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Chapter

The Influence of Potentially Toxic 
Elements on Soil Biological and 
Chemical Properties
Om Prakash Bansal

Abstract

Soil has been a source of wealth for humans for infinite years and it continues so 
at present. Both mineral and organic amendments have been applied to soil to slow 
down its progressive impoverishment. Biological activity, mainly microbial  activity, 
plays a key role in the stability and fertility as well as in biogeochemical cycles. 
Effect of potentially toxic elements on soil microbial activity, the composition of 
soil microbial community, soil enzyme activities, and soil physiochemical proper-
ties have been reviewed in this work.

Keywords: potentially toxic elements, plant growth, soil microbial activity, soil 
microbial composition, soil enzyme activities, soil physicochemical properties

1. Introduction

The soil is the basic source for the human being living and most fundamental 
elements of human production and the carrier linking human economic relation-
ship together. Contamination of soils by potentially toxic elements due to differ-
ent anthropogenic activities is one of the factors which influence the life in soils 
[1–3]. There are four major pathways [4] by which potentially toxic elements enter 
in the soils: (i) atmosphere to soils, (ii) sewage to soils, (iii) solid waste to soil, 
and (iv) agricultural supplies to soils. Potentially toxic elements are the elements 
with high density and high relative atomic weight, showing metallic properties as 
ductility, malleability, conductivity, ligand specificity [5]. Some potentially toxic 
elements such as Co, Cu, Fe, Mn, Mo, Ni, and Zn are beneficial to the biological 
system when present in permissible amount but damage the biological system 
if present in excess. Soil potentially toxic elements such as Pb, Cd, Hg and As (a 
metalloid but generally referred to as a potentially toxic element) are harmful to 
crops, humans, and animals. Potentially toxic elements are added to the soil natu-
rally and by anthropogenic activities; metals Cd, Pb, Zn and Ni are also originated 
from heavy traffic on roads and causes soil pollution. Oves et al. [6] reported 
that the annual estimate of potentially toxic elements release from all sources in 
worldwide is around 22,000 metric ton of Cd; 939,000 of Cu; 783,000 of Pb and 
1,350,000 of Zn. As the soil and potentially toxic elements have rich and diverse 
binding characteristics, soil acts as a major reservoir media for potentially toxic 
elements. Depending on several factors such as water content, pH, temperature, 
particle size, clay content and the nature of potentially toxic element, the soil 
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matrix may adsorb, exchange, oxidize, reduce, and catalyze the metal ions. The 
mobility and toxicity of potentially toxic elements in soils depend on the soil-
metal composition and metal ion concentration. The availability of potentially 
toxic elements in soils besides other factors also depends on soil density and type 
of charge in soil colloids, soil surface area and the power of complexion with 
ligands [7, 8].

The present study was undertaken to understand the current situation and 
the impact of potentially toxic elements on human, on soil microbial activity, on 
soil microbial composition on soil enzyme activities and on soil physicochemical 
properties.

2. Impact of potentially toxic elements on plant growth

In soils, plants can uptake potentially toxic elements which are water-soluble or get 
easily solubilized by roots [9]. As potentially toxic elements cannot be degraded, when 
their concentrations within the plant exceed permissible limit they adversely affect 
the plant directly and indirectly. Leaf chlorosis, disturbed water balance, and reduced 
stomatal opening, inhibition of cytoplasmic enzymes and damage to cell structures 
due to oxidative stress [10], are some direct toxic effects of potentially toxic elements 
on plants. Replacement of essential nutrients at cation exchange sites of plants by 
potentially toxic elements is one of the examples of indirect toxic effect [11]. High 
metal concentration may lead to decrease in organic matter decomposition, the decline 
in soil nutrients, decrease in enzymatic activities useful for plant metabolism lead to a 
decline in plant growth which sometimes results in the death of plant [12].

3. Impact of potentially toxic elements on human

The uptake of potentially toxic elements from contaminated soils by plants com-
prises a major path for these elements to enter the human and animal food chain [13]. 
Potentially toxic elements’ bioaccumulated in the food chain, harmful to human, 
enters the human body through inhalation and ingestion and ingestion is the main 
route of accumulation in humans. Besides it, the potentially toxic elements have also 
been used for a long time by humans for making metal alloys and pigments for paints, 
cement, paper, rubber, and other materials. These potentially toxic elements enter 
the body system when these plants are directly or indirectly consumed, also through 
air and water and may bioaccumulate over a period of time [14, 15]. Potentially toxic 
elements entered in the human body by any means affect the immune system, basic 
physiological processes of cell and gene expression and may cause nausea, anorexia, 
vomiting, gastrointestinal abnormalities, and dermatitis [16, 17]. Women are more 
susceptible to the adverse effects of Cd and have higher body burdens due to the long 
half-life of Cd and increased dietary absorption of Cd is long-lived in the body and 
low-level cumulative exposure has been associated with changes in renal function and 
bone metabolism [18]. Potentially toxic elements mainly lead (Pb) effects and dam-
ages body organs and systems as kidney [19]; liver [20]; and change blood composi-
tion, [21]; damage lungs [22]; reproductive system [23]; central nervous system [4]; 
urinary system [24]; immune system. Chen [25] has reported that workers who are 
in close contact with nickel powder are more likely to suffer from respiratory cancer 
and nasopharyngeal carcinoma. At lower concentration copper acts as co-factors 
for various enzymes of redox cycling [26]; however, the higher concentration of Cu 
disrupts the human metabolism leading to anemia, liver and kidney damage, stomach 
and intestinal irritation. Arsenic induces skin, liver, lung, colotral uterine cancers [27]. 



3

The Influence of Potentially Toxic Elements on Soil Biological and Chemical Properties
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.81348

Physical, muscular, and neurological impairments, the degenerative processes similar 
to Alzheimer’s disease [19], Parkinson’s disease [28], muscular dystrophy and multiple 
sclerosis [29] may occur when  the human poulation is exposed to potentially toxic 
elements for a long time.

4. Effects of potentially toxic elements on soil microbial activity

Potentially toxic elements are common and important refractory pollutants, 
affect the number, diversity and microbial activity of soil microorganisms. As soil 
microorganisms decompose organic matter, affects nutrient cycling, microbes play 
a major role in soil fertility and primary production. Soil microbial biomass which 
is useful for studying the harmful effects of toxic metals at the cellular level is 
mainly made up of bacteria and fungi. The toxic effect of potentially toxic elements 
depends on the number of metals bioaccumulated by absorption, migration, and 
transformation. Adverse effects of higher concentration of toxic metals on micro-
organisms may be due to inactivation of enzyme activity center; electron-donating 
groups such as mercapto protein, nucleic acid base and phosphate combination, 
accumulation of toxic metals more than the ability of organisms to bear resulting 
in biological disease and death; inhibition in the formation of metallothionein 
or metalloprotein. A number of studies have shown that the higher number of 
metallothionein in cells induces the anti-apoptotic effects, and a decrease in the 
number of metallothionein increases the susceptibility to apoptotic cell death.

Soil microbes are the main participant of all the soil biochemical processes. Soil 
biochemical processes are the tools for maintaining soil quality; formation of soil 
organic matter; decomposition of harmful substances; formation of soil structure 
and biochemical cycles. Contamination of soils by toxic metals decreases soil 
microbial properties such as soil respiration, enzymatic activities. Soil microbial 
properties depend on soil pH, organic matter and other chemical properties. Severe 
potentially toxic element pollution can inhibit soil microbial activity and seriously 
threaten the soil ecosystem function.

A number of workers [30–33] have reported that potentially toxic elements 
particularly cadmium, copper, and zinc can disrupt the microbiological equilib-
rium of soil. Disturbances of the biological balance of soil caused by the excess of 
potentially toxic elements might be attributed to the disruption of physiological 
functions, denaturation of proteins and destruction of cellular membranes of soil 
microorganisms [34–36]. Potentially toxic elements immobilize soil bacteria, while 
microbial metabolites enhanced the mobility of potentially toxic elements [37–39]. 
Potentially toxic elements in different quantities and forms in soils cause changes in 
the counts of microorganisms, microbial biomass and microbial activity [33, 40–43] 
via inhibiting microbial community diversity, particularly that of fungal groups i.e., 
Ascomycota and Chytridiomycota) in the large-size fractions, which mainly depends 
on heterogeneous SOC availability across the PSFs. Potentially toxic elements create 
abiotic stresses [37, 38] by inducing disorders in the metabolism of the microorgan-
ism. Damages to the control systems regulated by regulatory and signal proteins, 
including the cell’s development, apoptosis and regulation of the cellular cycle are 
caused by potentially toxic elements [36], which might be due to the blocking of 
enzymatic active centers and driving away cations that are important for the func-
tioning of a cell, supplanting their functions, e.g., discontinuation of the cell-to-cell 
adhesion (cadmium), direct binding with the DNA (chromium), interacting with 
the binding sites of protein phosphatases (vanadium) [44]. Tolerant species of 
microbes demonstrate higher resistance to stress factors than sensitive ones [45]. 
Tolerance of potentially toxic elements is associated with [46–48]: (1) specific 
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transport of metal ions in the cytoplasmic membrane; (2) synthesis and excretion 
to the environment chelating compounds, which bind and transport ions dissolved 
in the environment; (3) sorption of ions onto mucosal surfaces and the binding by 
biopolymers of the wall and membrane complex; (4) the presence of plasmids in a 
bacterial cell, which enables it to acquire resistance to toxic elements.

Many researchers [49–51] have reported that when potentially toxic elements 
are present in the excessive amount in the soil the microbial count and diversity 
of microorganisms’ decreases. Bansal and Mishra [52] reported  that there was a 
significant increase in the bacterial and fungal population and decrease in actino-
mycetes population in sewage irrigated soils. The population density of bacteria and 
fungi increased with duration of sewage irrigation up to 14 days of incubation and 
thereafter decreased. Kouchou [53] during their studies found that potentially toxic 
elements contamination in alkaline soils has a negative effect on actinomycetes and 
fungi soil populations, while a positive effect on the total aerobic heterotrophic bac-
terial population. They also inferred that the effect of potentially toxic elements on 
microbial population of the soil is dependent on several factors related to soil envi-
ronment and soil physicochemical characteristics. Fengqiu et al. [54] during their 
studies on Microbial diversity and community structure in agricultural soils suffer-
ing from 4 years of Pb contamination found that the presence of Pb2+ in soil showed 
the weak impact on the diversity of soil bacterial community. Contamination 
of soil by Pb influences soil chemical properties and number of some genera of 
bacteria. The number of heavy metal-resistant bacteria at genus level viz. Bacillus, 
Streptococcus, and Arthrobacter is highly correlated with the amount of Pb. There 
was a negative correlation between soil organic matter and available Pb and 
total Pb. The total relative abundance of Gemmatimonadetes, Nitrospirae, and 
Planctomycetes was negatively correlated with total Pb. Both the microbial com-
munity composition and physicochemical properties of soil are influenced by the 
amount of Pb. Workers [52, 55] found that nitrifying bacteria, symbiotic nitrogen-
fixing bacteria, and Azotobacter spp. are the microorganisms most susceptible to 
potentially toxic elements. Potentially toxic elements produce a stronger effect on 
Azotobacter cells than organotrophic bacteria mainly because richer communities 
of microbes are more resistant to potentially toxic elements than single species 
and genera [51, 56]. Wyszkowska et al. [48] reported that the inhibitory effect of 
potentially toxic elements on soil microorganisms can be represented as follows: 
oligotrophic bacteria: (Ni > Pb > Cr(III) > Cu > Zn > Cd), copiotrophic bacteria: 
(Cd > Ni > Cr(III) > Zn > Cu), ammonifying bacteria: (Ni > Pb > Cr(III) > Cd > 
Zn > Hg), nitrogen immobilizing bacteria: (Zn > Cr(III) > Hg > Cu), actinomycetes: 
(Cu > Cr(III) > Ni > Zn > Pb). Few researchers [57] found that crops can moder-
ate the influence of potentially toxic elements on soil microbes, crops improve the 
microbiological activity of the soil, mainly owing to substances secreted by roots.

5. Effects of potentially toxic elements on soil microbial composition

Potentially toxic elements when accumulated in soil beyond their permissible 
limit they firstly influence the quality and quantity of soil bacteria, fungi, actino-
mycetes, and other microbial population. Potentially toxic element contamination 
in soil not only produces different microbial community patterns but also change 
the chemical and biological properties of the soil. In the soils which are polluted 
by potentially toxic elements for a long time, those soil microorganisms which can 
specifically be adapted exist. The efficiency of microbial populations in organic 
mineralization is inversely correlated with the soil organic carbon content, an indi-
cator of the impact of potentially toxic element pollution. Microbial communities 
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in soils are very important as they are helpful in nutrient cycling, plant symbiosis, 
and the detoxification of noxious chemicals (used to control plant pests and plant 
growth) [58]. When metal enriched sewage sludge is added to soils microbial 
biomass leads to a decrease in functional diversity [59] and changes in microbial 
community structure [60]. However, metal exposure may also lead to the develop-
ment of metal-tolerant microbial population [61].

Potentially toxic elements affect the microbial activity and microbial community 
structure. The number of bacteria and actinomycetes significantly decreased as 
compared to the control, while no significant difference in fungal cells up to 2 weeks of 
incubation [62] of potentially toxic elements. The negative effect of studied potentially 
toxic elements on culturable heterotrophic bacteria was more than actinomycetes 
and fungi. The DGGE profile indicated that the bacterial community structure was 
changed in the Cd/Pb-amended samples, particularly at high concentrations, but not 
bacterial taxon richness and community composition [63]. The relative abundance 
of specific bacterial taxa including, Acidobacteria, Actinobacteria, Bacteroidetes, 
Chloroflexi, Planctomycetes, and Probacteria is affected by potentially toxic elements 
pollution. A significant correlation between a group of metal-resistance genes and 
metal concentration in soil was also reported by Azarbad et al. [63]. Acidobacteria 
Gp and Proteobacteria thiobacillus bacteria had more links between nodes and more 
positive interactions among microbes in CL- and CH-networks were positively 
correlated with cadmium concentration while Longilinea, Gp2 and Gp4, had fewer 
network links and more negative interactions in CL and CH-networks where nega-
tively correlated with Cd [63]. There was the only positive correlation in between 
the members of the phyla Crenarchaeota and Euryarchaeota, class Thermoprotei 
and order Thermoplasmatales and Cd metal and had more network interactions in 
CH-networks. Li et al. [64] also reported that (i) the microbial community composi-
tion, as well as a network interaction was the shift to strengthen adaptability of 
microorganisms to potentially toxic element contamination, (ii) archaea was resistant 
to potentially toxic element contamination and may contribute to the adaption to 
potentially toxic elements. Pb2+ in soil showed a weak impact on the diversity of soil 
bacteria community, but it influenced the abundance of some genera of bacteria, as 
well as soil physicochemical properties [54]. At the genus level, there was a significant 
difference in the relative abundances of heavy-metal-resistant bacteria such as Bacillus, 
Streptococcus, and Arthrobacter. The abundance of main bacteria phyla was highly 
correlated with total Pb. The relative abundance of Gemmatimonadetes, Nitrospirae, 
and Planctomycetes was negatively correlated with total Pb. Lead influences both the 
microbial community composition and physicochemical properties of soil.

6. Effects of potentially toxic elements on soil enzyme activities

The biological activity of soils is an essential parameter of their ecological status. 
The potentially toxic elements present in the soil due to anthropogenic activities 
disturb the normal functioning of soil biota and, hence, the entire soil system. 
As the concentration of potentially toxic elements increases, the activity of most 
enzymes is significantly reduced and may be caused directly by the interaction 
between the enzyme and the potentially toxic elements, which is not associated 
with a reduction in microbes. Potentially toxic elements influence the enzymatic 
activity, by destroying the spatial structure of the active groups of the enzyme, by 
inhibiting the growth and reproduction of microorganisms which reduces the syn-
thesis and metabolism of the microbial enzymes. Soil microbes and soil enzymatic 
activities are significantly correlated. Some enzymes secreted by microorganisms 
participate in soil ecosystems and energy together.
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Potentially toxic elements in enzymes play a triple function: catalytic, structural 
and regulatory. Zinc is an integral part of the number of enzymes and number 
of intracellular enzymes viz., carbon anhydrase, carboxypeptidase, thermolysin, 
alkaline phosphatase, dehydrogenases (glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate, alcohol, 
glutamine), fructo-diphosphate aldolases, superoxide dismutase, DNA and RNA 
polymerase, tRNA transferase need zinc for proper functioning. When potentially 
toxic elements are present in excess the natural functions of metals are distorted.

Tejada et al. [65]; Yu and Cheng, [66] reported that the enzyme reactions are 
inhibited by potentially toxic elements in three different ways: (1) complexation of 
the substrate; (2) combination with protein-active groups on the enzyme, and; (3) 
reaction with the enzyme-substrate complex, while Vig et al. [67] reported that 
as potentially toxic elements interact with the enzyme active sites and substrate 
complexes, denatures the enzyme protein and competes with metal ions those 
are needed to form enzyme-substrate complexes, inhibit soil enzyme activities. 
Nuaimi and Maktoom [68] reported that potentially toxic element pollutants 
found in the soil can cause their deleterious effects by any of four ways: (1) There is 
oxidative stress in organisms due to the release of the oxy radical which is produced 
by redox cycling of potentially toxic elements, (2) proteins are deactivated or 
denatured as metals bind to sulfhydryl groups of proteins, (3) antioxidant ability 
of cells retards as potentially toxic elements bind an intracellular glutathione and/ 
or antioxidant enzymes, (4) metalloenzymes became inactivated as potentially 
toxic elements compete for metal cofactor binding of metalloenzymes. Nuaimi and 
Maktoom [68] also reported that the potentially toxic elements such as Hg2+, Cu2+ 
inhibited alkaline phosphatase enzyme more strongly than Cd2+, and Co2+ and also 
that alkaline phosphatase is readily inactivated with the exposure to potentially 
toxic elements, uncharged at neutral pH, arsenic can diffuse across the cell mem-
brane, it can inhibit the enzymatic activities even at a low concentrations.

Bhattacharyya et al. [69] reported that arsenic reacts with the sulfhydryl group 
of the enzyme to form arsenic sulfide resulting in the decrease of enzymatic activi-
ties. The decrease in enzymatic activity by arsenic may be due to: (1) by interacting 
with the enzyme-substrate complex; (2) by denaturing the enzyme protein, or; 
(3) interacting with the active protein groups.

The influence of potentially toxic elements on soil enzyme activity depends on 
pH, nutrient form and amount, potentially toxic element concentration and avail-
ability, enzyme type, etc.

Ofoegbu et al. [70] during their research found that there was the significant 
negative correlation with the potentially toxic element contents and the activities of 
dehydrogenase, polyphenol oxidase, hydrogen peroxidase, alkaline and acid phos-
phatases and urease. There was a negative but non-significant correlation between 
Zn content and dehydrogenase activity; Cd content and hydrogen peroxidase and 
urease activities.

Diana et al. [71] reported that at the brownfield LSP, extracellular soil enzyme 
activities are notably high at a site with the highest potentially toxic element loads 
(soil had been unmanaged for over 40 years, left alone to naturally succeed), and 
there is a strong relationship between these enzyme activities and Cr and V in 
particular. This study demonstrates the capacity of some potentially toxic element 
contaminated soils to enzymatically function well under seemingly restrictive 
conditions.

Wiatrowska et al. [72] found that Dehydrogenases, acid and alkaline phos-
phatases exhibited the highest sensitivity toward Zn and it decreased in the 
order of metal concentrations: Zn > Cd > Cu > Pb. In contrast, urease was more 
tolerant to Zn. The sensitivity of urease was as follows: Cu > Zn > Cd > Pb. In 
respect of their sensitivity to concentrations of the bioavailable pool of Cd, Cu, 
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Pb, and Zn, the enzymes can be arranged as follows: alkaline phosphatase > acid 
phosphatase > dehydrogenases > urease. Bansal et al. [42] and Bansal [43] dur-
ing their studies found that potentially toxic elements accumulated in soils due 
to sewage water irrigation increased the activity of the enzymes dehydrogenase, 
acid and alkaline phosphatase, urease and catalase up to 14 days of incubation and 
decreased thereafter.

Derdzyan et al. [73] during their studies found that potentially toxic element pol-
lution affects the activities of beta-glucosidase, chitinase, leucine- aminopeptidase 
acid, phosphomonoesterase and acetate-esterase enzymes in the soils.

Gromakova et al. [74] during their work reported that the increase of mobile 
potentially toxic element forms content in soil inhibited the cellulose-degrading 
and urease activities after 30 days of the input of metal into the soil. The inhibi-
tion of biological activity of the studied metals formed the following series: 
Cd > Pb > Zn > Cu.

Yu and Cheng [66] during their studies found that addition of Cu, Cd, and Pb 
firstly enhanced urease activity and thereafter it declines, while with the increased 
concentration of Zn the activity of urease declines. In addition to Cu the catalase 
enzymatic activity initially enhanced and thereafter decreases, the catalase activity 
continuously decreases with the addition of Cd, Pb, and Zn. Addition of Cu, Cd, 
Pb, and Zn in soil results in a decrease in microbial biological carbon content.

Khan et al. [62] found that in the Cd and Pb treated soils the activity of acid 
phosphatase and urease was minimum after 2 weeks of incubation.

The enzymatic activities of the acid phosphatase and β-glycosidase were lowest 
in the soil samples having the maximum concentration of potentially toxic elements 
[75]. They also reported activity of acid phosphatase and β-glycosidase was signifi-
cantly influenced by pH and non-significantly with soil organic matter.

A review of the literature shows that sensitivity of: dehydrogenases [76, 77] 
is: Hg (2 mg) > Cu (35 mg) > Cr6+ (71 mg) > Cr3+ (75 mg) > Cd2+ (90 mg) > Ni2+ 
(100 mg) > Zn2+ (115 mg) > As3+ (168 mg) > Co2+ (582 mg) > Pb2+ (652 mg kg−1), 
Cu2+ > Zn2+ > Cr6+ > Hg2+ > Ni2+ > Cd2+ > Cr3+,: acid phosphatase: Cu2+ > Al3+ > Cd2+ >
Zn2+ > Fe3+ > Ni2+ > Pb2+ > Sn2+ > Fe2+ > Co2+, and alkaline phosphatase: Cd2+ > 
Al3+ > Zn2+ > Fe3+ > Cu2+ > Pb2+ > Ni2+ > Fe2+ > Se2+ > Co2+.

7. Effects of potentially toxic elements on soil physicochemical 
properties

Li et al. [78] during their studies found that water holding capacity, soil bulk 
density, porosity, permeability, infiltration besides other factors also depends on 
the concentration of potentially toxic elements. Soil chemical properties depend on 
soil pH which affects the availability of soil nutrients and form of potentially toxic 
elements. The amount of plant available organic matter is also influenced by the 
concentration of potentially toxic elements.

Dawaki et al. [79] during their studies on the effects of heavy metals on physi-
cochemical properties found that clay content and soil pH were non-significantly 
negatively correlated with soil total potentially toxic element’s concentration. 
Organic carbon, cation exchange capacity, total nitrogen, phosphorous, calcium, 
potassium, sodium were positively significantly correlated with soil chromium, zinc 
and lead content, while no significant correlation with copper and nickel content. 
Sharma and Raju [80] reported that soil pH is positively correlated with potentially 
toxic elements content. Soil moisture content is positively correlated with poten-
tially toxic elements content except for Cu and Cr. They also reported that there 
was no specific correlation between potentially toxic elements content and soil 
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water holding capacity. There was a negative correlation among potentially toxic 
elements. Tripathi and Mishra [81] during their studies found that soil moisture 
content is positively significantly correlated with soil water holding capacity, soil 
organic matter, soil cation exchange capacity, amount of iron and lead; chromium 
content was significantly correlated with lead and nickel content while there was 
a significant positive correlation between soil copper content and nickel and zinc 
content. Lead and zinc in soils are significantly positively correlated. Similar results 
were reported by Singare et al. [82] during their studies on physicochemical proper-
ties and heavy metal content of the soil samples from Thane Creek of Maharashtra, 
India. Nwaogu [83] reported that in presence of Hg, Pb and Cd (100 μg/dm3) soil 
physicochemical properties viz., moisture, phosphate, sulfate, chloride, calcium 
carbonate, total nitrogen and organic carbon were significantly changed.

8. Conclusion

Due to the persistent, toxic and non-biodegradable nature of potentially toxic 
elements, the problem of potentially toxic elements in the soil is a turning point for 
soil scientists. Potentially toxic elements contaminated soils, in general, are nutrient 
deficient and are likely to become barren in future. Soil microbes are very sensitive 
to potentially toxic elements. Microbial activities reflect changes in soil environ-
ment and are considered to be sensitive indicators in the soil. Microorganisms and 
their enzymes exert a beneficial effect in soil quality, plant growth as the activities 
of microbes increase nutrient availability and stimulate the degradation of pol-
lutants. The potentially toxic element in soils also affects the soil physicochemical 
properties and depends on the form and amount of potentially toxic elements.

Author details

Om Prakash Bansal
Chemistry Department, D.S. College, Aligarh, India

*Address all correspondence to: drop1955@gmail.com



9

The Influence of Potentially Toxic Elements on Soil Biological and Chemical Properties
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.81348

[1] Prajapati SK, Meravi N. Potentially 
toxic element speciation of soil and 
Calotropis procera from thermal 
power plant area. Proceedings of the 
International Academy of Ecology and 
Environmental Sciences. 2014;4:68-71

[2] Zojiali F, Hassani AH, sayedi MH.  
Bioaccumulation of chromium by Zea 
mays in a waste water-irrigated soil. 
An experimental study. Proceeding 
of the International Academy of 
Ecology and Environmental Sciences. 
2014;4:62-67

[3] Baishya K, Samra HP. Effect 
of agrochemicals application on 
accumulation of heavy metals on 
soil of different land uses with 
respect to nutrient status. Journal of 
Environmental Science Toxicology and 
Food Technology. 2014;8:46-54

[4] Su C, Jiang L, Zhang W. A review 
on heavy metal contamination in the 
soil worldwide: Situation, impact and 
remediation techniques. Environmental 
Skeptics and Critics. 2014;3:24-38

[5] Algreen M, Rein A, Legind CN, 
Amundsen CE, Karlson UG, et al. Test 
of tree core sampling for screening 
of toxic elements in soils from a 
Norwegian site. International Journal of 
Phytoremediation. 2012;14:305-319

[6] Oves M, Sagir Khan M, Huda Qari A,  
Nadeen Felemban M, Alkeelbi T. Heavy 
metals: Biological importance and 
detoxification strategies. Journal of 
Bioremediation & Biodegradation. 
2016;7:334-348

[7] Marques APGC, Rangel AOSS, 
Castro PML. Remediation of 
heavy metal contaminated soil: 
Phytoremediation as a potentially 
promoting clean up technology. Critical 
Reviews in Environmental Sciences and 
Technology. 2009;39:622-654

[8] Raja Rajeswari T, Sailaja N. Impact 
of heavy metals on environmental 
pollution. Journal of Chemical and 
Pharmaceutical Sciences. 2014;3:175-181

[9] Blaylock MJ, Hauang JW.  
Phytoextraction of metals. In: Raskin L, 
Enslay BD, editors. Phytoremediation 
of Toxic Metals Using Plants to Clean 
Environment. New York: Wiley 
Interscience; 2000. pp. 53-70

[10] Jadia CD, Fulekar MH.  
Phytoremediation of  heavy metals: 
Recent techniques. African Journal of 
Biotechnology. 2009;8:921-928

[11] Taiz L, Zeiger E. Plant Physiology. 
Sunderland, MA, USA: Sinauer 
Associates; 2002

[12] Schaller A, Diez T. Plant specific 
aspects  of heavy metals uptake and 
comparison with quality standards for 
food and forage crops. In: Sauerbeck 
D, Lübben S, editors. Der Einfluß von 
festen Abfällen auf Böden, Pflanzen. 
Germany: KFA, Jülich; 1991. pp. 92-125. 
(German)

[13] Marshall FM, Holden J, Ghose C, 
Chisala B, Kapungwe E, Volk J, et al. 
Contaminated irrigation water and food 
safety for the urban and periurban poor: 
Appropriate measures for monitoring 
and control from field research in India 
and Zambia. In: Inception Report DFID 
Enkar R8160. UK: SPRU, University of 
Sussex. www.pollutionfood.net; 2007

[14] Mapanda F, Mangwayana EN, 
Nyamangara JK, Giller E. The 
effect of long-term irrigation using 
wastewater on heavy metals  contents 
of soils under vegetables in Harare, 
Zimbabwe. Agriculture, Ecosystem and 
Environment. 2005;107:151-158

[15] Trueby P. Impact of heavy metals 
on forest trees from mining areas. In: 
International Conference on Mining and 

References



10

Metals in Soil - Contamination and Remediation

the Environment; Sudbury, Ontario, 
Canada. 2003

[16] Chui S, Wong YH, Chio HI, Fong 
MY, Chiu YM, et al. Study of heavy 
metals poisoning in frequent users 
of Chinese medicines in Hong Kong 
and Macau. Phytotherapy Research. 
2013;27:859-863

[17] Tchounwou PB, Yedjou CG, Patlolla 
AK, Sutton DJ. heavy metal toxicity and 
the environment. EXS. 2012;101:133-164

[18] Salt DE, Prince RC, Pickeriong IJ,  
Raskin I. Mechanisms of cadmium 
mobility and accumulation in 
Indian mustard. Plant Physiology. 
1995;109:1427-1433

[19] Suzuki K, Yabuki T, Ono Y.  
Roadside Rhododendron pulchrum 
leaves as bio indicator of heavy metal 
pollution in traffic areas of Okayama, 
Japan. Environmental Monitoring and 
Assessment. 2009;149:133-141

[20] Sadik NA. Effects of diallyl sulfide 
and zinc on testicular steroidogenesis in 
cadmium-treated male rats. Journal of 
Biochemical and Molecular Toxicology. 
2008;22:345-353

[21] Cope CM, Mackenzie AM, Wilde D, 
Sinclair LA. Effects of level and form of 
dietary zinc on dairy cow performance 
and health. Journal of Dairy Science. 
2009;92:2128-2135

[22] Kampa M, Castanas E. Human 
health effects of air pollution. 
Environmental Pollution. 
2008;151:362-367

[23] Lindemann MD, Cromwell GL, 
Monegue HJ, Purser KW. Effect 
of chromium source on tissue 
concentration of chromium in 
pigs. Journal of Animal Science. 
2008;86:2971-2978

[24] WHO Europe. Levels of Lead 
in Children's Blood Fact Sheet 4.5. 

Copenhagen, Denmark: World Health 
Organization Regional Office for 
Europe; 2009

[25] Chen YF. Review of the research on 
potentially toxic element contamination 
of China's city soil and its treatment 
methods. In: China Population, 
Resources and Environment. 
2011;21:536-539

[26] Farhan M, Khan HY, Oves M, 
Al-Harrasi A, Rehmani N, et al. Cancer 
therapy by catechins involves redox 
cycling of copper ions and generation 
of reactive oxygen species. Toxin. 
2016;8:37

[27] Science for Environment Policy 
in Depth Report Soil Contamination: 
Impacts on Human Health. Report 
Produced for the European Commission 
DG Environment; Sept. 2013

[28] Guilarte TR. Manganese and 
Parkinson's disease: A critical review 
and new findings. Ciência & Saúde 
Coletiva. 2011;16:4549-4566

[29] WHO. Exposure to Arsenic: A Major 
Public Health Concern. Geneva: World 
Health Organization; 2010

[30] Olaniran AO, Balgobind A, Pillay 
B. Review bioavailability of heavy 
metal in soil: Impact on microbial 
biodegradation of organic compounds 
and possible improvement strategies. 
International Journal of Molecular 
Sciences. 2013;14:10197-10228

[31] Liu A, Wang H, Gao P, Xu H.  
Chemical fractionation of Cu and 
Zn and their impacts on microbial 
properties in slightly contaminated soils. 
International Journal of Agricultural 
Research, Innovation and Technology. 
2013;3:20-25

[32] Markowicz A, Plaza G, Piotrowska-
seget Z. Activity and functional 
diversity of microbial communities in 
long-term hydrocarbon and potentially 



11

The Influence of Potentially Toxic Elements on Soil Biological and Chemical Properties
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.81348

toxic element contaminated soils. 
Archives of Environmental Protection. 
2016;42:3-11

[33] Shi W, Ma X. Effects of heavy 
metal Cd pollution on microbial 
activities in soil. Annals of Agricultural 
and Environmental Medicine. 
2017;24:722-725

[34] Bastida F, Kandeler E, Moreno JL,  
Ros M, Garcia C, Hernandez T.  
Application of fresh and composted 
organic wastes modifies structure, 
size and activity of soil microbial 
community under semiarid climate. 
Applied Soil Ecology. 2008;40:318-329

[35] Friedlova M. The influence of heavy 
metals on soil biological and chemical 
properties. Soil and Water Research. 
2010;5:21-27

[36] Zhang C, Yao J, Zhu C, Zhu M, Sun 
J. Soil heavy metal contamination and 
microbial ecological risk assessment—A 
case study. Chemical Engineering 
Transactions. 2016;51:307-312

[37] He CQ, Tan GE, Liang X, Du WYL, 
Zhi GY, Xhu Y. Effect of Zn-tolerant 
bacterial streins on growth and Zn 
accumulation in Orychophragmus 
violaceus. Applied Soil Ecology. 
2010;44:1-5

[38] He LY, Zhang YF, Ma HY, 
Su LN, Chen ZJ, Wang QY, et al. 
Characterization of copper-resistant 
bacteria and assessment of bacterial 
communities in rhizosphere soils of 
copper-tolerant plants. Applied Soil 
Ecology. 2010;44:49-55

[39] Rutgers M, Wouterse M, Drost SM,  
Breure AM, Mulder C, Stone D, 
et al. Monitoring soil bacteria with 
community-level physiological 
profiles using biolog ECO-plates in the 
Netherlands and Europe. Applied Soil 
Ecology. 2016;97:23-35

[40] Liu G, Yu Y, Hou J, Xue W, Liu X,  
Liu Y, et al. An ecological risk 

assessment of heavy metal pollution 
of the agricultural ecosystem near a 
lead-acid battery factory. Ecological 
Indicators. 2014;47:210-218

[41] Chen J, He F, Zhang X, Sun 
X, Zheng J, Zheng J. Heavy metal 
pollution decreases microbial 
abundance, diversity and activity 
within particle-size fractions of 
a paddy soil. FEMS Microbiology 
Ecology. 2014;87:164-181

[42] Bansal OP, Singh G, Katiyar P. Effect 
of untreated sewage effluent irrigation 
on soil enzymatic activities. Journal of 
Environmental Biology. 2014;35: 
641-647

[43] Bansal OP. Long term effects 
of organic manures (FYM, sewage 
sludge) amendments on soil enzymatic 
activities in an alluvial soil of Aligarh 
district: A 20 year study. Journal of 
Scientific Research in Allied Science. 
2015;1:135-145

[44] Beyersmann D, Hartwig A.  
Carcinogenic metal compounds: Recent 
insights into molecular and cellular 
mechanisms. Archives of Toxicology. 
2008;82:493-512

[45] Oliveira A, Pampulha ME. Effects of 
long-term heavy metal contamination 
on soil microbial characteristics. Journal 
of Bioscience and Bioengineering. 
2006;102:157-161

[46] Meguro N, Kodama Y, Gallegos MT,  
Watanabe K. Molecular characterization 
of resistance-nodulation-division 
transporters from solvent- and 
drug-resistant bacteria in petroleum-
contaminated soil. Applied and 
Environmental Microbiology. 
2005;71:580-586

[47] Paul A, Wauters G, Paul AK. Nickel 
tolerance and accumulation by 
bacteria from rhizosphere of nickel 
hyperaccumulators in serpentine soil 
ecosystem of Andaman, India. Plant 
Soil. 2007;293:37-48



Metals in Soil - Contamination and Remediation

12

[48] Wyszkowska J, Borowik A, 
Kucharski M, Kucharski J. Effect of 
cadmium, copper and zinc on plants, 
soil organisms and soil enzymes. Journal 
of Elementology. 2013;18:769-796

[49] Nwuche CO, Ugoji EO. Effects 
of heavy metal pollution on the soil 
microbial activity. International 
Journal of Environmental Science & 
Technology. 2008;5:409-414

[50] Aoyama M, Tanaka R. Effects of 
heavy metal pollution of apple orchard 
surface soils associated with past use of 
metal-based pesticides on soil microbial 
biomass and microbial communities. 
Journal of Environmental Protection. 
2013;4:27-36

[51] Wang T, Yuan Z, Yao J. A combined 
approach to evaluate activity and 
structure of soil microbial community 
in long-term potentially toxic elements 
contaminated soils. Environmental 
Engineering Research. 2018;23(1): 
62-69

[52] Bansal OP, Mishra J. An estimation 
of microbial count including nitrogen 
fixing bacteria in agricultural fields of 
Aligarh district irrigated with untreated 
sewage water. International Journal of 
Science and Nature. 2012;3:259-262

[53] Kouchou A, Rais N, Elsass F, Duplay 
J, Fahli N, Ghachtouli EL. Effects of 
long term heavy metal contamination 
on soil microbial characteristics in 
calcareous agricultural lands (Saiss 
Plain North Morocco). Journal of 
Materials and Environmental Sciences. 
2017;8:691-695

[54] Fengqiu A, Zhan D, Jialong L. Microbial 
diversity and community structure in 
agricultural soils suffering from 4 years of 
Pb contamination. Canadian Journal of 
Microbiology. 2018;64(5):305-316

[55] Hamsa N, Yogeshy GS, Koushik U, 
Patil L. Nitrogen transformation in soil: 
Effect of heavy metals. International 

Journal of Current Microbiology and 
Applied Sciences. 2017;6(5):816-832

[56] Mertens J, Wakelin SA, Broos K,  
Mclaughlin MJ. Extent of copper 
tolerance and consequences for 
functional stability of the ammonia-
oxidizing community in long-
term copper contaminated soils. 
Environmental Toxicology and 
Chemistry. 2010;29:27-37

[57] Ding Z, Wu J, You A, Huang B, 
Cao C. Effects of heavy metals on soil 
microbial community structure and 
diversity in the rice (Oryza sativa L. 
subsp. japonica, food crops Institute 
of Jiangsu Academy of Agricultural 
Sciences) rhizosphere. Soil Science and 
Plant Nutrition. 2017;63:75-83

[58] Nannipieri P, Ascher J, Ceccherini 
MT, Landi L, Pietramellara G, Renella 
G. Microbial diversity and soil 
functions. European Journal of Soil 
Science. 2003;54:655-670

[59] Kandeler E, Kampichler C, Horak O.  
Influence of heavy metals on the 
functional diversity of soil microbial 
communities. Biology and Fertility of 
Soils. 1996;23:299-306

[60] Frostegård Å, Tunlid A, Bååth E.  
Phospholipid fatty acid composition, 
biomass and activity of microbial 
communities from two soil types 
experimentally exposed to different 
potentially toxic elements. Applied 
and Environmental Microbiology. 
1993;59:3605-3617

[61] Ellis RJ, Morgan P, Weightman AJ,  
Fry JC. Cultivation-dependent 
and independent approaches for 
determining bacterial diversity in 
heavy-metal-contaminated soil. Applied 
and Environmental Microbiology. 
2003;69:3223-3230

[62] Khan S, Hesham AE, Qiao M, 
Rehman S, He J. Effect of Cd and Pb on 
soil microbial community structure and 



13

The Influence of Potentially Toxic Elements on Soil Biological and Chemical Properties
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.81348

activities. Environmental Science and 
Pollution Research. 2010;17:288-296

[63] Azarbad H, Nilinska M, Laskowski 
R, van Straalen NM, van Gestel CAM, 
Zhou J, et al. Microbial community 
composition and functions are resilient 
to metal pollution along two forest soil 
gradients. FEMS Microbiology Ecology. 
2015;91:1-11

[64] Li S, Peng M, Liu Z, Shah SS. The 
role of soil microbes in promoting 
plant growth. Molecular Microbiology 
Research. 2017;7:30-37

[65] Tejada M, Gonzalef JL, Hernandez 
MT, Garcia C. Application of different 
organic amendments in a gasoline 
contaminated soil: Effect on soil 
microbial properties. Bioresource 
Technology. 2008;99:2872-2880

[66] Yu L, Cheng JM. Effect of heavy 
metals Cu, Cd, Pb and Zn on enzyme 
activity and microbial biomass carbon 
in brown soil. Advanced Materials 
Research. 2015;1073-1076:726-730

[67] Vig K, Megharaj M, Sethunathan N,  
Naidu R. Bioavailability and toxicity of 
cadmium to microorganisms and their 
activities in soil: A review. Advances in 
Environmental Research. 2003;8:121-135

[68] Nuaimi SA, Maktoom M. Effect 
of various potentially toxic elements 
on the enzymatic activity of bacterial 
alkaline phosphate [thesis]. United Arab 
Emirates University, Scholarworks@
UAEU. 2010. p. 371

[69] Bhattacharyya P, Tripathy S, Kim 
K, Kim S. Arsenic fractions and enzyme 
activities in arsenic-contaminated soils by 
groundwater irrigation in West Bengal. 
Ecotoxicology and Environmental Safety. 
DOI: 10.1016/j.ecoenv.2007.08.015

[70] Ofoegbu CJ, Akubugwol EL, Dike 
CC, Madhka HCC, Ugwu CE, Obas NA.  
Effects of potentially toxic elements on 
soil enzymatic activities in the Ishiagu 

mining area of Ebonyl state—Nigeria. 
Forests. 2017;8:430-434

[71] Diana H, Goodey N, Mathieu C, 
Krumins JA, et al. Effect of metal 
contamination on microbial enzymatic 
activity in soil. Soil Biology and 
Biochemistry. 2015;91:291-297

[72] Waitrowska K, Komisarek J, 
Dluzewski P. Effects of heavy metals 
on the activity of dehydrogenases, 
phosphatases and urease in naturally 
and artificially contaminated 
soils. Journal of Elementology. 
2015;20:743-756

[73] Derdzyan TH, Ghazaryan KA, 
Gevorgyan GA. The investigation of 
enzymatic activity in the soils under 
the impact of metallurgical industrial 
activity in Lori Marz, Armenia. 
International Journal of Environmental 
& Ecology Engg. 2015;17(5);439-442

[74] Gromakova N, Mandzhieva S, 
Minkina T, Sushkova S, et al. Effect 
of potentially toxic elements on the 
enzymatic activity of Haplic Chernozem 
under model experimental conditions. 
Journal of Biological Sciences. 
2017;17(3):143-150

[75] Kandziora-Ciupa M, Ciepal R, 
Nadgorska-Socha A. Assessment 
of potentially toxic elements 
contamination and enzymatic activity 
in pine forest soils under different 
levels of anthropogenic stress. Polish 
Journal of Environmental Studies. 
2016;25:1045-1051

[76] Welf G. Inhibitory effects of the 
total and water soluble concentrations 
of nine different metals on the 
dehydrogenase activity of a loess 
soil. Biology and Fertility of Soils. 
1999;30:132-139

[77] Nowak J, Szymozak J, Slobodzian T.  
The test of qualification 50% threshold 
of toxicity of doses of different 
heavy metals for acid phosphatases. 



Metals in Soil - Contamination and Remediation

14

Zeszyty Problemowe Postepow Nauk 
Rolniczych. 2003;492:241-248

[78] Li Q, Tang J, Wang T, Wu D, Jiao R, 
Ren X. Impacts of sewage irrigation on 
soil properties of farmland in China: 
A review. International Journal of 
Experimental Botany. 2018;87:1-21

[79] Dawki UM, Dikko AU, Noma SS,  
Aliu U. Heavy metals and 
physiochemical properties of soils in 
Kano urban agricultural lands. Nigerian 
Journal of Basic and Applied Sciences. 
2013;21:239-246

[80] Rakesh Sharma MS, Raju NS.  
Correlation of heavy metal 
contamination with soil properties of 
industrial areas of Mysore, Karnataka, 
India by cluster analysis. International 
Research Journal of Environmental 
Sciences. 2013;2:22-27

[81] Tripathi A, Misra DR. A study 
of physiochemical properties and 
heavy metals in contaminated soils 
of municipal waste dumpsites at 
Allahabad, India. International 
Journal of Environmental Sciences. 
2012;2:2024-2033

[82] Singare PU, Lokhande RS, Patha PP.  
Study on physico-chemical properties 
and heavy metal content of the 
soil samples from Thane Creek of 
Maharashtra, India. Interdisciplinary 
Environmental Review. 2010;11:38-56

[83] Nwaogu LA, Cosmas OU, Callistus 
II, Tobias NIE, Donatus CB. Effect of 
sublethal concentration of heavy metal 
contamination on soil physicochemical 
properties, catalase and dehydrogenase 
activities. International Journal of 
Biochemistry Research & Review. 
2014;4(2):141-149


