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ABSTRACT

Although the functions and characteristics of soil seed banks in topsoil layers have been described for various ecosystems, the spatiotemporal
pattern of the seed bank in deep soil and its ecological implications for vegetation restoration of active sand dune have not been fully
explored. In 2007 and 2008, seed densities with regard to dune position, soil depth and season were investigated on an active and a stabilized
sand dune of northeastern Inner Mongolia, China. Seeds in the 0–10 cm topsoil layer accounted for 60% of total soil seed bank on the
stabilized sand dune, while more than 40% of seeds were stored in the 50–100 cm layers on the active sand dune. Seed density declined
significantly with soil depth on the stabilized sand dune, but it was relatively constant across the 0–100 cm soil profile on the active sand
dune. Seed density fluctuated with soil depth on the active sand dune suggesting that seeds were either relocated upward or downward over
time. Seeds of annual non-psammophytic species accounted for the majority of soil seed bank on the stabilized sand dune, while pioneer
psammophytes contributed more to the soil seed bank of the active sand dune. Our data suggest that seeds in the deep soil layers of active
sand dunes account for a large proportion of the whole soil seed bank. Because of the effect of wind erosion, seeds in deep soil could be
gradually exposed to shallow soil layers and potentially contribute to population recruitment and vegetation restoration on active sand dunes.
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

Land degradation is mainly related to the soil degradation
caused by human beings, which is taking place because of
human activities such as inappropriate agriculture practices
and overgrazing (Cerdà et al., 2009; García-Orenes et al.,
2012; Parras-Alcántara et al., 2013). Those human interfer-
ences change the soil properties and the role of soil in
biogeochemical and hydrological cycles, and as a result,
soil services could be lost (Keesstra et al., 2012; Berendse
et al., 2015).
Soil seed banks are a key biological part of soil systems

as upon the seeds, the vegetation will be potentially
recovered, and seeds will influence the plant distribution
and as a consequence the soil properties and soil erosion
(García-Fayos et al., 2010; Kröpfl et al., 2013). Soil seed
banks play an important role in population regeneration
and vegetation restoration, especially in ecosystems
experiencing frequent disturbances (Milberg, 1995; Davies
& Waite, 1998; Li et al., 2004; Willems & Bik, 2009; Li
et al., 2012; Li et al., 2014). It is important therefore to
describe the spatiotemporal pattern of soil seed banks to
understand their roles in population recruitment and
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vegetation restoration. Although the spatiotemporal pattern
of soil seed banks have been described for various ecosys-
tems (Russi et al., 1992; Dalling et al., 1997; Guardia
et al., 2000), the mechanisms of formation and ecological
functions of soil seed banks in active sand dune ecosystems
have not been fully explored.
In most soils, seeds accumulate in topsoil layers, and

seed density declines rapidly with soil depth (Fenner &
Thompson, 2005). Therefore, investigations on soil seed
banks by sampling the topsoil layer, usually the top
10 cm, have been extensively performed (Witkowski &
Garner, 2000; Valbuena & Trabaud, 2001; Li et al., 2009;
Li et al., 2014). The spatiotemporal pattern of soil seed
banks in the topsoil layer of sand dune ecosystems, including
active sand dunes, stabilized sand dunes and their inter-dune
lowlands, have also been partly discussed (Bai et al., 2004;
Yan et al., 2009). However, it has been confirmed that wind
activities that different sand dunes are exposed to could
influence the spatiotemporal pattern of soil seed banks
(Yan et al., 2005). Wind erosion tends to be dominant on
the windward slope, and sand deposits tend to be dominant
over the crest as well as the leeward slope (Liu et al.,
2007). Therefore, concerns have been raised on the applica-
tion of shallow sampling techniques for the study of active
sand dunes because seeds can either be blown away by wind
or buried deeply during dune migration (Liu et al., 2007).
Deep soil samplings should be taken into consideration in
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order to understand the effects of eolian activities on the seed
availability and the vegetation restoration of sand dune
ecosystems.
Unpredictable sand burial and wind erosion could reduce

the opportunity of seedling emergence, seedling survival
and vegetation restoration on active dunes (Crawford,
1989; Zhang & Maun, 1990; Maun et al., 1996; Liu et al.,
2011). During the rainy season, seeds buried close to the soil
surface are prone to germinate and contribute to seedling
recruitment. Deeply buried seeds, however, are not available
because of the microhabitat limitation on seed germination
and seedling emergence (Zhan & Maun, 1994; Bai et al.,
2004; Tobe et al., 2005; Liu et al., 2011). During the windy
season, seeds can be either buried and accumulate deep in
the dune (Thompson & Fenner, 2000; Matus et al., 2005;
Liu et al., 2007), carried away by the wind or dug out from
deep soil to topsoil layers and potentially become available
as a seed supply for population recruitment as soon as the
effective rainfall occurs.
The seasonal dynamics of soil seed banks must also be

considered to understand the ecological significance of deep
soil seed banks in active sand dune ecosystems. Soil seed
banks vary in species composition and abundance across
seasons and years (Kemp, 1989; Lavorel et al., 1993; Yan
et al., 2009). Unlike most ecosystems where soil seed bank
dynamics are determined by plant reproductive phenology,
seed dispersal, seed predation and other factors (Price &
Joyner, 1997; Cubina & Aide, 2001; Liu et al., 2012), seed
bank dynamics in active sand dunes are mainly determined
by sand burial and wind erosion (Liu et al., 2007; Yan
et al., 2009). Spatiotemporal patterns of soil seed banks
are closely related to sand dune positions, with the different
types and intensities of eolian activities the dune is exposed
to determining whether seeds will be buried or blown away.
Furthermore, erosion intensities vary along the windward
slope, and there is a sand deposit gradient along the leeward
slope. However, without considering the seasonal dynamics
of soil seed bank, the potential ecological implications of
deep soil seed banks for vegetation restoration in active sand
dunes have not been revealed.
The Horqin Sandy Land in Inner Mongolia of northern

China was populated by temperate grasslands, which has
been degraded following series of severe desertification
processes in the past decades (Zhu & Chen, 1994). Active
sand dunes are now well developed in this region, which
have been considered as one of the main sand sources of sand
storms in northern China (Zhu & Chen, 1994; Liu et al.,
1996). Sand storms affect the total area of about
6·24× 106 km2, which accounts for 65% of China (Zhang,
2008). Therefore, vegetation restoration on active sand dunes
is essential to control the desertification and sand storms
(Zhu & Chen, 1994; Sun et al., 2001).
From the perspective of biodiversity conservation, active

sand dunes could provide the habitat for some pioneer spe-
cies and endemic species, such as Agriophyllum squarrosum
and Artemisia wudanica. With their deep soil seed banks,
these pioneer species could become established on active
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
sand dunes and are helpful for sand stabilization and other
species colonization (Yan et al., 2005; Li et al., 2007).
However, after active sand dunes stabilized, some annual
species, such as Chenopodium glaucum L., C. acuminatum
Willd, Corispermum candelabrum Iljin and Bassia
dasyphylla O. Kuntze, which will encroach naturally, and
those pioneer species will be replaced (Li et al., 2007).
Therefore, understanding the spatiotemporal pattern of soil
seed banks in active sand dunes is helpful for revealing the
adaptive strategy of plants and implementing effective
measures for desertification control and biodiversity
conservation.
Because little is known about the formation mechanisms

of the spatiotemporal pattern and ecological significance of
soil seed banks in active sand dunes, this study aimed to
explore the soil seed bank dynamics with regards to soil
depth, dune position and season, with the purpose of testing
the hypothesis that (i) there will be a relatively constant
seed density across sand profiles in active sand dunes; and
(ii) the cycling effect of sand burial and wind erosion results
in the sustainable seed supply for population regeneration
and vegetation restoration in active sand dunes.
MATERIAL AND METHODS

Study Site

This study was conducted at the Wulanaodu Desertification
Experimental Station in the Horqin Sandy Land in
northeastern Inner Mongolia, China (119°39′–120°02′E,
42°29′–43°06′N, 480masl). To compare the spatiotemporal
patterns of soil seed banks in stabilized and active sand dunes
and reveal the ecological significance of deep soil seed banks
in active sand dunes, a stabilized sand dune was selected in
this study for comparison with the studied active sand dune.
The investigated stabilized sand dune, which was an active
sand dune 20 years ago, was artificially stabilized with both
sand barriers and plantation in 1984 (Yan et al., 2005). The
selected active sand dune was 25m high and advancing at a
rate of 5–7my�1, and the vegetation coverage is less than
10% (Yan et al., 2005). Its vegetation was composed of only
pioneering plant species such as A. squarrosumMoq. and A.
wudanica Liou & W. The stabilized sand dune was popu-
lated with many annual species, such as C. glaucum L., C.
acuminatum Willd., C. candelabrum Iljin, B. dasyphylla O.
Kuntze, Chloris virgata Swartz, Setaria viridis Beauv. and
Digitaria ciliaris Koel., which had encroached naturally.
The vegetation coverage was greater than 50%, and no strik-
ing sand accumulation or erosion was observed.
Based on the meteorological data collected from 1957 to

2002, the annual average temperature at the study site was
6·3 °C, with January being the coldest month with an average
temperature of �14·0 °C and July being the warmest month,
averaging 23·0 °C. Annual mean precipitation was 340mm,
70% of which occurred during June-August. Annual mean
wind velocity at the study site was 4·4m s�1, mainly coming
from the north, and the number of gale days per year
LAND DEGRADATION & DEVELOPMENT, 27: 305–315 (2016)



igure 1. Transects and sampling positions on the investigated active sand
dune.
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(>16ms�1) ranged from 21 to 80. The windy season gener-
ally occurs between early April and late May.

Species Composition of Soil Seed Banks

Seeds were collected across the stabilized and active sand
dunes during the growing season (April to September) of
2007 for the species identification in soil seed bank. Soil
seed bank samples were collected with a cylindrical borer
of 7 cm in diameter and 100 cm in height. Soil columns were
set every 10 cm down up to a depth of 100 cm for the active
sand dune and up to 30 cm in the stabilized sand dune
because very few viable seeds could be found beyond this
depth in previous studies carried out on stabilized sand
dunes (data not shown in the present study). Soil columns
were sampled carefully layer by layer (10 cm segment).
Chenopodium aristatum was identified as the species with
the smallest seed present in our study sites. Its seed’s dimen-
sions are greater than 0·5mm, so a 0·5mm sieve was used to
extract seeds from each soil sample according to the method
of Yan et al. (2005). Seeds were sorted by species, and the
viability of a subsample of seeds for each species (if the seed
number for one species in a sample is less than 20, all seeds
were tested; for other species, i.e. those seeds more than 20
in one sample, at least 20 seeds were tested) was determined
using the ‘tetrazolium dyeing method’ (Günster, 1994). The
proportion of viable seeds in subsamples and the total seed
number were used to assess the viable seed density. In this
study, only viable seeds were considered. Even though the
‘tetrazolium dyeing method’ is much labour intensive and
could lead to an overestimation of viable seed density
compared with the seed germination method, it still was
considered as the most accurate method for this study
because it can be used to test the viability of both dormant
and non-dormant seeds (Copeland & McDonald, 1999)
and seeds in sand dunes show different levels of dormancy
(Yan et al., 2007; Liu et al., 2011).

Seasonal Dynamics of Soil Seed Banks

Soil seed bank samples were collected from the stabilized
and active sand dunes in early April (at the beginning of
the windy season), mid-May (in the middle of the windy
season), mid-July (in the middle of the rainy season) and in
late October (at the end of seed fall) both in 2007 and
2008. Eight parallel transects (10m apart) were defined along
the direction of sand dune migration (Figure 1). The length of
transects were defined according to the size of the investi-
gated sand dunes. For transects on the stabilized sand dune,
transects were from the lower windward part to the dune
crest, while for the active sand dune, transects were from
the lower windward part to the lower leeward slope. Accord-
ing to the size of the investigated dunes, 18 cores were
collected at 15m intervals along each transect of the active
sand dune. Fifteen from the windward slope, six on the lower
part, five on the middle part and four on the upper part and
three from the leeward slope (lower, middle and upper parts)
(Figure 1). On the stabilized sand dune, 11 cores per transect
were collected at 5m intervals from the windward slope: four
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
on the lower part, four on the middle part and three on the
upper part. For each sampling time, transects were randomly
established on the two investigated sand dunes, and the
direction and the length were the same. For each sampling,
we collected 264 soil samples (3 soil depths × 11 sample
points × 8 transects) for the stabilized sand dune and 1,140
soil samples (10 soil depths ×18 sample points × 8 transects)
for the active sand dune.

Data Analysis

Separated one-way ANOVA in SPSS 18·0 for Windows was
applied to analyse the effect of dune type, dune position and
soil depth on the seed density, species richness and relative
species abundance in soil seed banks. The relative abun-
dance of species was calculated as follows:

Relative abundance %ð Þ ¼
abundane of species i

.
total abundance of all species�100%

(Ma, 1994)
Prior to analyses, values were tested for normality

(Kolmogorov–Smirnov test) and homoscedasticity (Fmax
test). Seed density data were square-root transformed to
make them conform to normal distribution law and homosce-
dasticity. If the ANOVA revealed significant effects, a
Tukey’s honestly significant difference post hoc test
(p<0·05) was performed to compare the difference in seed
density between different dune positions and soil depths.
For the same soil layer and dune position, the differences in
seed density between different sampling dates were also
compared to reveal the seasonal dynamics in soil seed bank.
RESULTS

Change in Seed Bank Density With Regard to Soil Depth

The total seed density was up to approximately 200-fold
higher in stabilized compared with active sand dune. The
average seed bank density on the stabilized sand dune was
12,839±872 seedsm�2 (mean ±SE(standard error), the same
hereinafter) in the 0–30 cm soil layer, whereas on the active
sand dune, 91± 16 seeds m�2 stored in the 0–30 cm soil
layers and the total seed density in the 0–100 cm soil layer
was 221±26 seedsm�2. About 60% of seeds were located
F
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in the top 10 cm of the stabilized sand dune, while only 16%
were stored in the same layer on the active sand dune, and
more than 40% of seeds were stored in the 50–100 cm soil
layers on the active sand dune. Besides, the seed density
was relatively constant across the sand profile of the active
sand dune (Figure 2).

Change in Seed Bank Density With Regard to Dune Position

On the stabilized sand dune, seed bank density on the upper
windward slope was lower (p< 0·05) than any other parts of
the windward slope. On the active sand dune, however, the
seed bank density on the upper windward slope was
significantly higher than those in other positions (p< 0·05)
except for that of the low windward slope (Figure 3).

Seed Bank Density Changes Over Time

On the stabilized sand dune, seed bank density in the top
0–10 cm layer remained greater than those in any other layer
throughout the study. Seed density in the top 0–10 cm layer
of the lower windward slope decreased constantly from
Figure 2. Two-year average seed densities across soil layers of the stabilized (A)
that the differences between soil depths

Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
October 2007 to July 2008 (Figure 4A). The peak seed
density (15,152±5,105 seeds m�2) occurred in October
2007 when seed production is completed.
Both the middle and upper windward slopes of the

stabilized sand dune had an increase in seed density from
October 2007 to May 2008 in the top 10 cm layer, followed
by a sharp decrease in July 2008 (Figure 4B and C). The peak
seed density of both the middle (11,514±1,571 seedsm�2)
and the upper windward slopes (9,777±1,314 seedsm�2)
occurred at the end of the windy season (May).
Seed density in the top 0–30 cm layer of the lower

windward slope and in the 60–100 cm layer of the upper
leeward slope of the active sand dune increased on average
by sixfold compared with seed density recorded in those
layers at all other time points (Figure 5A and D). Even
though seed density in other layers of the windward slope
did not change significantly over time, there was a trend
in increasing seed density in the top 0–30 cm layer of the
middle windward slope and an increase in seed density in
the 30–60 cm layer of the upper windward slope in May
and active (B) sand dunes. Values are means ± SE. Different letters indicate
are significant at p< 0·05 level.

LAND DEGRADATION & DEVELOPMENT, 27: 305–315 (2016)



Figure 3. Two-year average seed densities at each sampling position of the stabilized (A) and active (B) sand dunes. Values are means ± SE. Different letters
indicate that the differences between dune positions are significant at p< 0·05 level.

309VERTICAL DISTRIBUTION OF SOIL SEED BANK IN ACTIVE SAND DUNE
(Figure 5B and C). There was also an increase in seed
density in the top 0–30 cm layer in May for the middle
leeward slope and in July for the lower leeward slope of
the active sand dune (Figure 5E and F).

Species Composition of the Soil Seed Banks

There were 25 species belonging to nine families in the
soil seed bank of the stabilized sand dune, while there
are 18 species belonging to nine families in that of the
active sand dune (Table I). The total species richness of
the stabilized sand dune was significantly higher than that
of the active sand dune (p< 0·05; Table II). On the
stabilized sand dune, the species richness on the upper
windward slope was significantly lower than those of the
lower and middle windward slope (p< 0·05), and the
species richness of the soil seed bank in the 0–10 cm layer
was significantly higher than those of the 10–20 and
20–30 cm soil layers (p< 0·05). On the active sand dune,
the species richness on the windward slope was signifi-
cantly higher than that of the leeward slope (p<0·05).
However, there were no significant differences between
different positions on both the windward and leeward
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
slopes, respectively. Surprisingly, the species richness in
the 30–60 cm layer was significantly lower than those of
the 0–30 and 60–100 cm layers (p< 0·05) (Table II).
The five most abundant species in the soil seed bank of

the stabilized sand dune were annual non-psammophytic
species: S. viridis, C. acuminatum, C. glaucum, C. candela-
brum and D. ciliaris, with their total abundance accounting
for 94–95% of the soil seed bank (94% with regard to soil
depth and 95% with regard to dune position). Soil depth
and dune position had no significant effects on the relative
abundance of these species except for the fact that the
relative abundance of S. viridis on the upper windward
slope was significantly higher than that of the lower
windward slope, while the relative abundance of C.
acuminatum on the lower windward slope was significantly
higher than those of other dune positions (p<0·05)
(Table III). On the active sand dune, the two most abun-
dant species in the soil seed bank were pioneer
psammophytes: A. squarrosum and A.wudanica, with their
total abundance accounting for 45–59% of the total
abundance of the soil seed bank (45% with regard to soil
depth and 59% with regard to dune position) (Table IV).
LAND DEGRADATION & DEVELOPMENT, 27: 305–315 (2016)



Figure 4. Seasonal changes in seed bank density with regard to depth and position of the stabilized sand dune. (A) The lower windward slope; (B) the middle
windward slope; (C) the upper windward slope. Winter: October to April; windy season: April to May; rainy season: May to July. Values are means ± SE.
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DISCUSSION

Wind activities are the main factors driving many ecologi-
cal processes in dune ecosystems and have the potential to
mould the spatiotemporal pattern of soil seed banks by
alternately causing seeds being buried and exposing them
to soil surface when dunes are eroded (Zhu & Chen,
1994; Ma & Liu, 2008). With regard to dune positions,
seed density at the upper windward slope was lower than
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
those on other positions of the stabilized sand dune
(Figure 3A). This is most likely due to the fact that
compared with other positions, the relatively sparse vegeta-
tion on the upper windward slope produces less seeds and
could not retain seeds in situ. Besides, the relatively weak
eolian activities on the stabilized sand dune means less
seeds can be transported to the upper windward slope.
For the active sand dune, our results are consistent with
the findings of Wang et al. (2005) that seed density on
LAND DEGRADATION & DEVELOPMENT, 27: 305–315 (2016)



Figure 5. Seasonal changes in seed bank density with regard to depth and position of the active sand dune. (A) The lower windward slope; (B) the middle
windward slope; (C) the upper windward slope; (D) the upper leeward slope; (E) the middle leeward slope; (F) the lower leeward slope. Winter: October to

April; windy season: April to May; rainy season: May to July. Values are means ± SE.
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the upper windward slope was higher than those on other
positions of an active sand dune. In active sand dunes,
seeds tend to accumulate on the upper windward slope be-
cause the wind carries the seed–sand mixture to the dune
crest (Bai et al., 2004). For the vertical distribution of soil
seed bank, seed bank density decreased dramatically with
soil depth in the stabilized sand dune (Figure 2A), which is
consistent with the fact in most soils (Fenner & Thompson,
2005). On the active sand dune, however, despite of a
slight decrease in seed density with soil depth, the vertical
distribution of seed density was heterogeneous, and a rela-
tively high amount of viable seeds was still found up to
100 cm depth. This vertical pattern of seed density in the
active sand dune could be explained by the differences in
wind activity intensity that occurs between stabilized and
active sand dunes. On the active sand dune, seed density
fluctuated with time in different soil layers. The seed den-
sity in the top 0–30 cm layer of the lower windward slope
and in the 60–100 cm layer of the upper leeward slope of
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
the active sand dune increased in April 2008. Subse-
quently, the seed density in the top 0–30 cm layer of the
middle windward slope and in the 30–60 cm layer of the
upper windward slope increased 2months later, and an-
other increase in the top 0–30 cm layer occurred in July
for the lower leeward slope (Figure 5). These data suggest
that seeds in active sand dunes are not only transported
from the wind erosion-prone zones (i.e. the windward
slopes) to the burial-prone zones (i.e. the dune crest and
leeward slope) but also that deeply buried seeds could be-
come shallowly buried or even be exposed to soil surface
under wind erosion. Even though the seed transport by
wind is the main contributing factor to changes in soil seed
bank patterns in active sand dunes, seed germination can
also occur during the rainy season when conditions are
favourable. And, the inhabitation of pioneer species on
the active sand dune strongly suggests that deep soil seed
banks have the potential to contribute to population
regeneration.
LAND DEGRADATION & DEVELOPMENT, 27: 305–315 (2016)



Table I. Species list of the stabilized sand dune and active sand dune

Stabilized sand dune Active sand dune

Family Species Life form Family Species Life form
Chenopodiaceae Agriophyllum squarrosum AH Chenopodiaceae Agriophyllum squarrosum AH

Chenopodium acuminatum AH Chenopodium acuminatum AH
Chenopodium aristatum AH Chenopodium glaucum AH
Chenopodium glaucum AH Corispermum candelabrum AH
Corispermum candelabrum AH

Gramineae Chloris virgata AH Gramineae Chloris virgata AH
Digitaria ciliaris AH

Digitaria ciliaris AH Phragmites communis PH
Eragrostis pilosa AH Setaria viridis AH
Phragmites communis PH
Setaria glauca AH Compositae Artemisia wudanica SS
Setaria viridis AH Erigeron acer ABH

Eupatorium lindleyanum AH
Leguminosae Caragana microphylla S Senecio argunensis PH

Glycine soja AH
Hedysarum fruticosum SS Apocynaceae Apocynum venetum PH
Lespedeza davurica SS Asclepiadaceae Cynanchum sibiricum PH
Swainsonia salsula SS Cyperaceae Bolboschoenus compacts PH
Vicia amoena PH Leguminosae Lespedeza davurica SS

Polygonaceae Polygonum thunbergii AH
Compositae Artemisia wudanica SS Salicaceae Salix gordejevii S

Erigeron acer ABH
Eupatorium lindleyanum AH

Caryophyllaceae Dianthus chinensis PH
Cyperaceae Bolboschoenus compacts PH
Polygonaceae Polygonum lapathifolium AH
Salicaceae Salix gordejevii S
Zygophyllaceae Tribulus terrestris AH

AH, annual herbaceous; ABH, annual–biennial herbaceous; PH, perennial herbaceous; SS, semi-shrub; S, shrub.
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It was suggested that in sand dunes and some other
degraded ecosystems, seed availability might be the key
limiting factor of population recruitment and vegetation
restoration (Crawford, 1989; Guardia et al., 2000). But, some
other studies also demonstrated that the absence of vegeta-
tion in disturbed ecosystems, for instance in the typical
badland area of southeastern Spain and the Loess Plateau
region of China, might be attributed to the limitation of envi-
ronmental factors on seed germination and seedling survival
rather than seed availability (García-Fayos et al., 1995;
Table II. Comparison of species richness between different dune positio

Stabilized sand dune
Dune position Lower windward 5·00

Middle windward 5·25

Upper windward 4·38

Soil depth (cm) 0–10 5·88
10–20 4·50
20–30 4·25

Total species richness 6·75 ± 0·21 *

Values within a column for different dune positions and soil depths followed by
bilized sand dune; Italic: active sand dune.
*Significant difference in the total species richness between the stabilized and act

Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
Cerdà & García-Fayos, 1997; García-Fayos et al., 2000;
Wang et al., 2014). In this study, the vertical distribution of
soil seed bank (especially the deep soil seed bank) could
potentially provide the sustained seed supply for population
regeneration and vegetation restoration on the active sand
dune. The establishment of some psammophytes via soil
seed banks on the active sand dune can facilitate the
colonization of other non-psammophytic herbaceous
species, such as B. dasyphylla O. Kuntze, C. virgata Swartz
and S. viridis Beauv., which will promote the stabilization
ns and soil depths on the stabilized sand dune and active sand dune

Species richness

Active sand dune
± 0·1 a Lower windward 1·63 ± 0·23 a

Middle windward 1·53 ± 0·09 a
± 0·25 a Upper windward 1·60 ± 0·11 a

Upper leeward 0·49 ± 0·09 b
± 0·18 b Middle leeward 0·35 ± 0·07 b

Lower leeward 0·35 ± 0·05 b
± 0·13 a 0–30 2·19 ± 0·20 a
± 0·19 b 30–60 1·50 ± 0·10 b
± 0·16 b 60–100 1·99 ± 0·10 a

3·64 ± 0·14

the same letter are not significantly different at p< 0·05 level. Normal: sta-

ive sand dunes at p< 0·05 level.

LAND DEGRADATION & DEVELOPMENT, 27: 305–315 (2016)



Table III. Relative abundances (%) of the five most abundant species in the soil seed bank of the stabilized sand dune

Species Relative abundance (%)

Setaria viridis Dune position Lower windward 7 ± 1 b
Middle windward 13 ± 2 ab
Upper windward 14 ± 3 a

Soil depth (cm) 0–10 10 ± 1 a
10–20 10 ± 1 a
20–30 13 ± 2 a

Chenopodium acuminatum Dune position Lower windward 75 ± 4 a
Middle windward 60 ± 4 b
Upper windward 52 ± 5 b

Soil depth (cm) 0–10 62 ± 3 a
10–20 65 ± 4 a
20–30 66 ± 4 a

Chenopodium glaucum Dune position Lower windward 7 ± 1 a
Middle windward 11 ± 2 a
Upper windward 13 ± 3 a

Soil depth (cm) 0–10 10 ± 2 a
10–20 10 ± 2 a
20–30 8 ± 2 a

Corispermum candelabrum Dune position Lower windward 7 ± 3 a
Middle windward 10 ± 3 a
Upper windward 12 ± 3 a

Soil depth (cm) 0–10 11 ± 3 a
10–20 7 ± 2 a
20–30 8 ± 2 a

Digitaria ciliaris Dune position Lower windward 1 ± 0 a
Middle windward 2 ± 0 a
Upper windward 2 ± 1 a

Soil depth (cm) 0–10 1 ± 1 a
10–20 1 ± 1 a
20–30 1 ± 1 a

Values within a column for different dune positions and soil depths followed by the same letter are not significantly different at p< 0·05 level.
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of active sand dunes and thus control desertification and sand
storms effectively (Li et al., 2007). In this case, the deep soil
seed bank should be taken into account in implementing
vegetation restoration on active sand dunes.
On the other hand, active sand dunes could provide

specific habitats for some pioneer species and endemic
Table IV. Relative abundances of the two most abundant species in the

Species

Agriophyllum squarrosum Dune position

Soil depth (cm)

Artemisia wudanica Dune position

Soil depth (cm)

Values within a column for different dune positions and soil depths followed by

Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
species, such as A. squarrosum and A.wudanica, which
often have a persistent soil seed bank (Liu et al., 2007).
Our study demonstrated the role of deep soil seed banks
in the population maintenance of those species on active
sand dunes. Seeds may be deeply buried and form a persis-
tent soil seed bank under sand burial, while those seeds
soil seed bank of the active sand dune

Relative abundance (%)

Lower windward 24 ± 4 b
Middle windward 39 ± 6 ab
Upper windward 65 ± 8 a
Upper leeward 56 ± 16 ab
Middle leeward 29 ± 12 ab
Lower leeward 60 ± 12 ab

0–30 34 ± 5 a
30–60 36 ± 8 a
60–100 31 ± 5 a

Lower windward 10 ± 5 ab
Middle windward 19 ± 2 ab
Upper windward 7 ± 2 ab
Upper leeward 4 ± 3 b
Middle leeward 24 ± 11 a
Lower leeward 15 ± 9 ab

0–30 10 ± 4 a
30–60 9 ± 3 a
60–100 15 ± 4 a

the same letter are not significantly different at p< 0·05 level.
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buried deeply will be shallowly buried and contribute to
population recruitment under wind erosion. Our study indi-
cates that the deep soil seed bank might be one of the
important adaptations of species in response to wind activ-
ities on the active sand dune. After the stabilization of
active sand dunes, these pioneer species and endemic
species will be replaced by some non-psammophytic
herbaceous species (Li et al., 2007). Therefore, the deep
soil seed bank might play an important role in the conser-
vation for some pioneer and endemic species.
The species richness of the soil seed bank on the stabi-

lized sand dune was significantly higher than that of the
active sand dune (Table II), which could be attributed to
the relatively dense vegetation and high species richness
of the aboveground plant community on the stabilized sand
dune (de Villiers et al., 2003). Our results also show that
annual non-psammophytic species accounted for the major-
ity of the soil seed bank on the stabilized sand dune, while
pioneer psammophytes contributed more to the soil seed
bank of the active sand dune. The change in species com-
position of the soil seed bank from a stabilized sand dune
to an active sand dune is consistent with the vegetation
processes, which show that the richness and abundance
of annuals increased significantly after sand dune stabiliza-
tion (Li et al., 2007). We assume that under the adverse
conditions on the active sand dune, only pioneer species
(psammophytes) can complete their life cycles and produce
seeds and rely on their distinct spatiotemporal patterns of
soil seed bank to recruit themselves, while after dune stabi-
lization, non-psammophytic annuals start to establish and
contribute to the soil seed bank.
Seedling emergence might be a key factor influencing

seed density in the topsoil layers of the stabilized sand
dune during the rainy season. This was shown in this study
by the seasonal change in seed banks at different positions
(Figure 4). Seeds in the surface layers germinated shortly
after effective rainfalls occurred, resulting in a decrease
in seed density during the rainy season from May to July
(Figure 4). At other sampling times, the wind is the main
force responsible for seed movement both within the stabi-
lized sand dune and from other sand dunes. As a result,
seed accumulation was observed on the windward slope
and transported away from the lower windward slope
where wind erosion is usually stronger than at any other
position of the stabilized sand dune (Zhu & Chen, 1994).
On the stabilized sand dune, seeds in the 10–20 and
20–30 cm layers of the whole windward slope were un-
likely to contribute to the aboveground population recruit-
ment because of germination limitation that occurs at those
depths even during precipitation events. Inhibition of seed
germination by the micro-environmental conditions
surrounding the seed bank in the deep soil of sand dunes
has been well described by Tobe et al. (2005), Liu et al.
(2011) and Redondo-Gomez et al. (2011). In our study,
this was shown by a lack of variation over time in seed
density recorded in those layers on the stabilized sand dune
(Figure 4). However, on the active sand dune, under the
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
effects of wind activities, seeds can either be blown away
or buried, according to the season and dune position. The
data indicate that seeds stored in deep soil might be
shallowly buried or exposed to soil surface under strong
wind forces on the active sand dune. In this case, seeds
in deep soil also have the potential to be used for popula-
tion recruitment and vegetation restoration on active sand
dunes.
In conclusion, there is a relatively consistent seed

density across the sand profile, and seeds in deep soil
layers account for a large proportion of the whole soil seed
bank on the active sand dune. Under the effects of wind
activities, seeds in the deep soil could be shallowly buried
and have the potential to be used for population
recruitment and vegetation restoration. Therefore, further
studies on the soil seed bank and vegetation restoration
measures of the active sand dune ecosystem should pay
more attention to deep soil seed banks and their ecological
implications.
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This work was financially supported by the Key Project of
Chinese National Programs for Fundamental Research and
Development (2013CB429905) and the National Nature
Science Foundation of China (41271529). We thank all
our colleagues at Wulanaodu Station for their assistance
during field investigation. We also should be grateful for
the comments from two anonymous reviewers.
REFERENCES

Bai W, Bao X, Li L. 2004. Effects of Agriophyllum squarrosum seed banks
on its colonization in a moving sand dune in Hunshandake Sand Land of
China. Journal of Arid Environments 59: 151–157. DOI:10.1016/j.
jaridenv.2004.01.006.

Berendse F, van Ruijven J, Jongejans E, Keesstra SD. 2015. Loss of plant
species diversity reduces soil erosion resistance of embankments that
are crucial for the safety of human societies in low-lying areas.
Ecosystems 18: 881–888. DOI:10.1007/s10021-015-9869-6.

Cerdà A, García-Fayos P. 1997. The influence of slope angle on sediment,
water and seed losses on badland landscapes. Geomorphology 18: 77–90.
DOI:10.1016/S0169-555X(96)00019-0.

Cerdà A, Giménez-Morera A, Bodí MB. 2009. Soil and water losses from
new citrus orchards growing on sloped soils in the western Mediterranean
basin. Earth Surface Processes and Landforms 34: 1822–1830.
DOI:10.1002/esp.1889.

Copeland LO, McDonald MB. 1999. Seed viability testing. In Principles of
seed science and technology, Copeland LO, McDonald MB (eds).
Springer: US.

Crawford R. 1989. Studies in plant survival. Blackwell Scientific Publica-
tions: Oxford.

Cubina A, Aide TM. 2001. The effect of distance from forest edge on seed
rain and soil seed bank in a tropical pasture. Biotropica 33: 260–267.
DOI:10.1111/j.1744-7429.2001.tb00177.x.

Dalling J, Swaine M, Garwood NC. 1997. Soil seed bank community
dynamics in seasonally moist lowland tropical forest, Panama. Journal
of Tropical Ecology 13: 659–680.

Davies A, Waite S. 1998. The persistence of calcareous grassland species in
the soil seed bank under developing and established scrub. Plant Ecology
136: 27–39.

Fenner M, Thompson K. 2005. The ecology of seeds. Cambridge
University Press: UK.
LAND DEGRADATION & DEVELOPMENT, 27: 305–315 (2016)



315VERTICAL DISTRIBUTION OF SOIL SEED BANK IN ACTIVE SAND DUNE
García-Fayos P, Recatalà TM, Cerdà A, Calvo A. 1995. Seed population
dynamics on badland slopes in southeastern Spain. Journal of Vegetation
Science 6: 691–696. DOI:10.2307/3236439.

García-Fayos P, García-Ventoso B, Cerdà A. 2000. Limitations to plant
establishment on eroded slopes in southeastern Spain. Journal of
Vegetation Science 11: 77–86. DOI:10.2307/3236778.

García-Fayos P, Bochet E, Cerdà A. 2010. Seed removal susceptibility
through soil erosion shapes vegetation composition. Plant and Soil
334: 289–297. DOI:10.1007/s11104-010-0382-6.

García-Orenes F, Roldán A, Mataix-Solera J, Cerdà A, Campoy M,
Arcenegui V, Caravaca F. 2012. Soil structural stability and erosion rates
influenced by agricultural management practices in a semi-arid Mediter-
ranean agro-ecosystem. Soil Use and Management 28: 571–579.
DOI:10.1111/j.1475-2743.2012.00451.x.

Guardia R, Gallart F, Ninot JM. 2000. Soil seed bank and seedling
dynamics in badlands of the upper Llobregat basin (Pyrenees). Catena
40: 189–202. DOI:10.1016/S0341-8162(99)00054-5.

Günster A. 1994. Seed bank dynamics-longevity, viability and predation of
seed of serotinous plants in the central Namib Desert. Journal of Arid
Environments 28: 195–205.

Keesstra SD, Geissen V, van Schaik L, Mosse K, Piiranen S. 2012. Soil as a
filter for groundwater quality. Current Opinions in Environmental
Sustainability 4: 507–516. DOI:10.1016/j.cosust.2012.10.007.

Kemp PR. 1989. Seed bank and vegetation processes in deserts. In Ecology
of soil seed banks, Leck MA, Parker VT, Simpson RL (eds). Academic
Press: San Diego.

Kröpfl AI, Cecchi GA, Villasuso NM, Distel RA. 2013. Degradation and
recovery processes in semi-arid patchy rangelands of northern
Patagonia, Argentina. Land Degradation & Development 24:
393–399. DOI:10.1002/ldr.1145.

Lavorel S, Debussche M, Lebreton JD, Lepart J. 1993. Seasonal patterns in
the seed bank of Mediterranean old-fields. Oikos 67: 114–128.

Li YL, Cui JY, Zhao XY, Zhao HL. 2004. Floristic composition of
vegetation and the soil seed bank in different types of dunes of Kerqin
steppe. Arid Land Research and Management 18: 283–293.

Li XR, Kong DS, Tan HJ, Wang XP. 2007. Changes in soil and vegetation
following stabilization of dunes in the southeastern fringe of the
Tengger Desert, China. Plant and Soil 300: 221–231. DOI:10.1007/
s11104-007-9407-1.

Li FR, Zhao LY, Zhang H, Liu JL, Lu HY, Kang LF. 2009. Habitat degra-
dation, topography and rainfall variability interact to determine seed
distribution and recruitment in a sand dune grassland. Journal of Vegeta-
tion Science 20: 847–859. DOI:10.1111/j.1654-1103.2009.01087.x.

Li YY, Dong SK, Wen L, Wang XX, Wu Y. 2012. Soil seed banks in de-
graded and revegetated grasslands in the alpine region of the Qinghai-
Tibetan Plateau. Ecological Engineering 49: 77–83. DOI:10.1016/j.
ecoleng.2012.08.022.

Li X, Jiang D, Zhou Q, Oshida T. 2014. Soil seed bank characteristics
beneath an age sequence of Caragana microphylla shrubs in the Horqin
Sandy Land region of northeastern China. Land Degradation & Develop-
ment 25: 236–243. DOI:10.1002/ldr.2135.

Liu X, Zhao H, Zhao A. 1996. Wind-sandy environment and vegetation in
the Horqin Sandy Land. Science Press: Beijing(in Chinese).

Liu ZM, Yan QL, Liu B, Ma JL, Luo YM. 2007. Persistent soil seed bank in
Agriophyllum squarrosum (Chenopodiaceae) in a deep sand profile:
variation along a transect of an active sand dune. Journal of Arid Envi-
ronments 71: 236–242. DOI:10.1016/j.jaridenv.2007.03.003.

Liu HL, Shi X, Wang JC, Yin LK, Huang ZY, Zhang DY. 2011. Effects of
sand burial, soil water content and distribution pattern of seeds in sand on
seed germination and seedling survival of Eremosparton songoricum
(Fabaceae), a rare species inhabiting the moving sand dunes of the
Gurbantunggut Desert of China. Plant and Soil 345: 69–87.
DOI:10.1007/s11104-011-0761-7.

Liu ZM, Zhu JL, Deng X. 2012. Arrival vs. retention of seeds in bare
patches in the semi-arid desertified grassland of Inner Mongolia, north-
eastern China. Ecological Engineering 49: 153–159. DOI:10.1016/j.
ecoleng.2012.08.030.

Ma KP. 1994. Measurement of biotic community diversity I: measurement
of diversity (A). Chinese Biodiversity 2: 162–168(in Chinese).

Ma JL, Liu ZM. 2008. Spatiotemporal pattern of seed bank in the annual
psammophyte Agriophyllum squarrosum Moq. (Chenopodiaceae) on
the active sand dunes of northeastern Inner Mongolia, China. Plant and
Soil 311: 97–107. DOI:10.1007/s11104-008-9661-x.
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
Matus G, Papp M, Tóthmérész B. 2005. Impact of management on vegeta-
tion dynamics and seed bank formation of inland dune grassland in Hun-
gary. Flora-Morphology, Distribution, Functional Ecology of Plants
200: 296–306. DOI:10.1016/j.flora.2004.12.002.

Maun MA, Elberling H, D’Ulisse A. 1996. The effects of burial by sand on
survival and growth of Pitcher’s thistle (Cirsium pitcheri) along Lake
Huron. Journal of Coastal Conservation 2: 3–12.

Milberg P. 1995. Soil seed bank after eighteen years of succession from
grassland to forest. Oikos 72: 3–13.

Parras-Alcántara L, Martín-Carrillo M, Lozano-García B. 2013. Impacts of
land use change in soil carbon and nitrogen in a Mediterranean
agricultural area (Southern Spain). Solid Earth 4: 167–177. DOI:
10.5194/se-4-167-2013.

Price MV, Joyner JW. 1997. What resources are available to desert
granivores: seed rain or soil seed bank? Ecology 78: 764–773.

Redondo-Gomez S, Andrades-Moreno L, Parra R, Mateos-Naranjo E,
Sanchez-Lafuente AM. 2011. Factors influencing seed germination of
Cyperus capitatus, inhabiting the moving sand dunes in southern
Europe. Journal of Arid Environments 75: 309–312. DOI:10.1016/j.
jaridenv.2010.10.014.

Russi L, Cocks P, Roberts E. 1992. Seed bank dynamics in a Mediterranean
grassland. Journal of Applied Ecology 29: 763–771.

Sun JM, Zhang MY, Liu TS. 2001. Spatial and temporal characteristics
of dust storms in China and its surrounding regions, 1960–1999:
relations to source area and climate. Journal of Geophysical Research
106: 10325–10333. DOI:10.1029/2000JD900665.

Thompson K, Fenner M. 2000. The functional ecology of soil seed banks.
Seeds: The Ecology of Regeneration in Plant Communities 2: 215–235.

Tobe K, Zhang LP, Omasa K. 2005. Seed germination and seedling
emergence of three annuals growing on desert sand dunes in China.
Annals of Botany 95: 649–659. DOI:10.1093/aob/mci060.

Valbuena L, Trabaud L. 2001. Contribution of the soil seed bank to post-fire
recovery of a heathland. Plant Ecology 152: 175–183.

de Villiers AJ, Van Rooyen MW, Theron GK. 2003. Similarity between the
soil seed bank and the standing vegetation in the Strandveld Succulent
Karoo, South Africa. Land Degradation & Development 14: 527–540.
DOI:10.1002/ldr.582.

Wang S, Zhang XH, Li YT, Zhang L, Xiong YC, Wang G. 2005. Spatial
distribution patterns of the soil seed bank of Stipagrostis pennata
(Trin.) de Winter in the Gurbantonggut Desert of north-west China.
Journal of Arid Environments 63: 203–222. DOI:10.1016/j.
jaridenv.2005.03.015.

Wang N, Jiao JY, Lei D, Chen Y, Wang DL. 2014. Effect of rainfall
erosion: seedling damage and establishment problems. Land Degrada-
tion & Development 25: 565–572. DOI:10.1002/ldr.2183.

Willems JH, Bik LPM. 2009. Restoration of high species density in
calcareous grassland: the role of seed rain and soil seed bank. Applied
Vegetation Science 1: 91–100. DOI:10.2307/1479088.

Witkowski ETF, Garner RD. 2000. Spatial distribution of soil seed banks of
three African savanna woody species at two contrasting sites. Plant
Ecology 149: 91–106.

Yan QL, Liu ZM, Zhu JJ, Luo YM, Wang HM, Jiang DM. 2005. Structure,
pattern and mechanisms of formation of seed banks in sand dune systems
in northeastern Inner Mongolia, China. Plant and Soil 277: 175–184.
DOI:10.1007%2Fs11104-005-6836-6.

Yan QL, Liu ZM, Li XH, Ma JL. 2007. Effects of burial on seed germina-
tion characteristics of 65 plant species on Horqin semi-arid steppe.
Chinese Journal of Applied Ecology 18: 777–782(in Chinese with
English abstract)..

Yan QL, Liu ZM, Zhu JJ. 2009. Temporal variation of soil seed banks in
two different dune systems in northeastern Inner Mongolia, China.
Environmental Geology 58: 615–624. DOI:10.1007/s00254-008-1535-2.

Zhan J, Maun MA. 1994. Potential for seed bank formation in seven Great
Lakes sand dune species. American Journal of Botany 81: 387–394.

Zhang T. 2008. The formation mechanism of dust storm in northern China
and desertification control studies. PhD thesis, Lanzhou University,
Lanzhou, China.

Zhang JH, Maun MA. 1990. Effects of sand burial on seed germination,
seedling emergence, survival, and growth of Agropyron psammophilum.
Canadian Journal of Botany 68: 304–310. DOI:10.1139/b90-041.

Zhu Z, Chen G. 1994. Sandy desertification in China. Science Press: Beijing
(in Chinese)..
LAND DEGRADATION & DEVELOPMENT, 27: 305–315 (2016)


