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The potential impacts of soil sampling on erosion  

 

Abstract 

 

It is well known that soil is subject to many natural and human-induced threats, which 

contribute to its degradation and loss. In addition, sampling for scientific studies and 

professional activities increase soil loss, because the samples - often in excessive amount - 

are never restored to the original place. Here, we propose to call “hidden erosion” this 

unwelcome form of erosion. A rough estimation of the "hidden erosion" has not been carried 

out before. In this paper, the amounts of soil sampled from its original site and transferred to 

the laboratory is estimated using data of selected literature studies; the equivalent soil 

thickness reduction is calculated. From these estimates, we demonstrate that, in most cases, 

the amounts of soil sampled exceed the tolerable loss. This erosion form cannot usually 

heavily impact the environment, because of its limited spatial and temporal extent. However, 

when the soil is removed repeatedly on a large spatial scale, sampling may increase the 

erosion rates of the natural and other human-induced processes at the global scale. 

Finally, since sampling cannot usually be avoided in soil studies, a decalogue with some 

careful measures to minimize the soil loss during sampling is proposed, in order to limit the 

"hidden erosion". 

 

Keywords Hidden erosion; soil thickness reduction; tolerable soil loss; soil degradation; soil 

sampling decalogue.  

 

 

Introduction  

 

The soil plays several functions for the living beings, since it supports plant growth, produces 

food and energy, benefits human societies in several areas, including water filtering, waste 

decomposition, carbon storage, mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions and global warming, 

and hosts a great diversity of fauna and microbial communities. At the same time, soil is a 

finite and slowly renewable resource, since it is subject to several factors of quality reduction, 

leading to unsustainable decay rates (Panagos et al. 2015). Among these threats, soil erosion 

is one of the most severe and alarming degradation factors, since it dramatically reduces the 

role of key resource played by soil for human well-being (FAO 2015). It should be noted that 
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it is impossible to stop soil erosion, which is a natural geological process. Nevertheless, the 

unique goal at the planetary scale is to manage the human impacts on the soil so that the 

erosion rates are within an acceptable range (FAO 2019), avoiding that the rate of soil loss 

exceeds that of soil formation (Alewell et al. 2015). Based on the Web of Science database 

(accessed on November 2019), the literature published on soil erosion in the 2016-2018 

period (7348 articles in two years only) even exceeded the production of the whole 20th 

Century (5698 articles between over sixty years between 1931 and 1999). Despite such 

continuous research over time, soil erosion by water, wind and tillage is still among the major 

threats to this resource in almost all the regions of the World (FAO 2019). In addition to the 

well-known and documented reasons of soil erosion (weathering, excessive grazing, tillage 

and unsuitable agricultural practices, deforestation, fire, and landslides) (e.g., Borselli et al. 

2006; Sharifi et al. 2017; Lal 2019), soil sampling is a human-induced factor that may 

contribute to erosion. The effects of soil erosion on the total loss at the global scale has been 

practically neglected as far as now. Sampling cannot be avoided in soil science, since it is 

essential in many research activities, such as the characterization of physical, chemical and 

microbiological properties of soils, and the simulation of many natural and anthropogenic 

processes of soil. For more than a century, soil samples have been collected by scientists and 

transported to laboratories for the analyses. Therefore, huge amounts of soil have been taken 

away from their original location and thrown away, and thus not returned to the original 

place. In order to indicate this less known form of soil erosion, we take the liberty to use the 

terms “hidden erosion”. As far as now, no studies have quantified the amounts of soil subject 

to the “hidden erosion” and compared these amounts to the natural and/or anthropogenic 

erosion rates. To fill this gap, this study evaluates the soil loss due to sampling based on a 

dataset of 40 papers randomly selected in the bibliography (2010 to 2019); an estimation of 

the soil thickness reduction due to the “hidden erosion” and a comparison with the tolerable 

soil loss worldwide have been carried out. 

 

Materials and methods 

 

In order to find the published studies in which samples were collected for investigations on 

soil erosion, a bibliographic research has been carried out in November 2019 , based on the 

following keywords: soil sampling design and collection method, kg soil collected, soil 

sample collection and preparation, soil sampling design of the study area, soil sampling 

procedure, soil sampling methodology and soil sampling scheme. Approximately 600 studies 
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have been identified worldwide, and 40 papers from 2010 to 2019 have been randomly 

selected and analyzed (Figure 1). The unpublished studies have not been considered. 

The following parameters have been extracted and analyzed: 

- Number of collected samples (hereinafter “N”) 

- Sample weight (“SW”) 

- Net soil loss (“NSL”), equal to the product N·SW 

- Soilthickness reduction  due to sample collection (“STR"). 

STR was calculated from NSL, using a value of the bulk density of 1200 kg m-3 

(Montgomery 2007). 
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Fig. 1 Map of the sites analyzed by the 40 papers selected in this study. 
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Results  

 

Table 1 reports the amount of soil collected from the natural site and the equivalent soil 

thickness reduction in the selected papers, while an estimation of the soil disturbance due to 

sampling is reported in Figure 2. The number of soil samples ranges from one (Pelster et al. 

2018) to 1060 (Shi et al. 2019) with an average value of 138 samples. Each sample weighs on 

the average 100 kg with a maximum value of over 1000 kg (Ruttens et al. 2010 and Van de 

Voorde et al. 2011) (Table 1). Based on these data, the transferred soil - quantified by the 

NSL parameter - ranges from 12 kg (Girsowicz et al. 2018) to even 1832 kg (Shi et al. 2019) 

with a mean of about 397 kg of soil per study. Therefore, STR in the selected studies is 

between 0.001 and 0.153 mm ha-1 (on the average 0.033 mm ha-1). 

If the tolerable soil losses (TSL)  are assumed from erosion studies worldwide (FAO 

2019), out of 40 selected studies of Table 1, 19 (47.5% of the total) show a STR of 1.4 mm, 

higher than a TSL between 0.02 and 0.11 mm yr-1 for Europe (Verheijen et al. 2009), while in 

22 studies (55.0%) STR is higher than a TSL of 0.015 mm yr-1 for Australia (Bui et al. 2011).  

Overall, if the mean weight of the removed soil (397 kg soil per study) is multiplied by the 

total number of the papers annually published (42000) about soil science (Hartemink 2019), a 

total soil loss of 16682 tons per year due to the "hidden erosion" can be estimated. This value 

is even more surprising, if we consider that this soil loss only account for the published 

studies, but it excludes the unpublished researches. Considering both published and 

unpublished papers, the amount of lost soil surely far exceeds the above-mentioned values.  

It should be noted that Aksoy et al. (2016), in their study covering all Europe, removed 20000 

soil samples weighing 10 tons, but we did not consider it in this study, to avoid bias in our 

results. 

 

Discussions and conclusions 

 

Soil analysis unavoidably relies on sampling, which requires removal of soil volumes from 

their natural places. The results of this study have demonstrated that the "hidden erosion" is 

an unusual but impacting form of soil erosion, which should be considered in addition to the 

natural and human-induced geological processes at the global scale.  

While it is obvious that, when the studied soil is polluted with hazardous substances or 

biological agents (e.g., heavy metals, pathogens), it is permanently removed, it is less 
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understandable that, in the other cases (e.g. sampling of uncontaminated agricultural or forest 

soils), the collected samples are not returned to their original location.  

 

Table 1 Characteristics of soil sampled from the original site and its equivalent  thickness 

reduction in a selection of papers about soil science. 

 

ID N 
SW 

(kg per sample) 

NSL 

(kg per study) 

STR 

(mm ha-1 per study) 
Reference 

1 15 5 75 0.006 (Paz-Ferreiro et al. 2012) 

2 30 20 600 0.050 (Khan et al. 2014) 

3 916 2 1832 0.153 (Sollitto et al. 2010) 

4 154 5 770 0.064 (Jansa et al. 2014) 

5 10 25 250 0.021 (Pourbabaee et al. 2018) 

6 1060 0.97 1028 0.086 (Shi et al. 2019) 

7 72 0.5 36 0.003 (Guan et al. 2018) 

8 160 2 320 0.027 (Shahriari et al. 2019) 

9 66 2 132 0.011 (Shaddad et al. 2019) 

10 300 1 300 0.025 (Lv 2019) 

11 1 400 400 0.033 (Farrell et al. 2010) 

12 90 1 90 0.007 (Zhao et al. 2019) 

13 232 4 928 0.077 (Nyiraneza et al. 2017) 

14 12 2.5 30 0.002 (Zhang et al. 2015) 

15 50 1 50 0.004 (Buzmakov et al. 2019) 

16 160 1 160 0.013 (Capra et al. 2018) 

17 166 1 166 0.014 (Zhang et al. 2016) 

18 1 1000 1000 0.083 (Ruttens et al. 2010) 

19 400 0.5 200 0.016 (Behera and Shukla 2015) 

20 537 0.94 506 0.042 (Fu et al. 2016) 

21 60 2 120 0.01 (Usikalu et al. 2014) 

22 1 30 30 0.002 (Pelster et al. 2018) 

23 1 200 200 0.017 (Houben et al. 2012) 

24 27 50 1350 0.112 (Verdejo et al. 2016) 

25 1 560 560 0.047 (Bruun et al. 2015) 

26 6 2 12 0.001 (Verchot et al. 2011) 

27 1 1000 1000 0.083 (Van de Voorde et al. 2011) 

28 2 70 140 0.012 (Goberna et al. 2011) 

29 105 1 105 0.009 (Jiang et al. 2017) 

30 150 2 300 0.025 (Ebrahimi et al. 2019) 

31 3 233 699 0.058 (Sagarkar et al. 2014) 
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32 8 50 400 0.033 (Shaheen et al. 2015) 

33 469 1.5 703.5 0.059 (Zhang et al. 2012) 

34 5 10 50 0.004 (Banerjee et al. 2016) 

35 48 1 48 0.004 (Laird et al. 2010) 

36 1 200 200 0.017 (Farrell and Jones 2010) 

37 4 50 200 0.017 (Kirkby et al. 2013) 

38 40 0.5 20 0.002 (Le et al. 2019) 

39 127 1 127 0.011 (Wang et al. 2013) 

40 12 62.5 750 0.062 (Van de Voorde et al. 2012) 

Min. 1.0 0.5 12 0.001 - 

Mean 137.6 100.0 397.2 0.033 - 

Max. 1060.0 1000.0 1832.0 0.153 - 

Notes: N = number of collected samples; SW = sample weight; NSL = net soil loss; STR = soil thickness 

reduction. 
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Fig. 2 Some of the soil disturbance examples due to sampling in soil research studies. (Sources: 
ttps://www.tarleton.edu (photo 1), https://coas.siu.edu (photo 3),http://landjudging.org (photo 5), 
https://www.hoosiertimes.com (photo 6),  https://sustainablesoils.org (photo 8); the photos 2, 4 and 7 
have been taken by the authors. 
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Moreover, in order to collect representative samples of soil in each area, either in surface 

or in depth, soil is often collected in large excess compared to the analyzed quantity. For 

example, consensus on systematic or random sampling schemes requires a minimum number 

of sampling points, and generally, four samples for each geo-localized point can be enough 

(Chao and Thompson 2001). Of the total amount, 50% is generally stored in soil repositories, 

while only a minor quantity (~10%) is sent to the laboratory for analysis. Only some soil 

analysis are destructive (because they are carried out after sieving), whereas other analyses do 

not alter the soil quality and quantity and this makes possible restoring the sampled soil to the 

original site. Finally, the sampling procedure can also expose the soil to erosion, for instance, 

when a steep sampling site is left bare (that is, without the vegetal cover).  

Usually, the "hidden erosion" does not  heavy impacts the environment, because of its limited 

spatial and temporal extent and the small amounts of soil removed. However, when the soil is 

removed repeatedly on a large spatial scale, sampling may increase the erosion rates of the 

natural and other human-induced processes at the global scale. . It can be argued that the 

incidence of the "hidden erosion" is very low at the global time and spatial scales. However, 

it may accelerate the natural and anthropogenic erosion rates in degraded and delicate sites 

(e.g., forest ecosystems living on steep hillslopes, protected natural areas), aggravating local 

trends of soil consumption and degradation, and therefore this form of soil loss should be 

limited as much as possible. 

In order to reduce the "hidden erosion" under tolerable limits, a decalogue to minimize this 

form of unwelcome soil degradation can be proposed as follows: 

1. Avoid the soil transfer to the laboratory, preferring in situ experiments.   

2. Use methods of soil analysis (e.g. visible and near infrared, vis–NIR), which are able to 

characterize the soil properties in situ (Viscarra Rossel et al. 2016), develop portable soil 

and plant testing kits as an alternative to laboratory, and use plant tests instead of 

chemical soil tests for fertility evaluation .  

3. Use a composite sampling method instead of individual method, since the first one can 

reduce the amount of soil transferred to the laboratories and requires lower analytical 

costs.  

4. Use augers (e.g., Shelby type) instead of shovels, because auger obtains soil samples from 

different depths by drilling, without having to dig a pit, and prepare soil samples in the 

field, where it is possible to return the non-analyzed particle fraction to the soil. 

5. Minimize the size of drilling in soil genesis and classification studies, refill profile and 

reseed the created bare site by native plant seed after sampling, to prevent more erosion.  
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6. Take care  (for instance, geologists and civil engineers) of making accessible the natural 

soil profiles, which are exposed to erosion from the infrastructure construction (e.g. 

roads) after slashing the layers, thus preventing digging new profiles. 

7. Work in team to avoid repeated sampling of soil from the same location, and properly 

archive the exceeding soil sampled, which can be re-used by other researchers or for 

training activities in soil science.  

8. Use pedotransfer functions and geostatistical techniques to design efficient sampling 

programs, and model the spatial pattern of soil properties, so that these models can be 

used in the interpolation of values in non-sampled locations, which reduce the need for a 

large number of sampling locations.  

9. Quantify, record and communicate the volume of soil sampled for research purposes to 

national or cross-national authorities,  as well as restore the residual soil after research in 

the original locations, if it is uncontaminated or does not pose risks for the humans and 

environment, or at least transfer the soil to greenhouses, gardens or parks. 

10. Build  a free online “Earth Soil Database” for re-using soils from a global archive with no 

need for re-sampling to evaluate soil properties. 

Overall, thanks to this experimental investigation and the proposed decalogue, we wish 

that soil scientists and professionals are encouraged to work with an increased awareness of 

soil sensitivity to any disturbance factor, such as the "hidden erosion" is, in order to further 

preserve this precious resource for future generations. 
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