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Abstract—A seabird (Phalacrocorax carbo) colony overwintering for three consecutive years in a pine forest near
the Black Sea coast caused severe damage to the vegetation. The impact of excessive nutrients input from this col-
ony increased soil acidity, N, P, Cu and S-content in soil and might therefore affect soil macrofauna. We compared
the abundance of main functional trait guilds and the total abundance of soil macrofauna within impact and con-
trol pine forests. No significant difference between the sites was noted in taxonomic richness, total macrofauna
abundance and abundance of mobile, belowground, phytophagous and predatory invertebrates. However, the
abundance of poorly mobile, poorly mobile epibiontic, and these both traits of saprophagous macrofauna guilds
was significantly higher in the control sites. We conclude that three-year wintering of a seabird colony in forest can
lead to drastic changes in the macrofauna communities structure due to allochthonous input of nutrients.
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The transfer of organic matter from aquatic to ter-
restrial ecosystems (“aquatic subsidy”) is an import-
ant or even main source of nutrients and chemical
compounds in terrestrial food web [1–3]. Marine-ter-
restrial resource f lows in most cases are due to wave
activity and tidal phenomena. However, an aquatic
subsidy may be introduced by living organisms (in the
form of excrement, seafood residues, feathers and
dead individuals) such as seabirds (e.g., cormorants),
the main food of which are marine vertebrates and
invertebrates [3–5]. The input and accumulation of
allochthonous organic matter during abiotic processes
is mainly limited to the supralittoral zone. Seabirds
can transfer allochthonous resources to remote eco-
systems that may not have direct contact with the sea.

Nesting and overwintering sites of bird colonies, in
particular of the great cormorant (Phalacrocorax
carbo), are usually confined to coastal cliffs, but can
occupy forest areas. Populating of a new habitat is
accompanied by the input of allochthonous matter
into the terrestrial ecosystem, the amount of which
depends on the colony size. For example, great cor-
morant forms colonies of 50–5000 pairs with nesting
density up to 2000 nests/ha. The input of guano and
organic residues from such a colony into the soil can
lead to an increase in the content of nitrogen and
phosphorus, as well as to a change in the soil acidity,
salinity, and humidity [6, 7]. Changes in soil charac-

teristics are usually affect the vegetation [3, 7]. Very high
guano concentrations can degrade vegetation [8, 9], due
to the toxicity of excessive ammonium and increased
soil acidity [6, 10]. Changes in soil properties and veg-
etation cover cannot but affect animal communities
[11, 12], including soil invertebrates. However, insuffi-
cient attention has been paid to this issue. Previous stud-
ies are usually limited to areas of permanent concentra-
tions of seabirds and focus on specific taxonomic groups
of soil invertebrates (e.g., [13–15]) and parasitic organ-
isms (e.g., [16, 17]). We suggest that populating of a new
area by birds should lead to a reduction in the abundance
and taxonomic diversity of soil invertebrates, as well as
affect the structure of invertebrate communities due to
changes in soil properties and plant conditions.

This work aims to assess seabird impact on the
structure of soil macrofauna communities in coastal
forest ecosystems. Forest ecosystems of Utrish State
Nature Reserve separated from the sea by cliff were
chosen for the study. A three–year overwintering of
the great cormorant (P. carbo) colony in these ecosys-
tems led to the abundant accumulation of excrements
and drying out of the trees [18].

MATERIAL AND METHODS
The material was collected in June 2018 at two sites

of bird colonies overwintering (hereinafter referred to
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Table 1. Soil parameters (mean ± SE, n = 2) within control
and impact forest sites of Utrish Nature Reserve, and the
carbon and nitrogen stable isotope composition of the soil
litter, algae and feces

The values differed significantly between control and impact sites by
the ANOVA analysis: * – p < 0.05; ** – p < 0.01; *** – p < 0.001.

Indicator
Sites

control impact

Soil parameters
Litter depth, cm 3.8 ± 0.2 3.6 ± 0.7
Soil pH 7 ± 0.1 5.9 ± 0.3**
Al, mg/kg 1 ± 0.0 0.8 ± 0.0***
P, mg/kg 0.14 ± 0.01 1.7 ± 0.05***
S, mg/kg 0.11 ± 0.1 0.24 ± 0.2***
K, mg/kg 1615.9 ± 162.1 1380.5 ± 46.3
Ca, mg/kg 2346.2 ± 7.6 2178.4 ± 4.1
Cr, mg/kg 0.4 ± 0.1 0.9 ± 0**
Mn, mg/kg 25 ± 3.3 18.2 ± 0.7*
Fe, mg/kg 9524 ± 1501.1 10107 ± 365.6
Cu, mg/kg 13.3 ± 1.3 18.3 ± 0.3**
C, % 10.8 ± 2.4 13.5 ± 0.5
N, % 0.6 ± 0.1 1.0 ± 0.1**

δ13C, ‰ –26.1 ± 0.1 –25.5 ± 0.0**

δ15N, ‰ 2.2 ± 1.1 12.2 ± 2.8***

Organic matter isotope composition

δ13C, ‰ δ15N, ‰
Mixed litter of Pinus brutia 
var. pityusa and Q. pubescens –27.8 ± 0.2 0.18 ± 0.0
Guano of P. carbo –21.1 ± 0.1 19.0 ± 0.1
Algae C. barbata –21.6 ± 0.1 6.9 ± 0.1
as impact sites) and at two control sites (44°43′06 N,
37°26′36 E) in Anapa district of Krasnodar krai near
Maly Utrish Cape. Nesting of the great cormorant in
the winter period in the studied area has been observed
since 2015 (according to Nature Reserve monitoring
data). The sites were located on a cliff about 13-m
high. The vegetation in impact and control sites was
represented by xerophytic communities of the Sub–
Mediterranean type [19] with prevalence of Pinus bru-
tia var. pityusa and single trees of Juniperus excelsa,
Carpinus orientalis, and Quercus pubescens; the shrub
layer was represented by Ruscus ponticus; the grass
layer was dominated by cereals Hordeum leporinum
and Bromus sterilis. The projective grass cover of the
impact sites reached 80%, within the control sites, it
did not exceed 20%. The litter depth within the impact
and control sites was similar (Table 1). However, visu-
ally in the impact sites the needle litter prevailed. The
soil and plants of the impact sites were covered with
bird guano feathers, and food residues (fish, scales,
RUSSI
and bones); tree and shrub vegetation was strongly
depressed and desiccated (see also [18]).

Within each site five soil samples were randomly
collected a corer of 20 cm in diameter, down to the
depth of 15 cm. To avoid the edge effect, sampling was
carried out in the central part of the site at a 10 × 10 m
area. At each site, five samples of leaf litter of domi-
nating tree spices (P. pityusa and Q. pubescens) and
cormorant feces were collected, along with five sam-
ples of algae Cystoseira barbata (directly from the sea).
Then the samples were delivered in isothermal con-
tainers at a temperature of 9 ± 1 °C to the laboratory
of IEE RAS (Moscow). Animals were extracted for seven
days using Tullgren extractors. A solution of alcohol,
water, and ethylene glycol at a ratio of 80 : 15 : 5 was used
as the fixing liquid. The abundance of soil macrofauna
was standardized to m2 (individuals per m2, further
ind./m2). All taxa were identified to a family level with
the exception of Diptera pupae, Pseudoscorpionida
and juvenile individuals of Polyxenida, which were
identified to the level of order. In total, 2096 individuals
of macrofauna were collected and identified (Table 2).
Based on published data [20, 21], animals were allo-
cated to different functional traits [22] according to
their feeding preferences (saprophages, predators, and
herbivores), predominant vertical distribution (abo-
veground and belowground) and mobility (relatively
mobile and predominantly resident).

Each soil sample was processed in the laboratory to
determine following parameters: pH of the soil solu-
tion (H2O, ratio 1 : 2.5) and the total content (mg/kg)
of Al, P, S, K, Ca, Cr, Mn, Fe, Cu using X-ray f luo-
rescence analyzer S2 PICOFOX, Bruker. The total C
and N content in the soil (%) and isotopic the carbon
(13C/12C, usually expressed as a standardized ratio δ13C)
and nitrogen (15N/14N, usually expressed as δ15N) sta-
ble isotope ratios of soil, leaf litter, algae, and P. carbo
guano were determined using a Thermo Scientific Delta
V Plus continuous-flow mass spectrometer (Thermo
Electron, Germany), coupled with a Flash 1112 elemental
analyzer (Thermo Electron) at “Instrumental Methods in
Ecology” at the Severtsov Institute of Ecology and Evolu-
tion, Russian Academy of Sciences.

Soil samples taken within each study site were con-
sidered pseudo-replicates and were only used to form
a mean value per site. In this regard, the abundance of
soil macrofauna is given as the mean between the two
sites, for both control (n = 2) and impact (n = 2) treat-
ments ± standard error of the mean (SE). We applied
Nested Design ANOVA (sample nested in site) with
subsequent control of the false deviations frequency
using the Benjamini-Yekutieli algorithm [23] to evalu-
ate differences between control and impact sites in
total abundance of soil macrofauna, abundance of dif-
ferent trait combinations, taxonomic diversity and soil
parameters. Prior to the analysis data of macrofauna
abundance were log-transformed (ln(x+1)).
AN JOURNAL OF ECOLOGY  Vol. 50  No. 6  2019
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Fig. 1. Soil invertebrates abundance (mean ± SE, n = 2) on
control (1) and disturbed (2) sites: Total—total abundance
of soil macrofauna, A—aboveground, B—belowground,
M—mobile, R—resident, P—predators, S—saprophages;
*—statistically significant differences between control and
impact sites using analysis of variance.
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The dependence of the taxa abundance on soil
parameters was evaluated by principal component
analysis (PCA) for log-transformed data, n = 20 sam-
ples. Soil parameters were chosen as active variables,
the abundance of animals as supplementary (passive)
variables, and the site type was chosen as a grouping
variable. Taxa with the occurrence of at least four per
20 samples were used for analysis.

Statistical data processing was performed using
Statistica 13.3 (TIBCO Software, United States).

RESULTS

A total of 40 and 34 taxa were found within control
and impact sites respectively (Table 2). However, the
taxonomic diversity between sites (13.6 ± 1.6 and
12.5 ± 2.3 taxa per site) did not differ significantly
(F = 1.3, p = 0.26).

Total abundance of soil macrofauna did not differ
significantly between the control and impact sites
(Fig. 1). However, the abundance of aboveground res-
ident groups (e.g., Pseudoscorpiones, Lithobiomor-
pha, and Juliformia) was significantly lower in impact
sites. Among the trophic groups, the abundance of
saprotrophic invertebrates was lower in the impact
sites compared to the control ones (417.6 ± 252.9 and
826.5 ± 8.8 ind./m2 in the impact and control areas
respectively). However, the presence of birds had a
statistically significant negative impact only on the
abundance of resident and aboveground resident sap-
rophages (primarily Diplopoda and Isopoda) (Fig. 1).
The abundance of belowground invertebrates did not
differ significantly between the control and impact
sites (F = 3.0, p = 0.9). However the abundance of
belowground mobile predators (predatory Diptera lar-
RUSSIAN JOURNAL OF ECOLOGY  Vol. 50  No. 6  2
vae and Embia (Fig. 1), but statistically insignificant
(F = 6.8, p = 0.2).

The soils of the impact sites in comparison with the
control were characterized by an acid reaction (Table 1,
Fig. 2), a high content of nitrogen, phosphorus, sulfur,
chromium, and copper. In general, the presence of
birds positively correlated with the abundance of a
number of invertebrate taxa (Fig. 2), for example,
Thripidae, Pyrrhocoridae and predatory Coleoptera
(Staphylinidae, Carabidae and Cantharidae). The
increase in the abundance of the latter group also cor-
related with the increase in phosphorus and copper
content in the soil. Increasing amounts of nitrogen in
the soil were positively correlated with the abundance
of larvae of Platypezidae, but negatively affected the
abundance of Cicadellidae, adult Polyxenidae, and
the larvae of Cecidomyidae. Soil of the control sites
characterized by significantly higher values of alumi-
num and magnesium (Table 1). The abundance of
Polyzoniidae and Pseudoscorpionida was positively
correlated with its content, while Julida and juvenile
Gnaphosidae positively correlated with pH. Litter
depth and the content of carbon, iron and calcium in
the soil did not differ significantly between sites (Table 1).
A close correlation (Fig. 2) was revealed only between
the calcium content in soil and the abundance of juve-
nile Polyxenida.

According to the isotope analysis, the δ13C and
δ15N values of soils in impact sites were significantly
higher than in the control in The isotopic signatures of
macrophytes (C. barbata) and bird guano were also
significantly higher compared to the terrestrial leaf lit-
ter (see Table 1).

DISCUSSION

The data only partly confirmed our hypothesis that
the excessive input of the marine organic matter into
previously unaffected ecosystems would have a nega-
tive impact on the total abundance and taxonomic
diversity of soil invertebrates. Both indicators did not
differ significantly between the impact and control
sites. Analysis of published data also showed contra-
dictory information. On the one hand, studies con-
ducted e.g. on the islands of Sweden [10, 15] showed a
decrease in the abundance of soil animals in disturbed
by seabird bird colonies sites compared to control
sites, despite the increase in abundance of some
groups (e.g. Astigmata). On the other hand, on islands
of the Gulf of California [2, 4, 13, 24], New Zealand
and Australia [25, 26] colonized by seabirds, the abun-
dance of phytophages, saprophages, and predatory
invertebrates was significantly higher than on islands
without bird colonies. However, the mentioned stud-
ies concerned a longer period of the seabird colonies
presence in comparison with the ones studied by us.

Nevertheless, we have found statistically signifi-
cant reduction in the abundance of all resident groups,
019
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Table 2. Abundance of soil macrofauna in control and impact sites: P—predators, S—saprophages, F—herbivores, ?—tro-
phic position not determined, A—aboveground, B—belowground, M—relatively mobile, R—predominantly resident

Family Trophic 
specialization

Vertical 
distribution Mobility

Abundance (ind./m2 ± SE)

control impact

Thomisidae P A M 5.9 ± 0 2.9 ± 2.9
Gnaphosidae P A M 279.4 ± 44.1 79.4 ± 38.2
Salticidae P A M 2.9 ± 2.9 0 ± 0
Dysderidae P A M 2.9 ± 2.9 0 ± 0
Scytodidae P A M 2.9 ± 2.9 0 ± 0
Lynyphiidae P A M 2.9 ± 2.9 0 ± 0
Lycosidae P A M 2.9 ± 2.9 0 ± 0
Phalangiidae P A R 8.8 ± 8.8 0 ± 0
Pseudoscorpionida Fam. sp. P A R 235.3 ± 47.1 35.3 ± 11.8
Geophilidae P B R 47.1 ± 23.5 52.9 ± 35.3
Lithobiidae P A R 73.5 ± 14.7 41.2 ± 35.3
Julidae S A R 35.3 ± 11.8 5.9 ± 0
Polydesmidae S A R 35.3 ± 35.3 0 ± 0
Lophoproctidae S A R 91.2 ± 20.6 29.4 ± 17.6
Polyxenidae S A R 85.3 ± 38.2 20.6 ± 14.7
Polyxenida Fam sp. juv. S A R 202.9 ± 55.9 29.4 ± 0
Polyzoniidae S A R 50 ± 8.8 0 ± 0
Anthicidae S A M 0 ± 0 2.9 ± 2.9
Cantharidae P B M 85.3 ± 20.6 202.9 ± 44.1
Carabidae P A M 8.8 ± 2.9 23.5 ± 5.9
Chrysomelidae F A M 2.9 ± 2.9 0 ± 0
Coleoptera Fam. sp. 1 ? A M 23.5 ± 23.5 41.2 ± 5.9
Coleoptera Fam. sp. 2 ? A M 2.9 ± 2.9 0 ± 0
Coleoptera Fam. sp. 3 ? A M 5.9 ± 5.9 11.8 ± 5.9
Curculionidae F A M 5.9 ± 5.9 2.9 ± 2.9
Lagriidae P A M 0 ± 0 17.6 ± 5.9
Lampyridae S A M 2.9 ± 2.9 0 ± 0
Pselaphidae S A M 0 ± 0 2.9 ± 2.9
Ptiliidae S A M 2.9 ± 2.9 0 ± 0
Scarabaeidae S A M 0 ± 0 5.9 ± 5.9
Staphylinidae P A M 26.5 ± 2.9 179.4 ± 73.5
Anisopodidae S B M 5.9 ± 5.9 0 ± 0
Asilidae P B M 32.4 ± 14.7 161.8 ± 79.4
Cecidomyidae F B M 64.7 ± 52.9 5.9 ± 5.9
Chironomidae S B M 0 ± 0 8.8 ± 8.8
Diptera Fam. sp. pupa ? B R 5.9 ± 5.9 5.9 ± 5.9
Muscidae S B M 5.9 ± 0 0 ± 0
Platypezidae S B M 0 ± 0 20.6 ± 8.8
Psychodidae S B M 8.8 ± 8.8 5.9 ± 5.9
Stratiomyidae P A M 8.8 ± 8.8 126.5 ± 73.5
Oligotomidae P B M 14.7 ± 8.8 32.4 ± 26.5
Cicadellidae F A M 58.8 ± 41.2 5.9 ± 0
Diaspididae F A M 14.7 ± 14.7 14.7 ± 14.7
Pyrrhocoridae S A M 0 ± 0 108.8 ± 50
Tenthredinidae F B M 0 ± 0 8.8 ± 2.9
Geometridae F A M 2.9 ± 2.9 8.8 ± 8.8
Thripidae F A M 1179.4 ± 344.1 1650.0 ± 797.1
Trachelipodidae S A R 300.0 ± 35.3 176.5 ± 170.6
Total abundance 3035.3 ± 394.1 3067.6 ± 1238.2
Total number of taxa 40 34
Taxonomic diversity, taxa per site ± SE 13.6 ± 1.6 12.5 ± 2.3
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Fig. 2. Ordination diagram showing results of the principal
component analysis (PCA) the relationship between soil
invertebrates taxa abundance (showed as lines and dia-
mond-shaped symbols) and soil parameters (black lines
and dots). 1—Thripidae, 2—Cicadellidae, 3—Pyrrhocoridae,
4—Carabidae, 5—Staphylinidae, 6—Cantharidae, 7—
Gnaphosidae, 8—Pseudoscorpionida, 9—Trachelipodidae,
10—Geophilidae, 11—Lithobiidae, 12—juvenile Polyx-
enida, 13—Polyxenidae, 14—Lophoproctidae, 5—Julidae,
16—Polyzoniidae, 17—Oligotomidae, 18—Cecidomyii-
dae, 19—Diaspididae, 20—Asilidae, 21—Platypezidae,
22—Stratiomyiidae, 23—Diptera pupae.
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as well as epibiotic saprophages, which inhabit the lit-
ter and upper soil layers. The reduction in an abun-
dance of the above groups could be explained as a
reaction to the increased content of nitrate ( ) in
the litter layer and ground vegetation, the source of
which is the guano of cormorants. The increase in soil
nitrogen, phosphorus and sulfur content as a result of
seabird guano input is consistent with the results of
earlier studies [4, 8, 10, 27] and own isotope analysis
data. The marine organic matter is characterized by a
high content of 13C and 15N [3, 28], due to which the
values of δ13C and δ15N of the soil of the impact sites
are significantly higher than in the control sites. We
also found a significant increase in the amount of
chromium and copper in the soil of impact sites,
which, according to previous researches [29], may be
associated with bioaccumulation of elements in the
fish bodies, which are the main object of food for cor-
morants, as well as in the birds themselves. A signifi-
cant reduction in the aluminum content in the soils of
the impact sites may be caused by a methodological
f law: the interaction of the bird guano with substrates
containing many amorphous Fe and Al compounds
leads to the formation of the tarankite mineral [30].
These mineral fractions during sample preparation
and sifting of the soil were probably excluded from fur-
ther analysis.

Low abundance of aboveground saprotrophic ani-
mals in impact sites can also be caused by a decrease in
the quality of incoming litter [31, 32]. The death of trees,
primarily the dominants of the tree layer (P. pityusa) led
to a sharp, abundant fall of coniferous litter [18], the
decomposition of which by soil organisms is much
slower than that of the leaf litter [31, 32]. Probably,
annual overwintering of the cormorant within the
same area is a factor enhancing the negative impact on
resident groups of animals due to the reduction of the
time interval for the possibility of restoration in the
territory [21]. On the contrary, the abundance of all
mobile groups did not significantly differ between
impact and control sites due to the high activity of
movement, including through disturbed sites, which
are very local with respect to the area of the entire for-
est ecosystem [20].

The absence of differences in the abundance of
belowground animals between the sites may be due to
the process of sedimentation and drying of bird guano
mainly on ground vegetation and litter layer. This pre-
vents the further penetration of excess nitrates into the
lower soil layers, which is also aided by the arid climate
and low precipitation level in the region [19]. The
abundance of coniferous litter, high projective cover of
the grass layer, and the decrease in evaporation due to
an increase in the albedo of areas covered by bird
guano, have so far leveled out possible changes in soil
moisture, which could be caused by a reduction in
shading of the sites via death of the tree layer. How-
ever, this needs further verification.

−
3NO
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The abundance of phytophages also did not differ
significantly between control and impact sites, which
is largely caused by the rapid growth of xerophytic
cereals in the grass layer due to an increase in the con-
tent of phosphorus and nitrogen in the soil. A decrease
in the projective cover of crowns [33, 34] as well as
with a simultaneous decreased pressure of abo-
veground predators (e.g., spiders).

CONCLUSIONS

The results obtained generally confirm and supple-
ment the data of previous studies. Overwintering of
the great cormorant colonies led to drastical changes
in soil and vegetation conditions of the studied forest
ecosystems and, as a result, to significant changes in
the structure of soil invertebrate communities. Despite
the absence of significant differences in the total abun-
dance and taxonomic diversity of soil macrofauna
between control and impact sites, the analysis of func-
tional traits allowed us to observe a significant decrease
in the abundance of resident and aboveground sap-
rophages. This makes the above approach a promising
tool for studying ecosystem disturbances, including
forecasting and impact assessment.
019
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It should be noted that our study is preliminary and
was conducted for the first time both in forest ecosys-
tems that had not previously been affected by seabirds,
and on the Black Sea coast as a whole. Accordingly,
the results do not allow us to clearly postulate the pat-
terns of changes in the abundance and structure of
invertebrate communities with such ecosystem distur-
bances. The question raised obviously requires further
research, including increasing the sample size, the
number of sampling sites and the studied groups of
animals (e.g., chortobiontic animals, soil micro- and
mesofauna).
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