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Ioanna S. Panagea 1,* , Antonio Berti 2 , Pavel Čermak 3, Jan Diels 1 , Annemie Elsen 4 , Helena Kusá 3,
Ilaria Piccoli 2 , Jean Poesen 1,5 , Chris Stoate 6 , Mia Tits 4, Zoltan Toth 7 and Guido Wyseure 1

����������
�������

Citation: Panagea, I.S.; Berti, A.;
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Abstract: Soil water retention (SWR) is an important soil property related to soil structure, texture,
and organic matter (SOM), among other properties. Agricultural management practices affect some
of these properties in an interdependent way. In this study, the impact of management-induced
changes of soil organic carbon (SOC) on SWR is evaluated in five long-term experiments in Europe
(running from 8 up to 54 years when samples were taken). Topsoil samples (0–15 cm) were collected
and analysed to evaluate the effects of three different management categories, i.e., soil tillage, the
addition of exogenous organic materials, the incorporation of crop residues affecting SOC and water
content under a range of matric potentials. Changes in the total SOC up to 10 g C kg−1 soil (1%)
observed for the different management practices, do not cause statistically significant differences in
the SWR characteristics as expected. The direct impact of the SOC on SWR is consistent but negligible,
whereas the indirect impact of SOC in the higher matric potentials, which are mainly affected by
soil structure and aggregate composition, prevails. The different water content responses under the
various matric potentials to SOC changes for each management group implies that one conservation
measure alone has a limited effect on SWR and only a combination of several practices that lead to
better soil structure, such as reduced soil disturbances combined with increased SOM inputs can lead
to better water holding capacity of the soil.

Keywords: soil organic carbon; soil-water content; no-till; reduced tillage; manure; compost; soil care

1. Introduction

Soil water retention (SWR) is a measure of how much water a particular type of soil
can retain. It is an important soil property related to the distribution of pore space and, thus,
is highly dependent on soil structure and texture, as well as on other related properties
such as soil organic matter (SOM) [1]. SWR is critical for crop growth with a profound
influence on crop yield and crop failure and acts as the main source of moisture for the
soil’s biota, which contributes to land productivity and biological soil health.

The relationship between the volumetric soil water content (θ) and the pressure head
(or matric potential head, h) is described by the soil water retention curve (WRC), also
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known as the soil moisture characteristic curve or pF curve [2]. This curve is characteristic
for different soils and is used to predict soil water storage for applications in agronomy,
ecology, hydrology and many other soil-related sectors [3–6], as well as in earth systems
models [7,8].

For the determination of the WRC, different field and laboratory methods exist [9–11].
Analytical models [12] or regression equations—empirical formulas called pedo-transfer
functions (PTF)—are used to predict the WRC values from easily measured or already
available soil properties [13–17]. The majority of the PTFs for estimating the WRC use soil
texture, bulk density and SOM content as predictors [1,13,17], although the necessity of
the latter has been questioned [18] or shown to improve the estimations only for specific
soil water potentials [19]. For modelling purposes, analytical functions are fit to a set of
observed h-θ values used to represent the continuous WRC. The most common retention
functions have been presented by Brooks and Corey [20] and by van Genuchten [21].

The dependence of the SWR on texture and structure has been widely researched
and demonstrated [22]. The dependence of the SWR on SOM content has also been
proven [23,24], but the results on the quantitative influence of SOM are contradictory and
vary with texture, pressure head and soil organic carbon (SOC) content as such [24–26] and
therefore need to be further evaluated [27]. Analysing the effect and relationship of SOC
content on SWR taking into account different soil textures has shown that the sensitivity of
the SWR to SOC changes depending on the soil textural classes and on the SOM content
itself [24,26]. For the same SOC increase, soils with coarser textures and low SOC contents
present a larger increase in water retention than the finer soils [26], which may also present
a decrease [24]. In contrast, for soils with high SOC contents the water retention increases
for all textural classes, especially for sandy and silty soils [24]. Nevertheless, as pointed
out in a review by Minasny and McBratney [26], a 1% absolute mass increase of SOC
(10 g C kg−1 soil) has a limited effect on the SWR and can increase the available water
capacity by up to 1.16% volumetrically. They also found that the effect is relatively larger
for sandy soils. A change in the SOC content also influences the water content at the
different pressure points in a different way [26], with field capacity (FC at −33 kPa or
pF 2.5) to present higher sensitivity than the wilting point (WP at −1500 kPa or pF 4.2) [24].
Nevertheless, the use of SOM as an auxiliary predictor for the SWR through PTFs has been
proven to be redundant when bulk density is also used as a predictor [18].

The different management practices applied in cropping systems affect the soil struc-
ture and soil composition, and consequently the SWR and other physical soil properties.
Organic and conservation farming (defined as a farming system that promotes practices
about maintenance of a permanent soil cover, minimum soil disturbances and crop di-
versification [28]) can increase the soil water storage through better soil aggregation and
improved soil structure [29], but in some cases, the conventional systems yield higher
water contents as a result of higher microporosity [30]. The SOC decreases when SOC
losses due to erosion or/and mineralization, which can be stimulated also through soil
tillage, exceed the organic carbon inputs coming from the addition of exogenous organic
inputs (compost or manure) and organic inputs from crop residues (shoots and roots) [31].

Adding more exogenous organic materials such as compost or farmyard manure
and the incorporation of crop residues into the soil above the SOC mineralization rate
causes an increase in the total SOC in most cases [32–34]. However, the quality and stage
of decomposition of exogenous organic materials affect how much of this added carbon
remains as stable organic carbon in the soil [31,35]. The degree of maturation of manure
and the composition of the compost greatly affects retention rates of organic carbon in
the soil [36]. The addition of exogenous organic material increases the volumetric water
content at most pressure heads, mainly because of the increase in total porosity [37] and the
increase in total SOC. Mulching with or incorporating the crop residues has been proven
to significantly impact the SWR in the wet range (pF < 2), but not in the dryer range
(pF > 3) [34,38,39].
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Reduced or no-tillage is often advocated to increase the SOC in the topsoil, which is
important for a good structure, increased infiltration and reduced soil erosion rates when
compared to conventional ploughing, but the results are controversial when considering
the whole soil profile [31,40,41]. Conservation tillage has been proven to improve chemical
soil properties such as SOM or physical soil properties such as aggregate stability of the
topsoil, but the effects on soil water content are, in many cases not, significant [42] or
controversial [43]. Sometimes the results are not solely dependent on soil tillage type but
vary with matric potential [44–46]. The water content tends to be larger in the higher
pressures (pF < 1 or wetter part) for conventional tillage when compared with conservation
or no-tillage but in the smaller potentials the water content is larger for the conservation or
no-tillage practices [44,46]. There are also cases where significant differences in the water
content are present only in the more negative (pF > 3 or dryer) matric potentials [47]. López
et al. [48] and Kargas and Londra [47] found that reduced and conventional tillage result in
similar water content values, whereas no-tillage leads to lower values of water storage. On
the other hand, Bescansa et al. [44] found that soil water content was higher in the no-tillage
fields when compared to conventional tillage, especially in the drier condition because of
the higher available water content caused by increased SOC content and changes in the
pore distribution of the untilled soils.

Although previous studies have investigated the effects of management on the soil
chemical and physical properties, less attention has been given to the link between com-
bined management practices and SWR. In addition, most studies include a limited number
of management practices and intensities and are not replicated in multiple agroecosystems
and/or study regions that cover broad environmental gradients (i.e., climatic conditions
and soil properties), possibly due to the logistical constraints associated with extensive field
work. Finally, a comparison between published data is frequently hindered by methodolog-
ical discrepancies between studies. To this end, studies that investigate broad management
practices and intensities in multiple agroecosystems and regions with distinct environ-
mental conditions are well needed to understand the interactions between soil structure,
organic carbon, and water retention.

In our study, we compared seven long-term (8–54 years) experimental setups by
sampling the topsoil with identical methods and analysing all samples in the same labo-
ratory. The field experiments have been set up with specific and different objectives, but
all together they cover a broad range of tillage practices, fertilization, additions of organic
materials and management of crop residues. The objective of this study was to evaluate
and quantify comprehensively the effect of different management practices on SOC content
and their impact on the water-holding capacity of the soils.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Experiments’ Descriptions

Topsoil samples were collected from seven different long-term agricultural experi-
ments with different treatments in 5 European countries (the towns, countries, coordinates,
start year of the experiment and main soil type of the sites are given in Table 1). In each
country, the experiments were setup with different objectives and under different envi-
ronmental conditions. Although the diversity of the experiments makes it challenging
to combine them, they offer a wide range of representative management practices and
pedo-climatological conditions. As the original experiments attempted to answer different
scientific questions, they include several management treatments. For this research, a
subset of treatments was selected from each experiment to include treatments from three
main categories. The first category includes different soil tillage treatments (CZ, HU_2,
UK), the second category comprises the addition of different types of exogenous organic
materials (BE, IT_1c, IT_1p), and the third category deals with the incorporation of crop
residues in the topsoil (HU_1, IT_2c, IT_2l). The experiments in Italy are conducted on
two different soil types each and, in this study, are analysed as separate experiments: a
clay and an initially peaty soil for IT_1 (i.e., IT_1c and IT_1p) and a clay and a loamy soil
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for experiment IT_2 (i.e., IT_2c and IT_2l) resulting in nine experiments in our study. The
selected treatments per experiment are presented in Table 2. At the five study sites, an
identical sampling procedure was performed for determining the WRC and SOC.

Table 1. Description of the study sites.

Code Town,
Country

Coordinates
(Decimal Degrees)

Agro-Climate
Zone [49]

Start of
Experiment Soil Type Name of

Experiment
Reference/Detailed

Information

BE Bierbeek, BE 50.8244
4.79605

Maritime
North 1997 Silt Loam VFG Compost trial Tits et al. [50]

CZ
Prague-
Ruzyně,

CZ

50.0880
14.2980 Continental 1995 Silt Loam Tillage trial

Mühlbachová,
Kusá and

Růžek, [51]

HU_1 Keszthely, HU 46.7332
17.2295 Pannonian 1983 Silt Loam

Organic &
inorganic

fertilization trial-
IOSDV

Kismányoky and
Tóth, [52]

HU_2 Keszthely, HU 46.7346
17.2302 Pannonian 1972 Silt Loam

Soil tillage systems
in wheat and maize

bi culture

Hoffmann and
Kismányoky, [53]

IT_1c Legnaro, IT 45.3506
11.9497

Maritime
South 1964 Silty Clay

Loam
Organic & mineral

fertilization trial Giardini, [54]

IT_1p Legnaro, IT 45.3506
11.9497

Maritime
South 1964 Peat* 18%

OC initially
Organic & mineral

fertilization trial Giardini, [54]

IT_2c Legnaro, IT 45.3507
11.9498

Maritime
South 1970 Silty Clay

Loam

Nitrogen
fertilization and
crop residue trial

Giardini, [54]

IT_2l Legnaro, IT 45.3507
11.9498

Maritime
South 1970 Silt Loam

Nitrogen
fertilization and
crop residue trial

Giardini, [54]

UK Loddington,
UK

52.6089
0.83257

Maritime
North 2011 Clay loam Soil Biology and

Soil Health -

Table 2. Details of the soil treatments in the various experiments ‡ Randomized complete block design (RCBD); ϕ Split
plot-randomized complete block design (Split Plot-RCBD).

Code Name of Experiment/
Experimental Design Treatments Replications

(#) Main Crop Types

BE
Vegetable-Fruit-Garden
waste (VFG) compost
trial ‡

No organic: No organic fertilization (control)
45tntriannually: 45 t/ha compost * applied every three years
15tnannually: 15 t/ha compost * applied yearly
45tnannually: 45 t/ha compost * applied yearly
* C/N ≈ 12

4
Winter wheat,
carrots, sugar
beet, potatoes

CZ Tillage trial

Conventional: Conventional ploughing (Turning of stubble—furrow
opener at 10 cm, Mouldboard plough at 22 cm) (control)
Minimum: Minimum tillage (Turning of stubble- furrow opener at
10 cm, 30% of crop residues remain on the soil surface)
Zero: Zero tillage (all residues remain in the soil surface)

4
oil rapeseed,
winter wheat,
Peas

HU_1
Organic & inorganic
fertilization trial-
IOSDV ϕ

NPK: Only mineral fertilization/ removal of straw (control)
NPK+FYM: 35 t/ha 0.5% N, farmyard manure application every
3 years/removal of straw
NPK+STR: Straw and stalk incorporation completed with 10 kg N*t
straw/ha

3
maize,
winter wheat,
winter barley

HU_2
Soil tillage systems in
wheat and maize bi
culture ϕ

Conventional: Deep winter ploughing (27–28 cm) + secondary tillage
(control)
Minimum: Disking just before drilling (<15 cm)
Shallow: Shallow winter disking (<15 cm) +secondary tillage

4 winter wheat,
maize
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Table 2. Cont.

Code Name of Experiment/
Experimental Design Treatments Replications

(#) Main Crop Types

IT_1c Organic & mineral
fertilization trial ‡

Unfertilized: No organic or mineral fertilization (control)
Manure L1: 20 t/ha manure applied annually *
Manure L2: 40 t/ha manure applied annually *

2

maize, winter
wheat, potato,
tillage radish (as
winter cover
crop), ryegrass,
silage maize

IT_1p Organic & mineral
fertilization trial ‡

Unfertilized: No organic or mineral fertilization (control)
Manure L1: 20 t/ha manure applied annually *
Manure L2: 40 t/ha manure applied annually *
* Farmyard manure from dairy cows (20% dry matter, 0.5% N,
0.25% P2O5, 0.7% K2O)

2

IT_2c Nitrogen fertilization and
crop residue trial ‡

Residue Removal: Removal of the previous crop residues (control)
Residue incorporation: Burial of the previous crop residues 3

IT_2l Nitrogen fertilization and
crop residue trial ‡

Residue Removal: Removal of the previous crop residues (control)
Residue incorporation: Burial of the previous crop residues 3

UK Soil Biology and Soil
Health ‡

Conventional: Ploughing at 25 cm (control)
Direct drilling: Direct drilling of the seeds into previous crop residues 3 winter wheat,

whet, oat

2.2. WRC Points Determination

To estimate the water content at the different points of the WRC, three undisturbed
topsoil samples (positioned in the middle of 0–15 cm layer) were collected from each
experimental plot (apart from Italy where the plots are too small and only one ring sample
per plot could be collected) with the use of a Kopecky ring, of a known volume (100 cm3).
The 177 soil samples taken at different dates do not represent an equal number for each
experiment and experimental plot (details about the number of samples per experimental
plot are shown in Table 3). The top organic layer was first removed and with the use
of suitable equipment (i.e., hammering holders and plastic hammer) to minimize soil
disturbances the rings were pushed into the soil to collect the samples, which were stored
afterwards at room temperature until analysis.

Table 3. Sampling details per experiment.

Code Ring Soil Samples per Plot (#) Sampling Month/Year Years Applied When Sampling

BE 3 October 2019 22

CZ 3 November 2018 23

HU_1 3 November 2018 35

HU_2 3 November 2018 46

IT_1c 1 November 2018 54

IT_1p 1 November 2018 54

IT_2c 1 November 2018 48

IT_2l 1 November 2018 48

UK 3 April 2019 8

In this paper, we use pF to indicate the soil water potential. The pF is defined as the
decimal logarithm of the absolute value of pressure head expressed in cm (pF = log10|h|).

The drainage or drying cycle was used for the determination of the volumetric water
content at moisture tensions (suction) from pF 0 to pF 4.2. Sandboxes were used for the
determination of the water content at the lower suction values (pF 0.0, pF 1.0, pF 1.8
and pF 2.0) and pressure plates cells (Soilmoisture Equipment Corp.) were used for the
determination of the sample water content at pF 2.7, pF3.4 and pF 4.2 [55].

2.3. OC Determination

The largest component and easiest indicator of SOM status to measure is the SOC
content and it is used in this report both to present the results and when we refer to content
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changes in the existing literature. SOC content was determined by dry combustion and
mass spectrometry elemental analysis (Carlo-Erba EA 1110, Thermo Scientific, Waltham,
MA, USA). Fresh disturbed field topsoil samples (0–15 cm) were taken with a sharp shovel
from various spots within each experimental plot, mixed and directly broken to pass a
<8 mm sieve. Soil samples were then stored in plastic containers to avoid compaction and
disturbance during transportation and then stored in the refrigerator until air-drying could
be carried out. All samples were air-dried at 40 ◦C until a constant mass was achieved and
stored in a dark and dry place at room temperature. A subsample of the bulk soil was taken
with a soil sample splitter to allow for a random representative sample, crushed manually
to a homogenized powder and weighted into an Ag capsule. To determine only the carbon
present in organic form carbonates were removed by adding HCl (35%). After drying at
40 ◦C the soil samples were loaded into the autosampler for combustion with oxygen at
800 ◦C with the presence of a catalyst. The organic carbon (OC) reacts to carbon dioxide
(CO2) which is quantified by infrared absorption spectroscopy and the mass percentage
is determined

2.4. Statistical Analysis and Visualization Tools

The statistical data analysis was performed using R-Studio, R version 3.6.1 [56]. One-
way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was carried out with the R software [57] to test
for differences between treatments. Estimated marginal means (also known as least-
squares means) by factors were computed by the least square method using the package
“emmeans” [58]. Graphs were produced with the package “ggplot2” [59]. In the present
work, statistical significance is assumed at p < 0.05. The assumptions of normality and
homoscedasticity of the residuals were assessed by visual inspection of Q-Q plots and by
plotting the normalized residuals against the fitted values.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Soil Organic Carbon

The total SOC as determined in the bulk soil is presented in Figure 1. Generally, SOC
is relatively sensitive to the different management treatments and statistically significant
differences are present among most of them. In the field experiments sampled, values of
total organic carbon vary between 6 and 56 g C kg−1 soil (0.6–5.6%). The highest values
observed is in the IT_1p experiment, in which an initially peaty soil was treated with
different levels of manure. The lowest values were observed in the IT_2l experiment, where
removal of residues took place in a loamy soil.

In the organic input experiments, as was expected [33], the higher amount of manure
or compost resulted in a higher SOC. Nevertheless, statistically significant SOC differences
are observed only between the higher levels of additions and the controls, which in all cases
are those with only mineral inputs apart from the IT_1p and IT_1c in which the control
is unfertilized treatment. In the IT_1p experiment, no statistically significant differences
are observed but despite this, treatments with organic inputs show a trend that follows
that same assumption i.e., higher input of organic materials leads to higher SOC. In this
experiment, where agricultural management was established in initially peaty soil, there is
a reduction in the total SOC over the years because of cultivation, but the decline is lower
when manure is added, highlighting the importance of organic fertilizers in maintaining
soil fertility in the long term [60].

In the tillage experiments, the treatments with the minimum soil disturbance present
statistically significantly higher values of SOC content in the 0–15 cm layer than the treat-
ments where conventional tillage took place, since fresh organic material will be kept
concentrated at the topsoil [61,62]. As a result of the no- or reduced- tillage practices, apart
from the increased organic inputs from the crop residues which are concentrated in the top
layer, and the roots that remain intact in the soil, the carbon outputs by mineralization are
reduced in the no-tillage systems. Reduced tillage systems present similar levels of mineral-
ization with the conventional ploughing [61,63] but, according to recent evidence, reduced
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tillage presents lower CO2 emissions [64] or higher levels of mineralizable carbon [65]
when compared to conventional ploughing, indicating reduced mineralization because of
minimal disruption of the stable aggregates. A more stable soil structure and improved ag-
gregation also lead to reduced losses of fertile carbon-rich topsoil because of reduced water
erosion. Nevertheless, it should always be kept in mind that only the topsoil 0–15 cm was
sampled. Carbon stock changes may be observed in the no- or reduced-tillage experiments
within the top layer sampled but if the whole soil profile is considered, conclusions cannot
be drawn from our analysis. There is recent evidence to show that when the time since the
adoption of the no-tillage system is considered (i.e., at least 6 years application of no-till),
the increase of the carbon content in the top layers (0–20 cm) and the no change of the SOC
in the deeper layers of the soil profile lead to an overall increase in the carbon stocks under
no-tillage [41]. On the other hand, there is also evidence that when the entire soil profile is
analysed, soil cultivation methods do not affect the SOC quantity but rather redistribute it
in the profile [31,61,66–68].
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In the HU_1 experiment, the incorporation of the straw and stalks causes a small but
statistically significant difference in the SOC content when compared with the only mineral
fertilized treatment and also significantly increased soil aggregate stability [69], supporting
this way the physical soil condition. In contrast, in the IT_2c and IT_2l experiments, small
or no statistically significant changes are noticed between the treatments. This, on the
one hand, confirms the little potential of crop residues for soil improvement [70] and,
on the other hand, raises questions if only the incorporation of crop residues without
any kind of pre-processing like composting, conversion to biochar or the parallel use
of other conservation measures such as reducing tillage, can contribute to the build-up
of SOC. Indeed, in the same Italian experiment Dal Ferro et al. [71] recently found that
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residues incorporation seems to be effective in SOC storage only when coupled with
minimum-tillage practice.

The results indicate that the SOC is a sensitive and good indicator to monitor changes
caused in the soil quality by management practices in the long-term. The results should
always consider the sampling depth, especially when tillage practices with different tillage
depths are compared.

3.2. WRC

In Figure 2, the soil water content as a function of the matrix pressures (expressed in
pF) is shown for all the study sites as measured in the laboratory conditions which may be
different from field conditions. Although all trends looked consistent, whereby more SOC
consistently meant a slightly higher water content for a given pF, we detected only a few
statistically significant differences (in only 3 out of 9 experiments and in a limited number
of pressure points).
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is denoted in Table 3 for each experiment).

In the soil tillage experiments, there are no statistically significant changes in the soil
water content among the different levels of tillage, but a pattern is observed. In the CZ
and UK experiments, we observe that in the higher matric potential range the treatments
with the higher levels of disturbances present higher water content, whereas in the lower
pressures the pattern is opposite: here, the higher the soil disturbance the lower is the
water content. This happens because in the higher pressures (less negative) the macropores
and capillary forces play an important role in the total water content, whereas in the lower
matric potential the adsorption on the soil particles and the SOM work as water storage
pools [72]. These results follow McVay et al. [42], who also observed that tillage methods
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do not significantly affect the WHC of most of the soils analysed and reported changes
only in the higher matric potentials [44,46,47], indicating that tillage mainly influences
the volume of larger pore sizes, dominantly influencing water infiltration and aeration of
the soil.

Higher organic matter input always led to modestly higher water content at all
pressures. Only in the BE experiment, there are statistically significant differences among
the treatments in the higher pressures (less negative or wetter part) as a result of an annual
addition of 45 tonnes of compost per hectare. It is important to point out that a yearly
dose of 45 tonnes of compost is excessive as compared to normal practice. In the IT_1c
experiment, in which different levels of farmyard manure are applied in clay soil, the high
variability in the water content among the replicates did not allow to detect statistically
significant differences, but the same trend is observed i.e., higher organic matter input
leads to higher water content at all pressures. In the same experiment with the peaty soil
with initially 18% organic carbon, this trend is not noted. The results are consistent with
Eusufzai and Fujii [37] who found that organic amended soils present increased water
content, especially in the higher pressure points.

In the last experiment group in which the crop residues are incorporated into the
soil after the cropping season, our analysis does not reveal consistent changes in the
water storage capacity, or at least consistent trends to justify the reported findings in the
literature that incorporation of residues impacts the water retention in the higher matric
potentials [34,38,39].

An analysis of the effect of different practices in the whole WRC as calculated from
the Rosseta version 3 model [17] is presented in Figure S2 of the Supplementary Materials;
changes are observed only in the wetter part of the retention curve, whereas the dryer part
is not affected by the different applied cropping systems.

3.3. Water Retention as Affected by Carbon Changes and Management Practices

In Figure 3, the percentage differences of water content in relation to the percentage
differences of SOC content among the different plots of each experiment are presented
as differences with the corresponding control treatment of the relevant block. When all
experiments are analysed together, it is observed that the increase of total SOC over the
period that each experiment is running, generally causes an increase in water content at
all moisture tensions, especially for the higher matric potentials (wetter conditions) at
which the regression relationship is also statistically significant (Table 4). This trend is less
pronounced at the permanent wilting point (pF 4.2), where the impact is almost negligible.
As a result of the negligible increase in the wilting point and the bigger increase in the
water content at field capacity, the plant available water increases even with an 1% increase
of the total SOC.

Table 4. F-statistic of the linear regression analysis. Significance codes of p-value: ** 0.05, * 0.1.

Saturation pF1 pF1.8 pF2 pF2.7 pF3.4 pF 4.2

All experiments
F-statistic 1.32 6.99 3.33 6.17 1.87 3.86 0.42

p-value 0.27 0.02 ** 0.08 * 0.02 ** 0.19 0.07 0.53

Exogenous OM
F-statistic 1.32 6.98 3.33 6.17 1.87 3.86 0.42

p-value 0.27 0.02 ** 0.08 * 0.02 ** 0.19 0.07 * 0.53

Soil cultivation
F-statistic 0.31 0.98 3.30 2.43 2.25 1.27 0.44

p-value 0.59 0.34 0.09 * 0.14 0.15 0.28 0.51

Residues
F-statistic 1.49 5.88 1.25 1.69 2.23 0.18 0.18

p-value 0.25 0.04 ** 0.29 0.22 0.17 0.68 0.87
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content. The water content and SOC values represent the percentage differences between the different
treatments’ plots and the control plot of each block of the experiment. The different colours represent
the water content change in the different pressure points of the WRC. (a): All the experiments plotted
together. (b–d): Each experimental group plotted separately (b): addition of compost or manure,
(c): tillage experiments, (d): residue management).

Comparing the results of the percentage differences of water content in relation with
the SOC percentage changes in each experiments group, it is observed that the impact
of increased carbon content on the water content does not only depend on the pressure
point, texture, and organic carbon content, but also on the applied management practices.
Management practices that increase bulk density (no- tillage, reduced OM inputs etc.)
decrease the volume fraction of macro-pores, but at the same time increase the volume
fraction of both micro- and meso-pores, resulting in an increase of the water content at
lower matric potentials and a decrease under wetter conditions [73]. In the soil tillage
experiments where the maximum carbon increase observed is about 0.65% as a result
of practices that minimize topsoil disturbances, an increase in the soil water content is
observed in the lower matric potentials (drier conditions) as a result of increased SOC and
surface adsorption [72,74], as also observed from Bescansa et al. [44] and a smaller increase
of the water content in the wetter conditions (saturation and pF 1) as a result of changes
in the pore distribution and capillary forces [72,74]. These two conditions may lead to a
decrease in the plant available water content (AWC) when cultivation practices with less
soil disturbance are followed as also mentioned by Hill [75]. Indeed, as shown in Figure S1
in the Supplementary Materials, the AWC in the CZ experiment is statistically significantly
lower in the zero-tillage treatment when compared with the minimum tillage, and in the
UK experiment it is lower, but not statistically significant in the direct drilling treatment



Land 2021, 10, 1362 11 of 15

in comparison with the conventional ploughing. In the experiments where exogenous
organic material is added, a cca. 1% increase in SOC increases the soil water content
under all applied pore water pressures but the increase is lower in the drier conditions
and sometimes also a decrease in the soil water content is presented when compared to no
addition of organic materials. The addition of organic material leads to increased macro
aggregation and therefore increased meso- and macroporosity [37,73] and increased water
content in these pores, resulting in less water available for storing in the micropores. A
negligible increase in the dryer conditions denotes also that the increase of SOC does
not increase the sorbed water or that it is counteracted by the increased macroporosity.
Nevertheless, the negligible increase in the water content in the wilting point and the big
increase in the water content at field capacity will lead to higher plant available water
content (Figure S1—Supplementary Materials), something that impacts positively the plant
growth. In the experiments where the residues have been incorporated in the topsoil, the
soil water content decreases or remains similar, even if an increase of 0.3% of the total
SOC is observed. Despite the long-term application, there were no large SOC changes
following the incorporation of the residues. Building up SOC and simultaneously a stable
soil structure might be more important than a large increase in SOC content, especially
during wetter soil conditions.

There is a strong belief and impression by practitioners and advocates of conservation
agriculture and organic farming that an increase in the total SOC increases water retention
directly and substantially [76–78]. In this research, the water retention characteristics
present the expected but modest trends. However, it is remarkable that even after 54 years
of practices that increase SOC, the observed differences in the water content, especially in
the lower pressures (drier conditions), are negligible from a practical point of view, and
almost all not statistically significant. It was expected that in the lower water pressures
(pF > 2.5) where the macropores and capillarity do not have an important impact and
surface adsorption and SOC content seems to play the most important role in the soil’s
water content, the differences in SWR among the different treatments would be noticeable.
The statistically significant linear relationship of the carbon change and the water retention
mainly in the wetter conditions (Table 4) and not in the drier conditions suggest that the
direct impact of the increased SOC on water retention is limited and the indirect impact
stronger. The fact that the change of SOC affects the water content under the different
matric potential in a different way and is statistically significant only in the higher matric
potentials implies that the impact of SOC is indirect and is more linked to the changes in
other soil parameters and most probably in soil structure and aggregation status.

4. Conclusions

We analysed different groups of management practices for improving soil quality
as applied in long-term experiments in five European countries. We investigated their
effect on SOC and the link with the capacity of the soil to retain water at different matric
potentials. Our findings suggest that practices that minimize soil disturbances cause an
increase in SOC in the topsoil but may lead to decreased plant available water content
as a result of the increased water content at wilting point and a less profound increase
in water content at field capacity, jeopardizing the crop yield. On the other hand, the
different soil-improving management practices that increase the organic materials in the
soil (both exogenous and incorporation of residues) contribute to an increase in the soil
water availability for the crops, but not because of increased water holding capacity as
a result of increased SOC. The addition of organic materials affects the soil structure,
and it is more likely that the soil structure—as improved by the SOM—affects the water
availability because of more macro and mesopores, rather than because of larger water-
holding capacity per soil volume caused by a SOC increase. The better structure formed by
higher amounts and more stable SOC and the increase in SWR are important factors leading
to increased water infiltration, even under long-term rainy conditions, and promoting
several soil functions such as less soil erosion minimised effects of extreme rainfalls and
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droughts deeper rooting of the crops end enhanced crop productivity. The negligible effect
of increased SOC under different management practices during drier conditions, and the
increased effect in wetter conditions, implies that the indirect effects of SOC increase in the
soil structure are more important and should be considered in future research.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/10
.3390/land10121362/s1, Figure S1: Plant Available Water Content as calculated from the difference
between water content at field capacity (pF 2) and water content at wilting point (pF 4.2). Figure S2:
WRC for each treatment. The lines represent the WRC as calculated from the Rosetta version 3 model
with input the average silt clay and sand percentages, the average bulk density of the treatments as
measured and the water content at field capacity and wilting point.
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