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Abstract
Usually, soils utilised for livestock production have similar high spatial variability as those 
for agricultural or forest use. As a consequence, it is necessary to determine the spatial pat-
terns of the main soil properties as the first stage to implement site-specific management. 
However, this has to be performed using an inexpensive technique because the profitability 
in these types of farm are very low, so owners need a cheap, effective, and reliable method 
to know which zones have similar production potential. Using soil apparent electrical con-
ductivity (ECa) measurements, obtained with a contact sensor at many locations, as the 
basis to perform a directed soil sampling, 10 samples were taken at two depths (0–0.25 m 
and 0.25–0.50  m) in a 2.3  ha field in Évora (southern Portugal). Firstly, relationships 
between ECa and many soil properties were analysed using regression analysis. Six soil 
properties (clay, silt, fine sand, soil moisture content, pH, and cation exchange capacity) 
were significantly correlated with ECa. Consequently, spatial distributions of these vari-
ables were visualised using map algebra techniques. Later, a fuzzy clustering algorithm 
was utilised to delineate management zones, resulting in two subfields to be managed sepa-
rately. Finally, a principal component analysis was conducted to analyse the influence of 
the soil properties and elevation on the soil variability. It was determined that elevation and 
clay were the most important contributing properties. Therefore, these can be regarded as 
key latent variables in this soil. Results showed that low-cost data based on ECa surveys 
can be used to implement site-specific management in soils with permanent pastures, such 
as those in the montado or dehesa ecosystems, in the southwest of the Iberian Peninsula.
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Introduction

The spatial variability of soil properties across a field has to be determined when poten-
tial benefits of adopting site-specific crop management (SSCM) are evaluated (e.g. Bullock 
et  al. 2009). Soil sampling of the field and laboratory work are necessary to obtain the 
raw information to map the main soil properties. However, at the farming scale, this task 
is labour intensive, expensive and time consuming, as traditional techniques require many 
samples to be taken and analysed. Consequently, quicker and cheaper methods for measur-
ing variability of soil properties are needed. Soil apparent electrical conductivity (ECa) is 
a property which can be intensively measured in an inexpensive and easy way; in fact, it 
has been used in many previous studies to characterise within-field variability of some soil 
properties in agricultural fields and delimit homogeneous zones, often referred to as man-
agement zones (MZs), which are subfields of similar production potential (e.g. Moral et al. 
2010; Peralta et al. 2015).

Electrical conductivity sensors can be divided into two types. The first one uses elec-
trodes, usually in the shape of coulters that make contact with the soil to measure ECa. 
Veris sensor systems are the contact type of electrical conductivity measuring device (e.g. 
Moral et al. 2010). Alternatively, other sensors are based on the principle of electromag-
netic induction, and they do not contact the soil directly. One popular model of these non-
contact sensors is the DUALEM system (e.g. Serrano et al. 2014).

For the last two decandes, ECa has been considered an efficient ground-based sensing 
technology for SSCM (Corwin and Lesch 2003). It can be used to delimit MZ (e.g. Peralta 
et al. 2015) or to estimate several soil properties and their spatial patterns, such as soil tex-
ture (Moral et al. 2010), soil moisture (Fortes et al. 2015), cation exchange capacity (CEC; 
Kitchen et al. 2000), and soil organic matter (OM; Corwin and Lesch 2005). However, the 
fact that ECa depends on many soil properties, over different spatial scales (e.g. Saey et al. 
2013; Stadler et al. 2015), and in a complex way, has given place to inconsistent relation-
ships between ECa and other soil variables (e.g. Sudduth et  al. 2005). Moreover, when 
there are few soil samples, modelling the relationships between primary soil variables and 
ECa is not an easy task.

Although sampling is often done at points with a previous basic design, sometimes, 
the results are no less accurate than those obtained from a stratified sampling technique 
(Marchant et al. 2012). The variation of the soil properties across a field cannot be properly 
determined at a low resolution from composite soil samples. To properly map a soil prop-
erty, multiple soil samples have to be taken within the field, the sampling location recorded, 
and each sample analysed separately (e.g. Fu et  al. 2013). Often those soil samples are 
taken on a grid, but they might be allocated according to MZs or other prior knowledge of 
the spatial pattern of the soils. One example of a situation in which soil property mapping 
is essential is variable rate application of fertiliser. Later, using a geostatistical method, 
one can obtain accurate estimates and map the soil property, but kriging needs a minimum 
number of measurements to estimate the variogram (or covariance function) for the studied 
variable, which could be around 100 (Goovaerts 1997). However, the measurement of any 
soil property using many laboratory samples is expensive and the money saved by locally 
varying the application of the fertiliser or other inputs to match the requirements of the 
crop or the pasture can be less than the cost of sampling and measurement.

There are many studies in which the efficacy of alternative and reduced-cost soil sam-
pling strategies suitable for mapping and site-specific management has been analysed. 
Thus, for instance, Nanni et  al. (2011), Hu et  al. (2015), and Muhammed et  al. (2017) 
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utilised different sampling approaches and assessed their efficacy to describe the spatial 
patterns of some nutrients and other soil properties with the aim of establishing a varia-
ble-rate fertilisation. De Bruyn and Andrews (2016) and Loescher et al. (2014) analysed 
sampling strategies for the management and improvement of soil health. Moreover, the 
use of different sensors has been proposed to optimise the soil sampling and improve the 
mapping of different soil properties (e.g. Shaner et al. 2008; Wetterlind et al. 2008; Fortes 
et al. 2015). Additionally, different sampling designs and algorithms have been applied to 
improve digital soil maps and calibrate spatial models (e.g. Stumpf et  al. 2017; Biswas 
and Zhang 2018; An et al. 2018). However, similar studies performed in soil used for live-
stock production are scarce and those found in the scientific literature (e.g. Shi et al. 2000; 
McCormick et al. 2009) were performed in ecosystems very different from those existing 
in the south of the Iberian Peninsula.

Sampling along transects placed strategically across a field could be an essential source 
of information to examine the spatial patterns of soil properties. Nevertheless, ancillary 
data have to be used to determine the most appropriate direction to sample along a transect 
which takes into account the maximum spatial variability throughout the field.

Although studies in agricultural fields devoted to analyse different techniques to define 
MZ are numerous (e.g., Shaddad et al. 2016; Gavioli et al. 2016; Fortes et al. 2015), there 
has been little research in pasture systems (Trotter et al. 2014), and, particularly, there are 
no studies in the Mediterranean evergreen oak woodlands (called montados in Portugal 
or dehesas in Spain). However, the appropriate management of this ecosystem requires 
the identification of areas with similar permanent characteristics (Schellberg et al. 2008), 
which can help farmers in making important decisions such as the planning of grazing and 
variable fertilisation.

In this context, the general objective of this study was to determine if ECa could be used 
to guide MZ delineation in montados or dehesas used for livestock grazing. The specific 
objectives were to: (1) determine which soil characteristics are most closely correlated with 
ECa in these soils, and (2) identify the principle sources of variation in defining the MZs. 
The hypotheses to be tested are: (1) based on ECa in other soils, the main determinate of 
ECa in montados or dehesas is soil moisture content (SMC), and (2) the principal sources 
of variation driving MZ delineation are clay content and elevation. Thus, this study con-
tributes to scientific knowledge by showing how reduced-cost sampling strategies for map-
ping can be used for attaining a site-specific management of pasture fields.

Materials and methods

Experimental field

This research was conducted at a farm called Mitra (38°32.2′ N, 8°1.1′ W), located in the 
proximity of Valverde, 10 km southwest from Évora (southern Portugal). The area of study 
is 2.3 ha and an overview of the boundary of the site is given in Fig. 1. Some previous stud-
ies have been performed in this field (Sales-Baptista et al. 2016; Serrano et al. 2017, 2018).

The climate of this area is Mediterranean, modified by the interior location and by oce-
anic influences from the Atlantic. According to the Köppen–Geiger classification, it is a 
climate type Csa (Peel et al. 2007). It is characterised by dry and hot summers, mild win-
ters, and variable intraannual rainfall. The monthly average temperature is between 8 and 
26  °C. Minimum temperatures are close to 0  °C between December and February, and 
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maximum occasionally reaches more than 40 °C in summer. The annual rainfall is between 
400 and 600 mm. However, one of the most important characteristics of the precipitation is 
its interannual variability. There is a dry season, from June to September, and a wet season, 
from October to May (more than 80% of the precipitation falls between these months). 
Periodical droughts with duration of two or more years are frequent, occurring approxi-
mately once in each decade.

Figure 2 shows the monthly precipitation and temperature between November 2015 and 
October 2016. Accumulated rainfall between March and May was 239 mm, higher than 
the average expected value, 186 mm. However, during the summer, there was practically 
no precipitation. October was very rainy, exceeding around 35% the expected rainfall (Ser-
rano et al. 2017). The rainfall in April and May is important for maintaining the growth of 
the pasture and lengthening its vegetative cycle, and, in June, the lower rainfall and higher 
temperature severely impacts on the productivity and quality of the pasture (Serrano et al. 
2017).

Fig. 1  Study site. Map of the 
area in which the experimental 
field is located (above) and over-
view of the boundary of the site 
(below) with the transects of the 
measurements of soil apparent 
electrical conductivity
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The predominant soil of this field is classified as a Cambisol derived from granite (IUSS 
Working Group WRB 2015). Cambisols are characterised by slight or moderate weath-
ering of parent material and by absence of appreciable quantities of illuviated clay, OM, 
aluminium, and/or iron compounds. These soils are not very fertile, being used for mixed 
arable farming and as forest and grazing land.

Data collection

Soil ECa measurements were made using the Veris 2000 XA contact-type sensor (Veris 
Technologies, Salina, KS, USA) in October 2016. The Veris 2000 XA unit has four disks 
(one pair passes electrical current into the soil while the other pair measures the volt-
age drop). It measures soil ECa from one depth, but it can be adjusted, varying the dis-
tance between the emitting and receiving coulter-electrodes, to read ECa for the topsoil, 
0–0.45 m, or for a deeper soil profile, 0–0.90 m. In this case study, the ECa was meas-
ured at 0–0.50 m because this information was used for soil sample selection and the pas-
ture roots are almost completely found at this depth. The Veris 2000 XA, equipped with a 
global positioning system (GPS) antenna, was pulled by an all-terrain vehicle at an average 
speed of 1.3 m s−1 and successive passages were made across the field (Fig. 1). The sensor 
was programmed to register the measurements each second and generated one set of geo-
referenced ECa data with 923 values.

After measuring ECa, soil variability was assessed across the field. Soil samples were 
collected in a transect based on the maximum variability direction of the ECa survey, in 
October 2016, just after these ECa measurements. Consequently, 10 points (Fig. 2) were 
sampled at 2 depths, 0–0.25 m and 0.25–0.50 m, and their coordinates were determined 
with a real time kinematic (RTK) GPS instrument (Trimble RTK/PP-4700 GPS, Trimble 

Fig. 2  Monthly mean temperature and monthly precipitation in the Évora Meteorological Station between 
November 2015 and October 2016
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Navigation Limited, USA). The soil samples were collected using a gouge auger and a 
hammer.

Several soil characteristics were measured: texture, moisture content, CEC, pH, OM 
content, nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Each composite sample was the result of 
five sub-samples. The soil samples were air-dried and analysed for particle-size distribu-
tion using a sedimentographer (Sedigraph 5100, manufactured by Micromeritics), after 
passing the fine components through a 2 mm sieve. The soil was also analysed for pH in 
1:2.5 (soil:water) suspension, using the potentiometric method. OM was measured by com-
bustion and  CO2 measurement, using an infrared detection cell. The CEC was measured 
by the neutral ammonium acetate method. The  NO3 was measured using the selective ion 
method.  P2O5 and  K2O were extracted by the Egner–Riehm method, and  P2O5 was meas-
ured using colorimetric method, while  K2O content was measured with a flame photometer 
(Egner et  al. 1960). The soil samples were weighed, dried at 70  °C for 48  h, and then 
weighed again to establish the SMC.

Data treatment

With the aim of analysing the raw data, different software packages were used. Previously, 
an exploratory analysis of data was performed. Consequently, the data were studied with-
out considering their geographical distribution. Statistics were applied to check data con-
sistency, removing outliers, and identifying the statistical distribution of data.

Estimating ECa at unsampled locations was done with the ordinary point kriging 
method, integrating the spatial correlation structure described with the variogram. The 
kriged map showing the spatial distribution of ECa in the experimental field was obtained 
from the estimated values. The geostatistical analysis was carried out with the extension 
Geostatistical Analyst of the GIS software ArcGIS (version 10.3, ESRI, Inc., Redlands, 
California, USA). The kriged map of ECa was produced with the ArcMap module of the 
ArcGIS, after conducting the geostatistical study. A 5 m × 5 m grid cell size was chosen to 
define the final raster ECa map.

Linear regressions between ECa and soil properties were computed with the Spatial 
Analyst Tools in ArcGIS using the ordinary least squares technique. When any linear 
regression was statistically significant (at the 5% significance level), spatial distribution of 
the soil property was mapped with the Raster Calculator tool in ArcGIS, considering 5 m 
resolution cells.

A topographic survey of the area was carried out using the aforementioned GPS instru-
ment, simultaneously with the ECa survey. The elevation data were sampled in the field 
with the GPS assembled on an all-terrain vehicle. The digital elevation model surface was 
created using the triangulated irregular network (TIN) interpolation tool from ArcGIS. The 
TIN algorithm uses sample points to create a surface formed by triangles based on near-
est neighbour point information. This vector information was converted into a grid surface 
using the Spatial Analyst Tools.

Homogeneous subfields were delineated using a fuzzy cluster algorithm (e.g., Höpp-
ner et  al. 1999), considering soil properties which were significant and modelled with 
map algebra techniques. The MZ Analyst (MZA) software was utilised in this study. This 
software provides procedures for delineating MZs in a field and evaluating the number of 
homogeneous zones (Fridgen et al. 2004). Consequently, the fuzzy c-means, an unsuper-
vised continuous classification procedure, which is implemented in the MZA program, was 
used to divide the field into different cluster classes. This classification algorithm is very 
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adequate for grouping properties in the soil continuum, because it produces a continuous 
grouping of objects by assigning partial class membership.

Some clustering parameters need to be specified in the MZA program. The fuzziness 
exponent was set at the conventional value of 1.3 and the Mahalanobis measure of similar-
ity was chosen as it is the most suitable for multivariate data classification (e.g., Tagarakis 
et al. 2013). The classification was repeated for a range of classes between 2 and 6, taking 
into account that more than three homogeneous zones would not be manageable. The opti-
mal number of cluster classes were evaluated with two indices: the fuzziness performance 
index (FPI) and the normalized classification entropy (NCE; Fridgen et  al. 2004). Both 
indices have values between 0 and 1. FPI is a measure of the degree of membership sharing 
among classes: 0 indicates different classes with no membership sharing and 1 reflects a 
strong sharing of membership. NCE is an estimate of the amount of disorganization cre-
ated by a number of classes: 0 indicates high organization and 1 represents a strong disor-
ganization. When each index is at minimum, which indicates the least membership sharing 
(FPI) and greatest amount of organization (NCE) as a result of the clustering process, the 
optimum number of classes is achieved (Fridgen et al. 2004).

Finally, with the aim of determining the variables that summarize the principal sources 
of variability in the data, a principal component analysis (PCA) was carried out. PCA is a 
dimension reduction method which uses correlated variables and identifies orthogonal lin-
ear recombination of them. The number of principal components (PCs) is the same that the 
number of considered variables, but usually the first few components explain most of the 
total variance in the data set (Li et al. 2007). PCA was computed with the Spatial Analyst 
Tools in ArcGIS.

Results and discussion

Data exploratory analysis

An initial analysis of all soil properties considered at each sampling location was carried 
out and results are shown in Table 1. The soil has a sandy loam texture class. The mean 
sand, silt, and clay contents calculated for samples from the 10 locations were around 75, 
13, and 12% for 0–0.25 m depth and 66, 15, and 20% for 0.25–0.50 m depth, respectively, 
that is, the finest soil fraction increases in depth.

Mean pH values were quite similar (around 5.5) in both depths. These soils are typi-
cally acid (Guevara-Escobar et al. 2007), a consequence of nutrient extraction and nitrate 
leaching. The mean OM content for the topsoil, 1.65%, was three times larger than 
the mean OM content in the deeper layer. Potassium levels were high in both depths 
(199.20 ± 114.36 mg kg−1 and 102.40 ± 63.22 mg kg−1), particularly in the topsoil; phos-
phorus levels were also high in the topsoil (68.20 ± 31.37 mg kg−1) and lower in the subsoil 
(24.44 ± 24.67  mg  kg−1); nitrogen content was very low (lower than 0.1  g  kg−1). These 
values were very similar to those reported by Serrano et al. (2017) in the same soil. Mean 
CEC increased in depth, from 8.40 cmol kg−1 in the topsoil to 10.01 cmol kg−1 in the sub-
soil. These low values are typical of soils in which the sand content is high. Soils with a 
low CEC are more likely to develop deficiencies in nutrients.

The mean SMC during the time of sampling increased from 6.89% in the topsoil to 
8.52% in the subsoil, which was expected due to the clay layer in depth. Soil samples 
were taken after the beginning of the rainy season (Fig.  2). SMC is highly variable in 
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Mediterranean climates due to the aforementioned intraannual precipitation variability, so 
the measured SMC is related to the preceding meteorological conditions.

The coefficients of variation for some soil properties were large, particularly with regard 
to OM, nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, and SMC (Table  1). The other soil properties 
show lower coefficients of variation but they are also important. Moreover, the coefficients 
of variation were higher in the deeper soil layer for all soil properties than in the topsoil, 
except for the silt content, denoting a general high spatial variability. Consequently, it can 
be suggested the appropriateness of site-specific management in the field. This soil vari-
ability has been also reported in other studies involving the soil–tree–pasture ecosystem 
(e.g., Serrano et al. 2013; Bernardi et al. 2016).

Figure 3 shows the elevation and ECa surfaces. Although the topography is smooth, 
with gentle slopes, it is apparent that ECa has an important spatial variability, with a 
high coefficient of variation (130.25%). It is known that elevation has an important 
influence on soil forming processes and, consequently, on soil water movement and 
salinity distribution (e.g., Corwin and Lesch 2005). Thus, ECa and elevation can be cor-
related (e.g., Serrano et al. 2010; Peralta et al. 2015) but, in this case study, there is no a 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics of the sample data (soil physical–chemical properties) in the study area

In each one of the 10 locations, samples were taken at two depths
SD standard deviation, CV coefficient of variation, CEC cation exchange capacity, OM organic matter, TN 
total nitrogen, SMC soil moisture content

Variables Mean Median SD Min Max CV (%)

0–0.25 m
 Coarse sand (%) 48.09 47.65 3.11 42.90 53.20 6.47
 Fine sand (%) 27.63 27.20 1.89 25.10 32.10 6.84
 Silt (%) 12.57 12.65 1.87 9.30 15.90 14.88
 Clay (%) 11.71 12.05 1.49 9.40 13.60 12.72
 pH 5.45 5.43 0.36 4.90 6.00 6.61
 CEC (cmol kg−1) 8.40 8.20 0.76 7.32 9.44 9.05
 OM (%) 1.65 1.63 0.43 1.10 2.40 26.06
 P2O5 (mg kg−1) 68.20 66.00 31.37 25.00 114.00 45.99
 TN (g kg−1) 0.07 0.06 0.02 0.03 0.12 28.57
 K2O (mg kg−1) 199.20 176.00 114.36 80.00 440.00 57.40
 SMC (%) 6.89 6.59 1.82 3.64 9.05 26.42

0.25–0.50 m
 Coarse sand (%) 42.39 42.35 4.75 31.50 47.80 11.20
 Fine sand (%) 23.60 24.00 2.72 16.70 26.50 11.52
 Silt (%) 14.55 14.85 2.06 10.60 16.90 14.16
 Clay (%) 19.47 17.05 5.23 15.10 31.60 26.86
 pH 5.54 5.35 0.65 4.80 6.50 11.73
 CEC (cmol kg−1) 10.01 9.18 2.33 8.08 15.56 23.28
 OM (%) 0.53 0.50 0.16 0.40 0.80 30.19
 P2O5 (mg kg−1) 24.44 13.50 24.67 8.40 84.00 100.94
 TN (g kg−1) 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.03 100.00
 K2O (mg kg−1) 102.40 72.00 63.22 36.00 240.00 61.74
 SMC (%) 8.52 7.49 3.39 4.96 15.99 39.79
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significant correlation between them (correlation coefficient is 0.16). High and low ECa 
values are in zones where elevation is either high or low (Fig. 3).

Table 2 shows all significant relationships between soil properties and ECa. Consid-
ering the textural fractions, only coarse sand was not correlated with ECa. In this soil, 
where sand is the most important textural fraction, the other finer components, clay and 
silt, were positively correlated with ECa, and the fine sand was negatively correlated 
with ECa. Similar results were obtained elsewhere (e.g. Serrano et al. 2014; Moral et al. 
2010).

With respect to the other soil properties, SMC, pH, and CEC showed significant and 
positive correlation coefficients with ECa. The rest of the soil properties were uncor-
related with ECa. In the experimental field, where the soil has a high sand content, it 
might be important to delimit the zones in which clay content is higher.

According to Friedman (2005), the major factor affecting the ECa of unsaturated 
soils is SMC, and other factors, which are relatively time-invariable, are the solid par-
ticle quantifiers, which include texture and CEC. Of course, the soil variables which 
affect the ECa do not act independently and the most important influence of SMC can 
obscure the effects of other variables. Consequently, the highest coefficient of determi-
nation obtained when SMC was the dependent variable (Table 2) was expected. How-
ever, the lowest coefficient of determination for the clay content was probably due to its 

Fig. 3  Maps of soil apparent electrical conductivity (ECa) and elevation. Soil samples are indicated as dots 
in the ECa map

Table 2  Linear relationships 
(Y = aX + b) between ECa (X) 
and soil texture variables (Y)

Y a b R2

Clay 14.533 0.354 0.38
Fine sand 27.145 − 0.254 0.73
Silt 16.968 − 0.173 0.59
SMC 3.947 0.328 0.78
pH 4.851 0.049 0.48
CEC 6.943 0.220 0.74
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low percentage in the soil of the experimental field and, consequently, its influence on 
ECa is less important than it has been reported in other soils with more clay (e.g. Moral 
et al. 2010).

Spatial distribution maps of soil properties and delineation of management zones

Initially, geostatistics was used to estimate ECa at unsampled points, utilising as previ-
ous information all ECa data obtained with the Veris 2000 XA sensor at sample locations. 
Thus, the experimental variogram was computed, assuming isotropy conditions because 
the anisotropy ratio (quotient between ranges of the directional variograms in the major 
and minor anisotropy directions) was very low, around 1.53 (e.g. Goovaerts 1997). After 
computing the experimental variogram, a spherical theoretical variogram was fitted to 
the points. The ratio of nugget to sill was 46.28%, which, according to Cambardella et al. 
(1994), denotes strong spatial dependence of the variable, ECa. The kriged map of ECa 
(Fig.  3) was obtained using ordinary kriging as the estimation method, integrating the 
spatial correlation structure described with the variogram. The final raster ECa map has a 
5 m × 5 m grid resolution.

Later, considering the linear regressions between ECa and soil properties shown in 
Table 2, maps of each soil property were generated with 5 m resolution cells (Fig. 4).

Serrano et al. (2017) analysed the variability of soil properties in this experimental field, 
considering the influence of trees on the spatial patterns. It was found that soil under the 
tree canopy had significantly higher levels of OM, nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium, 
and no significant differences were found in texture and pH. Similar results have been also 
verified by Marcos et al. (2007) in the same ecosystem; moreover, they indicated that there 

Fig. 4  Raster maps (with 5  m resolution cells) of those soil properties significantly correlated with soil 
apparent electrical conductivity
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are positive effects of trees on soil nutrient contents, soil water storage capacity, and pas-
ture production. Benavides et al. (2009) also found similar soil texture for open pasture and 
under trees. Scattered trees lead to a great spatial variation of soil conditions, generating 
islands of higher soil quality, improving soil physical properties, and affecting productivity 
in understory vegetation compared with surrounding open zones (Gómez-Rey et al. 2012).

Serrano et  al. (2017) also reported significant differences in SMC under and outside 
the tree canopy in this field, and throughout the entire vegetative cycle of the plants. Thus, 
SMC tends to be higher outside the tree canopy in winter and early spring, but when tem-
perature increases and precipitation decreases, the situation reverses. It reflects the effect of 
the canopy, acting as a barrier to the penetration of rain under the tree canopy and, when 
temperature increases, acting as a shade and maintaining higher SMC. SMC distribution 
shown in Fig. 4, with lower values in zones where there are trees, confirms the previous 
findings.

Zones where there are trees tend to be associated with lower ECa values (Fig. 4). As 
ECa is influenced by the SMC, their patterns are similar. The same can be visualised when 
the spatial distributions of CEC and pH are considered which, in turn, are significantly 
related to ECa (Table 2). As Pedrera-Parrilla et al. (2014) indicated, variations in ECa are 
mainly related with variations in SMC and soil texture, and zones with the lowest ECa val-
ues are optimal for tree growth because of their better drainage conditions, avoiding satura-
tion and water logging during wet spells.

The attribute data of raster images of fine sand, clay, pH, CEC, and elevation were taken 
as the input of the clustering analysis. After specifying the clustering parameters in the 
MZA program, results indicated that the best option was two clusters as the FPI and NCE 
indices were at minimum. According to Fridgen et al. (2004), the concordance of the two 
indexes is an indication of the goodness of the classification, so it was not necessary to per-
form further analysis to verify the results. In consequence, two MZs were delimited. Thus, 
taking the partition results and spatial locations under two zones as data sources, the MZ 
map (Fig. 5) was generated in ArcGIS. Although there is a zone that is divided into two 
separate parts, both zones are concentrated, which has an advantage of being easily treated. 
The few small spots within each zone could be removed from a practical site-specific man-
agement point of view.

When the MZ map was visually compared with the elevation map, it was apparent that 
lower elevations predominate in one zone and higher elevations in the other one. The influ-
ence of the soil properties on each zone was less evident. As a significant relationship 
between some soil properties and ECa was found, a PCA was conducted to evaluate the 
contribution of each variable. The three first PCs are shown in Table 3. PCs with eigen-
values greater than one should be considered as they explain a significant amount of the 
total variance (e.g., Peralta and Costa 2013). In this study, the first and second PCs (PC1 
and PC2) had an eigenvalue greater than one. The eigenvalue for PC1 has a high value 
(16.188), which supposes 83.253% component loading, so it explained this percentage of 
the total variance. If PC2 is considered, both PC1 and PC2 explained almost completely 
(99.999%) the total variance.

As soil properties with loading factors lower than 0.4 have an insignificant influence on 
the variance (e.g., Peralta et al. 2015), clay content is the only property to be considered 
key latent variable, taking into account PC1, and elevation is another key latent variable 
considering PC2.

However, although PC1 is mainly influenced by clay content, some other soil properties 
(CEC and fine sand) have a loading factor near 0.4, so globally they are also important. 
In the case of PC2, elevation is clearly the predominant property. Consequently, elevation 
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contributes to around 17% of the total variance, clay content being the other important con-
tributing property, around 83%, of the variance. This is the reason of the similarity between 
the elevation map and the MZ map, as it was previously denoted.

Conclusions

A fast and low-cost technique to obtain soil information with high resolution is the com-
bination of a GPS system and a Veris 2000 XA electrical conductivity sensor, measuring 
georeferenced soil ECa in many locations. Initially, ECa can be used for a guided sam-
pling, reducing the necessity of many soils samples, which, in turn, leads to an impor-
tant cost reduction. Later, if significant correlations are found between ECa and some soil 

Fig. 5  Management zones map 
for optimum clusters in the study 
area

Table 3  Results of the principal component analysis for the nine soil properties

Principal components Eigenvalues Component loading Cumulative loading

PC1 16.188 83.253 83.253
PC2 3.156 16.746 99.999
PC3 0.001 0.001 100.00

PC loadings for each variable

Elevation Clay Fine sand CEC pH

PC1 0.058 0.667 − 0.387 0.366 0.055
PC2 1.254 − 0.035 0.021 − 0.015 − 0.005
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properties, ECa can be auxiliary variable in geostatistical analysis. Thus, in the case study, 
using map algebra techniques in a GIS, the spatial distributions of soil texture variables 
(clay, silt, and fine sand) and other soil properties related to soil fertility, such as pH and 
CEC, were visualised throughout the field.

Further analysis of the soil properties GIS layers can generate more additional informa-
tion. A fuzzy c-means classification procedure, in which the GIS layers are the input data, 
can be used to define homogeneous zones. In the present study, two homogeneous zones 
were delimited, considering elevation and the other aforementioned soil properties as the 
input information. This is the first stage to implement precision farming in the studied field, 
which could lead to a more cost-effective field management.

Additionally, PCA can be also conducted to find the main variability sources, as it was 
performed in the experimental field, in which elevation and clay content were the most 
important contributing properties, that is, the key latent variables in this field.

Acknowledgements This research was funded by the Junta de Extremadura and the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF) through the Project GR15050 (Research Group TIC008), by ERDF through the 
Operational Programme for Competitiveness Factors: COMPETE and National Funds through FCT: Foun-
dation for Science and Technology under the Strategic Project PEst-C/AGR/UI0115/2011 and under the 
FCT Project: EXCL_AGR-TEC_0336_2012, and also by ERDF and the Spanish Ministry of Economy and 
Competitiveness through the Project AGL2015-65036-C3-3-R. The authors are also very grateful to two 
anonymous reviewers for providing constructive comments which contributed to improve the final version 
of this paper.

References

An, Y., Yang, L., Zhu, A.-X., Qin, C., & Shi, J. J. (2018). Identification of representative samples from 
existing samples for digital soil mapping. Geoderma, 311, 109–119.

Benavides, R., Douglas, G. B., & Osoro, K. (2009). Silvopastoralism in New Zealand: Review of effects of 
evergreen and deciduous trees on pasture dynamics. Agroforestry Systems, 76, 327–350.

Bernardi, A. C. C., Bettiol, G. M., Ferreira, R. P., Santos, K. E. L., Rabello, L. M., & Inamasu, R. Y. (2016). 
Spatial variability of soil properties and yield of a grazed alfalfa pasture in Brazil. Precision Agricul-
ture, 17(6), 737–752.

Biswas, A., & Zhang, Y. (2018). Sampling designs for validating digital soil maps: A review. Pedosphere, 
28(1), 1–15.

Bullock, D. S., Ruffo, M. L., Bullock, D. G., & Bollero, G. A. (2009). The value of variable rate technology: 
An information-theoretical approach. American Journal of Agricultural Economics, 21, 209–223.

Cambardella, C. A., Moorman, T. B., Novak, J. M., Parkin, T. B., Karlen, D. L., Turco, R. F., et al. (1994). 
Field-scale variability of soil properties in Central Iowa soils. Soil Science Society of America Journal, 
58, 1501–1511.

Corwin, D. L., & Lesch, S. M. (2003). Application of soil electrical conductivity to precision agriculture: 
Theory, principles and guidelines. Agronomy Journal, 95(3), 455–471.

Corwin, D. L., & Lesch, S. M. (2005). Characterizing soil spatial variability with apparent soil electrical 
conductivity. Part II. Case study. Computers and Electronics in Agriculture, 46, 135–152.

De Bruyn, L. L., & Andrews, S. (2016). Are Australian and United States farmers using soil information for 
soil health management? Sustainability, 8, 304.

Egner, H., Riehm, H., & Domingo, W. R. (1960). Utersuchungeniiber die chemische Bodenanalyse als 
Grudlagefiir die Beurteilung des Nahrstoff-zunstandes der Boden. II. K. Lantbrhogsk. Annlr, 20, 199–
216. (in German).

Fortes, R., Millán, S., Prieto, M. H., & Campillo, C. (2015). A methodology based on apparent electrical 
conductivity and guided soil samples to improve irrigation zoning. Precision Agriculture, 16, 441–454.

Fridgen, J. J., Kitchen, N. R., Sudduth, K. A., Drummond, S. T., Wiebold, W. J., & Fraisse, C. W. (2004). 
Management Zone Analyst (MZA): Software for subfield management zone delineation. Agronomy 
Journal, 96, 100–108.

Friedman, S. P. (2005). Soil properties influencing apparent electrical conductivity: A review. Computers 
and Electronics in Agriculture, 46, 45–70.



www.manaraa.com

1013Precision Agriculture (2019) 20:1000–1014 

1 3

Fu, W., Zhao, K., Jiang, P., Ye, Z., Tunney, H., & Zhang, C. (2013). Field-scale variability of soil test phos-
phorus and other nutrients in grasslands under long-term agricultural managements. Soil Research, 51, 
503–512.

Gavioli, A., Souza, E. G., Bazzi, C. L., Guedes, L. P. C., & Schenatto, K. (2016). Optimization of manage-
ment zone delineation by using spatial principal components. Computers and Electronics in Agricul-
ture, 127, 302–310.

Gómez-Rey, M. X., Garcês, A., & Madeira, M. (2012). Soil organic-C accumulation and N availability 
under improved pastures established in Mediterranean Oak Woodlands. Soil Use and Management, 28, 
497–507.

Goovaerts, P. (1997). Geostatistics for natural resources evaluation. New York: Oxford University Press.
Guevara-Escobar, A., Kemp, P. D., Mackay, A. D., & Hodgson, J. (2007). Pasture production and composi-

tion under poplar in a hill environment in New Zealand. Agroforestry Systems, 69(3), 199–213.
Höppner, F., Klawonn, F., Kruse, R., & Runkler, T. A. (1999). Fuzzy cluster analysis. Chichester, UK: 

Wiley.
Hu, W., Schoenau, J. J., & Si, B. C. (2015). Representative sampling size for strip sampling and number of 

required samples for random sampling for soil nutrients in direct seeded fields. Precision Agriculture, 
16, 385–404.

IUSS Working Group WRB. (2015). World Reference Base for Soil Resources 2014, update 2015 Inter-
national soil classification system for naming soils and creating legends for soil maps. World Soil 
Resources Reports No. 106. Rome: FAO.

Kitchen, N. R., Sudduth, K. A., & Drummond, S. T. (2000). Characterizing soil physical and chemical prop-
erties influencing crop yield using soil electrical conductivity. In 2nd International geospatial informa-
tion in agriculture and forestry, Lake Buena Vista, FL, USA (pp 122–131).

Li, Y., Shi, Z., Li, F., & Li, H. Y. (2007). Delineation of site-specific management zones using fuzzy cluster-
ing analysis in a coastal saline land. Computers and Electronics in Agriculture, 56, 174–186.

Loescher, H., Ayres, E., Duffy, P., Luo, H., & Brunke, M. (2014). Spatial variation in soil properties among 
North American ecosystems and guidelines for sampling designs. PLoS ONE, 9(1), e83216.

Marchant, B. P., Dailey, A. G., & Lark, R. M. (2012). Cost-effective sampling strategies for soil manage-
ment. Project Report No. 485. Home-Grown Cereals Authority. Retrieved November, 2017, from 
http://cerea ls.ahdb.org.uk/media /25246 9/pr485 .pdf.

Marcos, G. M., Obrador, J. J., Garcia, E., Cubera, E., Montero, M. J., Pulido, F., et  al. (2007). Driving 
competitive and facilitative interactions in oak dehesas through management practices. Agroforestry 
Systems, 70, 25–40.

McCormick, S., Jordan, C., & Bailey, J. S. (2009). Within and between-field spatial variation in soil phos-
phorus in permanent grassland. Precision Agriculture, 10, 262–276.

Moral, F. J., Terrón, J. M., & Marques da Silva, J. R. (2010). Delineation of management zones using mobile 
measurements of soil apparent electrical conductivity and multivariate geostatistical techniques. Soil 
and Tillage Research, 106, 335–343.

Muhammed, S. E., Marchant, B. P., Webster, R., Whitmore, A. P., Dailey, G., & Milne, A. E. (2017). 
Assessing sampling designs for determining fertilizer practice from yield data. Computers and Elec-
tronics in Agriculture, 135, 163–174.

Nanni, M. R., Povh, F. P., Dematte, J. A. M., de Oliveira, R. B., Chicati, M. L., & Cezar, E. (2011). Opti-
mum size in grid soil sampling for variable rate application in site-specific management. Scientia Agri-
cola, 68, 386–392.

Pedrera-Parrilla, A., Martínez, G., Espejo-Pérez, A. J., Gómez, J. A., Giráldez, J. V., & Vanderlinden, K. 
(2014). Mapping impaired olive tree development using electromagnetic induction surveys. Plant and 
Soil, 384, 381–400.

Peel, M. C., Finlayson, B. L., & McMahon, T. A. (2007). Updated world map of the Köppen–Geiger climate 
classification. Hydrology and Earth System Sciences, 11, 1633–1644.

Peralta, N. R., Cicore, P. L., Marino, M. A., Marques da Silva, J. R., & Costa, J. L. (2015). Use of geophysi-
cal survey as a predictor of the edaphic properties variability in soils used for livestock production. 
Spanish Journal of Agricultural Research, 13(4), e1103.

Peralta, N. R., & Costa, J. L. (2013). Delineation of management zones with soil apparent electrical conduc-
tivity to improve nutrient management. Computers and Electronics in Agriculture, 99, 218–226.

Saey, T., De Smedt, P., De Clercq, W., Meerschman, E., Islam, M. M., & Van Meirvenne, M. (2013). Iden-
tifying soil patterns at different spatial scales with a multi-receiver EMI sensor. Soil Science Society of 
America Journal, 77(2), 382–390.

Sales-Baptista, E., Ferraz de Oliveira, I., Brandão dos Santos, M., Lopes de Castro, J. A., Pereira, A., 
Marques, J. R., et al. (2016). Tecnologia GNSS de baixo custo na monitorização de ovinos em pas-
toreio. Revista de Ciências Agrárias, 39(2), 251–260.

http://cereals.ahdb.org.uk/media/252469/pr485.pdf


www.manaraa.com

1014 Precision Agriculture (2019) 20:1000–1014

1 3

Schellberg, J., Hill, M. J., Gerhards, R., Rothmund, M., & Braun, M. (2008). Precision agriculture on grass-
land: Applications, perspectives and constraints. European Journal of Agronomy, 29(2–3), 59–71.

Serrano, J., Peca, J., Marques da Silva, J., & Shahidian, S. (2010). Mapping soil and pasture variability with 
an electromagnetic induction sensor. Computers and Electronics in Agriculture, 73, 7–16.

Serrano, J., Shahidian, S., & Marques da Silva, J. (2013). Small scale soil variation and its effect on pasture 
yield in southern Portugal. Geoderma, 195–196, 173–183.

Serrano, J., Shahidian, S., & Marques da Silva, J. (2014). Spatial and temporal patterns of apparent electrical 
conductivity: DUALEM vs. Veris sensors for monitoring soil properties. Sensors, 14(6), 10024–10041.

Serrano, J., Shahidian, S., Marques da Silva, J., Machado, E., & Carvalho, M. (2018). Avaliação do efeito 
das árvores sobre a produtividade e sobre a qualidade da pastagem no ecossistema montado: estudo de 
caso. Revista de Ciências Agrárias, 41(1), 72–81.

Serrano, J., Shahidian, S., Marques da Silva, J., Sales-Baptista, E., Ferraz De Oliveira, I., Lopes De Castro, 
J., et al. (2017). Tree influence on soil and pasture: Contribution of proximal sensing to pasture produc-
tivity and quality estimation in montado ecosystems. International Journal of Remote Sensing, 14(6), 
10024–10041. https ://doi.org/10.1080/01431 161.2017.14041 66.

Shaddad, S. M., Madrau, S., Castrignanò, A., & Mouazen, A. M. (2016). Data fusion techniques for delinea-
tion of site-specific management zones in a field in UK. Precision Agriculture, 17, 200–217.

Shaner, D. L., Khosla, R., Brodahl, M. K., Buchleiter, G. W., & Farahani, H. J. (2008). How well does zone 
sampling based on soil electrical conductivity maps represent soil variability? Agronomy Journal, 100, 
1472–1480.

Shi, Z., Wang, K., Bailey, J. S., Jordan, C., & Higgins, J. (2000). Sampling strategies fro mapping soil phos-
phorus and soil potassium distributions in cool temperate grassland. Precision Agriculture, 2, 347–357.

Stadler, A., Rudolph, S., Kupisch, M., Langensiepen, M., van der Kruk, J., & Ewert, F. (2015). Quantifying 
the effects of soil variability on crop growth using apparent soil electrical conductivity measurements. 
European Journal of Agronomy, 64, 8–20.

Stumpf, F., Schmidt, K., Goebes, P., Behrens, T., Schönbrodt-Stitt, S., Wadoux, A., et  al. (2017). Uncer-
tainty-guided sampling to improve digital soil maps. CATENA, 153, 30–38.

Sudduth, K. A., Kitchen, N. R., Wiebold, W. J., Batchelor, W. D., Bollero, G. A., Bullock, D. G., et  al. 
(2005). Relating apparent electrical conductivity top soil properties across the North-Central USA. 
Computers and Electronics in Agriculture, 46, 263–283.

Tagarakis, A., Liakos, V., Fountas, S., Koundouras, S., & Gemtos, T. A. (2013). Management zones delinea-
tion using fuzzy clustering techniques in grapevines. Precision Agriculture, 14, 18–39.

Trotter, M., Guppy, C., Haling, R., Trotter, T., Edwards, C., & Lamb, D. (2014). Spatial variability in pH 
and key soil nutrients: Is this an opportunity to increase fertiliser and lime-use efficiency in grazing 
systems? Crop and Pasture Science, 65, 817–827.

Wetterlind, J., Stenberg, B., & Södersröm, M. (2008). The use of near infrared (NIR) spectroscopy to 
improve soil mapping at the farm scale. Precision Agriculture, 9, 57–69.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01431161.2017.1404166


www.manaraa.com

Reproduced with permission of copyright owner.
Further reproduction prohibited without permission.


	Using low-cost geophysical survey to map soil properties and delineate management zones on grazed permanent pastures
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Experimental field
	Data collection
	Data treatment

	Results and discussion
	Data exploratory analysis
	Spatial distribution maps of soil properties and delineation of management zones

	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements 
	References




