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Abstract: Analysis and interpretation of soil properties dynamics is a keystone in understanding
the hydrologic responses and yield potential of floodplain wetlands. This study characterizes the
distribution and spatial trends of selected soil physical properties in the Kilombero floodplain,
Tanzania. A total of 76 composite soil samples were taken from 0 to 20 cm and 20 to 40 cm depth
in a regular grid design across three hydrological zones, related to flooding intensity defined as
fringe, middle, and riparian during the rainy season of 2015. The samples were analyzed for soil
texture, bulk density, organic carbon, and saturated hydraulic conductivity. Seasonal soil moisture
content was monitored at depths of 10, 20, 30, and 40 cm, using 17 frequency domain reflectometry
profile probes type PR2, installed at each hydrological zone for 18 months (March 2015–August 2016).
Data were subjected to classical statistical and geostatistical analyses. Results showed significant
(p < 0.05) differences in bulk density, texture, soil organic carbon (SOC), and saturated hydraulic
conductivity (Ksat) across the hydrological zones. Bulk density showed a clear increasing trend
towards the fringe zone. Mean Ksat was highest at the riparian zone (69.15 cm·d−1), and clay was
higher in the riparian (20.3%) and middle (28.7%) zones, whereas fringe had the highest percentage
of sand (33.7–35.9%). Geostatistical spatial results indicated that bulk density, silt, and SOC at
0–20 cm had intermediate dependence, whereas other soil properties at both depths had high spatial
dependence. Soil moisture content showed a significant (p < 0.05) difference across the hydrological
zones. The riparian zone retained the highest soil moisture content compared to the middle and
fringe zone. The temporal soil moisture pattern corresponded to rainfall seasonality and at the
riparian zone, soil moisture exhibited a convex shape of sloping curve, whereas a concave sloping
curve for topsoil and for the middle zone at the subsoil was observed during the start of the dry
season. Our results are seen to contribute to a better understanding of the spatial distribution of soil
properties and as a reference for soil and water management planning in the floodplain.

Keywords: soil properties; hydrological zones; wetland; soil moisture; geostatistics

1. Introduction

Soil properties vary spatially and temporally from one place to another and are influenced by
both intrinsic, e.g., soil formation factors and extrinsic factors, e.g., soil management practices [1].
Other factors include differences in geological substrate, soil texture, topography, and vegetation [2].
Variation in soil properties in the field contributes to the variation in water retention, availability,
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transport, and storage of nutrients [3]. Studies on spatial distribution of soil considered several aspects
including soil moisture, salinity, texture, bulk density, hydraulic conductivity, soil water content,
water retention, and organic matter [4]. Soil moisture content is one of the important properties for
agricultural activities because it is required in irrigation scheduling, soil-based precision farming,
flood forecasting, and soil hydrological research [5]. Several factors have been reported to affect soil
moisture content, including soil infiltration capacity, soil porosity, soil permeability, and particle size
distribution [6]. These soil physical variables are highly related to bulk density, hence, besides the
natural soil formation to land use and agricultural practice at the site, soil moisture content is also
directly related to the soil textural variability [7].

In natural landscapes such as wetlands (floodplains), wide varieties of soil attributes are found
as a result of the interaction of the processes that control soil formation [8]. In addition to natural
soil formation processes, activities related to land use impose another dimension of heterogeneity [9].
In these areas, fresh materials are frequently added through depositions and are characterized with
a mixture of clay, silts, sands, gravels, and organic matter and, therefore, considered to have high soil
fertility and hence, potential for crop production [10,11].

To distinguish and adequately evaluate this spatial variability of soil properties, geostatistical
methods, such as kriging, are now frequently used over classical statistics [8,12]. The geostatistical
interpolation method kriging is utilized in numerous studies in interpolating values for non-sampled
locations [13], generating raster layers of water content at field capacity and permanent wilting
point at depths of 0–15 cm and 15–30 cm as crucial parameters in agriculture [14]. Inverse Distance
Weighting (IDW) and ordinary kriging are the most applied methods for the spatial interpolation of soil
parameters like nitrogen, potassium organic carbon and soil pH. For instance, in the North Nile Delta,
ordinary kriging generated continuous surfaces of carbon and nitrogen, with the low distribution of
N and C near the Mediterranean Sea [15]. This spatial information on soil properties is needed as
parameterization data for distributed hydrological modelling to simulate the overall water balance or
it‘s particular components, such as soil moisture dynamics [16,17] and therefore it is crucial for many
land use and climate change hydrological impact studies [17–20].

Due to the shallow moisture depth of microwave sensors, spaceborne platforms applying
active or passive microwave sensors only provide spatial information of the topsoil (~0–5 cm) [21].
Thus, spatial information on soil properties that is based on in situ measurements still is indispensable
for in-depth soil moisture studies essential for agricultural and environmental studies [22–24].
The Kilombero floodplain is among the major floodplains in Tanzania situated in Morogoro region.
Despite covering a very large area of about 7967 km2 [25] with agricultural activities already having
been practiced over a long period of time, there are no detailed studies that have been undertaken to
evaluate the dynamicity of soil hydrologic properties for sustainable agricultural use. Furthermore,
activities such as livestock-keeping, large-scale farming, and deforestation have been contributing
to the improper use of the Kilombero floodplain leading to low crop production and the effects to
the vulnerable ecosystem at large [25,26]. Therefore, there is a need for detailed hydrological studies
emphasizing soil hydrological properties for maintaining the ecosystem and enhancing crop production
through sustainable agricultural practices. Understanding the distribution of soil properties at the
field-scale is important for refining land use and management practices. The purpose of this study was
to determine spatial distribution of soil physical hydrological properties in the Kilombero floodplain.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

The study area is a confined wetland transect located in the north of the Kilombero floodplain
between latitude 7.67◦–10.03◦ S and longitude 34.56◦–37.29◦ E in the Morogoro region in Southern
Tanzania (Figure 1). The Kilombero catchment comprises 40,240 km2 covering the broad floodplain of
the main Kilombero River [17]. The floodplain is framed by the Northwestern Udzungwa mountains
and the Mahenge and Mbarika mountains in the southeast with elevation ranges between 200 and
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2500 m above sea level (m a.s.l.) [27]. Geologically, the plain is characterized by sedimentary basin
infillings forming a seasonal alluvial floodplain dominated by Fluvisols [28]. The Kilombero catchment
receives a bimodal pattern of rainfall which is mainly driven by the movement of the Intertropical
Convergence Zone (ITCZ). The annual rainfall ranges from 1200–1400 mm with a mean annual
temperature of about 23–25 ◦C [29]. Short rains are experienced in the months of November to
January, and long rains occur between March and May of every year. A dry spell is experienced
between the months of June and November annually [29–31]. According to the annual rainfall pattern,
the Kilombero River floodplain is prevailingly flooded during the long rainy season. The main
cultivated crops are rice and cash-crops such as maize and sugarcane by large- and small-scale
farmers. Additionally, land use systems comprise of fishery and cattle grazing [32]. The predominant
semi-natural vegetation of the floodplain comprises of 1–3 m high Guinea grass (Panicum maximum L.),
Pennisetum sp. grasses and some small areas of flood resistant woodlands consisting of Kigeliapinnata,
Lonchocarpuscapassa, and Combretum sp.
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2.2. Experimental Design

For the analysis of the spatial distribution of the selected soil properties in the floodplain,
soil sampling was conducted at three hydrological zones: fringe, middle, and riparian (Figure 1).
The hydrological zones were subdivided based on origin, extent, duration, and depth of flooding water.
The fringe zone is characterized by precipitation and ground water induced flooding and a balanced
groundwater table dynamic with shallow depth inundation [33]. Landsat 7 ETM+ and 8 OLI surface
reflectance images [34,35] were processed to identify riverine flooded areas and generate inundation
extents for seasonally-flooded sections during the long rainy season (Figure 1). The non-flooded part
was defined as fringe zone. The middle zone is partially flooded, whereas the riparian zone is nearly
completely flooded during the long rainy season. Additionally, the flooding depth and duration are
higher and longer, respectively in the riparian zone. The spatial differentiation between these two
riverine flooded hydrological zones was applied by a combination of two remote sensing products
and the following three boundary conditions. The first boundary condition for the riparian area
was an effectively full coverage of the seasonal flooding detected by Landsat images. The second
boundary condition was the absolute distance to the river and the third boundary condition was the
absolute height derived from the Digital Elevation Mode (DEM) as a proxy for the inundation depths
and lengths. The lower parts of transect were assumed to be flooded more deeply and hence for
a longer period. Overall, the riparian zone is close to the river, low in absolute altitude, and nearly
completely flooded, while the middle zone still has greater shares of non-flooded areas and more
shallowly inundated areas.

2.3. Soil Sampling and Analysis

Disturbed and undisturbed (100 cm3) soil samples were taken from 0–20 cm (topsoil) and 20–40 cm
(subsoil) in a regular grid design. Due to the size and shape of each hydrological zone the number
of sampling spots varied from 20 (fringe, trigonal design) to 9 (middle and riparian, rectangular
design). Each sampling spot was not more than 750 m away from the next. The undisturbed soil
samples were analyzed for bulk density using the core method. Disturbed samples were air-dried,
and ground to pass through a 2-mm sieve prior to the analysis of soil organic carbon (SOC) and soil
texture. SOC was determined using a modified Walkley-Black-method [36], and soil texture was
determined using the laser method (LA950, Horiba Instruments Inc., Irvine, CA, USA) [37] following
the technical procedure protocol [38]. Additionally, undisturbed (250 cm3) soil samples were taken
from 17 spots at four depths (10, 20, 30, and 40 cm) to determine the saturated hydraulic conductivity
using a laboratory permeameter (Eijkelkamp, Griesbeek, Netherlands) [39] following the procedures
described by Eijkelkamp [39]. Analysis was performed in duplicate. All sampling took place in March
and April 2015.

2.4. Soil Moisture Monitoring

To understand the spatial distribution of soil moisture content along the hydrological zones of the
floodplain, measurements were conducted using frequency domain reflectometry (FDR) profile probe
type PR2 [40] equipped with HH2 moisture meter (Dynamax Inc., Houston, TX, USA) [41] at depths of
10, 20, 30, and 40 cm. A total of 17 access tubes were installed at each hydrological zone. Soil moisture
was monitored every two days for a period of eighteen months (March 2015–August 2016) except
during periods when the wetland was flooded or probe failure.

2.5. Statistical and Spatial Analysis

Statistical analysis of data involved two approaches; classical statistical analysis, and geostatistical
analysis to establish spatial patterns of soil properties.
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2.5.1. Classical Statistical Analysis

To ascertain patterns and trends in data, descriptive statistics covering mean, standard deviation
(SD), median and coefficient of variation (CV) were computed for each soil property and soil moisture.
CVs were expressed according to Wilding [42]; CV < 15% signifies low variability, CV < 35% signifies
moderate variability, CV > 35% signifies high variability. Significance in mean differences related to
hydrological zones and soil depths were tested using analysis of variance (ANOVA). Significance
difference between means in the ANOVA test was determined at p < 0.05. Classical statistical analysis
was conducted with the STATA statistical package.

2.5.2. Geostatistical Spatial Analysis

Geostatistical analysis was applied to detect and map spatial distribution of selected soil physical
properties (SOC, Bulk density, and texture). Geostatistical analysis involved the kriging method [43].
Kriging interpolates data of non-sampled point locations on the basis of sampled locations [44].
Spatial autocorrelation determines interrelation of the values and analysis of existence of a spatial
pattern. A function is fitted to a number of points within a specified radius to determine values
of unmeasured points. Ordinary kriging assumes there is no trend that is, constant mean over
the areal mean [45]. Ordinary kriging in ArcGIS 10.3.1 was adopted to generate raster images.
The semivariograms were generated with the Geostatistical Analyst toolbox and the models used
in kriging.

Variograms express the spatial variance of data points:

γ(h) =
1

2N(h)

N(h)

∑
i

[(z(xi)− z(xi + h))2] (1)

where γ(h) is the semi variance between all observations, N(h) is the number of pairs of observations
separated by distance h, z(xi) is the measured soil moisture value at the sample point xi and z(xi + h)
is the measured soil moisture value at location xi + h.

The exponential variogram is given by:

γ(h) =

{
0

C0 + C1(1 − e− h/a)

h = 0
h > 0

(2)

where C0 is the nugget variance, C1 is the structural variance (C ≥ C0), C0 + C1 is the sill, and a is
the range.

Variation due to random factors is given by nugget variance. The sill gives a variation due to
the structure of the data. The range gives the distance over which the data points are correlated.
Spatial dependence is computed as the ratio of nugget to sill. Strong spatial dependence is lower than
25%; a ratio greater than 75% indicates low spatial dependence and values between 25% and 75%
moderate dependence [46]:

degree of spatial dependence =
C0

C0 + C1
× 100% (3)

where C0 is the nugget variance, C1 the structural variance, C0 + C1 is the sill, and a is the range.

3. Results

3.1. Variability of Selected Soil Properties

The descriptive statistical analysis of the total soil sample quantity of the selected floodplain
transect (Table 1) described a general low variability of the bulk density with a coefficient of variation
(CV) of 9.7%, and an overall mean of 1.38 g·cm3. The silt had a CV of 24.4%, indicating a moderate
variability with an overall mean of 53.7%. All other soil physical variables were characterized by a high
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variability with a CV ranging from 47.0% for soil organic carbon (SOC) up to 155.2% for saturated
hydraulic conductivity (Ksat). This was also expressed for each soil physical variable with a high and
accordingly moderate and low standard deviation (SD) with respect to the particular mean value.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of selected soil properties within the entire floodplain transect.

Soil Property n Mean SD Min Max Median CV (%)

BD (g·cm−3) 76 1.38 0.13 1.00 1.70 1.39 9.70
SOC (g·kg−1) 76 11.1 5.2 1.40 25.7 10.8 47.04
Ksat (cm·d−1) 76 41.73 64.75 4.00 478.2 25.66 155.2

Sand (%) 76 27.10 20.61 1.04 72.21 26.66 76.05
Silt (%) 76 53.71 13.09 25.96 74.28 55.94 24.37

Clay (%) 76 19.19 11.62 1.17 47.27 14.40 60.55

BD: Bulk density; SOC: Soil Organic Carbon; Ksat: Saturated hydraulic conductivity; SD: Standard deviation;
CV: Coefficient of variation; n: Number of samples.

3.2. Spatial Variability of Selected Soil Properties Across the Hydrological Zones

Table 2 shows the spatial variability of selected soil physical properties along the defined
hydrological zones of the floodplain transect. The bulk density of the topsoil ranges from 1.0–1.6 g·cm−3

and was highest in the fringe zone (mean = 1.41 g·cm−3), followed by the middle (mean = 1.31 g·cm−3),
and riparian zones (mean = 1.26 g·cm−3). The subsoil had the highest bulk density in the fringe
zone (mean = 1.46 g·cm−3) followed by the middle (mean = 1.43 g·cm−3) and riparian zones
(mean = 1.31 g·cm−3). The calculated p-value for the bulk density variable indicated a significant
difference for bulk density by depth (p = 0.016) and hydrological zone (p < 0.01). For the other soil
physical variables a significant difference was observed for the soil texture fraction by hydrological
zone for sand and clay. The remaining variables were not significantly different across depths or
hydrological zones.

Table 2. Spatial variability of mean values of selected soil properties for the three defined hydrological
zones at 0–20 cm and 20–40 cm depths.

Soil
Depth

Hydrological
Zone n BD

(g·cm−3)
SOC

(g·kg−1)
Ksat

(cm·d−1)
Sand
(%)

Silt
(%)

Clay
(%)

0–20 cm
Riparian 9 1.26 10.9 68.2 27 53.8 19.2

Middle 9 1.31 12 29.8 14.1 59.3 26.6

Fringe 20 1.41 13 27.9 33.7 52 14.3

20–40 cm
Riparian 9 1.31 9.4 70.1 20.7 58 21.3

Middle 9 1.43 10.4 35 12.4 56.9 30.8

Fringe 20 1.46 10.1 39.3 35.9 49.5 14.6

p-value (depth) 0.016 NS NS NS NS NS

p-value (hydrologic zones) <0.001 NS NS <0.001 NS <0.001

BD: Bulk density; SOC: Soil Organic Carbon; Ksat: Saturated hydraulic conductivity; n: Number of samples;
NS: Not significant at p < 0.05.

3.3. Geostatistical Analysis of Soil Physical Properties

The images showing spatial variation of soil properties derived from the geostatistical kriging
method are presented in Figures 2 and 3. The results indicate that the bulk density, silt, and organic
carbon at 0–20 cm had intermediate dependence, whereas all the other soil parameters at 0–20 cm and
20–40 cm depth had high spatial dependence. Images generated at a depth of 20–40 cm had lower
RMSE errors as compared to their corresponding image at depths of 0–20 cm for all parameters except
clay (Table 3).
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Table 3. Summary of model parameters fitted through the semi-variograms for all sample points in
the floodplain.

Soil Property Depth
(cm) Model Lag Size Nugget

(C0) Range Partial Sill
(C)

Spatial Dependence
(C0/C0 + C) × 100 RMSE

BD (g·cm−3) 0–20 Exp 204.16 0.01 2449.97 0.01 43.36 0.12

20–40 Exp 156.68 0.00 1277.13 0.01 0.00 0.11

Silt (%) 0–20 Exp 157.72 95.54 1244.62 80.99 54.12 13.95

20–40 Exp 159.83 0.00 1463.32 175.80 0.00 12.39

Clay (%) 0–20 Exp 442.81 0.00 2815.90 138.76 0.00 9.88

20–40 Exp 649.99 15.25 5568.68 170.29 8.22 10.26

Sand (%) 0–20 Exp 158.77 0.00 1244.62 409.47 0.00 20.70

20–40 Exp 202.82 0.00 1984.02 377.72 0.00 17.28

SOC (g·kg−1) 0–20 Exp 280.49 0.20 3365.94 0.12 62.47 0.52

20–40 Exp 168.51 0.00 1273.26 0.29 0.00 0.48
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3.4. Spatial and Temporal Soil Moisture Variability

The spatial analysis of soil moisture measurements according to the hydrological zones and
depths showed a higher soil moisture at the subsoil (20–40 cm) compared to the topsoil (0–20 cm) layer
along all hydrological zones (Figure 4). There was a significant (p < 0.05) difference in soil moisture
content across the hydrological zones and soil depth. The riparian zone retained the highest soil
moisture content for all the depths compared to the middle and fringe zones. The temporal pattern of
soil moisture dynamics along the hydrological zones (Figure 5) corresponded to rainfall seasonality
of the Kilombero floodplain with a long dry season from June to November, a short rainy season
from December to January, and a long rainy season from March to May. Furthermore, the temporal
dynamics showed that in comparison to the middle and fringe zones, the riparian zone retained the
saturated soil moisture content for a longer period of time describing a convex shape of the sloping
curve of soil moisture content for both soil layers. The soil moisture time series of the middle and
fringe zones described a concave sloping curve for the topsoil and for the middle zone in the subsoil.
Overall, the saturated soil moisture at the riparian and middle zones showed higher values than the
fringe zone.
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4. Discussion

The soils depicted high spatial variability with a CV above 35%, especially percentage clay
and sand, SOC and Ksat across the hydrological zones of the floodplain. Soil properties depicting
low variability with CVs below 35% were bulk density and silt. The high variability is not unusual
for cultivated floodplain environments. The spatial variability may emanate from nature of parent
materials, climate, flora, fauna, land use, management practices [47], and deposition of materials from
flooding due to river overbank flow. The results also showed that the bulk density increased with
depth and it was higher in the subsoil and in the fringe zone. The increase of bulk density in the
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subsoil was most likely due to soil compaction and resulting in decreasing soil porosity. Furthermore,
the increasing bulk density correlates with increasing distance from river, related with inundation
depth, duration and frequency. The bulk density is reported to increase with compaction and with
increasing depth [48]. The literature shows that human activities, like frequent farming, tend to increase
soil compaction and, hence, increase the bulk density [49]. Further studies show that floods cause
fluvial deposits rich in organic matter, also increasing the bulk density. Other studies demonstrated
that bulk density is the soil hydraulic property that influences soil water movement and retention [50].
In this study we observed bulk densities ranging from 1.0 g·cm−3 to 1.70 g·cm−3. Other researchers
have reported that bulk densities of less than 1.5 g·cm−3 are good for agricultural activities because
it allows for optimum movement of water and air [51]. It is reported by [52] that soils with a bulk
density higher than 1.6 g·cm−3 tend to restrict root growth. This interferes with the ability of the plant
to absorb water and nutrients.

The SOC distribution showed higher values in the topsoil in all three hydrological zones than in
the subsoil. The results of SOC obtained in all three hydrological zones was comparably lower than
the threshold of 3% recommended for agricultural tropical soils. Below this value, SOC is insufficient
in quantity and possesses potential negative effects on the quality of arable land [53]. Though it affects
the rate of decomposition of organic matter, the amount of carbon and nitrogen is an important factor
in agricultural activities [54]. The binding capacity of organic matter creates higher soil porosity and
reduced soil bulk density [55]. The observed low values of SOC in all three hydrological zones of the
floodplain could be attributed to the high silt and sand content, and common management practices in
the floodplain, like bush burning for field preparation. Additionally, the low organic carbon content
could be related to minor vegetation growth and fast rate of decomposition under high temperature
during the dry season.

This study observed variations in silt, clay, and sand soil textures. Silty soil was dominant
in all hydrological zones, whereas sand and clay described a significant difference in the classical
statistical analysis (Table 2) which is also reflected in the geostatistical spatial analysis (Figure 3).
The observed variations might be due to sedimentary variations rather than soil forming processes,
nature of parent materials, and the energy of deposition of the river. The soil texture is an important
parameter in agriculture as it is related to soil aeration, soil water supply, the cation-exchange capacity,
and soil hydraulic conductivity [56]. There was no significant variation in hydraulic conductivity
in all three hydrological zones. Hydraulic conductivity is associated with soil types, land uses,
positions on landscape, preferential flow, depths, instruments, and methods of measurement and
experimental errors [47]. During data collection the samples were collected at different hydrological
zones approximately 1 km apart (Figure 1), but there was no statistically significant variation in
hydraulic conductivity in the fringe, middle and riparian zones. Moreover, hydraulic conductivity
might be affected by additional factors such as vegetation cover, bio- and human activities [57].
The overall all-season lower soil moisture values of the middle and fringe zones were related to the
global variability of the soil physical properties bulk density and soil texture, resulting in a common
lower saturated soil water content with respect to hydrological zones. Additionally, soil management
practices like tillage, have an impact on soil physical properties and, hence, on overall soil moisture
content [58,59]. Though the riparian zone was characterized by the deepest and longest inundation of
the floodplain, this was also reflected in the soil moisture dynamics at the beginning of the dry season
retrieving soil moisture for a longer period, which is reflected in a convex shape of the soil moisture
sloping curve at the start of the dry season.

5. Conclusions

The study shows that soil properties in the Kilombero floodplain are generally heterogeneous and
spatially variable. Noteworthy is that quantities of SOC, Ksat, and silt content were not significantly
different among the three defined hydrological zones. The spatial dependence of soil properties in the
floodplain is generally high. The results also show that spatial soil moisture content increases towards



Hydrology 2017, 4, 57 11 of 13

the Riparian zone. The riparian zone retains relatively high temporal soil moisture content for longer
periods of time, which exhibits a convex shape of the soil moisture slope curve at the start of the dry
season, whereas a concave sloping curve for soil moisture time series is exhibited at the middle and
fringe zones.
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