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Metals distribution in the organic and inorganic fractions

of soil: a case study on soils from Sicily
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Dongarràb, Salvatore Sciarrinob and Daniela Varricab

a Dipartimento di Chimica Inorganica e Analitica ‘‘Stanislao Cannizzaro’’, Università di Palermo, Viale delle

Scienze, I-90128 Palermo, Italy
b Dipartimento di Chimica e Fisica della Terra (CFTA), Università di Palermo, Via Archirafi, 36 90123-Palermo, Italy

ABSTRACT

The content of Cd, Co, Cr, Cu, Fe, Mn, Ni, Pb and Zn, has been determined in the organic and inorganic fraction
of eight soil samples from Sicily. A modified type-Tessier sequential extraction procedure has been used to
recognize metals in five different fractions categorised as follows: (a) exchangeable metals, (b) metals bound to
carbonates, (c) metals bound to iron and manganese oxides, (d) metals bound to organic matter, and (e) metals
in residual fraction. The mineralogical composition of soils samples was characterized by X-ray diffraction.
Humic substances were extracted by means of an alkaline extraction procedure. It has been found that both the
mineralogical composition and the different content of humic fraction of organic matter in the soils investigated
are responsible for the observed trace metal distribution. The obtained data show that a significant amount of
trace metals is bound to the organic fraction where different binding sites are present simultaneously. In
particular, Pb and Cu seem to be the elements more tightly linked to the organic fraction of soils, whilst
cadmium is mostly concentrated into the iron and manganese oxides fraction. The presence of clay minerals in
soil is significant for metal distribution, playing a fundamental role in binding metal ions. Besides, it has been
observed that the calcophile metal mobility is strongly dependent on the presence of sulfide phases. Applying
the Risk Assessment Code to the analyzed soils, it appears that they contain, generally, less than 30% of metals
in the exchangeable and carbonate fractions. Calcic brown soil from Piano Zucchi exhibits a medium up to very
high risk for Pb, Cd, Co, Zn and Mn. It also been recognized the elevated presence of Cd in the exchangeable
and carbonate fractions of andic brown soil on volcanites from Pachino.

Keywords: soils, heavy metal distribution, metal speciation, sequential extraction

INTRODUCTION

Soil is the result of chemical, physical and biological
weathering reactions, acting upon parent rocks and
conditioned by factors of climate, vegetation and
time of reaction, which all together determine its
chemical features, mineralogical composition and
metal content. Soil is a geochemical highly variable
product made up of both inorganic and organic
material and is supporting the continental plant
life. It is also one of the most important factor
affecting human health and wellbeing (Abrahams,

2002). As a consequence, there is a great concern
about contamination of the soil ecosystem by poten-
tially toxic metal ions because of their threat to
human life and environments, particularly with
regard to plant uptake, deterioration of soil microbial
ecology and contamination of groundwaters or
surface waters (Cunningham et al., 1975; Riekerk
and Zasoski, 1979; Kabata-Pendias and Pendias,
1992; Vaughan et al., 1993).

The presence of heavy metals in soils arises from a
multitude sources. It is firstly dependent on natural
phenomena, such as weathering and mechanical
degradation of rocks. Although the geogenic
contents of toxic heavy metals in soils are generally
low they may be greatly enhanced by human activ-
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ities. The increased agricultural applications, in
addition to uncontrolled discharge of urban solid
wastes and sewage sludge on soils, are the main
causes of heavy metal accumulation in soils and
sediments.

The geochemical mobility of toxic metals in soils
depend on how and which soil phase they are bound
to and their chemical form, which, in turn, is related
to the physicochemical and biological characteristics
of the environmental system. The understanding of
the occurrence way of elements in soils is therefore
essential for the assessment of soil contamination
and to elucidate the role that each fraction plays in
controlling the adsorptionyrelease processes and the
metal bioavailability in the environment. In general,
the mobility of heavy metals in soils is severely
limited by strong sorption reactions between metal
ions and negatively charged surfaces particles of
soils (Stumm, 1987). However, several long-term
experiments have evidenced an enhanced mobility
of metal ions in organic matter rich soils (Berggren
et al., 1990; Li and Shuman, 1996; Streck and
Richter, 1997; Kalbitz and Wennrich, 1998). The
presence of different binding sites in the soil organic
matter (O-, N-, S- and HS-donor groups) leads to the
formation of soluble metal organic complexes which
facilitate the metal transport in soils and ground-
water (McCarthy and Zachara, 1989; Temminghoff
et al., 1997). Humic and fulvic acids, being char-
acterized by the simultaneous presence of different
binding sites in their structure (McCarthy, 2001;
Gaffney et al., 1996; Stevenson, 1994) are the
most important components of the organic fraction
in determining both transport and fixation of metal
ions in soils and sediments (Vaughan et al., 1993;
Wood, 1996; Tipping, 1998, 2002). In spite of their
considerable cation exchange capacity, the humic
substances are a minor part of soil and sediment
bulk. Most of soils or sediments are constituted by
electrically charged inorganic components, such as
carbonates, silicates (chiefly clays) and secondary
metastable iron manganese sesquihydroxides, which
also contribute, to different extent, in controlling the
metal absorption-release surface process (Kraepiel
et al., 1998; Sposito, 1984). These mineral particles
have very large specific area per unit volume which
significantly influence the partitioning of trace
metals between soil solutions and the surface of
minerals. As an example, the interactions between
metal ions and iron and manganese biogenic oxides
are very important in determining the distribution
and geochemical fate of trace elements, as shown by
different authors (Catts and Langmuir, 1986; Dong
et al., 2000; Bellanca et al., 1996; Tessier et al.,
1996; Nelson and Lion, 2003 and refs therein). As
the mobility of heavy metals in ground waters results

both from dissolution of the organic substance and
desorption from the surface of the inorganic compo-
nents, the relative abundances of organic matter and
soil minerals play a key role in soil solution chem-
istry with respect to remobilization phenomena and
to decontamination treatment of polluted soils. On
the basis of the above considerations, it is clear that
in studying metal distribution in soils and sediments,
the role of both organic and inorganic fractions must
be considered.

The aim of this paper, which is part of a greater
project studying the presence of heavy metals in the
environment (Dongarrà et al., 2003a, 2003b; Varrica
et al., 2003) and their chemical speciation in the
presence of naturally occurring ligands (De Stefano
et al., 2002, 2004; Gianguzza et al., 2004), is to
establish the possible forms or phases in which
heavy metals are associated in several soils of
Sicily and to discuss the relationships between soil
composition and metal sequestration capacity. Here
we report results on the distribution of Cd, Co, Cr,
Cu, Fe, Mn, Ni, Pb and Zn, in the organic and
inorganic fractions of eight soil samples by using a
modified sequential extraction (Tessier et al., 1979)
which allowed us to recognize metals in five
different fractions categorised as follows: (a)
exchangeable metals, (b) metals bound to carbo-
nates, (c) metals bound to iron and manganese
oxides, (d) metals bound to organic matter, and (e)
metals in residual fraction. An alkaline extraction
procedure has also been carried out to isolate the
soluble humic fraction and to assess the different
binding capacity of the humic and fulvic compounds.
The amount of humic substance recovered by the
organic fraction was related to the total organic
carbon content in each soil sample. Atomic absorp-
tion spectroscopy and X-ray analysis have been used
to determine metal content in the different fractions
and to characterize the mineralogical composition of
soils, respectively.

METHODOLOGY

Sampling sites

Eight soil samples were collected in Sicily in areas
characterized by different lithology (Fierotti et al.,
1988) to represent a wide range of compositions in
terms of organic matter and mineral content. All but
one of the sampling sites were chosen to be as far as
possible from urbanized or cultivated areas, in order
to avoid anthropogenic sources of pollution. Only
one soil (sample number 7) is related to heavy metal
pollution from an old mining activity in the area.
Samples were collected from the superficial horizon
(20 cm), then placed in plastic bags and transported
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to the laboratory at 4�C for analysis. All samples
were dried in a stove overnight, sieved through a
2 mm sieve and milled in an agate pot, before
analysis. Code numbers were assigned to the
samples as follows:
1. Piano Zucchi. Calcic brown soil on limestone and

flyschoid sequences. (Mountain soil from Mado-

nie Mounts, 1200 m. a.s.l.);

2. Ficuzza. Leached brown soil on limestone rock

(Mountain soil from the forested area near to

Palermo);

3. Buonfornello. Alluvial soil, sedimentary area;

4. S. Cataldo. Regosol on rocks of the ‘‘Gessoso-

Solfifera’’ evaporite series. (Hill soil from a

forested area);

5. Etna Volcano. Lithosol on volcanic rocks (Mount

Etna);

6. Peloritani Mounts. Alluvial soil (Peloritani

Mounts); metamorphic area;

7. Old Mine. Soil close to an old mining area

(Peloritani Mounts); metamorphic area;

8. Pachino. Andic brown soil. Soil originated from

the weathering of the the Iblean volcanites with

mesozoic calcareous intercalations (Iblea Zone).
Sampling sites are indicated on the map of Sicily

reported in Figure 1.

Materials and reagents

All the reagents used were of analytical grade.
Commercial samples of humic substances, used for
comparative purposes, were from Fluka lot no.
41968y1 894; peat and aquatic standard humic
acids from IHSS. Class A glassware was always
employed.

Equipments

X-Ray analysis: The main mineralogical phases in
the soil samples were determined by powder X-ray
diffraction using a Philips PW 1729, model RX,

diffractometer. After the organic matter was
removed from samples by means of H2O2 0.5 M
(Fluka ultrapur), the X-ray analyses were carried out
on the samples previously dried and reduced to a
52mm size. Mineral percentages were obtained by
semi-quantitative analysis of the intensity of each
specific peak. The samples were also X-rayed after
saturation with ethylene glycol to examine the
clayey fractions.

Total organic carbon and pH measurements:
Organic fraction of soils was determined as total
organic carbon (TOC) measured by loss on ignition
in electrical muffle furnace at 450�C, according to
Dean’s method (1974). Since this procedure could
over-estimate the organic matter content owing to
the simultaneous elimination of volatile carbonates
(Bengttson and Enell, 1986), we carried out the
measurements after carbonates removal by adding
HCl 6 N to the original sample. The results, reported
in Table 1, show a large variability, from 4 up to
32%, with the highest value found at site sample 8.
In the same table the pH values, obtained by
measurements carried out on soil suspension [50 g
(52mm sieved) in 50 mL distilled water], are
reported. These values range from 6.2 to 8.0
showing a near neutral or slightly alkaline nature

of the soil samples under investigation.
Metal analysis: Metal ion concentrations in each

sequentially extracted fraction were determined by
AAS-GF technique using a Perkin-Elmer model
Analyst 3000 atomic absorption spectrophotometer
equipped with graphite furnace and auto-sampler. In
order to minimize the matrix effects, the calibration
standard solutions were prepared by adding known
quantities of the metal, in turn under investigation, to
the same matrix derived from the sequential extrac-
tion and by comparing the results obtained with
reference blank solutions.
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Figure 1 Location of the sampling sites.

Table 1 Total Organic Carbon (TOC) and pH measurements
in soil samples

Soil samplea pH TOC %

1 7.2 15
2 7.6 7
3 7.8 20
4 7.9 4
5 6.7 8
6 7.6 10
7 6.2 15
8 8.0 32

aNumber soil samples refers to Figure 1.
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Sequential metal extraction procedure

A modified type-Tessier (1979) partitioning proce-
dure was used to separate the operationally deter-
mined specific fractions of soils containing metals
differently bound. In order to optimise the procedure
for the purposes of this work, particular attention
was paid in determining the reaction times of each
extraction step. To find the best experimental condi-
tions and extraction times to be used, different
attempts were carried out on reference samples to
which known amount of metals were added. The

extraction procedure employed, by means of which
at least 80% of metals recovery was obtained, is
reported hereafter:

Fraction 1 (exchangeable metals): 1 g (dry
weight) of 52mm sieved soil sample was treated
with 16 mL of 1 M sodium acetate solution for 1
hour under continuous stirring. A residue was
obtained after centrifugation.

Fraction 2 (metals bound to carbonates): the
residue obtained from step 1 was stirred with
CH3COONayCH3COOH solution at pH*5 for 4
hours. A new residue was obtained after centrifuga-
tion.

Fraction 3 (metals bound to Fe and Mn
oxides): the residue from step 2 was treated with
0.04 M NH3OHCl solution in 25% CH3COOH (vyv)
under stirring at 96�C, until the free iron-manganese
oxides were completely dissolved. The reaction time
was 6 hours.

Fraction 4 (metals bound to organic matter): the
organic fraction of the residue from step 3 was
mineralised in a high performance microwave diges-
tion unit (Milestone, mod. mls 1200 mega) by means
of 3 mL HNO3 þ 0:5ml H2O2 oxidizing solution. A
new residue was obtained after centrifugation and
solution removal.

Fraction 5 (metals bound to silicates): the last
residue was digested with HF and HClO4 mixture
and dissolved in a microwave digestion unit.

To reduce the extraction time, the step 4 of
Tessier’s original procedure was substituted by the
mineralization with a HNO3yH2O2 oxidizing solu-
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Figure 2 Comparison between the metal content in the organic

fraction extracted from a soil sample (sample 2) according to the

Tessier’s classical procedure (A) and by mineralization with

HNO3yH2O2 oxidizing solution (B).

Figure 3 Procedure for the extraction of humic and fulvic fraction.
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tion. As shown in Figure 2, a satisfactory agreement
was found between the results obtained using both
the original and the modified Tessier procedure.

Extraction procedure of humic and fulvic
fractions

To extract and separate humic and fulvic compo-
nents of organic matter the classical procedure
indicated by Stevenson (1994), also recommended
by the International Humic Substances Society
(IHSS) was carried out. To reduce the reaction
times, some steps of the procedure were slightly

modified by using more concentrated reagents (see
the scheme outlined in Figure 3).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Metals distribution in the organic and inorganic
fractions

The results of metal analysis in the sequentially
extracted fractions from soil samples are reported
in Table 2, as average of three measurements. The
following method detection limits (mgyL) have been
considered for the different metals: Zn (1.0), Fe
(10.0), Cu (5.0), Mn (5.0), Pb (20.0), Ni (25.0), Cr
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Table 2 Metal ion concentrations (mgykg dry weight) in the different fractions from sequential extraction carried out on soil
samples

Soil samplea Fraction Cd Co Cr Cu Fe Mn Ni Pb Zn

1 1 1.6 2.2 1.5 0.3 3.7 92 0.1 2.7 6.2
2 – 3.5 1.3 0.4 37.5 253 0.5 2 25.2
3 0.7 2.2 1.0 2.2 584 64 0.7 2.2 17.6
4 2.8 3.7 6.4 4.3 525 50 1.2 5.9 24.4
5 – 0.1 2.8 0.6 297 4.5 0.6 2.3 7.2

2 1 – – – 0.1 5.5 – 0.2 0.9 2.5
2 – 0.3 – 0.1 7.7 20.5 0.2 1 8.2
3 0.3 5.9 0.7 0.3 850 160 0.9 1.9 36.8
4 – 0.7 0.8 3.5 860 22 0.9 4.1 12
5 – 1.3 8.2 1.4 654 4.5 0.8 1.4 8.7

3 1 – 0.5 0.2 1.1 1.2 4.2 0.1 0.8 2.1
2 0.2 2.1 2.7 1.7 20 8.3 1.3 1.2 5.9
3 0.7 2.0 4.0 1 836 16.7 2.2 1.6 22.5
4 – 2.5 28.9 15.6 1374 23.3 3.1 3 27.8
5 0.1 0.7 13.8 6.1 655 8.3 1.1 1.6 12.1

4 1 – – – 0.1 2.7 1.1 0.5 0.8 4.7
2 – 0.1 0.2 0.1 5.5 68.7 0.6 1.0 6.2
3 0.3 1.7 – 0.2 624 150.8 0.6 1.2 13.6
4 – – 1.6 1.7 888 20.8 1 2.6 7.6
5 – 1.3 11.4 1.3 715 9.0 1.7 1.8 14.5

5 1 – – – 0.1 – – – 1.1 1.2
2 – – – 0.4 7.7 9.2 0.1 1.2 10.2
3 0.8 5 – 0.4 1950 160 0.5 1.6 25
4 – 0.1 1.5 4.0 1900 14.4 0.6 3.4 8.8
5 – 0.3 1.4 1.1 383 13.7 0.2 1.8 4.75

6 1 0.1 0.5 0.4 0.1 2.5 4.2 0.6 1.1 –
2 – 1.5 0.5 0.3 12.5 2.0 1.2 1.2 6.5
3 – 1.6 1.5 0.2 600 13.2 1.4 1.4 18.4
4 1.7 3.8 3.9 2.3 800 16.8 3.6 3.0 50
5 – 2.3 2.5 0.7 250 10.5 1.4 1.8 9.2

7 1 – 0.8 0.7 0.1 6 6.2 0.3 0.1 18.5
2 0.2 0.6 0.5 0.4 1250 2.0 0.8 1.7 187.5
3 4.4 2.1 1.1 0.1 400 10.0 1.0 4.5 392
4 1.8 4.1 10.4 5.1 800 13.2 5.5 12 388
5 0.4 1.0 2.6 1.1 250 8.2 1.2 3.3 53.7

8 1 0.2 2.1 1.5 0.1 19 122 0.3 1.3 1.2
2 0.2 0.1 0.4 0.1 16 29 0.9 1.4 2.4
3 0.3 2.8 1.8 – 1750 447 3.5 1.4 13.8
4 – 5.0 6.7 5.5 3285 202 6.4 2.7 58.5
5 0.1 3.5 4.3 3.8 2187 196 3.3 0.9 21.1

aSample number refers to Figure 1; ( – ) under detection limit.
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Figure 4 Percentage distribution of metals in the different fraction obtained from the sequential extraction procedure.
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(5.0), Co (10.0), Cd (1.0). In Figure 4 we also report
the metal percentage distribution in each sequen-
tially extracted fraction.

It may be observed that the amount of metal
bound to the residual fraction, that is the less
bioavailable form, is always lesser than the total
amount present in the sum of the other fractions.
Among the analyzed metals, iron, manganese and
zinc, show the highest concentrations in all the
samples.

Iron and manganese are mainly associated with
the non residual fraction. Excluding the fraction 3
(Fe –Mn oxides), the highest percentages of iron
are found in the fourth fraction of the extraction
procedure, i.e., metals bound to organic matter, thus
indicating the strong influence of complex species
formation in the mobility of metals. Iron is abun-
dant in the fraction 2 of sample no. 7, collected
close to an old abandoned mine on the Peloritani
mountains, North-Eastern Sicily, where ore deposits
of various types are present. Such high concentra-
tions suggest that in these samples there is a
significant portion of iron present as non residual
fractions (carbonate and iron-manganese oxides)
and residual fraction. This is consistent with the
mineralogical composition of the local metamor-
phites made up of quartzitic phyllites with iron
carbonates (siderite, FeCO3; ankerite,
Ca(Mg,Fe)(CO3)2) and of the volcanic bulk rich
in iron silicates (Censi and Ferla, 1989). Iron is also
particularly abundant in fractions 3, 4 and 5 of
sample no. 8 belonging to the Iblea zone where
volcanites with mesozoic calcareous intercalations
are largely present. Mn appears more abundant in
the soluble organic phase in soils from volcanic (5,
8) and metamorphic (6, 7) areas. It is also signifi-
cantly present in fraction 2 of those samples (1, 4)
rich in carbonate minerals where it may replace
calcium diadochically. Mn is particularly abundant
in sample 1, especially bound to the carbonate
fraction. This may be attributed to the presence in
the area of the Numidian Flysch (Oligocene–
Miocene), consisting of alternance of quartzarenites
and argillites with intercalated beds ascribed to a
clay-ironstone in Mn-rich carbonate facies
(Calderone et al., 1980; Dongarrà and Ferla, 1982).

In addition to iron and manganese, zinc shows
higher concentrations than the other metals investi-
gated, especially in the soil sample from the miner-
alized area (sample 7). This element is rather
uniformly distributed among the carbonate, Fe– Mn
oxides and organic phases, whilst lower contents are
associated with the exchangeable fraction. It has
been documented that Fe– Mn oxides may adsorb
Zn on their surface (Catts and Langmuir, 1986) with
high stability constants.

Copper is associated mainly with the organic
fraction and the residual fraction. Lower contents
of Cu are associated with exchangeable and carbo-
nate fractions. This finding is consistent with the
pronounced tendency of Cu(II) to form highly stable
organic complexes, as already described by several
authors (McLaren and Crawford, 1973; Adamo et al.,
1996; Barona et al., 1999; Banerjee, 2003), and also
reported in many compilations concerning the metal
complexes stability (Martell and Smith, 1997; Pettit
and Powell, 1993; Sillén and Martell, 1964, 1971).

The fractionation profile of lead shows that the
main fractions containing lead are the organic
matter, Fe– Mn oxides and the final residue, with
the major portion bound to the first one. The
geochemistry of lead in the earth-forming rocks is
characterized by its strong affinity for sulfur and
oxygen, thus forming sulfides, sulfates, phosphates
and silicates. In the last minerals lead diadochically
replaces potassium. During weathering it is extracted
from its minerals and transported as soluble
compound. In the present study lead exhibits a
pronounced tendency to accumulate in the orga-
nicysulfide fraction suggesting the complex species
formation with the organic matter andyor its
presence as sulfide phases. The lack of a significant
correlation between the total organic content (TOC)
and Pb bound to the organic matter indicates that in
these samples part of lead may be held in primary
sulfide minerals. This is particularly evident in the
samples 6 and 7 from Peloritani mountains where
soils are overlying metamorphic rocks. Pb is also
associated to the fraction bound to Fe– Mn oxides.
Our data support previous results (Ramos et al.,
1994; Maiz et al., 1997) in indicating that adsorption
may be an important control on Pb levels in soils,
particularly at pH47 (Tipping et al., 1986). A minor
contribution to the total content of lead is given by
the exchangeable fraction.

The highest content of Ni was found in the
samples 6 – 8 which belong to soils developed on
metamorphic or volcanic rocks. In all the samples Ni
resides prevalently in the organic and Fe– Mn oxides
fractions. However, the contribution of Ni to the
residual fraction is also important. These findings
point to a mobilization and redistribution of Ni from
parent rocks to soils. According to Bruemer et al.
(1988) the relative large proportion of this element
bound to the oxides fraction has to be attributed to its
capacity of inducing an high field stabilization
energy.

Cr is concentrated in the last two extraction steps.
The other fractions are of absolutely minor impor-
tance, except in samples 6 and 8 where the Fe– Mn
oxides fraction account for 13– 17% of the total Cr
in the soils. While the large presence of Cr in the
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residual fraction agrees with the observations of
Banerjee (2003), it is rather uncommon to relate Cr
with the organic fraction.

Cobalt is predominantly distributed in the Fe– Mn
oxides, organic and residual fractions. Due to its
calcophile nature it may be supposed that part of Co
is associated to sulfides.

High concentrations of Cd in Sicilian soils were
already found in clayey minerals and Fe–Mn oxides
fractions (Bellanca et al., 1996; Palumbo et al.,
2001). In the soils examined in the present study
Fe– Mn oxides play a major role in binding Cd,
sometimes reaching approximately 100% of the total
soil Cd. Although numerous authors have described
the low affinity of Cd for the organic phase (Ramos
et al., 1994; Xiandong and Thornton, 2001;
Banerjee, 2003), the samples 1 and 6 – 7 exhibit a
relevant percentage of Cd bound to the organic
phase.

Metal content and mineralogical composition

Results of metal analysis in each fractionation step
have been evaluated also considering the mineralo-
gical composition of the samples. The inorganic
components of the analyzed soil samples consist
largely of common rock-forming minerals, as
calcite, quartz, plagioclase and clay minerals
(Table 3).

In only one sample (no. 4), collected in the area of
S. Cataldo (CL), where the ‘‘Gessoso Solfifera
formation’’ outcrops, abundant amounts of gypsum
were found. Clay minerals are present in all the
samples but sample 5 from Etna Volcano. The
dominant clay mineral types are kaolinite in soils
2, 3 and 4, montmorillonite in soils 1, 4, 6, 7 and 8.
Chlorite and muscovite were found in samples from
Peloritani mountains (6–7). It is well known that an
important property of the clay minerals is their
cation adsorption and exchange capacity (Bear,
1964). This capacity derives from the bonds

breaking around the edges of silica-alumina units
as well as the replacement of hydrogen of exposed
hydroxyl groups in the kaolinite minerals and in the
lattice substitutions in montmorillonite. In chlorite
mineral both types of substitutions are involved.
Generally, the cation exchange capacity of clay
minerals follows the order: montmorillonite
4chlorite4kaolinite.

Five of the eight samples we have investigated
contain appreciable amounts of montmorillonite. It
has been found that the content of some metals (Cd,
Co, Cr, Fe, Mn and Pb), recovered after the first step
of the sequential extraction procedure, generally
enhances with the increasing of montmorillonite
percentage in the inorganic fraction, confirming the
high adsorption capacity of this clay mineral. The
anomalously low values exhibited by Pb and Cd in
sample no.7 (old mine) reflect the larger concentra-
tion of metal sulfides in this sample and conse-
quently the significant decrease of the percentage
of metal in the exchangeable fraction.

Different mineral species in soils have a control-
ling influence on the release of heavy metals, either
present as structural ions or as exchangeable or
adsorbed ions and, therefore, they have an important
bearing on food production and human health. It is
generally recognized that sequential extraction
procedures, which differentiate the relative binding
strength of metals in different mineral fractions,
enable the estimation of risk connected with the
presence of heavy metals and metalloids in soils.
They can also indicate trends over time and area.
Jain (2004) suggest a criterion to assess the risk
(RAC, Risk Assessment Code) based on the amount
of metal that can be released by a sediment.
According to Jain’s RAC, any sediment that can
release from exchangeable and carbonate fractions
less than 1% of the total metal content shows no
potential ecological risk. According to the risk
assessment code, different levels of risk are cate-
gorised on the basis of the amount of metals
released: low risk 1 – 10%, medium risk 11 –30%
and high risk 31– 50% or more. If we apply this code
also to soils, it appears that the samples here
investigated contain, generally, less than 30% of
the metals in the exchangeable and carbonate frac-
tions (Table 4). Sample no. 1 exhibits a medium up
to very high risk for Cd, Co, Mn, Pb and Zn. It also
worth noting that the elevated presence of Cd in the
exchangeable and carbonate fractions in sample no.
8 (Pachino).

Metals in the humic fraction

As pointed out before, the binding of metallic cations
by soil organic matter mostly depends on the
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Table 3 Semi-quantitative mineralogical composition of the
soil samples

Mineralogical Samplea

composition (%) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Albite 50 60
Anorthite 30
Diopside 20
Quartz 40 50 40 20 28 22 13
Calcite 30 30 45 30
Gypsum 40
Kaolinite 20 15 3
Montmorillonite 30 7 13 16 27
Chlorite 18 22
Muscovite 41 40

aSample number refers to Figure 1.
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presence of polyfunctional binding sites. Humic and
fulvic acids acids are very important components but
it must be noted that they are not the only ones: other
components such as polysaccharides, polyamines,
polyamino acids, phytic acid, etc., contribute to
bind metal ions ion soils. In general, we found the
fulvic fraction less than the humic one and, there-
fore, metal analysis was carried out only in the
humic fraction extracted from the organic compo-
nent of soil, according to the scheme reported in
Figure 3. Results are reported in Table 5.

As can be seen, with the exception of Fe, the
concentration of metals in the soluble humic fraction
of samples 1, 2 and 7 represents a not negligible
portion of the total metal content in the organic
fraction (see for comparison Table 2). This is
consistent with the high HA percentages observed
in these samples. Such a trend confirms the primary
role in metals sequestration played by the organic
fraction of soils and, in particular, by humic
substance where different binding sites are present.

CONCLUSIONS

As the toxicity of heavy metals in soils and sedi-
ments is dependent on their chemical form more than
their total concentration, it becomes fundamental to
know the metal distribution between different
mineral phases. The sequential extraction procedure

adopted in this work allowed us to recognize that Zn,
Fe, Cu, Mn, Pb, Ni, Cr, Co and Cd are associated to a
significant extent with reactive forms such as the
organic fraction and carbonates, or adsorbed on clays
and amorphous oxy-hydroxides of Fe and Mn. In
general, all the analyzed elements exhibit a not
negligible association with the organic substance,
whose cation exchange capacity is partly due to the
presence of humic acids. Since pH values of soil
samples range around the neutrality with some
slightly alkaline value (Table 1), we can affirm that
the main binding sites of organic matter in soils
under investigation, involved in metal sequestration
process, are the carboxylic groups which are present
in both humic and fulvic fractions. In order to
confirm this hypothesis, preliminary results have
been obtained by determining the concentration of
carboxylic groups by means of titrations with
(CH3COO)2Ca, according to the method reported
by Masini et al. (1998). These analysis will
provide more information on binding sites available
for the metal complexation and will be useful for the
investigation, in progress in our laboratories, on the
stability of metal-complexes formed.

The well known high mobility in soils of nickel
ion is confirmed by its consistent presence in the
organic fraction. In addition, a close association of
Zn, Pb, Ni, Cd, and Co with Fe–Mn oxides has been
observed.
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Table 4 Percentage of metals as sum in exchangeable and carbonate fractions referred to total metal content in the five extracted
fractions of soil samples

Samplea Metal content as sum of percentages in exchangeable and carbonate fractions
Cd Co Cr Cu Fe Mn Ni Pb Zn

1 31 49 22 9 3 74 20 31 39
2 – 3 – 3 1 10 14 20 16
3 18 33 6 11 1 21 18 24 11
4 – 4 2 6 0.4 28 24 24 24
5 – – – 9 0.2 5 11 25 23
6 5 21 10 10 1 13 22 27 8
7 2 16 8 7 46 21 13 8 20
8 44 16 13 3 0.5 15 8 35 4

aSample number refers to Figure 1; ( – ) under detection limit.

Table 5 Metal content in humic fraction extracted from the organic matter (TOC) in soil samples

Samplea HA % in TOC Metal content (mg*102ykg of soil dry weight)
Cd Co Cr Cu Fe Mn Ni Pb Zn

1 1.9 0.02 1.5 3.8 4.18 199.5 13.1 0.7 3.6 20.21
2 1.2 0.02 0.5 0.7 3.1 63 5.5 0.2 0.2 1.7
3 0.05 – 0.02 0.02 0.03 12.5 0.09 0.01 – 0.2
4 0.63 – – 0.04 0.04 0.72 0.5 0.02 0.02 0.2
5 0.6 – 0.3 0.3 3.7 44.6 0.4 0.1 0.1 0.8
6 0.04 - 0.06 0.4 0.1 14.4 0.9 0.1 0.06 0.5
7 6.2 0.2 4.0 9.8 4.9 46.5 6.6 3.8 4.5 63.9
8 1.0 – 0.6 1.1 2.0 1112 11.4 0.5 0.2 4.4

aSample number refers to Figure 1; ( – ) under detection limit.
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The carbonate phase contribute in a relevant way
for Mn, Pb and Zn in carbonate soils suggesting that
in such types of substrates the presence of calcite or
other carbonate minerals is an important factor, often
under-estimated, to be addressed when interpreting
trace metal enrichment.

In the metals sequestration process a relevant role
is also played by expandable clay minerals, as shown
by the relationship between metal content and
mineralogical analysis. As the desorption of heavy
metals from clay minerals decreases at high pH
value, it may represent a valid control on the
solubility of heavy metals. This is especially impor-
tant in soils with relatively high pH values, where a
significant dissolution of humic acids and their metal
complexes occurs.

The metal ions distribution in organic and inor-
ganic fractions indicates that, in spite of the total
concentration of an element in the bulk soil, are the
inorganic-solid-fluid phase interactions (ion
exchange and adsorption) and the binding ability
of the organic fraction responsible for the mobility
and transport of metals in soils. This means that
changes in the physico-chemical and biological
characteristics of soils may result in a transfer of
elements from the solid phase to the mobile phase
and thus permitting contamination of ground waters
and an enhanced uptake from plants and other living
organisms.
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Dongarrà, G., Sabatino, G., Triscari, M. and Varrica, D. 2003b.

The effects of anthropogenic particulate emissions on road-

way dust and Nerium oleander leaves in Messina (Sicily,

Italy). J. Envir. Mon., 5, 766– 773.

Fierotti, G., Dazzi, C. and Raimondi, S. 1988. A Report on the

Soil Map of Sicily. Regione Siciliana Assessorato Territorio

ed Ambiente.

92 Metals distribution in the organic and inorganic fractions of soil: a case study on soils from Sicily

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 2
0:

26
 0

2 
Ju

ne
 2

01
5 



Gaffney, S., Marley, N.M. and Clark, S.B. (eds). 1996. Humic

and Fulvic Acids. Isolation, Structure and Environmental

Role, ACS Symposium Series 651, Am. Chem. Soc.,

Washington DC. 207.

Gianguzza, A., Milea, D., Millero, F.J. and Sammartano, S.

2004. Chemical speciation of dioxouranium(VI) ion in

aqueous media simulating the major composition of sea-

water. Mar. Chem., 85, 103– 124.

Jain, C.K. 2004. Metal fractionation study on bed sediments of

River Yamuna, India. Water Res., 38, 569.

Kabata-Pendias, A. and Pendias, H. 1992. Trace elements in

soils and plants. Lewis Publ. Boca Raton FL.

Kalbitz, K. and Wennrich, R. 1998. Mobilization of heavy

metals and arsenic in polluted wetland soils and its depen-

dence on dissolved organic matter. Sci. Total Environ., 209,

27 – 31.

Kraepiel, A.M.L., Keller, K. and Morel F.M.M. 1998. On the

acid-base chemistry of permanently charged minerals.

Environ. Sci. Technol., 32, 2829.

Li, Z.B. and Shuman, L.M. 1996. Heavy metal movement in

metal contaminated soil profile. Soil Sci., 161, 656.

Maiz, I., Esnaola, V. and Millan, E. 1997. Evaluation of heavy

metal availability in contaminated soils by a short extraction

procedure. Sci. Total Environ., 206, 107– 115.

Martell, A.E. and Smith, R.M. Stability Constants of Metal

Complexes. 1997. NIST PC-based Database: National Insti-

tute of Standards and Technology: Gaithersburg, M D.

Masini, J.C., Abate, G., Lima, E.C., Hahn, L.C., Nakamura, J.L.

and Nagatomy, H.R. 1998. Comparison of methodologies

for determination of carboxylic and phenolic groups in

humic acids. Analyt. Chim. Acta, 364, 223– 233.

McCarthy, P. 2001. The principle of humic substances. Soil Sci.,

166, 738.

McCarthy, J.F. and Zachara, J.M. 1989. Sub-surface transport of

contaminants. Environ. Sci. Technol., 23, 496.

McLaren, R.G. and Crawford D.V. 1973. Studies on soil copper:

The fractionation of copper in soils. J. Soil Sci., 24(2), 172–

181.

Nelson, Y.M. and Lion, L.W. 2003. Formation of biogenic

manganese oxides and their influence on the scavenging

of toxic trace elements. In: Selim, H.M. and Kingery, W.L.

(eds), Geochemical and hydrological reactivity of heavy

metals in soils, chap. 7, pp. 169– 186, Lewis Publisher,

Boca Raton.

Palombo, B., Bellanca, A., Neri, R. and Roe, M.J. 2001. Trace

metal partitioning in Fe-Mn nodules from Sicilian Soils,

Italy. Chem. Geol., 173, 257–269.

Pettit, D. and Powell, K. 1997. IUPAC Stability constants

database, Academic software: Otley, UK.

Ramos, L., Hernandez, L.M. and Gonzalez, M.J. 1994. Sequen-

tial fractionation of copper, lead, cadmium and zinc in soils

from or near Donana national park. J. Environ Qual., 23,

50 – 57.

Riekerk, H. and Zasoski, R.J. 1979. Effects of dewaters sludge

applications to a Douglas fir forest soil on the soil, leachate

and ground water composition. In: Utilization of municipal

sewage effluent and sludge on forest disturbed land. Sopper,

W.E. and Kerr, S.N. (eds), Pennsylvania State University

Press, University Park, pp. 35 – 58.

Sillén, L.G. and Martell, A.E. 1964. Stability constants of metal

ion complexes. Spec. Pub. 17. The Chemical Society, Wiley,

London.

Sillén, L.G. and Martell, A.E. 1971. Stability constants of metal

ion complexes. Supplement. Special Pub. 25. The Chemical

Society, London.

Sposito, G. 1984. The surface chemistry of soils, Oxford Uni-

versity Press, New York.

Stevenson, F.J. 1994. Humus Chemistry. Genesis, composition,

reactions, Wiley, 2nd edn.

Streck, T. and Richter, J. 1997. Heavy metal displacement in a

sandy soil at the field scale. I. Measurements and parame-

trization of sorption. J. Environ. Qual., 26, 49.

Stumm, W. (ed.), 1987. Aquatic surface chemistry. Chemical

processes at the particle-water interface, John Wiley &

Sons, New York.

Tessier, A., Campbell, P.G.C. and Bisson, M. 1979. Sequential

extraction procedure for the speciation of particulate trace

metals. Analyt. Chem., 51, 844– 851.

Tessier, A., Fortin, D., Belzile, N., DeVitre, R.R. and Leppard,

G.G. 1996. Metal sorption to diagenetic iron and manganese

oxyhydroxides and associated organic matter: narrowing the

gap between field and laboratory measurements. Geochim.

Cosmochim. Acta, 60, 387– 404.

Tipping, E., Thompson, D.W., Ohnstad, M. and Hetherington,

N.B. 1986. Effects of pH on the release of metals from

naturally-occurring oxides of Mn and Fe. Environ. Technol.

Lett., 7, 109– 114.

Tipping, E. 1998. Humic Ion-Binding Model VI: An Improved

Description of the Interactions of Protons and Metal Ions

with Humic Substances. Aquat. Geochem., 4, 3– 48.

Tipping, E. 2002. Cation binding by humic substances, Cam-

bridge Environmental Chemistry series, no. 12, Cambridge

University Press.
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