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Abstract: Post-mining areas require reclamation. The main aim of reclamation is to restore the soil as
a basic element of the terrestrial ecosystem. This paper presents the results of an evaluation of the
enzymatic activity of soils formed on an afforested heap from an opencast sulphur mine. Six research
sites were selected on the overburden heap of the Piaseczno sulphur mine, afforested 50 years ago.
They differed in the type of soil in the subsoil and in the species composition of the stand. The activity
of dehydrogenases, phosphatases, urease, total organic carbon, and total nitrogen was determined
and statistical analysis of the obtained results showed that the activity of the evaluated enzymes in
the soils formed in the reclaimed areas was significantly dependent on the type of substrate and the
species composition of the plants. The activity of the evaluated enzymes was significantly positively
correlated with the content of total nitrogen and the C/N ratio, and the activity of phosphatases
and urease with the total organic carbon content. Within soils developed on the same texture, the
influence of stand species was revealed. In soils formed on clay, the soils under the beech stand and
under the birch stand were characterized by higher activity of enzymes. The soil developing under
the stands of European larch and red oak was characterized by higher enzymatic activity on weakly
clayey sands. On loose sands, the activity of dehydrogenases and urease was significantly higher
under acacia robinia than under hornbeam.

Keywords: post-mining area; reclamation; afforestation; soils; enzymatic activity

1. Introduction

The negative impact of anthropopression on the earth’s surface is observed mainly in
industrial, urban, communication, and agricultural areas. Strong human interference in
these areas causes far-reaching deterioration of the physical, chemical, biological, and eco-
logical properties of soils (degradation) or complete loss of use-values (devastation) [1–6].

DeLong et al. [7] indicate that soil degradation is of increasing concern to environ-
mentalists, society, state and local authorities, and can be defined as a “global pandemic”
as it is a worldwide problem. The FAO [8] defines soil degradation “... as a change in
soil health resulting in a reduction in the capacity of the ecosystem to provide goods and
ser-vices to beneficiaries. Degraded soils do not provide the normal goods and services of
a soil in its ecosystem”. Soil degradation, therefore, refers to a broad spectrum of changes
in soil properties under the influence of natural or anthropogenic factors that alter their
structure and quality [6].

The mining industry and fossil fuel-based energy production often create large soil-
less wastelands such as spoil and overburden heaps, open pits (pits), and landfills.

There are two types of mining: underground and opencast [9]. When minerals are
extracted by opencast mining, 2–11 times more land is degraded than by underground
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mining [10]. Open-pit mining has the greatest impact on surrounding areas due to the
relatively large amounts of material moved [11]. The mining process begins with the
removal and/or destruction of vegetation and the removal of topsoil and overburden
to varying degrees [12,13]. Overburden includes soil and rock that is removed to access
deposits [14]. The removed topsoil is either stored in heaps surrounding the mines [15],
stockpiled on the mine site for use in reclamation, or used elsewhere [2]. Storage of
overburden on stockpiles leads to the loss of organic carbon due to exposure to heat and
drying, and, in some cases, freezing and thawing as well as reduced nutrient cycling [12].

In order to reduce the negative impact of areas transformed as a result of the opencast
mining of minerals (raw materials) and to restore the ecosystem functions of soils, it is
necessary to reclaim and reconstruct these areas [16], a process that is also referred to as
biological regeneration [17].

Ecological restoration, as defined by The Society for Ecological Restoration (2002) [18],
is “the process of helping to restore an ecosystem that has been degraded, damaged, or
destroyed”. In the literature, the terms restoration, rehabilitation, reclamation, and remedi-
ation are often used interchangeably [19]. While rehabilitation is the repair of ecosystem
processes, productivity, and services without returning to pre-disturbance conditions, re-
mediation is the physical stabilisation of land to a non-erosive state, and restoration is the
process of remediating a specific problem, thereby reversing or arresting environmental
damage. In the mining context, restoration is synonymous with rehabilitation and is de-
fined as a progression towards restoring the original ecosystem [20] or providing a new
ecosystem when biotic and abiotic changes have been too extreme [21]. In other words,
it is the process of remediating the effects of mining on the environment by restoring a
stable land surface and then renewing vegetation or developing alternative land uses on
the restored landform.

The main purpose of reclamation is to restore soil as the basic element of the terrestrial
ecosystem [22,23].

Soil reclamation methods can be divided into technical methods, in which the entire
soil profile is restored through topsoil using organic and organic-mineral horizons that
were previously removed from post-mining areas, or biological methods, which consist of
introducing plant biomass through green manure [24].

Successful reclamation requires a number of measures to protect unstable slopes and
restore vegetation. Vegetation plays an important role in protecting the soil surface from
erosion. Plants growing on the slope reduce soil density, moderate soil pH, increase soil
organic matter (SOM), and accumulate mineral nutrients in a closed layer on the soil
surface. Additionally, on a macro scale, vegetation restores the beauty and productivity of
the land. For the above reasons, restoration of vegetation is a major challenge and a key
indicator of reclamation success [2].

A common method of reclamation of post-industrial wastelands is their afforestation.
In this remediation method, growing plants transform tilled or excavated materials into
soil. The identification of optimal afforestation strategies and species composition in post-
industrial areas is inextricably linked with the assessment of the adaptation of individual
tree species to habitat conditions on reclaimed land and the impact of these species on the
soil substrate [25–28].

There are numerous interactions between the composition of aboveground plant
communities and belowground microbial communities in forest ecosystems [29] as changes
in stand species composition can significantly affect the amount of organic matter entering
the soil [30].

Determining the quality of soil in various anthropogenic landscapes, as well as fore-
casting the effects of changes in the soil environment, which are under the influence of the
applied protection system or reclamation methods, is a difficult task due to the complexity
and heterogeneity of this environment.

For a soil parameter to be useful as an indicator of the sustainability of land man-
agement practices, it must respond adequately to changes in management. In particular,
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“indicators should be sensitive enough to reflect the effects of management and climate on
long-term changes in soil quality but should not be so sensitive that they are influenced by
short-term weather patterns” [31]. Soil organisms meet this criterion because they respond
sensitively to anthropogenic disturbances [32].

Soil quality is mainly shaped by the transformation of organic matter, primarily related
to microorganisms and the enzymes they secrete, and the rate of biogeochemical trans-
formations in the circulation of elements [33,34]. Soil enzymes catalyse transformations
related to the processing of matter and energy in ecosystems. Enzyme activity is considered
one of the more sensitive indicators of enzyme functioning, reflecting both the direction
and nature of biogeochemical processes and the totality of fundamental transformations
related to the biology and physicochemical properties of soils [35,36]. Measurements of
enzymatic activity provide early evidence of subtle changes in the soil environment, long
before changes in the chemical composition and physical properties of soils [34]; therefore,
soil enzymes are considered a good indicator of soil quality due to their strong relationship
with soil biology, ease of measurement, and rapid reflection of changes caused by soil
use [37,38].

Soil enzymes can reveal ecosystem disturbances because they are sensitive to manage-
ment practices and, thus, have been used as indicators of biogeochemical cycles, organic
matter (OM) degradation, and soil remediation. Therefore, they can represent soil quality,
especially when combined with other physical or chemical properties [39,40].

Enzymes are directly involved in the biogeochemical cycling of carbon (dehydro-
genases), nitrogen (urease and protease), and phosphorus (phosphatases) in ecosystems.
Moreover, they respond markedly to stress factors, and the magnitude of change in their
activity is related to the intensity of the acting factors.

Of the various enzymes, dehydrogenases are the best for determining soil microbial
activity. They reflect the level of physiologically active microorganisms in the soil and, thus,
provide correlative information on the biological activity and the microbial population
in the soil. They also reflect the degree of organic matter decomposition and nutrient
availability in the soil. Therefore, a change in dehydrogenase activity can be a reliable
indicator for determining changes in soil fertility resulting from the biological oxidation of
organic matter. Dehydrogenases play a role in the biological oxidation of soil organic matter
by catalysing the transfer of hydrogen from organic substrates to inorganic acceptors. The
activity of dehydrogenases reflects the rate of transformation occurring in the soil [41,42].

Urease activity, according to many authors, should be used as an indicator of soil
quality and soil changes under the influence of use [43,44]. Phosphatases are enzymes that
are involved in phosphorus metabolism in the soil, while urease catalyses the hydrolysis of
urea to ammonia and ammonium ion [45].

The activity of soil enzymes (dehydrogenase, phosphatase, and urease) is used to
assess the effects of reclamation, but the results presented most often refer to the effects 2
to 5 years after reclamation. The paper presents the results of research on the properties of
enzymatic activity of soils in the reclaimed dump of the sulphur opencast mine in Piaseczno
(Poland). The differences in the activity of dehydrogenase, phosphatases and urease in
soils developing on a substrate of various textures (clay, sands, and loose sands) and under
various stands, 50 years after planting, were assessed.

2. Materials and Methods

The studies were carried out on a reclaimed heap of the “Piaseczno” opencast sulphur
mine. The heap is situated in the Świętokrzyskie Voivodeship, Sandomierz County, Łoniów
Commune (Poland, N 50◦35′, E 21◦47′). The area is characterised by an average annual
temperature of +8.5 ◦C, an average annual precipitation of 600 mm, and a growing season
of 212 days. The heap is built of Neogene clay formations (pectenic Cracowian clays),
admixtures of Quaternary sandy formations, and their mixtures [46–48]. The soils formed
on the examined substrates were classified as industrial and urban soil types and subtypes
of soils with undeveloped profiles [49].
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The opencast mining of sulphur deposits in Piaseczno lasted 14 years, until 1971; then,
until 1980, glassy sands were extracted from under the sulphur deposits. As a result of the
mining activity, a deep excavation pit was formed with an area of approx. 160 ha and a
depth of up to 48 m. The overburden heap covered an area of about 120 ha.

The studies included an assessment of the biological activity of soils developing on
the reclaimed and afforested overburden heap. Six test sites (300 m2 each) were selected
for the studies. The research sites were located on substrates that differed in terms of
the soil texture (clay, weak clayey sand, and loose sand) and species composition of the
stand (clay: (RP1) a beech (Fagus sylvatica L.) dominant stand, (RP2) a bearded birch (Betula
pendula Roth) stand; weak clayey sands: (RP3) a European larch stand (Larix decidua Mill),
(RP4) a red oak stand (Quercus rubra); loose sands: (RP5) a predominantly hornbeam stand
(Carpinus betulus), and (RP6) an acacia robinia stand (Robinia pseudoacacia L.)) (Table 1). The
study was conducted 50 years after the introduction of permanent tree planting. The basic
physical and chemical properties of the soils of the study sites are presented in Table 2.

Table 1. Characteristics of research points on the outer heap of the Piaseczno mine.

Research
Point Soil Texture Tree stand

RP 1
clay

beech dominant stand (Fagus sylvatica L.)

RP 2 bearded birch stand (betula pendula roth)

RP 3
weak clayey sands

European larch stand (larix decidua mill)

RP 4 red oak stand (Quercus rubra L.)

RP 5
sands loose

predominantly hornbeam stand (Carpinus betulus)

RP 6 acacia robinia stand (tree stand from the upper part
of the slope) (Robinia pseudacacia L.)

Table 2. Characteristics of selected physicochemical properties. Average values. Characteristics of
the soil prior to setting up the experiment.

Research
Point

pH H S T V

(1 mol KCl) (cmol(+)·kg−1) (%)

RP 1 6.90 ± 0.02 2.00 ± 0.24 20.19 ± 0.05 20.19 ± 0.06 90.94 ± 0.15

RP 2 6.90 ± 0.03 1.93 ± 0.13 17.89 ± 0.04 19.86 ± 0.12 89.81 ± 0.14

RP 3 5.60 ± 0.02 5.10 ± 0.05 10.05 ± 0.09 15.30 ± 0.03 65.56 ± 0.02

RP 4 5.80 ± 0.06 6.23 ± 0.04 8.54 ± 0.03 14.92 ± 0.03 57.17 ± 0.38

RP 5 4.80 ± 0.09 14.02 ± 0.15 4.85 ± 0.05 18.94 ± 0.47 26.94 ± 0.20

RP 6 4.70 ± 0.05 8.02 ± 0.02 2.95 ± 0.03 10.94 ± 0.02 25.76 ± 0.01
Explanation: H—hydrolytic acidity; S—sum of basic cations; T—total sorption capacity; V—degree of saturation
of the sorption complex with basic cations. Mean ± standard deviation.

2.1. Sampling for Analyses

Soil samples were taken from 0 to 20 cm depth (humus horizon) according to the
principles defined in ISO 18400 [50]. Soil material was collected for laboratory analyses in
the autumn (October 2020) during periods of stable weather. At that time, the soil was in a
state of dynamic equilibrium that kept biochemical processes within moderate intensity.
Five evenly spaced points were sampled from each study plot before being mixed, and an
individual averaged sample was taken for each study site.
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2.2. Laboratory Analyses
2.2.1. Total Organic Carbon (TOC), Total Nitrogen (Nt), C/N Ratio

Total organic carbon (TOC) was determined in dry soil samples by combustion using a
TOC-VCSH apparatus [51] with an SSM-5000A module (Shimadzu). Total nitrogen (Nt) con-
tent was determined by the modified Kjeldahl method using a Kjeltech TM 8100 distillation
unit. The C/N ratio was calculated from the ratio of total organic carbon (TOC) and total
nitrogen (Nt). All determinations were performed in three parallel replications.

2.2.2. Soil Enzyme Activity

The activities of three soil enzymes, i.e., dehydrogenases, neutral phosphatase, and
urease were determined in three replicates. The activity of dehydrogenases (ADh) was
determined by the Thalmann method [52] using a 1% solution of 2,3,5-triphenyltetrazolium
chloride (TTC) as the substrate. Phosphatase activity (APh) was determined according to
Tabatabai and Bremner [52] using 0.8% p- nitrophenyl disodium phosphate solution as the
substrate in a pH 7.0 buffer. Urease activity (AU) was determined according to Zantua and
Bremner [52] using a 2.5% urea solution as substrate. Enzyme activities were determined
using a CECIL CE 2011 spectrophotometer at the following wavelengths: λ = 485 nm for
dehydrogenases, λ = 410 nm for phosphatase, and λ = 410 nm for urease. Soil samples
for enzymatic analyses were collected and stored according to the rules defined in the
Polish PN-ISO 1998 standard [53]. All determinations were performed in three parallel
repetitions.

2.3. Statistical Analyses

Statistical analyses were performed using the Statistica 13 program. Basic descriptive
statistics were determined, namely the mean and the standard deviation, which determines
the degree of variation of the results. One-way ANOVA was used to test the significance
of differences in the content of individual enzymes and the values of TOC and Nt indices
between individual reclamation variants. If statistically significant differences between
the averages of the soil properties studied were demonstrated, Tukey’s post-hoc (multiple
comparisons) tests (HSD) were performed.

Two methods of numerical taxonomy (cluster analysis) were used to determine groups
of reclamation variants characterised by a similarity of enzyme activity/content (dehydro-
genase, phosphatase, and urease) and index values (TOC, Nt, and C/N) [54]:

• Ward’s method—to determine the number of clusters (distance measure—Euclidean)
based on visual analysis of the graph of distance changes in successive agglomeration
stages (significant increase in agglomeration distance on the graph) and the connection
tree (Ward’s dendrogram);

• The k-means method—to determine the composition of clusters. The analysis of
variance was also performed to determine the significance of cluster differentiation.

The basis for creating groups of reclamation variants, which are characterised by their
structural similarity, was a set of normalised (standardised) diagnostic variables, denoted
as nij. On the basis of the classification obtained with the k-means method, mean values
of the initial variables (xij) in the obtained clusters were compared as well as internal and
inter-group variances. Thus, it was possible to assess [54]:

• Internal homogeneity (homogeneity) of the clusters;
• The extent to which the obtained clusters differed from each other;
• Which sub-variables determined the differentiation of the internal structure of the

reclamation variants that form the clusters.

Principal component analysis (PCA) was used to interpret the relationships between
the studied variables and to search for relationships between the reclamation methods of
the heap and the studied soil properties.
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3. Results

The process of organic matter accumulation plays a key role in the development of
soils on reclaimed post-industrial sites [55]. Soil organic matter supports key ecosystem
functions in soils and plays a key role in shaping soil fertility as well as being a source of
energy and nutrients for soil microorganisms [56].

The results demonstrated that in soils developed on reclaimed post-industrial land,
afforestation significantly increased the content of total organic carbon (TOC), determined
by the type of soil material that was reclaimed and (to a much lesser extent) by the species
composition of the stands (Table 3).

Table 3. Total Organic Carbon (TOC), Total Nitrogen (Nt) Content, and C/N ratio.

Research Point (RP)
TOC Nt

C/N
g·kg−1

RP1 31.30 ± 0.10 e 2.04 ± 0.02 e 15.34
RP2 19.84 ± 0.03 c 1.23 ± 0.03 c 16.13
RP3 17.48 ± 0.08 b 0.96 ± 0.02 b 18.21
RP4 20.38 ± 0.07 a 1.07 ± 0.02 a 19.05
RP5 20.46 ± 0.45 a 1.08 ± 0.01 a 18.94
RP6 21.67 ± 0.06 d 1.46 ± 0.01 d 14.84

Explanation: different lower case letters in the upper index indicate significant differences. Mean ± standard
deviation.

Statistical analysis (Table 3) confirmed that the highest TOC content was found in
the soil under the beech stand (RP1) and that this content was significantly higher than in
the soil of the remaining research points. In soils located on weak clayey sand, the TOC
content was determined by the species composition of the stand. In the soil on the site of
the European larch stand (RP3), the TOC content was 17.48 g·kg−1, while on the site with
the red oak stand (RP4), an increase in TOC content to 20.38 g·kg−1 was recorded, which
was comparable to the content in soils located on clays. Soils located on loose sands were
characterised by differentiated TOC contents. On the robinia acacia stand (RP6), the TOC
content was higher, amounting to 21.67 g·kg−1. Finally, the hornbeam stand (RP5) had a
TOC content of 20.46 g·kg−1 and was statistically similar to that of the red oak stand (RP4)
on soils developed from weak clayey sands (Table 3).

The total nitrogen content in soils developed on the external heap of the opencast
sulphur mine in Piaseczno varied depending on the type of substrate on which the soil
was formed and the species composition of the stand. The highest total nitrogen content
was recorded in the soil formed on clay under a predominantly beech stand (RP1) and
amounted to 2.04 g·kg−1 (Table 3). A lower total nitrogen content was characteristic in
soils developed on weak clayey sand. Within these soils, statistically significant differences
were found in the effect of the forest stand on Nt content (Table 3). In the soil under the
larch stands (RP3), the Nt content was 0.96 g·kg−1, and under the red oak stands (RP4),
it was 1.07 g·kg−1. In soils that developed on loose sands, the total nitrogen content was
1.08 g·kg−1 under the hornbeam stands (RP5), and 1.46 g·kg−1 under the acacia robinia
stands (RP6). Statistically significant differences in the stands’ effect on Nt content were
also confirmed within these soils (Table 3).

The C/N ratio in soils formed on the external heap of the Piaseczno mine assumed
values typical for forest soils (Table 3). There were differences in the C/N ratio depending
on the stand species composition and smaller differences depending on the type of substrate.
In soils developed on clay, the C/N ratio was 15.34 and 16.13 under the predominantly
beech stand (RP1) and red birch stand (RP2), respectively. In soils developed on weak
clayey sands, the C/N ratio was 18.21 in the larch stand (RP3), and 19.05 in the red oak
stand (RP4). In soils developed on loose sands, the influence of the stand on the value of
the C/N ratio was clearly noticeable; under the hornbeam stand (RP5), the value was 18.94,
while under the acacia robinia stand (RP6), the value was 14.84 (Table 3).
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The Ward cluster analysis based on TOC, Nt, and C/N, considered as indicators of
forest soil quality [57], confirmed that the quality of soils formed on reclaimed heaps is
affected by the type of substrate and species composition of vegetation.

Ward’s method was used to determine the number of clusters. The choice of three
clusters was confirmed by the plot of changes in the distance of bonds in successive
agglomeration steps (Figure 1). This was the first significant increase in the agglomeration
distance after a longer period, where the graph was relatively “flat”. A bond distance of
two in the tree diagram indicated three clusters (where the dendrogram intersected). In
the k-means method, the number of clusters was assumed to be k = 3 and the maximum
number of iterations was set to 10 (Figure 2).
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Table 4. Analysis of variance (k-means method) for TOC, Nt and C/N.

Variable between SS df within SS df F p *

TOC 4.68 2 0.32 3 22.02 0.016 *

Nt 4.78 2 0.22 3 32.31 0.009 *

C/N 4.64 2 0.36 3 19.60 0.019 *
Explanation: TOC—Total Organic Carbon; Nt—Total Nitrogen; C/N—C/N ratio; SS—sum of squares; df—
degrees of Freedom. * Statistically significant differences (p < 0.05).

The first cluster included one case (RP1—0.00 (distance from the centre of the right
cluster)), the second included three (RP3—0.30; RP4—0.16; RP5—0.16), and the third
included two (RP2—0.28; RP6—0.28). In cluster two, the RP4 and RP5 variants were very
similar to each other.

In order to assess the distance between the obtained clusters, the distances between
the centres of gravity of the groups were determined (Euclidean distances on the basis of
standardised data) (Table 5). Clusters 1 and 2 were the most distant and, thus, dissimilar
to the others (distance = 2.28). Clusters 2 and 3 were the most similar (distance—1.11)
(Table 5).

Table 5. Euclidean distance between clusters obtained by the k-means method for TOC, Nt and C/N.

Clusters 1 2 3

1 0.00 2.28 1.16

2 0.00 1.11

3 0.00

Based on the cluster profiles/Cluster profile indicator, it can be seen that cluster 1
(RP1) had the highest TOC and Nt values and the lowest C/N. Cluster 2 (RP3, RP4, and
RP5) had the lowest TOC and Nt values and the highest C/N. Cluster 3 (RP2 and RP6) was
characterised by intermediate TOC and Nt values compared to the other two clusters and
a rather low C/N value (Table 6).

Table 6. Mean values of the output variables in individual clusters for TOC, Nt and C/N.

Variable
Mean Values of the Output Variables in the Clusters

Clusters 1 (RP1) Clusters 2 (RP3, RP4, RP5) Clusters 3 (RP2, RP6)

TOC 31.30 19.44 20.75

Nt 2.04 1.04 1.34

C/N 15.34 18.73 15.49

Enzymatic Activity

A reliable assessment of the quality of soils subjected to long-term anthropogenic
pressure is provided by enzyme activity studies, which allow the recording of clear changes
in the soil environment [34].

The activity of dehydrogenases can be used to assess soil quality, determine the
influence of soil use on soil quality, and to evaluate the degree of regeneration of degraded
soils [58].

In soils developed on the overburden heap of the opencast mine in Piaseczno, the de-
hydrogenase (ADh) activity was differentiated and assumed values ranging from 2.08 (RP5)
to 25.07 mg TPF·kg−1·d−1 (RP3) (Table 7). The type of bedrock had no effect on the ac-
tivity of this enzyme (Table 7). The lowest value of dehydrogenase was found in soils
developed on loose sands (RP5 and RP6). Significantly higher values were found in soils
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developed on clays (RP1 and RP2), and the highest values were found in weak clayey
sands (RP3 and RP4).

Table 7. Soil enzymatic activity.

Research Point (RP)
ADh APh AU

mg TPF·kg−1·d−1 mmol PNP·kg−1·d−1 mg NH4
+·kg−1·d−1

RP 1 14.33 ± 0.12 d 167.40 ± 0.10 f 28.67 ± 0.58 e

RP 2 6.44 ± 0.04 c 99.49 ± 0.09 b 11.24 ± 0.05 c

RP 3 25.07 ± 0.06 f 126.87 ± 0.15 d 15.30 ± 0.10 d

RP 4 16.37 ± 0.06 e 76.43 ± 0.15 a 10.73 ± 0.15 c

RP 5 2.08 ± 0.07 a 128.89 ± 0.09 e 6.28 ± 0.07 a

RP 6 6.00 ± 0.10 b 117.10 ± 0.10 c 9.59 ± 0.09 b

Explanation: ADh—dehydrogenases; APh—phosphatase; AU—urease. Different lower case letters in the upper
index indicate significant differences. Mean ± standard deviation.

Phosphatases, as well as urease, are less frequently used to determine the effect of
anthropopressure on soil enzyme activity; however, many authors emphasize their role in
macronutrient cycles [42].

The activity of phosphatases (APh) in soils formed on the external dump was sig-
nificantly different in the soils of the different study points and ranged from 76.43 to
167.40 mmol PNP·kg−1·d−1 (Table 7). The highest phosphatase activity was found in soil
developing on clay under the beech stand (RP1), while the lowest was in weak clayey sand
under the red oak stand (RP4) (Table 7).

Urease activity (AU) ranged from 6.28 to 28.67 mg NH4 + ·kg−1·d−1 (Table 7). As in
the case of phosphatases, the highest urease activity was found in the soil formed from clay
under a predominantly beech stand (RP1). In the soil from the other research points, urease
activity was significantly lower, with the lowest urease activity found in soils developed
on loose sands (RP5 and RP6) (Table 7).

Ward’s cluster analysis (Figure 3), based on the activity of the assessed enzymes, con-
firmed that the activity of soil enzymes in soils developed in reclaimed areas is significantly
dependent on the type of substrate and plant species composition.
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Three clusters were selected, the selection of which was confirmed by the graph of
changes in the bond distances in successive agglomeration steps. After a longer period
where the graph was relatively “flat”, this was the first significant increase in agglomeration
distance. A bond distance of 1.5 in the tree diagram indicated three clusters (where the
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dendrogram intersected). In the k-means method, the number of clusters was assumed to
be k = 3 and the maximum number of iterations was set at 10 (Figure 4).
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Two of the three variables significantly differentiate (p < 0.05) the clusters obtained by
the k-means method. These are dehydrogenase and urease activities (Table 8).

Table 8. Analysis of variance (k-means method) for dehydrogenases, phosphatase and urease.

Variable between SS df within SS df F Istotn. p

dehydrogenases 4.68 2 0.32 3 22.02 0.016 *

phosphatase 4.78 2 0.22 3 32.31 0.009 *

urease 4.64 2 0.36 3 19.60 0.019 *
Explanation: SS—sum of squares; df—degrees of Freedom. * Statistically significant differences (p < 0.05).

The first cluster included two cases (RP3—0.58; RP4—0.58), the second included three
cases (RP2—0.35; RP5—0.38; RP6—0.1), and the third included one case (RP1—0.00). In
cluster two, the RP2 and RP5 variants were similar to each other. In order to assess the
distance between the obtained clusters, the distances between the centres of gravity of the
groups were determined (Euclidean distances on the basis of standardised data). Clusters 2
and 3 were the most distant and thus dissimilar to the others (distance = 1.85). Clusters 1
and 2 were the most similar (distance—1.15) (Table 9).

Table 9. Euclidean distance between clusters obtained by the k-means method for dehydrogenases,
phosphatase and urease.

Clusters 1 2 3

1 0.00 1.15 1.74

2 0.00 1.85

3 0.00

Based on the cluster profiles, cluster 2 (RP2, RP5, and RP6) had the lowest dehy-
drogenase and urease values. Cluster 1 (RP3 and RP4) was characterised by the highest
value of dehydrogenase, and cluster 3 (RP1) was found to have the highest value of urease
(Table 10).
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Table 10. Mean values of the output variables in individual clusters for dehydrogenases, phosphatase
and urease.

Variable
Mean Values of the Output Variables in the Clusters

Clusters 1 (RP3, RP4) Clusters 2 (RP2, RP5, RP6) Clusters 3 (RP1)

dehydrogenases 20.72 4.84 14.33

urease 13.02 9.04 28.67

Principal component analysis (PCA) has been widely used to identify the most
sensitive factor explaining the significant variation between different land use/cover
types [59–62].

Figure 5 shows the results of the principal component analysis (PCA). Factors 1 and 2,
extracted during the analysis, explain a total of 85.07% of the variance in the analysed
properties of the studied soils. Factor 1 explains 62.51% of the variability of the analysed
properties and is strongly correlated with the following variables: phosphatase content,
urease content, TOC, Nt content, and C/N ratio. The C/N value is negatively correlated
with the other variables. TOC content and Nt content are highly correlated with each other
as well as phosphatase and urease activity. Factor 2 explains 22.56% of the variation in the
studied traits and is strongly correlated only with dehydrogenase activity, and thus, its
content does not depend on the other variables, namely the soil properties.
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Test points RP2, RP3, RP4, and RP5 had lower values of TOC and Nt, and lower
content of phosphatase and urease than the other two variants. Test points RP1 and RP6
had lower C/N ratio values than the other variants. Considering the second dimension
(factor), it can be seen that test points RP1, RP3, and RP4 had higher dehydrogenase activity
than the other variants.

4. Discussion

Reclamation of post-mining areas by afforestation is a promising ecological tool
to offset greenhouse gas emissions and maintain the ecological balance in post-mining
ecosystems [63–66].

The study involved the evaluation of enzyme activity in soil developing on the external
overburden heap of the Piaseczno opencast sulphur mine 50 years after its afforestation.

Soil enzyme activity reflects both the direction and the intensity of cyclical biogeo-
chemical processes in the soil and is considered an important biological indicator for
assessing soil fertility [67,68]. Soil microbial abundance and enzyme activity depend on
soil properties, including soil pH, water–air relations, and organic matter content, all of
which are shaped by the type of parent rock and the course of the soil-forming process and
may be subject to modification under anthropopressure [69]. Many authors indicate that
the microbial composition of the soil may change depending on the diversity of the plant
community growing on it, especially in the presence of the dominant species [70].

Enzymatic activity is strongly stimulated by soil organic matter (SOM) [71] and
processes related to organic matter transformations are realized with the participation of
soil microorganisms and their enzymes [38].

Afforestation usually results in higher plant biomass, and trees modify the quality
and quantity of litter and microclimatic conditions such as humidity and temperature.
Kotroczó et al. [72] showed that plants cause greater changes in soil properties through roots
and secretions than through litter. Roots are a key component of the underground part of the
forest ecosystem, being the primary source of SOM, which significantly affects the microbial
activity of soils [73,74]. Over time, SOM input increases with stand productivity [75]. Deng
and Shangguang [76] highlight the importance of tree species, soil depth, and forest age on
soil C and N content.

Kara et al. [77] and Kang et al. [78] suggest that long-term afforestation can significantly
increase SOM content, accumulate microbial biomass, and improve potential enzyme
activity.

The results showed that the TOC content was determined by the texture of soil material
that was reclaimed and by the species composition of the forest stands. The highest TOC
content was characterised by the soil developing on clay under the beech stand.

In the soil developed on loamy sand, there was a significant difference in TOC content
depending on the stand—under the European larch stand, it was significantly lower than
under the red oak stand. On soils located on loose sands, however, the TOC content under
an Acacia robinia stand, for example, was significantly higher than under a hornbeam stand.
The results indicate that the content of total nitrogen, as well as TOC, differed depending
on the type of substrate on which the soil was formed and the species composition of the
stand.

In a forest, the species composition of the stand determines the diversity of microor-
ganisms and their enzymatic activity [79]. The results obtained in the present study
indicate that there is considerable variation in enzymatic activity within the forest soils
studied. The study showed that the activity of soil enzymes in soils formed in reclaimed
areas was significantly dependent on the type of substrate and plant species composition.
Józefowska et al. [80] indicate that the activity of microorganisms in reclaimed soils is
related to both the tree species introduced to the soil and the parent material (substrate).
The relationship between microbial activity and tree species was strongest in the superficial
(0–5 cm) soil layers. In deeper soil layers (5–30 cm), the microbial activity (expressed by
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MBC—microbial biomass carbon) was related to organic carbon availability, and the enzy-
matic activity (DHA) was related to the number of fine roots (less than 2 mm in diameter).

ADh is a very sensitive indicator of changes in soil properties and is associated with
living microbial cells [44,81]. Brzezińska and Włodarczyk [82] showed a close relationship
between ADh and organic matter content, soil fertility, soil microbial abundance, proteolytic
activity, nitrification, denitrification, respiration (CO2 release and O2 absorption), and the
activity of other enzymes present in the soil environment.

The activity of dehydrogenases (ADh) varied in soils developed on the overburden
heap of the opencast mine in Piaseczno. The lowest value of dehydrogenase was found in
soils developed on loose sands, a significantly higher value was found in soils developed
on clays, and weak clayey sands showed the highest value.

Soil enzymatic activity is strongly related to soil SOM, as it affects the energy supply for
microbial growth and enzyme production. Most studies show positive correlations between
enzyme activity and SOC and Nt in human-disturbed areas [83,84]. Błońska et al. [85]
show that the highest activity of dehydrogenases and urease is found in forest soils, which
are characterized by the greatest accumulation of soil organic matter. Soil fertility and
productivity depend on the content of organic matter, which is a nutrient reservoir that
is very important in the nutrient cycle [86], and which improves the physical, chemical,
and biological properties of soils [87]. Bueis et al. [88], by assessing the differences in
climatic parameters of the physical, chemical, and biochemical properties of soil, as well as
the correlations between these parameters and the activity of the soil enzymes, revealed
significant positive correlations between dehydrogenase, urease, and catalase activity and
soil organic matter, including easily oxidized carbon in soils. The studies of Garcia et al. [89]
and Muscolo et al. [90] show correlations between the content of soil enzymes and the
content of nitrogen.

In our study, we found no significant correlation between SOC content in the substrate
and dehydrogenase activity. It can be assumed that the small amount of carbon available
to microorganisms in the total SOC pool may have caused this lack of correlation [91,92].
Zhang et al. [93] found that the direction of vegetation recovery was influenced by different
carbon sources, which significantly affected the metabolic activity and functional diversity
of microbial communities in sandy soils. In our study, within soils developing on the same
substrate, significant differences in dehydrogenase activity were found depending on the
stand species composition.

Soil phosphatase enzymes are produced by plant roots and microorganisms and play
a key role in the cycling of phosphorus (P), which is often a limiting element in terrestrial
ecosystems. The production of these enzymes in soil is the most important biological
strategy for extracting phosphate ions from organic molecules. A previously published
work showed that the potential activity of phosphatases in soil is mainly determined by
climatic conditions in addition to soil nitrogen (N) and carbon [94].

The results showed that phosphatase activity in soils formed in the reclaimed over-
burden heap areas was significantly dependent on the type of substrate and plant species
composition. The highest phosphatase activity was found on soil developing on clay under
a beech stand (RP1). The lowest activity was found on weak loamy sand under a red oak
stand (RP4). Within soils developing on the same substrate, the influence of stand species
was revealed. In general, soils more abundant in nitrogen were characterised by higher
phosphatase activity. Previous studies indicate that globally, Nt content is a good indicator
of phosphatase activity [95]. High N content supports high phosphatase activity because
phosphatase synthesis requires high amounts of N [95–97].

Urease is a major player in the decomposition and transformation of nitrogen in the
soil ecosystem, which hydrolyses urea to ammonia or amine salt through carbon–nitrogen
bonds acting on organic matter [98]. Urease directly affects the rate of soil nitrogen supply,
which is usually used as an indicator of nitrogen deficit [99]. Therefore, the estimation of
urease activity can help in understanding the biological mechanism of carbon and nitrogen
metabolism and provide clues for assessing the quality of reclaimed soils.
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As in the case of phosphatases, the highest urease activity was found in soil made
of clay, under a predominantly beech stand (RP1). In the soil of the other research points,
the urease activity was significantly lower. The lowest urease activity was found in soils
developed on loose sands (RP5 and RP6). Urease activity was positively correlated with
TOC and Nt content, which is consistent with the study by Vahed et al. [100]. Furthermore,
urease activity was correlated with the C/N ratio. The correlation of enzymatic activity
with the C/N ratio confirms the importance of the quality of organic matter provided by
plants, among others. The C/N ratio is a long-known parameter used to assess the degree
of organic matter decomposition; it was also used in the construction of indicators to assess
the quality of forest soils and habitat fertility [101].

The obtained results confirm that soil enzymes—catalysts of many important soil
processes, e.g., the pathway of biosynthesis and decomposition of soil humus—determine
the quality and health of soils [34]. The application of enzymatic tests in forest soil mon-
itoring, carried out on permanent observation plots, facilitates the knowledge of factors
shaping the dynamics and directions of changes in the ecosystem and can provide forest
management with clues for maintaining the integrity of the forest condition in endangered
areas [102].

Many authors indicate that the microbial composition of the soil may change depend-
ing on the diversity of the plant community growing on the soil (especially the presence of
dominant species) and the length of the growing season [70]. Differences in the microbial
community and, therefore, soil enzyme activity, may also be due to differences in the
number of small plant roots and their metabolic activity, and the amount and chemical
composition of the litter produced by a given plant [103]. The observed changes in enzy-
matic activity under different tree species indicate that in the remediation of brownfield
sites, it is important to match the species composition of the stand to the quality of the
substrate. Tree species shape soil properties through differences in the amount and quality
of organic matter that enters the soil [104,105]. In addition, tree species influence the pH of
soils. The pH value has a significant influence on the activity of microorganisms in the soil;
enzymes show a high sensitivity to soil pH [71].

5. Conclusions

The obtained results confirmed that soil enzymes can be used to assess the quality
of reclaimed soils. The activity of the assessed enzymes in soils formed in the reclaimed
areas was significantly dependent on the type of substrate and plant species composition.
Significant positive correlations were found between the content of total nitrogen and
C/N ratio and the activity of the enzymes evaluated, and between the TOC content and
the activity of phosphatases and urease. Within soils developed on the same substrate,
the influence of stand species was revealed. The selection of the correct stand species
composition to the substrate quality allows for the greatest reclamation efficiency.
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editing, G.Ż., A.K. and J.M.; visualization, A.K.; supervision, G.Ż. and J.M.; project administration,
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