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Abstract The interrelationship of soil and vegetation
degradation is an emerging issue, where most studies
have addressed severe degradation so far. We aimed at
revealing changes in soil accompanying slight vegeta-
tion degradation in a case study involving xeromeso-
philous grasslands from Hungary. Slight degradation is
of special interest here because the target community
(Euphorbio pannonicae—Brachypodietum pinnati as-
sociation) has great nature conservation value. Vegeta-
tion status was related to chemical and structural soil
properties by principal component analysis and redun-
dancy analysis. Vegetation conditions were assessed by
species abundances and by fine-scale spatial structure,
which is proposed here for soil-vegetation studies.
Slight vegetation degradation clearly manifested itself
in soil properties. Differences in vegetation status when
assessed by species abundances were mirrored in
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chemical soil properties. When structural vegetation
descriptors were used, a soil structure property (bulk
density) was responsible for the segregation according
to naturalness. Vegetation-soil relationships were more
consistent over biogeographic regions, when vegeta-
tion structural descriptors were used. Differences in
chemical soil properties reflected species abundance
pattern, as was found in most non-grazing related
degradation studies. However, changes to soil structure
also accompanied slight degradation, and their impor-
tance was revealed when vegetation structure was
taken into account.

Keywords Base-rock influence - Geographic
variation - Naturalness - Soil structure - Vegetation
structure

Introduction

While considerable knowledge has accumulated about
plant-soil relationships, these mostly encompass
single-species studies (Morales-Sillero et al. 2009;
Schafer and Mack 2010). Less is known about
vegetation-soil interactions and about how vegetation
status, including degradation is reflected in soils. In
natural communities, coexisting species may change
soil characteristics directly, but also modify the
reaction of each other to soil (Harrison and Bargett
2010), therefore soil requirements of individual
species are not necessarily reflected in the occurrence
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pattern within the community. Ample expert knowl-
edge has accumulated about vegetation-soil relation-
ships (Goodall 1989-2005), but quantitative studies
are relatively rare (Elberling et al. 2008). It appears,
however, that soil conditions do not only vary with
species composition or plant associations. Elberling et
al. (2008) have found the variation within a plant
community may be as large as among communities.
Such variation is possibly due to the different status of
the communities within the vegetation dynamics
process.

Currently, studying the effects of human use and
disturbance on soil and vegetation simultaneously is
receiving increased attention, since many of the
Earth’s ecosystems are threatened by intensification
of use. Most authors reported significant differences
in soil properties under vegetation disturbed to
various degrees in several aspects including chemistry
and physical attributes as well (Critchley et al. 2002;
Miiller et al. 2004; Myklestad 2004; Li et al. 2009).
On the contrary, Lindell et al. (2010) found no
differences in the characteristics of soils under native
vegetation versus agricultural use. However, in most
of these studies degradation was studied in its severe
form. An exception is Cheng et al. (2007), who
studied a full degradation gradient and also found
differences in soil conditions typical to slight and
severe degradation.

The conclusion of soil-vegetation studies regarding
degradation may differ for a number of reasons. A
major reason is surely the source of disturbance. A
less obvious reason is the type of vegetation assess-
ment. Early detection of slight degradation requires
sensitive vegetation assessment, which might be the
reason why severe degradation has been typically
considered so far in soil-vegetation studies. Vegeta-
tion is typically characterised by species richness in
soil-vegetation studies for generality and simplicity
(Amorim and Batalha 2008; Pohl et al. 2009;
Laurance et al. 2010). However, increasing number
of studies have provided evidence that community
responses to disturbances or degradation manifest less
in changes of local species richness and more in
changes in the structure, the fine-scale spatial com-
plexity of the community (Campetella et al. 2004;
Standovar et al. 2006; Viragh et al. 2008). Another
reason, why conclusions can differ is, that vegetation-
soil relationships often vary with geographical regions
(Gough et al. 2000; Hajkova et al. 2007; van Dobben
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and de Vries 2010). Even if the relationship would be
comparable over regions, change in the species
composition due to biogeographic reasons can mask
this. Therefore, using species abundances as a mean
to capture vegetation complexity in relation to soil,
which is widespread nowadays (e.g. Somodi and
Botta-Dukat 2004; Costa et al. 2005; Li et al. 2008),
may lead to ambiguous results if the study is
conducted over biogeographic regions or broad
management regimes (e.g. Myklestad 2004). Changes
in descriptors of vegetation structure are potentially
more predictable than species composition, and
therefore, it is a promising way to overcome such
difficulties (Romme et al. 2009; Walker et al. 2010).
A useful family of diversity-related, multiscale func-
tions for quantifying vegetation structure and keeping
most of its complexity has been introduced by Juhasz-
Nagy (Juhasz-Nagy 1976, 1984, 1993; Bartha et al.
1998). These functions and related measures are
capable of characterising the co-occurrence pattern
of species at multiple scales, which allows assessing
the studied vegetation in its full complexity.

There is a special interest in the naturalness of
Brachypodium pinnatum dominated grasslands in
Hungary. Although, the increasing dominance of B.
pinnatum poses a threat to biodiversity in the Atlantic
region of Europe (Bobbink and Willems 1987, 1992),
in semiarid areas of the continent such as in Hungary,
Brachypodium grasslands are remnants of the native
wooded steppe vegetation. As the native wooded
steppe has been largely removed by agriculture, such
remnants are considered to be vulnerable. They are
characterized by high species richness (45-50 species
in 4 m® quadrats, Horvath 2010) and contain
numerous elements of the former oak woodland (e.g.
Campanula persicifolia, Tanacetum corymbosum,
Peucedanum cervaria); thus they have great nature
conservation value (Fekete et al. 1998). Brachypo-
dium grasslands in Hungary belong to the grassland
component of wooded steppe (FEuphorbio pannonicae—
Brachypodietum pinnati association, Horvath 2010),
and typically occur on the north and north-east facing
hillsides, at about 35° steep slopes, at 150-300 m above
sea level. For further detailes of floristic composition
and habitat conditions of this grassland community see
Horvath (2010). Nomenclature follows Tutin et al.
(2001).

The first aim of this study was to explore whether
and how slight vegetation degradation appears in soil
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characteristics of these grasslands. To assist this aim
we formulated the following questions:

(1) Can the compositional differentiation of samples
from different vegetation conditions (degraded,
undistrubed) be coupled with specific soil
patterns?

(2) Is there a difference in the generality of soil-
vegetation relationships whether vegetation is
characterised by abundance relationships or fine-
scale structure?

(3) Does the level of site influence of these relation-
ships differ with the type of vegetation assessment?

Material and methods
Sampling

12 natural and 12 degraded stands of Brachypodium
grasslands were sampled. To provide more general
results these samples originated from two geographic
regions within Hungary (Mez6f6ld N47°6'15”, E18°32'
0"; Godoll6-hills, N47°32'29”, E19°21'41"). While the
community remains the same, distinct biogeographic
differences make the actual species composition of the
stands in the different regions slightly different.
Sampled stands were selected a priori so as to represent
the natural and slightly degraded status, however they
were similar in every other aspects as much as possible
including the association they belong to. Natural stands
sampled were located within nature preserves, were
surrounded by natural vegetation and therefore were
subject to natural disturbances only. In the past, more
than 30 years ago, all the sampled grasslands (both now
degraded and natural) from the region of Mez6fold
were moderately grazed. No major past disturbances to
natural stands are known from the other region.
Degraded stands in both locations have been subjected
and are still exposed to occasional human disturbance
(including fire, trampling, moto-cross, planting of
electricity pillars). Nevertheless, the occurrence of these
disturbances is sporadic; therefore they do not change
the main character of the vegetation. Degraded stands,
as a contrast to natural ones, are surrounded by arable
fields or by strongly degraded vegetation, which again
influence the target vegetation. The difference between
degraded and natural stands regarding vegetation is yet
subtle, both kinds of stands can still be considered

exemplars of the Euphorbio pannonicae—Brachypo-
dietum pinnati association. Differences do not appear
either in species richness or diversity. Stands of
different status here mainly differ in their physiognomy,
e.g. some tall, ruderal dicots are present in degraded
stands (Solidago gigantea, Ononis spinosa, Stenactis
annua, Erigeron annuus and Artemisia vulgaris) and in
their within-stand spatial heterogeneity, i.e. spatial
organisation and structure (Viragh et al. 2008). Dynam-
ic processes are slow in these communities; thus they
can be considered dynamically stable at the decade-
scale (Viragh et al. 2008).

Vegetation data

Vegetation sampling was carried out at the beginning
of July according to the standard sampling protocol
optimised for collecting data for information statistical
analysis (see also Viragh et al. 2008). Natural stands
were sampled in 2004, degraded ones in 2005. Soil
analysis was carried out in 2008. In general, sampling
in different years can influence vegetation compar-
isons, but the status of the grasslands studied here has
been shown to be stable at the decade scale (Viragh et
al. 2008). Namely, they were found to fluctuate in
terms of species composition and structure in distinct
regions according to degradation status; therefore we
can assume that sampling dates do not influence our
analyses.

Presence of rooted species were recorded in 25 cm?
contiguous microquadrats along a 52 m long circular
transect in each sample stand. Abundance of each
species was quantified by the frequency of their
individuals recorded in 1040 units of microquadrats
along this transect. In the present analyses of
abundance data, however, only those species were
included which were more frequent than 0.01 when
taking all stands into account. Spatial structures of the
vegetation stands were described by two of Juhész-
Nagy’s information statistical functions: composition-
al diversity (FD) and associatum (As). Compositional
diversity is the Shannon diversity of the frequency
distribution of species combinations. Associatum (As)
is an information theory measure that describes the
overall multi-species spatial dependence within the
community. Both functions are calculated at a series
of scales by merging microquadrats hierarchically;
thus they synthesise the complexity of within-stand
coexistence relationships (structural complexity of the
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community). For detailed explanation of the functions
and the theoretical background of this multiscale
methodology, which is based on Juhasz-Nagy’s
information theory models consult Juhasz-Nagy
(1976, 1984, 1993), Juhasz-Nagy and Podani
(1983), and Bartha et al. (1998, 2004).

Soil sampling and laboratory analysis

For soil sampling, three replicate points were marked
within each stand, where vegetation sampling was
carried out. At each point five replicate soil samples
were collected from the depths of 0—10 and 10-20 cm of
the soil and analyses were performed separately for each
depth. Exceptions are soil bulk density and penetration
depth. The former was determined only from the top 0—
5 cm, by collecting core samples with standard steal
cylinders (0.0001 m?). The latter was measured with a
drop hammer penetrometer in the field. During each
measurement a 1,000 g hammer was dropped from
50 cm height five times and subsequently, the
penetration depth of the 60° cone on the 15 mm thick
rod was measured (Campbell and Hunter 1986; Godwin
et al. 1991; Herrick and Jones 2002).

Chemical attributes of the soil were determined by
standard methods according to Sparks (1996) in the
laboratory after samples had been air-dried. All these
analyses were conducted in the laboratories of the
Research Institute for Soil Science and Agricultural
Chemistry of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences,
Budapest. pH was measured at 1:2.5 soil : water ratio
after 1 day equilibration time, CaCOj; content was
determined with Scheibler-calcimeter, and plant avail-
able potassium and phosphorus were determined with
ammonium lactate-acetic (AL) extraction (Diest 1963).
NH,4-N and NO;-N were measured by steam distillation
after the methods of Houba et al. (1990) and Bremmer
(1965). In order to eliminate the effect of root-mass, soil
organic matter was only determined in the 10-20 cm
layer with Tyurin method, which is a proxi of the
Walkley-Black method (cf. Moore and Chapman 1986).

Means and standard deviation of soil properties for
the individual sampling stands are presented in Table 1.

Data analysis
Before the actual analyses, abundance data and soil

data were analysed using detrended correspondence
analysis (DCA) to determine whether linear or
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Table 1 Soil properties of the sampled stands. Means and standard deviations are presented. Soil organic matter was only determined in the deeper layer to eliminate the effect of

root-mass. Bulk density refers to the upper 5 cm of the soil. Penetration depth was determined from the surface of the soil

natural stands in the G6dollé-hills degraded stands in the Godoll6-hills

degraded stands in Mez6fold

natural stands in Mez6fold

10-20 cm upper 10 cm  10-20 cm upper 10 cm 10-20 cm upper 10 cm 10-20 cm

upper 10 cm

depth

7.32+0.30
5.98+0.86
2.82+2.45
141.73+19.72
60.11+7.83

7.23+£0.28

7.10£0.73

5.43+0.74

4.26+2.49
241.29+77.80
55.74+16.03

6.96+0.77

7.62+0.09 7.33+0.16 7.52+0.10
8.22+0.49
3.77+1.07

6.92+1.57
9.12+4.86

7.42£0.10

pH

soil organic matter {%}

2.58+2.68
255.76+35.04
97.79+14.66

3.03+£1.82 3.19+1.77

7.36+4.65

calcium carbonate {%}

available potassium {K,O AL, mg/kg} 360.02+72.89 193.954+26.71 259.51+65.61 180.74+35.86 299.92+89.50

88.33+£24.76  68.93+15.61

105.42+28.46  62.73+15.50 125.63+28.53

16.67+15.36

phosphorus {P,O AL, mg/kg}

6.61+0.89
8.04+3.10

9.07+1.98

5.50+0.49
6.41+3.03

7.85£1.78
7.33+4.72
0.81+0.05
5.62£1.10

10.84+2.60 7.22+1.28

23.07+9.75

9.40+4.98
9.48+5.31

ammonium nitrogen {NO3-N, mg/kg}

19.90+11.34
0.79+0.05
7.01£1.47

16.82+10.16

19.69+12.60

nitrate nitrogen {NH4-N, mg/kg}

0.80+0.04
6.44+1.90

0.89+0.09
4.91+0.47

soil bulk density {g/cm’}

penetration depth {cm}
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unimodal methods would be appropriate in the
analyses (Lep$ and Smilauer 2003). As the gradient
length was short (1.75 and 1.62 for the first 2 axes
and much less for other axes), linear ordinations, such
as principal component analysis (PCA) and redun-
dancy analysis (RDA) were applied. All analyses
were carried out in the R statistical environment
(R Development Core Team 2008).

First, unconstraint ordinations (principal component
analyses) were undertaken to explore the similarity of
stands of different naturalness in terms of geographic
variation, species composition and vegetation structure.
Soil variables were then projected post hoc onto the
ordination, thus preserving an unbiased representation
of the positions of groups of samples according to
vegetation characteristics. The FactoMineR package
(Husson et al. 2010) was used for this purpose.

Second, redundancy analysis (ter Braak and Smilauer
1998; Leps and Smilauer P 2003) was performed with
the vegan package of the R statistical environment
(Oksanen et al. 2011). In these models species
abundances or structural complexity measures of
vegetation stands represented the response, soil varia-
bles were the explanatory variables, while location of
samples regarding the two geographic regions was
included as a conditioning variable with two levels
referring to the two regions. The effect of conditional
variables is partialled out from ordinations. This
ensures that the vegetation-soil relationship was
cleaned from site effects in our RDAs.

Soil variables were highly correlated, which would
not have allowed any significance testing in RDA. To
overcome this, first, pairwise Pearson correlation was
calculated between each variable separately for abun-
dance and vegetation structure data. Variables showing
higher correlation then 0.7 were inspected. Correlated
variables typically quantified the same soil parameter in
different depths. For these variables (pH, calcium
carbonate, phosphorus and ammonium nitrogen), values
coming from different soil depths were merged (aver-
aging vs. summing up according to meaningfulness).
There was only one variable after these treatments
which still showed high correlation with several others,
soil organic matter content, which was removed. The
procedure resulted in 10 uncorrelated variables. RDA
was then performed using these variables. We also
applied stepwise variable selection based on the AIC
criterion to these models. Model significance, the
significance of axes and that of the contribution of

variables were tested using a permutation test (anova.
cca function in the vegan package, also recommended
for RDA), which calculates a pseudo-F value and so
corresponds to the F-test statistics used for model
comparison in linear modelling.

Although site effects have been removed from RDA
models, proportions of variance explained by site vs.
soil effects cannot be unambiguously interpreted be-
cause variable interactions would influence the values.
So as to be able to interpret regional and soil effects
quantitatively and separately, we carried out variance
partitioning on the reduced models (varpart function in
vegan package; Borcard et al. 1992).

Results

Comparisons of vegetation stands based on species
abundance

PCA resulted in distinct groups separated by region
and by the level of disturbance (natural vs. slightly
degraded) (Fig. 1). The first axis explained 20.25% of
the total variance in species composition. This axis

0.5
|

Dim 2 (12.13%)
0.0

Dim 1 (20.25%)

Fig. 1 Results of the PCA ordination of the sampling stands
based on species abundance data. Circles refer to Mez6{6ld region,
triangles to the Go6dolld region. Filled symbols indicate natural
stands, open symbols degraded ones. Soil variables are added as
supplementary variables. Abbreviations: CC—calcium carbonate,
K—available potassium, som—soil organic matter, N—nitrate
nitrogen, A—ammonium nitrogen, P—phosphorus, Bd - soil bulk
density, Pd—penetration depth. Numbers refer to the depth
samples were taken of: 1—upper 10 cm, 2-10-20 cm
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can be interpreted as the main gradient differentiating
our stands according to their geographic locations.
Degraded stands from different regions were closer in
the multivariate space than natural stands, i.e. they
exhibited less compositional variability. At the same
time their segregation according to geographic loca-
tions was still apparent. The second axis explained
12.13% of the variance, and this axis differentiated
our stands according to the level of (past) disturbance
(natural vs. disturbed/degraded states).

According to the post hoc projection of all
measured soil attributes onto the PCA ordination,
sample groups differentiated by species abundances
also possess distinct soil characteristics (Fig. 1). One
of the groups containing natural samples from
undisturbed/protected sites (Mez6fold region) were
characterised with higher pH, higher amount of
available potassium in the top 10 cm of the soil
(K1) and ammonium nitrogen (Al, A2), calcium
carbonate (CC1, CC2) in both depths, as well as with
higher bulk density (Bd) and lower penetration depth
(Pd). The other group containing natural stands (from
the Go6dollé-hill region) could be characterised with
higher amount of potassium in the deeper layer of the
soil. At the same time lower Pd, available phosphorus
(P1, P2) and nitrate nitrogen (N1, N2) contents were
indicated. Degraded stands, in contrast were charac-
terized with increased nutrient levels both regarding
phosphorus and nitrate nitrogen, as well as with more
soil organic matter and greater penetration depth.
These samples were located on the lower end of the
potassium gradients regardless of the depth where the
sample was taken, as well as at the lower end of the
pH, calcium carbonate and ammonium nitrogen
content and bulk density gradient. The latter was
especially pronounced in the case of the degraded site
in the G6doll6-hills region.

Redundancy analysis (RDA) followed by stepwise
variable selection underlined the importance of base-
rock related soil characteristics: potassium levels in
different depths and calcium-carbonate content
(Fig. 2). The relationship between vegetation and soil
was significant according to the model as well as the
first three axes (Table 2). All the variables had
significant contribution to the model according to
the permutation test. When the effect of location
(regions) has been partialled out the main separation
occurred according to degradation status with natural
stands having higher levels of base-rock related
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Fig. 2 Segregation of natural stands from degraded ones
according to soil variables selected by forward selection procedure
in redundancy analysis. Symbols and abbreviations as in Fig. 1

substances. Variance partitioning also showed a
strong site effect, comparable in explanatory potential
to the soil variables.

Relationships between soil properties and vegetation
degradation based on fine-scale spatial structure
of the plant community

According to the simultaneous analyses of soil and
vegetation data based on stand-scale spatial structure
by PCA and RDA, samples formed two major groups
(Figs. 3 and 4). Both analyses resulted in the
separation of natural and disturbed stands. The
projection of soil variables onto the results of the
PCA revealed that the first axis was negatively
correlated with the bulk density gradient, with
increasing concentration of calcium carbonate, potas-
sium and ammonium nitrogen. This direction was
coupled with natural stands. At the same time, the
first axis and thus the location of degraded stands was
positively correlated with penetration depth, as well
as with the increasing content of soil organic matter,
nitrate-nitrogen and available phosphorus.

The model resulting from redundancy analysis and
subsequent variable selection contained only one soil-
related variable, bulk density, which was also signif-
icant (Fig. 4). It was apparent that natural stands
appeared in a more compact group along the revealed
gradient than degraded ones, thus showing less
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Table 2 Statistical summary of the RDA models. Explained
variances per axes refer to the species-environment relationship.
There was only one soil parameter retained in the reduced
model for structural descriptors, therefore only one axis’ details
are shown. Significance has been tested using permutation tests

(anova.cca function in the vegan package of R statistical
environment, also recommended for RDA). As sites were
included as conditioning variables and soil variables as
constraints, it was possible to compare the proportions of
variance explained by the different variable sets

Abundance data Structural descriptors

Validity of the model
Significance of the model (p-value)

Axis 1 Variance explained (%)
Significance (p-value)

Axis 2 Variance explained (%)
Significance (p-value)

Axis 3 Variance explained (%)

Significance (p-value)

Variables (p-value)

0.005 0.005
12.540 25.430
0.005 0.01
9.829
0.005
4.418
0.015

potassium in the upper layer
(0.04), potassium in the lower
layer(0.01), calcium carbonate

bulk density (0.03)

(0.01)
Variance partitioning
Proportion explained (Adjusted R?) site effect 0.085 —0.016
joint effect 0.048 —-0.027
soil variables 0.132 0.228
residuals 0.735 0.816
variation in bulk density. Variance partitioning has Discussion

shown that site identity has no effect in this setting
(Adjusted R? below 0; Table 2).

0.6

0.4

0.0
1
&

Dim 2 (18.64%)

-0.2
1

-0.4
1

T T T

T T T t
-0.6 -0.4 -0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6
Dim 1 (66.51%)
Fig. 3 Result of the PCA of the stands based on fine-scale

community structure with soil data displayed as supplementary
variables. Symbols and abbreviations as in Fig 1

It has been long known that specific species and plant
communities can be linked to specific soil attributes
(Goodall 1989-2005; Maccherini 2006a,b; Bohlman
et al. 2008). Our results have revealed that soil
consistently mirrors even slight degradation of vege-
tation, independently of whether vegetation is char-
acterized by abundance or structure. Severe
vegetation degradation has already been shown to be
accompanied by soil changes (Miiller et al. 2004;
Myklestad 2004; Li et al. 2009, but Lindell et al.
2010), but has not been shown for so low level
degradation as in our case, where both states of our
stands can still be regarded as belonging to the same
plant association. Elberling et al. (2008) have shown
that variation in soil characteristics within a plant
community can be as large as those between
communities. Our study offers an explanation for that
by demonstrating that soil conditions differ within the
same community according to degradation stages.
Furthermore, our study has indirectly shown that this
variance in soil conditions is characteristic to natural
stands, since more degraded stands were closer in the
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Fig. 4 RDA analysis of vegetation structure and soil. Previous
vegetation analysis (Viragh et al. 2008) revealed that two stands
within degraded ones and two within natural ones as assessed a
priori, have vegetation structural characteristics typical to the
other status. To keep consistence these are marked according to
their a priori classification, but we added arrows pointing
towards the symbols representing these, so that their apparent
mislocation along the degraded-natural gradient is cleared. If
we take the a posteriori, vegetation analysis-based classification
for them, degraded and natural stands are even better
differentiated. Symbols and abbreviations as in Fig. 1

virtual space formed by explanatory variables both
regarding species composition and soil parameters,
although interestingly this did not apply to vegetation
structure. A homogenisation effect of degradation is
well known in plant and animal communities
(McKinney and Lockwood 1999; Lougheed et al.
2008), and recently a few studies have observed a
similar pattern in soils, too (Wiesmeier et al. 2009;
Lin et al. 2010).

Site effects were much stronger, comparable to the
explanatory power of soil variables when abundance
relationships were studied. This can be seen first of all
on PCA ordinations, where the first axis separates the
sites, when abundance patterns are studied, secondly
in the results of variance partitioning. On the contrary,
there is no such separation for structural descriptors.
The fact that the relationship between plant abun-
dance patterns and soil variables changes with
geographic location is well-known from previous
literature as well (Hajkova et al. 2007; van Dobben
and de Vries 2010). Kalusova et al. (2009) have even
found that site-related factors explain more from the
variance in species abundances than soil parameters
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even within one region. The response as assessed by
the structural descriptors did not depend on species
identities, which allows direct comparison even
among sites that do not share species at all (Bartha
et al. 1998; Bartha 2008). This is also reflected in our
results with structural vegetation descriptors: site
identity did not influence ordination and therefore
variance partitioning was actually not necessary.
However, this structural vegetation assessment has
never been used in soil-vegetation studies before.
According to our results it is a promising tool for
investigations of soil-vegetation patterns together over
biogeographic regions as well.

Ordination plots (PCA) with all the soil variables
added, show similar pattern for both kinds of
vegetation descriptors, while the soil variables that
were retained in the models after variable selections
(in RDA) differ. One typical pattern was associated
with the influence of base rock on the soil, which also
provided the significant explanatory variables for the
abundance-related separation of stands. Substances
coming from the base rock (CaCO; and potassium)
were associated with natural stands, while increased
amount of nutrients in the soil was linked to degraded
stages. Clay and calcareous loess is naturally rich in
calcium carbonate and potassium (Mengel and
Rahmatullah 1998); therefore it is reasonable that
their presence indicates natural stands in our case.
This is also the reason for pH increasing towards
natural stands. Indeed, calcareous grasslands are often
species rich in the temperate zone (Marrs 1993;
Basnou et al. 2009). Furthermore Critchley et al.
(2002) have shown that species richness is higher if
less nitrogen and phosphorus is present in their soil.
Janssens et al. (1998), for example, reported that
increased available potassium content is related to
greater diversity in grasslands. A higher amount of
other base-rock related cations in the soil is reported
to be coupled with higher species diversity also
(Amorim and Batalha 2008). However, there is a
difference whether the cations come from the sub-
strate, to which the community is adapted, or from
fertilisation. In the latter case an increased level of
potassium is often accompanied with degradation
(Critchley et al. 2002; Spiegelberger et al. 2010).

The two physical parameters, penetration depth and
bulk density pointed to opposite directions in the
ordination space (PCA), which is reasonable since they
measure soil structure from opposite points of view. The
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former also proved to be the sole significant explanatory
variable of degradation, when assessed with structural
descriptors. Bulk density was always greater and
penetration depth was lower in natural stands, and thus
these appeared to have more compact soils (Arshad et al.
1996, Lal 1994). Such a pattern is not typical in
previous studies; increased bulk density and lower
penetration depth have usually been associated with
degradation (van Haveren 1983, Pei et al. 2008; Stavi
et al. 2008). However, the cited papers deal with
degradation due to grazing, where trampling makes
soils under more heavily used pastures more compact.
In our case, in one of the regions, both kinds of stands
have been exposed to grazing in the past, while none
were grazed in the other region. Therefore, differences
in bulk density after the removal of site identity have to
be the result of other effects. In our case, past and mild
land use, as well as the use of the surrounding arable
fields characterise degraded locations. It might be the
encroachment of tall forbs as weeds and occasional
human disturbances, which loosen up the soil at these
sites and then result in the lower bulk density of the
soil. At the same time, increased bulk density might
(further) favour the establishment of weeds that have a
wider tolerance than species of the original community.

Vegetation structure seems to reflect soil structure,
rather than chemistry, since the only significant
variable determining the division between natural
and degraded stands was bulk density. It is again a
marked difference compared to the case when
vegetation was assessed by species abundances.
Interestingly, it was exactly bulk density, where larger
within-community variation than variation between
communities has been observed (Elberling et al.
2008). Our results imply that structural differences
among stands of the same community, which are
often present (Bartha 2008; Viragh et al. 2008), can
potentially explain such variation.

Conclusions

Even slight vegetation degradation was found to be
accompanied by characteristic changes in the soil
independently of the approach used to assess vegetation
character. However, differences in the nature of the
relationship according to assessment type were also
discernible. When abundance was used as vegetation
descriptor site differences were important, while they

had no effect when structural descriptors were used.
There was also a difference in the identity of significant
explanatory variables. Higher levels of base-rock related
soil variables differentiated natural stands from degrad-
ed ones when abundance was used, while a structural
soil property in the case of structural vegetation
descriptors. Therefore, we recommend considering
structural characterisation of vegetation in studies of
vegetation-soil relationships, because this is not sensi-
tive to biogeographic differences, but is more sensitive
to minor differences in vegetation status. Furthermore,
results also imply that it probably reflects differences in
soil structure better than species composition.
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