https://doi.org/10.
1111/j.1365-294x.2009.04465.x.

79. Sexton JP, Hangartner SB, Hoffmann AA. Genetic isolation by environment
or distance: which pattern of gene flow is most common? Evolution. 2014;
68(1):1–15. https://doi.org/10.1111/evo.12258.

80. Wang IJ, Bradburd GS. Isolation by environment. Mol Ecol. 2014;23(23):5649–
62. https://doi.org/10.1111/mec.12938.

81. Wang IJ. Examining the full effects of landscape heterogeneity on spatial
genetic variation: a multiple matrix regression approach for quantifying
geographic and ecological isolation. Evolution. 2013;67(12):3403–11. https://
doi.org/10.1111/evo.12134.

82. Frei C, Christensen JH, Déqué M, Jacob D, Jones RG, Vidale PL. Daily
precipitation statistics in regional climate models: evaluation and
intercomparison for the European Alps. J Geophys Res Atmos. 2003;108(D3).
https://doi.org/10.1029/2002jd002287.

83. Isotta FA, Frei C, Weilguni V, Perčec TadićM, Lassegues P, Rudolf B, Pavan V,
Cacciamani C, Antolini G, Ratto SM. The climate of daily precipitation in the Alps:
development and analysis of a high-resolution grid dataset from pan-alpine rain-
gauge data. Int J Climatol. 2014;34(5):1657–75. https://doi.org/10.1002/joc.3794.

84. Sork VL, Davis FW, Westfall R, Flint A, Ikegami M, Wang H, Grivet D. Gene
movement and genetic association with regional climate gradients in
California valley oak (Quercus lobata Née) in the face of climate change.
Mol Ecol. 2010;19(17):3806–23. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2010.04726.x.

85. Mosca E, Eckert AJ, Di Pierro EA, Rocchini D, La Porta N, Belletti P, Neale DB.
The geographical and environmental determinants of genetic diversity for
four alpine conifers of the European Alps. Mol Ecol. 2012;21(22):5530–45.
https://doi.org/10.1111/mec.12043.

86. Manel S, Gugerli F, Thuiller W, Alvarez N, Legendre P, Holderegger R, Gielly
L, Taberlet P, Consortium I. Broad-scale adaptive genetic variation in alpine
plants is driven by temperature and precipitation. Mol Ecol. 2012;21(15):
3729–38. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2012.05656.x.

87. Salzer K, Sebastiani F, Gugerli F, Buonamici A, Vendramin G. Isolation and
characterization of polymorphic nuclear microsatellite loci in Pinus cembra L.
Mol Ecol Resour. 2009;9(3):858–61. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1755-0998.2008.
02396.x.

88. van Oosterhout C, Hutchinson WF, Wills DP, Shipley P. MICRO-CHECKER:
software for identifying and correcting genotyping errors in microsatellite
data. Mol Ecol Notes. 2004;4(3):535–8. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.
2004.00684.x.

89. Peakall R, Smouse PE. Genalex 6: genetic analysis in excel. Population
genetic software for teaching and research. Mol Ecol Notes. 2006;6(1):288–
95. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2005.01155.x.

90. R Core Team. R: A language and environment for statistical computing.
Vienna: R Foundation for Statistical Computing; 2013.

91. Adamack AT, Gruber B. PopGenReport: simplifying basic population genetic
analyses in R. Methods Ecol Evol. 2014;5(4):384–7. https://doi.org/10.1111/
2041-210x.12158.

92. Kamvar ZN, Tabima JF, Grünwald NJ. Poppr: an R package for genetic
analysis of populations with clonal, partially clonal, and/or sexual
reproduction. PeerJ. 2014;2:e281. https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.281.

93. Goudet J. FSTAT (version 1.2): a computer program to calculate F-statistics. J
Hered. 1995;86(6):485–6. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2004.00828.x.

94. Weir BS, Cockerham CC. Estimating F-statistics for the analysis of population
structure. Evolution. 1984;38(6):1358–70. https://doi.org/10.2307/2408641.

95. Rousset F. Genepop’007: a complete re-implementation of the genepop
software for windows and Linux. Mol Ecol Resour. 2008;8(1):103–6. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2007.01931.x.

96. Cornuet JM, Luikart G. Description and power analysis of two tests for
detecting recent population bottlenecks from allele frequency data.
Genetics. 1996;144(4):2001–14.

97. Di Rienzo A, Peterson A, Garza J, Valdes A, Slatkin M, Freimer N. Mutational
processes of simple-sequence repeat loci in human populations. Proc Natl
Acad Sci U S A. 1994;91(8):3166–70. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.91.8.3166.

98. Piry S, Luikart G, Cornuet JM. BOTTLENECK: a computer program for
detecting recent reductions in the effective population size using allele
frequency data. J Hered. 1999;90(4):502–3. https://doi.org/10.1093/
jhered/90.4.502.

99. Luikart G, Cornuet JM. Empirical evaluation of a test for identifying recently
bottlenecked populations from allele frequency data. Conserv Biol. 1998;
12(1):228–37. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1523-1739.1998.96388.x.

100. Excoffier L, Lischer HE. Arlequin suite ver 3.5: a new series of programs to
perform population genetics analyses under Linux and windows. Mol Ecol
Resour. 2010;10(3):564–7. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1755-0998.2010.02847.x.

101. Peery MZ, Kirby R, Reid BN, Stoelting R, Doucet-Beer E, Robinson S, Vásquez-
Carrillo C, Pauli JN, Palsboli PJ. Reliability of genetic bottleneck tests for
detecting recent population declines. Mol Ecol. 2012;21(14):3403–18. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2012.05635.x.

102. Nei M. Analysis of gene diversity in subdivided populations. Proc Natl Acad
Sci U S A. 1973;70(12):3321–3. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.70.12.3321.

103. Goudet J. Hierfstat, a package for R to compute and test hierarchical F-
statistics. Mol Ecol Notes. 2005;5(1):184–6. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-
8286.2004.00828.x.

104. Lê S, Josse J, Husson F. FactoMineR: an R package for multivariate analysis. J
Stat Softw. 2008;25(1):1–18. https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v025.i01.

105. Pritchard JK, Stephens M, Donnelly P. Inference of population structure
using multilocus genotype data. Genetics. 2000;155(2):945–59.

106. Evanno G, Regnaut S, Goudet J. Detecting the number of clusters of
individuals using the software STRUCTURE: a simulation study. Mol Ecol.
2005;14(8):2611–20. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2005.02553.x.

107. Earl DA, von Holdt BM. STRUCTURE HARVESTER: a website and program for
visualizing STRUCTURE output and implementing the Evanno method. Conserv
Genet Resour. 2012;4(2):359–61. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12686-011-9548-7.

108. Jakobsson M, Rosenberg NA. CLUMPP: a cluster matching and permutation
program for dealing with label switching and multimodality in analysis of
population structure. Bioinformatics. 2007;23(14):1801–6. https://doi.org/10.
1093/bioinformatics/btm233.

109. Manni F, Guerard E, Heyer E. Geographic patterns of (genetic, morphologic,
linguistic) variation: how barriers can be detected by using Monmonier's
algorithm. Hum Biol. 2004;76(2):173–90. https://doi.org/10.1353/hub.2004.0034.

110. Nei M. Estimation of average heterozygosity and genetic distance from a
small number of individuals. Genetics. 1978;89:583–90.

111. Dieringer D, Schlötterer C. Microsatellite analyser (MSA): a platform
independent analysis tool for large microsatellite data sets. Mol Ecol Notes.
2003;3(1):167–9. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1471-8286.2003.00351.x.

112. Mantel N. The detection of disease clustering and a generalized regression
approach. Cancer Res. 1967;27(2 Part 1):209–20.

Tóth et al. BMC Evolutionary Biology          (2019) 19:190 Page 16 of 17

https://doi.org/10.1111/mec.14808
https://doi.org/10.1139/b05-114
https://doi.org/10.1139/b05-114
https://doi.org/10.1111/jbi.12508
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.13541
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2018.08.393
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2745.2007.01281.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0378-1127(00)00383-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloplacha.2007.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1139/x05-107
https://doi.org/10.3354/cr01251
https://doi.org/10.2307/2410134
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2009.04465.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2009.04465.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/evo.12258
https://doi.org/10.1111/mec.12938
https://doi.org/10.1111/evo.12134
https://doi.org/10.1111/evo.12134
https://doi.org/10.1029/2002jd002287
https://doi.org/10.1002/joc.3794
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2010.04726.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/mec.12043
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2012.05656.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1755-0998.2008.02396.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1755-0998.2008.02396.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2004.00684.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2004.00684.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2005.01155.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/2041-210x.12158
https://doi.org/10.1111/2041-210x.12158
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.281
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2004.00828.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/2408641
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2007.01931.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2007.01931.x
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.91.8.3166
https://doi.org/10.1093/jhered/90.4.502
https://doi.org/10.1093/jhered/90.4.502
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1523-1739.1998.96388.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1755-0998.2010.02847.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2012.05635.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2012.05635.x
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.70.12.3321
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2004.00828.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-8286.2004.00828.x
https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v025.i01
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294x.2005.02553.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12686-011-9548-7
https://doi.org/10.1093/bioinformatics/btm233
https://doi.org/10.1093/bioinformatics/btm233
https://doi.org/10.1353/hub.2004.0034
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1471-8286.2003.00351.x


113. Jombart T, Ahmed I. Adegenet 1.3-1: new tools for the analysis of genome-
wide SNP data. Bioinformatics. 2011;27(21):3070–1. https://doi.org/10.1093/
bioinformatics/btr521.

114. Venables WN, Ripley BD. Modern applied statistics with S, vol. fourth edition.
New York: Springer; 2002.

115. Oksanen J, Blanchet FG, Friendly M, Kindt R, Legendre P, McGlinn D,
Minchin PR, O'Hara RB, Simpson GL, Solymos P, Stevens MHH, Szoecs E,
Wagner, H: Package ‘vegan’: Community ecology package. [https://cran.r-
project.org/web/packages/vegan/index.html].

116. Kassambara A, Mundt F. Factoextra: extract and visualize the results of
multivariate data analyses. R package version. 2016;1(3):2016 [https://cran.r-
project.org/web/packages/factoextra/index.html].

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Tóth et al. BMC Evolutionary Biology          (2019) 19:190 Page 17 of 17

https://doi.org/10.1093/bioinformatics/btr521
https://doi.org/10.1093/bioinformatics/btr521
https://cran.r-project.org/web/packages/vegan/index.html
https://cran.r-project.org/web/packages/vegan/index.html
https://cran.r-project.org/web/packages/factoextra/index.html
https://cran.r-project.org/web/packages/factoextra/index.html

	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Results
	Levels and patterns of genetic diversity
	Population stability
	Genetic differentiation and structure
	Isolation by distance and climatic heterogeneity

	Discussion
	Marginal populations have maintained their genetic diversity
	Historical bottleneck fits the paleoecology, but recent population sizes are stable
	Genetic differentiation and population structuring towards the range margin
	Signatures of glacial refugia and postglacial migration routes
	Climatic heterogeneity is a stronger driver of isolation than geographical distance

	Conclusions
	Methods
	Population sampling and regional setting
	Microsatellite genotyping
	Statistical data analysis
	Genetic diversity

	Population stability analysis
	Genetic differentiation and population structure
	Climatic heterogeneity

	Supplementary information
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

