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Abstract: A high percentage of arable land and erosion risk on agricultural land are typical of current
agriculture. While tillage erosion is a less frequently studied issue, it impacts vast areas of agricultural
land. Not all relationships between cultivation equipment, the gradient of the plot and other factors
have been known until now. Intensive soil tillage can be a crucial erosive factor mainly when
the cultivation equipment moves in a fall line direction. Nevertheless, even when the equipment
moves along contour lines, soil particles can be translocated perpendicular to the direction of the
equipment movement (in a fall line direction). This phenomenon has not yet been adequately studied.
For measurements, a field trial with secondary tillage of soil was laid out (a seedbed preparation
implement was used). The objective of the trial was to evaluate the effect of the working tools of
the cultivation equipment on the crosswise and lengthwise translocation of soil particles during soil
tillage. Aluminium cubes, with a side length of 16 mm, were used as tracers. Before the operation,
the tracers were inserted in a row perpendicular (at a right angle) to a direction of the equipment
passes. After the equipment passes, position of tracers was evaluated within a two-axis grid. The trial
was performed at three gradients of the plot (2◦, 6◦ and 11◦). For each gradient, the 1-pass, 2-pass
and 3-pass treatments were tested. The equipment always moved along the plot contour line. After
the equipment passes in all treatments, all tracers were localized on an orthogonal grid. The results
of the trial demonstrate the effect of the slope gradient on the crosswise translocation of particles
during secondary tillage of soil in the slope direction. The tillage equipment translocated particles in
the fall line direction even if it passed along the contour line. With the increasing intensity of passes,
the effect of the equipment on crosswise translocation increases. During secondary tillage of soil,
the working tools of the equipment have an erosive effect (causing tillage erosion), even though the
equipment moves along the contour line.

Keywords: soil tillage; tillage erosion; seedbed preparation

1. Introduction

High average gradients of plots are typical of conditions of the Czech Republic. Janeček et al. [1]
and Novotný et al. [2] stated that up to a half of the farmland in the CR is exposed to erosion.
In addition, a high percentage of arable land in the total agricultural land is characteristic of the CR.
It is also the largest average field size in the EU. Besides water and wind erosion of soil, in Central
Europe conditions, the soil quality and productivity are impaired by the operation of farm machines
during soil tillage. The term ‘tillage erosion’ expresses the undesirable translocation of soil particles in
the course of soil tillage. Interest in the study of tillage erosion has increased in the last fifteen years.
Govers’ paper [3] was a great stimulus to begin to study tillage erosion.

There is a mutual relationship between water erosion and tillage erosion, but these processes are
usually studied separately [4–6]. The translocation of soil particles during primary tillage of soil was
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studied in relatively great detail, mainly during ploughing with a share plough, and during soil tillage
with disk harrows and tine cultivators. Fewer experimental results of soil particle translocation by the
cultivation equipment are available for secondary tillage of soil [7]. It is of note that some operations
of secondary tillage have greater erosive impacts than primary tillage. The risk of tillage erosion was
documented by Lobb et Kachanoski [8]. In the Ontario province in Canada, tillage erosion causes at
least 70% of the total soil loss on hilltops. For the North American Great Plains and Canadian Prairies
regions, Li et al. [9] used the term scalping of hilltops in relation to the use of the equipment with
a large working width for soil tillage and sowing.

Van Muysen et al. [10] investigated tillage erosivity in the course of three years. Results of their
evaluation were applied to determine the annual tillage transport coefficient that was associated with
mechanized operations in agriculture, amounting to 781 kg m−1 year−1. The authors stated that this
coefficient can be determined from the previously computed values of tillage transport coefficients for
particular operations of soil tillage. For example, for mouldboard ploughing, Van Muysen et al. [11]
reported the value of 270 kg m−1 per tillage pass (up and downslope tillage direction) and 197 kg m−1

(contour line direction). For rotary harrow and seeding equipment, the tillage transport coefficient
of 123 kg m−1 was computed. Other authors reported lower values of the annual tillage transport
coefficient: 300 kg m−1 year−1 [12], 523 kg m−1 year−1 [13], and 133 kg m−1 year−1 [14]. The lowest
annual tillage transport coefficient was computed for no-till drill—below 5 kg m−1.

The majority of the authors documented the lower undesirable translocation of soil particles
during contour tillage compared to up- and downslope tillage. Lindstrom et al. [15] believed that
contour tillage can be moderately more erosive than up- and downslope tillage. This is confirmed
by other results [16]. Nevertheless, there have been some objections to contour tillage: The tillage
transport coefficient as an indicator of tillage erosivity was used by Van Muysen et al. [10].

k = −D·$b·b

where D is the depth of tillage (m), $b is the soil bulk density (kg m−3) and b is the slope of the linear
regression equation of the relationship between soil displacement (m) and slope gradient (m m−1).

The modelling of edge effects of tillage erosion using the results from two field studies from the
area of North America was done by Vieira et Dabney [17].

From the aspect of undesirable translocation of soil particles, the risk of secondary tillage is
that the soil is usually loose at the time of seedbed preparation, and soil particles are translocated
not only in the direction of the cultivation equipment passes but also in the downslope direction
due to gravitation. Another risk is that the operations of seedbed preparation are repeated in
a short time. Therefore, the undesirable gradual downslope translocation of soil particles also occurs
when the equipment for seedbed preparation passes in the contour line direction, which is generally
recommended. Their results lack exact measurements for repeated passes during seedbed preparation
on plots of different gradients and at different directions of the equipment passes on slopes.

In general, the extent of tillage erosion is related to the erodibility of the landscape and to the
erosivity of tillage operations. According to Li et al. [7], tillage erosivity is a result of the way in which
the working tools are constructed and their arrangement in the equipment, while the geometry of the
cutting tools is also important. Other parameters playing a role are tillage frequency, tillage speed
and depth, the type of hitch for attaching the cultivation equipment to a tractor, and behaviour of the
tractor driver.

According to available literature, the effect of farm machines exerted in the lengthwise direction
has been solved. There is very little study on crosswise translocation, especially on slopes. However,
this phenomenon occurs during soil tillage and should be further investigated. Of course, the existence
of crosswise translocation has been reported by many authors [13,17–20]. However, it is difficult to
find studies describing the characteristics of lengthwise and crosswise translocation of soil particles
during secondary tillage. The objective of this paper is to assess the effect of the slope gradient on
lengthwise and especially crosswise translocation of soil particles during secondary tillage of soil.
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2. Materials and Methods

For the purposes of measurements, a field trial was laid out in the Nesperská Lhota locality in
Central Bohemia. The altitude of the plot is 420 m a.s.l. The plot is situated on the border of the
Vlašimská pahorkatina Hills (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Experiment location (a) and field photo (b).

The plot has a north–south aspect. The area of the plot is 2.2 ha. Topographically, it is a slope with
an average gradient of 9.6◦. The soil on the plot is arenic cambisol. The texture class is sandy loam.
Soil particle-size in topsoil is <0.002 mm—8.3% weight, 0.002–0.05 mm—36.1%, 0.05–2.0 mm—55.6%;
Cox—1.23%; pHH2O—6.15. After the harvest of winter wheat (on 1st of August 2017), with an average
yield of 5.5 t/ha, the straw was crushed and the plot was tilled with an Akpil disc harrow to a depth
of 0.1 m (on 3 August 2017). In the second half of August, a nonselective herbicide (glyphosate) was
applied to this plot to destroy sprouted grains. In early September, ploughing with a Ross plough
was done to a depth of 0.22 m. After ploughing (direction along the contour), the plot was treated
with levelling bars and harrow. The soil was left in this condition until the end of September 2017.
In the meantime, natural soil subsidence was taking place. Undisturbed soil samples were taken at
three depths before measurements—see Table 1. Kopecky cylinders of 100 cm3 in volume were used.
Soil samples were also taken after the first series of measurements (determining values after the first
pass by a combinator—see Table 2). The Kopecky cylinders were analyzed in laboratories of CULS
in Prague. Soil moisture was measured with a ThetaProbe sensor (Delta-T Devices, Cambridge, UK).
The plot slope was measured with a digital clinometer (BMI, Hersbruck, Germany).

Table 1. Soil bulk density and porosity before tillage.

Depth (m) Bulk Density (g·cm−3) Porosity (%)

0.05–0.10 1.49 43.8
0.10–0.15 1.52 43.3
0.15–0.20 1.51 43.2
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Table 2. Soil bulk density and porosity after tillage.

Depth (m) Bulk Density (g·cm−3) Porosity (%)

0.05–0.10 1.37 50.2
0.10–0.15 1.39 48.2
0.15–0.20 1.39 47.2

The trial was aimed at assessing soil dislocation during secondary tillage of soil. The average soil
moisture before tillage was 12.1% volume. For measurements, a Zetor 130 HSX tractor and a Lemken
Kompaktor seedbed preparation combinator were used with a working width of 6 m. The working
tools of the cultivator were as follows: levelling bars, a back-up roller of 0.33 m in diameter, 2-row
section with duck-foot shares (with spring protection), the second back-up roller of 0.33 m in diameter,
and a Crosskill roller with cleaners (diameter 0.35 m). The tillage depth (applicable to tines) was set at
0.1 m. The working speed was 7 km·h−1 in all cases. During measurements, this cultivation equipment
always travelled along the contour line at three gradients of the plot (three treatments).

The trial had three treatments in relation to the cross slope of the plot (perpendicular to the
direction of the equipment movement:

Treatment 1: 2◦

Treatment 2: 6◦

Treatment 3: 11◦ (maximum allowable tilt range of the machine).

Metallic tracers were used for the indication of soil translocation. Aluminium cubes with a side length
16 mm were used. Poesen et al. [21] used 8-mm thick steel hexagonal nuts with a diameter of 20 mm. They
seemed to be the most appropriate aluminium cubes. Van Muysen et al. [10] used numbered aluminium
cubes with a side length of 15 mm. The tracer technique is described by Govers et al. [14]. The advantage
is that the aluminium density is similar to the density of the mineral particles in the soil. The tracers were
marked with numbers and colour. At first, a furrow 0.08 m in depth was made perpendicular (at a right
angle) to the direction of the equipment movement. One series of tracers (yellow colour, numbers 1–20)
was inserted in this furrow. Tracer spacing was 0.2 m. The original position was plotted in an orthogonal
grid for the later measurement of translocation. Then, the furrow with located tracers was refilled with soil.
The other series of 20 tracers at a spacing of 0.2 m was placed on the soil surface (tracers of silver colour,
numbered 1–20 again). The two series were located at the same position and in the same order, but at two
depths: 0.08 m and soil surface (see Figure 2). The original position of tracers was plotted in an orthogonal
grid for all treatments. The original situation was a row of tracers perpendicular to the direction of the
equipment movement at two depths for each treatment of the cross slope.
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Then, the equipment passed across all three treatments. The position of individual tracers was
determined with an M6 metal detector (Whites Devices). After each tracer was detected, its lengthwise
and crosswise displacement in the orthogonal grid was measured. The displacement was individually
assigned to each tracer from the two series. It was possible thanks to the numbers on all tracers.

After all three treatments were assessed, the original situation was renewed. The two series
of tracers were located again into two perpendicular rows to the direction of passes. Two passes
of the equipment for each treatment followed. The same process was repeated for three passes of
the equipment.

The repeated measurements were done because multiple passes of the equipment at the same
place often occur in the field during secondary tillage of soil. These operations are performed to reach
better disintegration of soil aggregates (clod size).

Data were processed using the MS Excel (Microsoft Corp., Redmond, WA, USA), Statistica 12
(Statsoft Inc., Tulsa, OK, USA) and Oriana (Kovach Computing Services, Pentraeth, UK). The following
kind of statistical analyses were used: descriptive statistics, ANOVA.

3. Results and Discussion

Data were evaluated with respect to the length of particle translocation and direction angle of
this translocation. After the first pass, the effect of the cross slope on the direction vector of particle
translocation was revealed. The length of the direction vector represents the length of translocation of
particular tracers from the original location. The direction vector is the angle of the vector that indicates
a difference from the direction of the equipment movement. The positive value of this angle expresses
translocation in a fall line direction (perpendicular to the direction of the equipment movement).
The method of measurement is described in Figure 1. The results after one pass are shown in Table 3
and in Figures 3 and 4. At first, data of tracer sets from the soil surface and tracer sets located below
the soil surface were compared. Tukey’s HSD test did not show a statistically significant difference
between the two sets. The original location of particular tracers did not significantly influence the
length of the translocation vector or its angle.

Table 3 shows the negative effect of the plot’s cross slope on the direction vector of translocation
of particular tracers in all cases. In both sets of tracers, the angle increased along with the increasing
cross slope. At the measurement of angles of particular tracers, a relatively high variance was observed
in all cases, therefore the differences are below the level of statistical significance (Tukey’s HDS test
was used again). Nevertheless, the results demonstrate the effect of the slope on particle translocation
in the slope direction, even when the cultivator equipment moved along the contour lines.

The effect of the slope on the average vector length was also observed. Such an effect is not
unambiguous. In the surface set of tracers, the longest average vector was found for the medium
gradient of the slope. In the set of tracers located below the soil surface, a gradual increase in the
average length of the translocation vector was observed. It can probably be explained by the effect of
the slope on the particular sections of the cultivation equipment. Penetration of working tools (mainly
tines) to a slightly greater depth was observed due to the crosswise position of the whole equipment
on the slope. It causes a larger soil layer to be carried away with tines, which is related with an increase
in the translocation distance.

It was also observed that the plot slope greatly influences the direction angle of the vector. It was
applicable to both sets of tracers. The angle value in both sets of tracers was found to increase in
relation to the slope gradient (see Table 3). It is interesting that an opposite movement of tracers against
the cross slope was recorded in the smallest slope gradient (2◦). In total, it applied to three tracers out
of 20 in the set located on the surface and two tracers in the set below the soil surface. It was caused by
the contact of tracers with the cultivator tines. On steeper slopes (6◦ and 11◦), this phenomenon was
not observed in any case, which is surprising in the treatment with one pass. Each tine from the last
row can move particular tracers in both directions with the same probability.
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Table 3. Results obtained after one pass.

1 Passes Below Surface Surface

Treatment Length (m) Angle (◦) Length (m) Angle (◦)

2◦ 1.03 aA 4.1 bB 1.23 aA 3.9 bB

6◦ 1.54 aA 6.24 bB 2.36 aA 5.9 bB

11◦ 2.23 aA 7.8 bB 1.84 aA 11.2 bB

Note: Letters denote homogeneous groups (Tukey HSD test). The lowercase letters (a, b) compare the slopes
(2◦/6◦/11◦); uppercase letters (A, B) represent the group of tracers (below surface/surface series).
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Table 4 and Figures 5 and 6 contain the results of measurements after two passes. No statistically
significant differences were revealed between both segments. It is not possible to find any relationship
between the cross slope gradient and the vector length in either set of tracers. In general, there was
an increase in the vector length, which was due to two passes and could be expected. However, an
increase in the translocation distance was not great. It can probably be explained by the fact that the
cultivator works with smaller soil aggregates during the second pass when most clods have already
been disintegrated. Smaller soil aggregates are carried away by working tools of the equipment to
a lesser extent.

This is consistent with the results of the vector angle evaluation. Here, a direct effect of the
cross slope on the direction vector during particle translocation was confirmed again. In this case,
unambiguously in both sets, an increase in the angle value in the cross slope direction was observed in
the course of secondary tillage. The direction angle was generally larger in one pass of the equipment.
As in the first case, a high variance of the values was found. The crosswise movement against the slope
was also recorded after two passes. Such movement was recorded in one tracer during measurements
on the slope of 2◦ and also in one tracer on the medium slope. However, the repeated pass causes
a more pronounced downslope translocation of particles when the cultivator for secondary tillage
moves along the contour line.

Table 4. Results obtained after two passes.

2 Passes Below Surface Surface

Treatment Length (m) Angle (◦) Length (m) Angle (◦)

2◦ 2.56 aA 5.9 bB 3.08 aA 6.4 bB

6◦ 1.61 aA 9.3 bB 2.91 aA 10.8 bB

11◦ 2.66 aA 18.3 bB 2.32 aA 12.1 bB

Note: Letters denote homogeneous groups (Tukey HSD test). The lowercase letters (a, b) compare the slopes
(2◦/6◦/11◦); uppercase letters (A, B) represent the group of tracers (below surface/surface series).
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Table 5 and Figures 7 and 8 contain the results from measuring three passes of the equipment.
There were no distinct differences between the two sets of tracers, even in the third case. Relatively large
differences (but below the statistical significance level) were found in the vector length. The absolutely
longest average translocation of the set of tracers was observed in below-surface tracers on the smallest
cross slope—on average more than 5 m. However, in three passes of the equipment, it is not possible
to find a relationship between the vector length and the cross slope gradient.

The results of the evaluation of direction vectors are quite surprising. Contrary to the preceding
treatment, there was a decrease in the average value of the vector angle. Such a decrease occurred in
all three gradients of the cross slope. This decrease is probably caused by the disintegration of soil
aggregates. During the third pass, the cultivator tills the soil without larger fractions and the soil layer
is not carried away with working tools. Paradoxically, in no tracer was the crosswise translocation
against the slope revealed even though the average value dropped. The variance of values was lowest
for treatments with three passes.

Table 5. Results obtained after three passes.

3 Passes Below Surface Surface

Treatment Length (m) Angle (◦) Length (m) Angle (◦)

2◦ 5.23 aA 3.3 bB 3.86 aA 1.4 bB

6◦ 2.54 aA 8.0 bB 3.06 aA 7.4 bB

11◦ 4.02 aA 8.4 bB 4.11 aA 9.3 bB

Note: Letters denote homogeneous groups (Tukey HSD test). The lowercase letters (a, b) compare the slopes
(2◦/6◦/11◦); uppercase letters (A, B) represent the group of tracers (below surface/surface series).
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4. Discussion

Many authors have dealt with the longitudinal translocation of particles during tillage [10–13,19].
The longitudinal translocation of particles is always more significant. Studies on tillage erosion have
so far been devoted to the longitudinal effects of individual machines, or their combinations [3,4,7,18].
Many studies also assess the effect of the slope on the range of particle translocation [10,11,19,20].
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The influence of sloping land on the quantity of translocated particles is evident. Conclusively,
downslope movement of the machine indicated a higher potential of particle translocation than
movement on the flat ground or upslope. A conclusion is drawn that the upslope movement of the
machine cannot be understood as a full-value corrective measure to the incorrectly chosen direction of
downslope movement [20]. An optimization of the movement direction when the land topography is
respected seems to be the most effective measure.

However, this recommended procedure does not involve the transverse translocation of particles.
Crosswise translocation, especially on slopes, has been studied very little. However, this phenomenon
occurs during soil tillage and should be further investigated. Of course, the existence of crosswise
translocation has been reported by many authors [13,17–20]. Hůla et al. [22] found that the soil
pollination may translocate soil particles to a different extent, both in the direction of the machine
movement and in a crosswise direction. In their study, they describe the longitudinal and transverse
displacement of soil particles for three basic machines of primary soil tillage (disc harrow, tine cultivator
and five-share plough). However, the transverse effect was not quantified in this study. This study
demonstrates the downslope translocation of particles during the work of the cultivator along the
contour. Nevertheless, this study is the first step in exploring this phenomenon, and it is necessary to
subdue it to further exploration for multiple soil tillage machines and technologies.

Measurement results can be affected by the properties of used tracers. In this case, aluminium
cubes were used. The same material of tracers was used by Van Muysen et al. [10]. Aluminium
density is greater than soil density, but the difference between is not too great. Some authors also
use steel nuts for example [21]. The difference in density, in this case, is far greater. However,
Rahman et al. [23] found no significant difference due to the tracer size or density. The result of this
study is quite surprising. Other authors admit possible variation in size and material of tracers [20,24].
The influence of used tracers on the direction of transfer of the particles during tillage will need to be
further investigated.

5. Conclusions

Particle translocation, particularly in the tillage direction, is evaluated in commonly available
studies. Crosswise movement belongs among phenomena that have been studied very little until
now. Our measurements indicate the effect of the cross slope gradient on the direction of particle
translocation during secondary tillage of soil. The effect of multiple passes was not directly
demonstrated. Neither was the effect of the cross slope on the average length of particle movement
observed. The study of crosswise translocation phenomena is only at its beginning. It is necessary
to further investigate the effect of other equipment and technologies of soil tillage. Obviously,
the recommended contour farming on slopes can have impacts on downslope particle translocation.
Of course, crosswise translocation and its effect will always be smaller than lengthwise movement,
i.e., in the soil tillage direction.
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