
Introduction

The scale and extent of the impact of farming on the nat-
ural environment are so wide-ranging that in many places on

our planet, and especially in Europe, an ever growing pres-
sure is being exerted on limiting or eliminating negative
effects of this impact. Actions in this sphere adopted a con-
cept of so-called sustainable farming, which combines pro-
duction objectives with the requirements of environmental
protection thanks to the application of integrated plant pro-
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Abstract

Traditional ploughing cultivation can contribute to soil erosion as well as to other symptoms of soil

degradation, leading to a decline in its biological and production potentials. An alternative to conventional

tillage is offered by simplified cultivation systems consisting of shallower and less intensive interference into

the soil physical structure or even complete abandonment of cultivation treatment. The aim of the performed

investigations was to ascertain the impact of a long-term application of simplifications in soil tillage on select

soil chemical and microbiological properties under sugar beet cultivation employing two watering combina-

tions: natural distribution of precipitation and sprinkling. Conventional ploughing tillage was treated as refer-

ence. The research hypothesis assumed that the application of simplifications in the pre-sowing soil cultiva-

tion of sugar beets contributes to the increase in soil organic carbon content and soil fertility. Its microbiolog-

ical activity and sprinkling also can modify this effect.

Experiments were carried out for a period of four years in conditions of long-term application of three

tillage systems (conventional tillage, simplified cultivation, and direct sowing). Select soil chemical (pH, Corg.,

total N) and microbiological (total bacterial counts, numbers of oligotrophs, copiotrophs, actinomycetes and

fungi, plus activity of dehydrogenases and acid phosphatase) parameters were analyzed.

The microbiological indices analyzed in this study nearly always spoke in favour of simplifications in

soil tillage or complete abandonment of cultivation treatments. In successive years of experiments, almost all

the analyzed parameters assumed the lowest values in conditions of ploughing cultivation and the highest ones

in direct sowing. Sprinkling and fertilization modified this rule, whereas the level and directions of this impact

varied and depended on weather conditions.

Keywords: microbiological activity of soil, soil protection, simplifications in soil tillage, sugar beet,

sprinkling

*e-mail: dorotas@up.poznan.pl

DOI: 10.15244/pjoes/25102



tection plans, optimal utilization of the natural production
potentials of soils, prevention of soil erosion, application of
appropriate principles of rotation systems, etc. [1].

Agrotechnical treatments associated with soil cultiva-
tion constitute one of the essential elements through which
agriculture can influence the soil environment. In many sit-
uations, traditional ploughing cultivation can contribute to
soil erosion and other symptoms of its degradation as a
result of soil opening, aeration, and drying as well as
depriving it of its plant cover, leading to a deterioration of
its biological and production potentials. Simplified cultiva-
tion systems involving shallower and less intensive inter-
ference in the soil physical structure frequently without
translocation of soil layers in the soil vertical profile (reduc-
tion tillage, conservation tillage) or even complete aban-
donment of cultivation treatments (no-tillage, direct sow-
ing) offer an alternative to the traditional ploughing culti-
vation across the entire depth of the soil humus horizon.
The above-mentioned simplifications, irrespective of their
economical consequences, are also associated with various
repercussions of a physico-chemical, biological, and eco-
logical nature [1-4]. 

One of the most essential soil biological elements deci-
sive with respect to its functioning but also acting as an
important indicator of its fertility is soil microbiological
activity. In this study, the authors adopted numbers of the
most important taxonomic-ecological groups of soil
microorganisms and soil enzymatic activity as the measure
of this activity. In addition, the effects of the method of the
applied cultivation on such soil properties as the content of
organic carbon, total nitrogen and pH also were analyzed. 

The aim of the performed investigations was to deter-
mine the impact of long-term application of simplifications
in soil tillage on select chemical and microbiological soil
properties under sugar beets at two watering treatments:
sprinkling and absence of sprinkling. Traditional ploughing
cultivation was used as a reference to the employed simpli-
fied systems. The research hypothesis assumed that the sys-
tem of soil pre-sowing tillage is a factor affecting soil
organic carbon content, soil fertility, and its microbiological
activity, and that the effects of this action are becoming
increasingly stable in consecutive years of the application
of the given system of tillage.

Experimental Procedures

Investigations were carried out in 2008-11 on the basis
of a static crop-rotation experiment established in 1996 on
the fields of the Didactic Experimental Station in Gorzyń of
the Department of Soil and Plant Cultivation of Poznań
University of Life Sciences, Branch in Złotniki on grey
brown podzolic soils of a very good and good rye complex.
The soil is relatively high in phosphorus and potassium and
medium in magnesium. 

Sugar beet cultivar Zawisza was grown in a 4-year rota-
tion: sugar beet, spring triticale, pea, winter wheat. Two lev-
els of irrigation and three tillage systems were arranged in
a randomized block design in four replications.

The applied sprinkling levels were as follows: 1) with-
out sprinkling; 2) with sprinkling, when soil moisture con-
tent dropped to below 70% of field water capacity – the
applied dose ranged from 35-40 mm, which amounted, in
consecutive years, to the following total quantities during
the vegetation season: 2008 – 160 mm, 2009 – 35mm, 2010
– 145mm, 2011 – 70 mm.

The tillage systems consisted of: 
1) Conventional tillage with mouldboard ploughing in

autumn to a normal depth (30 cm), followed by seed
bed preparation and sowing (CT)

2) Reduced tillage with mouldboard ploughing in autumn
shallower depth of 10cm followed by seed bed prepara-
tion and sowing (RT)

3) No-tillage – no pre-planting mechanical seedbed prepa-
ration and direct sowing by means of a disc coulter drill
(NT); fertilization was uniform for all tillage systems
and each experimental year (160 kg N·ha-1, 80 kg P·ha-1,
100 kg K·ha-1). 
Weeds in sugar beets were controlled chemically. In the

case of combinations with direct sowing, Roundup 360 SL
in a dose of 3 l/ha was applied before sowing. After sowing,
weeds were controlled in the same way in all combinations.
Directly after sowing, Pyramin Elite 274EC (4.0 l/ha) in a
mixture with Dual Gold (1.3 l/ha) was used, whereas after
seedling emergence, weeds were controlled twice – the first
spraying was applied at the phase of 2 leaves (BBCH – 12)
using Betanal Elite 274 EC and Goltix 700SC in doses of
1.0 and 1.0 l/ha, and then after successive 14 days using
identical doses and chemicals. 

Soil samples for chemical analyses (Corg, N) were col-
lected after harvesting beets in 2008. The replication plot
was represented by a mean sample consisting of 10 indi-
vidual samples collected using an Egner sampler from the
0-20 cm layer. After drying the soil was crushed by hand
and sieved through a 2-mm sieve. Organic carbon was
determined by the Tiurin oxidation method, total N by
Kjeldahl method, and pH in 1 mol KCl·dm3.

Soil samples for biological analyses and pH were col-
lected four times during the growing season (I term – 16-17
BBCH, II term – 37-39 BBCH, III term – 42-43 BBCH and
IV term – after harvesting the roots of beets – BBCH – 49)
in each years in the same way as the samples for chemical
analyses. 

The number of microorganisms was determined by the
plate method on adequate agar substrates (in four replica-
tions). The mean number of colonies was converted into
soil dry matter:
- Total bacteria counts were determined on a ready-to-use

Merck-Standard count agar medium following five
days of incubation at 25ºC [5]

- Oligotrophic bacteria (CFU·g-1 d.m. soil) were counted
on diluted nutritive broth at 28ºC after 21 incubation
days [6]

- Copiotrophic bacteria (CFU·g-1 d.m. soil) were deter-
mined on nutritive broth at 28ºC after 7 days of incuba-
tion [6]

- Actinomycetes (CFU·g-1 d.m. soil) were counted on
Pouchon nourishing substrate at 28ºC [7]
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- Fungi (CFU·g-1 d.m. soil) were counted on Martin’s
nourishing substrate at 24ºC [8]
The performed examination of soil enzymatic activity

in conditions of different tillage systems was based on the
determination of the activities of dehydrogenase and acid
phosphatase (in four replications).

The activity of dehydrogenases was identified by the
spectrophotometric method, using as substrate 1% TTC
(triphenyl-tetrazole chloride), after 24-hour incubation at
30ºC, and at wavelength 485 nm. Enzyme activity was
expressed in µmol TPF·kg-1 DM of soil·24 h-1 [9].

The activity of acid phosphatase was determined using
as substrate p-nitrophenylophosphate sodium, after one
hour incubation at 37ºC with wave length 400 nm. Enzyme
activity was expressed in µmol PNP·g-1 DM of soil·h-1 [10].

The results were tested by using standard variance
analysis (ANOVA) for the randomized complete block.
Mean separations were made for significant effects with
LSD and Tukey tests at the probability of P≤0.05. Pearson
correlation coefficient between chemical and biological
properties were performed. 

Results and Discussion

Weather Conditions

In the course of four years of experiments the results of
which are presented in this study, weather conditions dur-
ing the vegetation season were quite variable (Table 1).
Temperatures were not very different from the last half-cen-
tury period – most frequently upwards. Stressful conditions
in this regard occurred undoubtedly during the major part of
the vegetation season of 2008 as well as in the summer
months of 2009-10. On the other hand, with respect to pre-
cipitation, considerable deviations from long-term averages
during spring were observed, especially in 2001, when pre-
cipitation in the period from March to May was dramati-
cally lower. Strong drought also occurred in May and June

2008, when low precipitation was further accompanied by
high temperatures.

Despite variable weather conditions, the performed sta-
tistical analysis of the obtained results revealed an interac-
tion between the examined factors taking place irrespective
of years and, therefore, the results of a four-year long inves-
tigation were presented in the form of synthesis, and con-
clusions can be generalized for the entire climatic district. 

Chemical Analysis of Soil

Table 2 presents the effects of the method of cultivation
on pH. It turned out that long-term application of a given
tillage system significantly modifies soil reaction and this
impact depend on the employed water treatment. In sprin-
kling conditions, the soil cultivated traditionally exhibited
the lowest pH, while the soil that was not subjected to any
cultivation was characterized by the highest pH. In natural
moisture conditions (without sprinkling), differences
between the traditional and simplified cultivations were
only slight but a distinctly higher pH occurred in the no-
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Table 1. Mean daily temperatures of air and sum of precipitation in vegetation periods of sugar beet in 2008-11 and 1951-2008.

Month
Mean temperatures (°C) Sum of precipitation (mm)

2008 2009 2010 2011 1951-2008 2008 2009 2010 2011 1951-2008

March 3.8 3.9 4.2 4.5 3.3 32.1 28.6 33.8 15.2 30.0

April 10.0 14.2 10.5 12.7 8.5 77.5 42.7 38.5 4.1 31.3

May 16.2 15.1 12.0 15.3 14.2 9.5 45.2 134.6 17.5 48.0

June 20.6 16.7 19.2 18.4 17.4 8.4 50.0 26.6 62.4 57.8

July 22.2 21.7 23.0 17.5 19.1 46.6 65.2 100.9 214.8 74.5

August 15.5 21.4 19.6 18.9 18.4 29.5 64.3 132.4 38.0 54.2

September 10.3 17.0 13.4 15.0 13.8 5.6 50.9 68.5 28.6 45.8

October 9.6 10.2 6.9 19.1 9.1 21.6 37.0 7.2 21.8 34.8

Mean or sum 13.5 15.0 13.6 15.2 13.0 230.8 383.9 542.5 402.4 376.4

Water
variant

Tillage system
Sampling term

I II III IV Mean

Ir
ri

ga
te

d

Conventional
tillage

6.74 6.63 6.82 6.68 6.71

Reduced tillage 6.93 6.97 7.05 6.93 6.97

No-tillage 7.05 7.10 7.19 7.17 7.12

N
on

 ir
ri

ga
te

d Conventional
tillage

6.65 6.62 6.71 6.65 6.66

Reduced tillage 6.63 6.66 6.68 6.62 6.64

No-tillage 6.82 6.89 7.03 7.07 6.95

NIRα=0.05 0.162 0.206 0.235 0.214 0.204

Table 2. Effect of tillage system on soil pH in the two water
variants.
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tillage system. These results are in agreement with the
results obtained by the authors in another experiment on a
slightly different soil and using a different crop rotation sys-
tem where tillage simplifications resulted in pH drop.
However, research results were also published indicating
that a very deep ploughing contributed to a pH decline by
0.2-0.6 units in comparison with normal ploughing [11]. In
the context of soil biological life, these differences are rel-
atively small and, at this stage of investigations, it would be
futile to read into them some significant influence on soil
microbiological status. Nevertheless, the observed signifi-
cance and repeatability of these differences makes it possi-
ble to put forward an assumption that in consecutive years
of application of different systems of soil cultivation these
differences will become greater and their impact on soil
microbiological life will become increasingly stronger and
stronger. In addition, even small differences within the con-
fines of a single parameter can create interactions with suc-
cessive others and, in the end, their combined influence on
soil microbiological activity may be quite strong. In the
above-quoted study [11], a slight decline in pH caused an
increase in fungal populations in relation to the populations
of bacteria, especially to actinomycetes. 

In addition, small yet statistically significant and repeat-
able differences were found within such parameters as the
content of organic carbon and total nitrogen determined
after harvesting of plants (Table 3). In combinations with-
out sprinkling, concentrations of organic carbon and total
nitrogen in soils increased together with the limitation of
soil tillage. On the other hand, sprinkling contributed to a
considerable decline in the content of both organic carbon
and total nitrogen in soils in all the applied systems of cul-
tivation. Moreover, in sprinkling conditions, differences

between the employed tillage systems associated with
nitrogen disappeared, whereas in the case of those associat-
ed with organic carbon – a reversal in the tendency was
recorded – in the no-tillage system, the content of carbon
decreased significantly.

In the context of the development of a soil site, its fer-
tility, etc., the observed differences in the content of organ-
ic carbon and total nitrogen are small but, as mentioned ear-
lier, synergistic effects of such small differences occurring
within different parameters may exert a significant influ-
ence on the population size of soil microorganisms as well
as on soil enzymatic activity.

However, it should be remembered that the content of
organic carbon as well as total nitrogen are determined after
the harvest of plants in 2008. Although they are considered
to be relatively stable, nevertheless temporary values, espe-
cially those resulting from a rapid supply of organic carbon
in the form of after-harvest residues, etc., can differ from
them and become more diverse in individual tillage systems
as well as in different layers of the soil profile. 

Microbiological Analysis of Soil

The number dynamics of select groups of soil microor-
ganisms as well as the activity of the examined enzymatic
processes taking place in the soil environment under sugar
beets depending on the applied tillage system are presented
in Figs. 1-7 and Tables 4-5.

Total bacterial counts (Fig. 1) turned out to be a poorly
reliable parameter with respect to individual examined
tillage systems. Nevertheless, statistically significant small-
est counts of bacteria were determined most frequently in
conditions of traditional cultivation, irrespective of the
employed water variant. It is much more difficult to identi-
fy a tillage system that was especially favourable for total
counts of bacteria. In this case, the applied water treatment
was important. In sprinkling conditions, for the majority of
dates, it was simplified cultivation involving shallowing
pre-winter ploughing to 10 cm, while in the variant without
sprinkling, it was direct sowing. Irrespective of sprinkling,
total bacterial counts attained their highest values on the 2nd

and 3rd terms, i.e. during the period of peak vegetation of
plants.

Table 3. Some chemical properties of soil under conventional
tillage, reduced tillage, and no-tillage systems at the different
depths of soil profile.

Parameter
Tillage 
systems

Water variant

Irrigated Non irrigated

Organic C
(g·kg-1) 

Conventional tillage 7.01 8.32

Reduced tillage 7.34 8.85

No-tillage 7.09 8.43

LSD0.05 0.208 0.341

Total N 
(g·kg-1) 

Conventional tillage 0.66 0.78

Reduced tillage 0.69 0.81

No-tillage 0.70 0.82

LSD0.05 0.021 0.032

C:N

Conventional tillage 9.3 10.7

Reduced tillage 10.6 10.9

No-tillage 10.1 10.3

LSD0.05 0.61 0.46
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Fig. 1. Effects of tillage system on the total bacteria counts over
the growing period in the two water variants. 
I, II, III, IV – sampling terms, CT – conventional tillage, RT –
reduced tillage, NT – no-tillage.



Factors that are essential for the development of soil
microorganisms include, among others: resources of organ-
ic matter as it supplies microorganisms with energy and
nutrients as well as soil moisture content and aeration. The
applied cultivation systems modify both organic matter
content and soil water and aeration. Cultivation treatments
translocate organic matter and soften soil and, therefore,
together with the decrease of their frequency and depth of
their execution, soil aeration decreases and, at the same
time, soil moisture content and unevenness in the distribu-
tion of organic matter in the soil profile increases; the
amount of organic matter decreases together with depth
[11-16]. 

Interesting conclusions were drawn on the basis of the
analysis of soil bacteria divided into oligotrophs and copi-
otrophs. The distribution of oligotroph counts (Fig. 2)
reminds us somewhat of the distribution of total bacterial
counts (Fig. 1), except that it is clearly more characteristic
for individual tillage systems at consecutive dates. In sprin-
kling conditions the smallest numbers of oligotrophs near-
ly always were determined in soil cultivated traditionally,
whereas in the treatment without sprinkling – in the soil
subjected to simplified tillage. Undoubtedly the highest
counts of oligotrophs were found in the soil deprived of cul-
tivation treatments, with the exception of the last date of
analysis in sprinkling combinations. 

On average, oligotrophs constituted approximately 95%
of all bacterial counts, which was more than the commonly
given share of 80-85% [17]. Their numbers remained on a
relatively stable level and organic matter was processed
sparingly and they responded negatively to excessive con-
centrations of simple carbon compounds in the environ-
ment [18, 19]. This means that their high proportions in the
soil indicated its low fertility [20]. 

Fig. 3 presents numbers of copiotrophs in the soils of
the examined experimental combinations. The distribution
of their numbers turned out very similarly to the distribu-
tion of oligotrophs’ numbers but more unvarying in the
course of the vegetation period, although less specific with
respect to the employed method of cultivation. An excep-
tional situation was observed on the last date of the combi-
nations without sprinkling, when numbers of copiotrophs

were the highest, while in the case of all the remaining
microorganisms as well as soil enzymes, the greatest num-
bers and highest activity were always recorded either on the
2nd or 3rd dates. This can probably be attributed to the sup-
ply to the soil of fresh organic matter in the form of plant
residues after harvest.

Copiotrophs are bacteria whose development is condi-
tioned by the supply of fresh, easily-available organic mat-
ter. In contrast to indigenous oligotrophs, copiotrophic
zymogens convert organic matter in a very wasteful man-
ner at high carbon losses, and their counts decline relative-
ly quickly once the easily-available nutrient substrate
becomes scarce [18, 19, 21]. However, in this experiment
copiotrophs turned out to be a group of microorganisms of
relatively poorly differing numbers depending on the
method of cultivation, watering treatment, or date of analy-
sis – poorer than oligotrophs. Nevertheless, generally
speaking, their numbers were significantly lower in the case
of traditional or simplified cultivation and the highest in
conditions of direct sowing. A similar lack of consistency
but with respect to numbers of copiotrophs in successive
years of application of different tillage systems was also
observed in another study by the authors [22].

Also, proportions of oligotrophs to copiotrophs in indi-
vidual tillage systems depended on the date and watering
treatment. In the case of all soil combinations, the propor-
tions of oligotrophs in soil microflora were dominant and
the value of the O:C coefficient changed from 1.36 to 4.31
(Table 4). The above coefficient assumed the highest values
most frequently in conditions of simplified cultivation. On
the other hand, differences between traditional tillage and
direct sowing turned out to be small and statistically non-
significant, while in the case of traditional cultivation this
ratio was significantly the smallest. The O:C ratio is partic-
ularly important from the point of view of the maintenance
of organic matter in soil due to the economic processing of
the energy substrate by oligotrophs. According to Weyman-
Kaczmarkowa [19], the above-mentioned domination is
essential to preserve a constant level of soil organic matter
and testifies to the maintenance of soil biological equilibri-
um. From this point of view, simplified cultivation appears
to be most advantageous.
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Fig. 2. Effects of tillage system on the oligotrophic bacteria
counts over the growing period in the two water variants. 
I, II, III, IV – sampling terms, CT – conventional tillage, RT –
reduced tillage, NT – no-tillage.
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Fig. 3. Effects of tillage system on the copiotrophic bacteria
counts over the growing period in the two water variants. 
I, II, III, IV – sampling terms, CT – conventional tillage, RT –
reduced tillage, NT – no-tillage.



Actinomycetes turned out to be a group of bacteria
which responded worst to different systems of cultivation
(Fig. 4). The recorded differences were small and frequent-
ly statistically non-significant, particularly in conditions of
sprinkling. On the other hand, sprinkling contributed to the
increase of actinomycetes during the peak of vegetation
(the 2nd and 3rd sampling terms). In the treatment without
sprinkling, the picture of the impact of the tillage system on
counts of actinomycetes was clearer and easier to interpret;
in other words, simplified cultivation and direct sowing did
not differ from each other significantly, whereas in the case
of traditional cultivation, numbers of actinomycetes were
significantly smallest.

Actinomycetes are extremely widespread in farming
soils and are strongly associated with the rhizosphere zone.
Due to the production of various enzymes (cellulases, chiti-
nases, xylanases), they take part in the degradation of plant
and animal residues as well as fungi, but they also strongly
affect other soil microorganisms. Thanks to the production
of antibiotics, they can protect plants against infestation
with pathogens. In addition, they also form symbiotic asso-
ciations with plants and fungi [23, 24]. The variability of
actinomycetes in dry soils is small and their greatest num-
bers were isolated from fertile and moist soils [25]. 

This probably explains the fact that their greatest numbers
were determined in sprinkling conditions that levelled out
the impact of the method of cultivation. 

The impact of the soil tillage system on numbers of
fungi depended, to a considerable extent, on the applied
water treatment. In general, the number of fungi (Fig. 5)
showed a similar distribution as the majority of the remain-
ing microorganisms, i.e. it was the lowest in conditions of
traditional tillage and the highest in conditions of direct
sowing or shallow ploughing. Only on the 4th date of analy-
sis did fungi achieve the highest numbers on experimental
plots without sprinkling in the soil cultivated using the tra-
ditional method. On the remaining dates, in the case of
combinations without sprinkling, the greatest numbers of
fungi were determined in the soil without tillage (NT). On
the whole, sprinkling contributed to decreasing the amount
of fungi, with the exception of the combination with sim-
plified cultivation in which their numbers were the highest.

Saprophytic fungi play an exceptional role in soil ecol-
ogy since they stimulate the circulation of biogenic ele-
ments present in the dead organic matter. The increase in
quantities of fungi in simplified systems might arouse con-
cern if their ratio to bacteria also increased, which would be
disadvantageous from the point of view of soil fertility and
fecundity [26, 27]. However, this relationship in fact
decreased because quantities of bacteria in these cultivation
systems increased more significantly.

Enzymatic Activity of Soil

Soil enzymatic activity finds its reflection in the meta-
bolic activity of soil microorganisms as well as other organ-
isms of this environment. Simultaneously, soil enzymes
take direct part in transformations of individual soil con-
stituents. In this study, the authors analyzed the activity of
dehydrogenases and acid phosphatase (Figs. 6 and 7). 

The activity of dehydrogenases (Fig. 6) was a strongly
variable feature depending on the method of soil cultiva-
tion, especially in conditions of the absence of sprinkling.
At almost all dates of analyses, this activity was distinctly
lower in the soil cultivated traditionally in comparison with
simplified systems. The impact of the applied tillage system
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Table 4. Ratios of the number of oligotrophs to copiotrophs
(O:C).

Water
variant

Tillage system
Sampling term

I II III IV Mean

Ir
ri

ga
te

d

Conventional
tillage

1.82 1.96 1.55 2.63 1.82

Reduced tillage 2.47 2.22 3.03 2.18 2.47

No-tillage 1.57 1.72 1.36 2.56 1.57

N
on

 ir
ri

ga
te

d Conventional
tillage

1.89 2.86 2.21 2.68 1.89

Reduced tillage 2.71 2.66 2.61 2.13 2.71

No-tillage 2.12 4.31 2.06 2.50 2.12

NIRα=0.05 0.162 0.22 0.32 0.17 0.25
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Fig. 4. Effects of tillage system on actinomycetes counts over
the growing period in the two water variants. 
I, II, III, IV – sampling terms, CT – conventional tillage, RT –
reduced tillage, NT – no-tillage.
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on the activity of dehydrogenases was the most conspicu-
ous and unequivocal in the soil under sugar beets grown
without sprinkling. Dehydrogenases exhibited the highest
activity in conditions of direct sowing and it was found to
be even four times higher when compared with traditional
cultivation. Sprinkling contributed to increased dehydroge-
nase activity in conditions of simplified cultivation, causing
similar activity in conditions of direct sowing and in the
case of the 1st and 3rd dates – even significantly higher. 

Presumably, also in this case, the cause of differences
between the applied systems of tillage and sprinkling can be
sought in different distributions of organic matter in the soil
profile as well as in different water-air conditions in the
soil. Higher dehydrogenase activity in conditions of sprin-
kling (poorer soil aeration and faster compaction) and direct
sowing (absence of soil softening, farmyard manure left on
soil surface) corroborates interrelationships reported by
Schulten et al. [28] that the activity of dehydrogenase
increased together with greater quantities of organic matter
and poorer soil aeration.

Since dehydrogenases are exclusively of microbiologi-
cal origin, their activity is considered an indirect indicator
of numbers and activity of microorganisms in the soil and,
therefore, as an indicator determining the overall soil
microbiological activity and its fertility [29-32]. 

The activity of acid phosphatase (Fig. 7) is considerably
less varied than of dehydrogenases – both with respect to
the method of cultivation and sprinkling. Nevertheless, the
observed differences between the employed methods of
tillage, although relatively small, were statistically signifi-
cant, indicating high stability of this feature. Slightly
greater differences between the methods of cultivation, but
also very regular, were determined in conditions of sprin-
kling. Irrespective of sprinkling, the lowest activity of acid
phosphatase was observed in the soil subjected to tradition-
al ploughing cultivation, while the highest – the soil on
which direct sowing was applied.

The obtained research results confirm conclusions
drawn by other researchers about favourable influence of
the resignation of traditional deep ploughing in favour of
simplifications in soil cultivation, even its total abandon-
ment on the activity of soil enzymes [33-35]. 

It should be emphasized that while the numbers of all
analyzed microorganisms changed noticeably depending
on the date of the performed analyses nearly always
exhibiting the lowest level on the first date (beginning of
vegetation) and the highest – on the 2nd or 3rd terms (peak of
vegetation season), the soil enzymatic activity – especially
with regards to acid phosphatase – remained on a uniform
level. This indicates smaller sensitivity of this indicator of
soil biological status to temporary factors associated with
temperature, moisture content, or plant developmental
phase, making it exceptionally useful for monitoring long-
term activities. It is most probably connected with the fact
that the activity of phosphatases is associated with, among
other things, soil colloids and humic substances whose lev-
els are not influenced by rapid changes [36]. Nannipieri et
al. [37] reported that plant roots secrete acid phosphatase in
conditions of shortage of available phosphorus. The current
studies, however, have failed to confirm plant origins of
acid phosphatase because its levels were similar both dur-
ing the peak of the vegetative period and in spring, right
after the emergence of plants. The observed higher activity
of acid phosphatase in simplified systems, especially in
direct sowing, was most likely determined, to the highest
extent, by the quantities of organic matter which in these
tillage systems was quite abundant in the near-surface soil
layer than in conditions of ploughing cultivation [22].
Bearing in mind the above, this higher activity reflects not
so much the status of available forms of phosphorus in soil
[38], but rather points to potential possibilities of its miner-
alization [39]. Therefore, stimulation of the activity of acid
phosphatase as well as of dehydrogenases by abandonment
of the traditional ploughing cultivation is of great impor-
tance in processes aiming at improving nutrient availability
for crop plants from forms unavailable for them [22, 34].

Changes in soil microorganisms, soil enzyme activity
and soil pH are connected with one another. In order to ana-
lyze interrelationships taking place between the determined
parameters, correlation analysis between them was carried
out (Table 5).

The highest positive correlation coefficients were found
between several of the analyzed biological parameters, par-
ticularly in terms of irrigation. A highly significant positive
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correlation was determined between total bacterial counts,
oligotrophic bacteria, copiotrophic bacteria, and actino-
mycetes, and between fungi and dehydrogenase activity.
This, according to Quemada and Menacho [40], confirms a
very high participation of microorganisms in soil total bio-
logical activity. The determined highly significant
(r=0.805**) positive correlation between numbers of olig-
otrophic and copiotrophic bacteria deserves attention [22].
The pH of the soil highly significantly correlated with the
counts of oligotrophs and activity of soil enzymes.

Analyzing the impact of the applied tillage systems on
soil microbiological life, it should be remembered that dif-
ferent technologies employed in this area refer not only to
quantities, type, and intensity of tillage, but also to a differ-
ent system of weed control. In the case of no-tillage systems
of this experiment, an additional spraying with a prepara-
tion containing glifosat was applied which, undoubtedly,
must have affected microbiological indices. On the other
hand, in the case of direct sowing, most of the post-harvest
residues remained on the soil surface forming a layer of
mulch. This means that organic matter from these residues
finds its way into the soil much more slowly but, at the
same time, it is more concentrated in the surface area.
Furthermore, the mulch layer reduces warming up and dry-
ing of the soil, helps to maintain its structure, increases con-
centration of organic carbon and, consequently, activates
more effectively its biological life close to its surface.

Soil biological life comprises not only microorganisms
but also the so-called mesoflora and mesofauna, whose role
in the soil is very important. For instance, earthworms are
not only responsible for shaping soil structure and its aera-
tion the transfer of organic matter in soil is not only associ-

ated with tillage treatments but also depends on the activi-
ties of such animals as earthworms whose numbers are
greater in permanent agrocenoses (grasslands) and in soils
that are not subjected to intensive tillage systems [41].

Crop plants, especially their root secretions (carbohy-
drates, amino acids, organic acids, nucleotides, flavonic
compounds), change soil physicochemical properties and,
indirectly, also exert some influence on the growth and
development of soil microorganisms [42].

The influence of cultivation systems on the activity of
soil microorganisms can follow many different pathways.
Firstly through the transfer of organic matter or its accumu-
lation in the surface layers, secondly through the influence
of the condition of plants as well as the impact on numbers
of soil mesofauna and – last but not least – via the effect on
soil atmosphere. For example, in no-tillage systems soils
are, generally speaking, much worse aerated and, conse-
quently, CO2 accumulation increases, which in turn favors
the development of oligotrophs [43]. 

Conclusions

All in all, the obtained research results were in keeping
with tendencies observed in other countries in different cli-
matic and soil conditions. Many years of use of the specific
tillage system significantly modified the number of different
groups of soil microorganisms in sugar beet and soil enzyme
activity, and the effect was dependent on the water variant.

In the vast majority of terms, counts of microorganisms
and enzymatic activity of soil were significantly lowest under
conventional tillage and highest for no-tillage systems.
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Table 5. Correlation coefficients between the different soil chemical and biological properties.

Oligotrops Copiotrophs Actinomycetes Fungi Dehydrogenase Phosphatase pH

Ir
ri

ga
te

d

Bacteria 0.655* 0.630* 0.643* 0.529 0.483 0.343 0.145

Oligotrops 0.805** 0.758** 0.434 0.475 0.493 0.525*

Copiotrophs 0.503 0.666** 0.407 0.014 0.316

Actinomycetes 0.123 0.232 0.416 0.112

Fungi 0.660** -0.222 0.168

Dehydrogenase 0.332 0.584*

Phosphatase 0.599*

N
on

 ir
ri

ga
te

d

Bacteria 0.446 0.510 0.516 -0.030 0.474 0.427 0.423

Oligotrops 0.572* 0.553* 0.397 0.479 0.437 0.719**

Copiotrophs 0.518 0.039 0.279 -0.173 0.518

Actinomycetes 0.448 0.298 0.239 0.225

Fungi 0.502 0.044 0.317

Dehydrogenase 0.428 0.724**

Phosphatase 0.456

*correlation coefficient significant at significance level = 0.05
**correlation coefficient significant at significance level = 0.01



The weakest expression of this relationship was observed in
the case of actinomycetes, particularly in a irrigation vari-
ant, and strongest for the dehydrogenase activity in the
absence of irrigation. 

In all areas where soil protection against erosion or
degradation is of prime importance (for example, in areas
with deficiency of rainfall, whether on the restored
grounds), careful consideration should be given to possibil-
ities of the application of no-tillage systems. 

References

1. MATHEW R.P., FENG Y., GITHINJI L., ANKUMAH R.,
BALKCOM K. Impact of no-tillage and conventional tillage
systems on soil microbial communities. Appl. Environ. Soil
Sci. (2012), 10, 2012.

2. HOLLAND J.M. The environmental consequences of
adopting conservation tillage in Europe: reviewing the evi-
dence. Agric. Ecosys. Environ. 103, 1, 2004.

3. FALIGOWSKA A., SZUKAŁA J., Influence of sprinkling
irrigation and soil tillage systems on vigour and sowing
value of yellow lupine seeds. Nauka Przyr. Technol. 6, 2, 26,
2012 [In Polish].

4. MAŁECKA I., SWĘDRZYŃSKA D., BLECHARCZYK A.,
DYTMAN- HAGEDORN M. Impact of tillage system for
pea production on physical, chemical and microbiological soil
properties. Fragm. Agron. 29, (4), 106, 2012 [In Polish].

5. MERCK-POLSKA. 101621 STANDARD COUNT agar for
microbiology. 1, 2004.

6. HATTORI R., HATTORI T. Sensitivity to salts and organic
compounds of soil bacteria isolated on diluted media. J.
Gen. Appl. Microbiol. 26, 1, 1980.

7. KAŃSKA Z., GRABIŃSKA-ŁONIEWSKA A.,
ŁEBKOWSKA M., ŻECHOWSKA E. Laboratory exercis
in sanitarny biology. Warsow Polytechnic, Warsow, 193,
2001 [In Polish].

8. MARTIN J.P. Use of acid, rose bengal and streptomycin in
the plate method for estimating soil fungi. Soil Sci. 69, 215,
1950.

9. THALMANN A. Methodology for the determination of
dehydrogenase activity in soil using triphenyltetrazolium
chloride (TTC). Landwirtsch. Forsch. 21, 249, 1968.

10. TABATABEI M.A., BREMNER J. Use of p-nitrophenyl
phosphate for assay of soil phosphatase activity. Soil Biol.
Biochem. 1, 301, 1969.

11. KALEMBASA S., SYMANOWICZ B. Enzymatic activity
of soil after applying various waste organic materials, ash, and
mineral fertilizers. Pol. J. Environ. Stud. 21, (6), 1635, 2012.

12. CHODAK M., NIKLIŃSKA M. Development of microbial
biomass and enzyme activities in mine soils. Pol. J. Environ.
Stud. 21, (3), 569, 2012.

13. SIMON T., JAVUREK M., MIKANOVA O., VACH M. The
influence of tillage systems on soil organic matter and soil
organic matter and soil hydrophobicity. Soil. Till. Res. 105,
44, 2009.

14. MAŁECKA I., BLECHARCZYK A., SAWINSKA Z.,
DOBRZENIECKI T. The effect of various long-term tillage
systems on soil properties and spring barley yield. Turk. J.
Agric. For. 36, 217, 2012.

15. MIKANOVÁ O., JAVŮREK M., VACH M.,
MARKUPOVÁ A. The influence of tillage on selected bio-
logical parameters. Plant Soil Environ. 52, (6), 271, 2006.

16. SONG Y., DENG S.P., ACOSTA-MARTINEZ V., KAT-
SALIROU E. Characterization of redox-related soil micro-
bial communities along a river floodplain continuum by
fatty acid methyl ester (FAME) and 16S rRNA genes. Appl.
Soil Ecol. 40, 499, 2008.

17. OTHA H., HATTORI T. Bacteria sensitive to nutrient broth
medium in terrestrial environments. Soil Sci. Plant Nutr. 26,
14, 1980.

18. LIBUDZISZ Z., KOWAL K., ŻAKOWSKA Z. Technical
Microbiology vol. 1. Microorganisms and the environment
of their occurrence. Wyd. Nauk. PWN, Warszawa, 2007 [In
Polish]. 

19. GAJDA A.M., Effect of different tillage systems on some
microbiological properties of soils under winter wheat. Int.
Agrophys. 22, 201, 2008.

20. PAUL E.A., CLARK F.E. Soil Microbiology and
Biochemistry. Wyd. UMCS, Lublin, 2000 [In Polish].

21. LEE S.H., OH B.I., KIM J. Effect of various amendments on
heavy mineral oil bioremediation and soil microbial activity.
Bioresour. Technol. 99, 2578, 2008.

22. SWĘDRZYŃSKA D., MAŁECKA I., BLECHARCZYK A.,
SWĘDRZYŃSKI A., STARZYK J. The effect of various
long-term tillage systems on some chemical and biological
properties of soil. Pol. J. Environ. Stud. 22, (6), 1835, 2013.

23. SCHREY S.D., TARKKA M.T. Friends and foes: strepto-
mycetes as modulators of plant disease and symbiosis.
Antonie van Leeuwenhoek, 94, 11, 2008.

24. FURCZAK J., JONIEC J. Microbial populations and activ-
ity of biochemical processes related to carbon and nitrogen
transormations in podzolic soil under willow culture in fifth
year from treatment with sewage sluge. Pol. J. Environ.
Stud. 18, (5), 801, 2013.

25. RAHMAN M.H., OKUBO A., SUGIYAMA S., MAY-
LAND H.F. Physical, chemical and microbiological proper-
ties of an Andisol as related to land use and tillage practice.
Soil Till. Res. 101, 10, 2008.

26. JANUŠAUSKAITE D., KADŽIENĖ G., AUŠKALNIENĖ
O. The effect of tillage system on soil microbiota in relation
to soil structure. Pol. J. Environ. Stud. 22, (5), 1387, 2013.

27. WIELGOSZ D. A., SZEMBER A. The effect of selected
plants on the number and activity of soil microorganisms.
Ann. UMCS, sect. E, 61, 107, 2006 [In Polish].

28. SCHULTEN H.R., MONTREAL C.M., SCHNITZER M.
Effect of long-term cultivation on the chemical structure of
soil organic matter. Naturwissenschaften 81, (1), 42, 2005.

29. JEZIERSKA- TYS S., RACHOŃ L., RUTKOWSKA A.,
SZUMIŁO G. Microbial activity in soil under Winter wheat.
Int. Agrophs. 25, 21, 2011. 

30. KLIKOCKA H., NAROLSKI B., KLIKOCKA O.,
GŁOWACKA A., JUSZCZAK D., ONUCH J., GAJ R.,
CYBULSKA M., STEPANIUK S. The effect of soil tillage
and nitrogen fertilization on microbiological parameters of
soil on which spring triticale is grown. Pol. J. Environ. Stud.
21, (6),1675, 2012.

31. MORENO J.L., ALIAGA A., NAVARRO S., HERNEN-
DEZ T., GRACIA C. Effects of atrazine on microbial activ-
ity in semiarid soil. Appl. Soil Ecol. 35, 120, 2007.

32. PIOTROWSKA-CYPLIK A., CYPLIK P., CZARNECKI
Z. Measurement of dehydrogenase activity and traditional
method of microorganisms count estimation as indicators of
microorganisms activity in compost from municipal sewage
sludge. J. Res. Appl. Agric. Eng. 52, (4), 22, 2007.

33. BIELIŃSKA E.J., MOCEK-PŁÓCINIAK A.
Phosphatases in soil environment, Wyd. UP, Poznań, 2009

[In Polish].

Microbiological Parameters of Soil... 293



34. BIELIŃSKA E.J., MOCEK-PŁÓCINIAK A. Impact of the
tillage system on the soil enzymatic activity. Arch. Environ.
Prot. 38, (1), 75, 2012.

35. GAJDA A.M., PRZEWŁOKA B., GAWRYJOŁEK K.
Determination of the effect of used tillage system on
changes of soil environment measured with parameters of
soil microbiological activity. Nauka Przyr. Technol. 4, 6, 76,
2010 [In Polish].

36. REJSEK K., VRONOVA V., PAVELKA M., FORMANEK
P. Acid phosphsomonoesterase (E.C.3.1.3.2) location in soil.
J. Plant Nutr. Soil Sci. 175, 196, 2012.

37. NANNIPIERI P.,  GIAGNONI L., LANDI L., RENELLA G.
Role of Phosphatase Enzymes in Soil. In: Bünemann et al.
(Eds.), Phosphorus in Action, Soil Biol., 26, 215, 2011.

38. PIOTROWSA-DŁUGOSZ A., WILCZEWSKI E. Soil
phosphatase activity and phosphorus content as influenced
by catch crops cultivated as green manure. Pol. J. Environ.
Stud. 23, (1), 151, 2014.

39. GEORGE T.S., GREGORY P. J., HOCKING P.,
RICHARDSON A.E. Variation in root-associated phos-

phatase activities in wheat contributes to the utilization of
organic p substrates in vitro, but does not explain differences
in the P- nutrition of plants when grown in soil. Environ.
Exp. Bot. 64, 239, 2008.

40. JONIEC J., FURCZAK J. Studies on stability and changes
in microbiological and biochemical activity of podzolic soil
under plantation of basket willow after introduction of
sewage sludge. Pol. J. Environ. Stud. 19, (5), 921, 2010.

41. METZKE M., POTTHOFF M., QUINTERN M., HEß J.,
JOERGENSEN R.G. Effect of reduced tillage systems on
earthworm communities in a 6-year organic rotation. Eur. J.
Soil Biol. 43, 209, 2007.

42. SWĘDRZYŃSKA D. Effect of inoculation with
Azospirillum brasilense on development and yielding of
winter wheat and oat under different cultivation conditions.
Pol. J. Environ. Stud. 9, (5), 423, 2000.

43. WEYMAN-KACZMARKOWA W., GŁUCHOWSKA K.
The development of bacteria at increasing contents of CO2

in soil atmosphere. Acta Agr. Silv. ser. Agr. 42, 451, 2004 [In
Polish].

294 Swędrzyńska D., Grześ S. 


