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Abstract: Recurrent wildfires can negatively affect soil quality, and post-fire soil quality recovery
is critical for maintaining sustainable ecosystem development. The objective of this study was to
evaluate the changes and recovery of soil properties and soil quality in the forests of dry/warm river
valleys in southwest China after disturbance by high-severity fires. In this study, the impact of fire on
soil properties and soil quality was investigated for three years post-fire. Unburned forest land with
a similar natural environment compared to the fire area was used as a control. Soil samples were
collected from three different depths of 0–10 cm, 10–20 cm, and 20–30 cm, respectively. Principal
component analysis (PCA) combined with the Norm value was used to select the minimum data
set (MDS), thus calculating the soil quality index (SQI). The results showed that the soil properties
changed significantly after high-severity fires. On average, soil bulk density (0.91 g/cm3, p = 0.001),
total nitrogen (0.12 g/kg, p = 0.000), total phosphorus (0.10 g/kg, p = 0.000), and total potassium
(5.55 g/kg, p = 0.000) were significantly lower in the burned areas than in the unburned areas at the
first sampling. These indicators increased in the following three years but still did not recover to
unburned levels. Compared with the above indicators, soil porosity and organic matter increased
post-fire, but gradually decreased over time. Soil clay, geometric mean diameter, and total potassium
were included in the MDS. The SQI was ranked as unburned > 3 years > 2 years > 1 year > 6 months.
The SQI was significantly (p = 0.001) reduced six months post-fire by an average of 36%, and,
after three years of recovery, the soil quality of the post-fire areas could be restored to 81% of
soil in unburned areas. Apparently, high-severity fires caused changes in soil properties, thereby
significantly decreasing soil quality. Soil quality gradually improved with increasing restoration time.
However, the complete recovery of soil quality post-fire in forest land in the dry/warm river valley
will take a longer time.

Keywords: forest fires; soil quality index; minimum data set; recovery period

1. Introduction

As a key component of terrestrial and forest ecosystems, soil is an important medium
for regulating nutrient uptake, transformation and decomposition, water supply, and
promoting forest land productivity [1]. Soil quality is defined as the ability of soil to
maintain plant and animal productivity, protect environmental quality, and support human
health and habitation within the ecosystem [2–4]. Different land uses and ecosystem types
can affect soil quality within a human-disturbed and temporal variation context [5].

Soil quality is the combination of soil fertility, health, and environmental conditions [6].
Soil quality assessment is a quantitative expression of the internal properties of the soil,
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which is the expression of the ecological function of a given soil through the selection of
soil quality indicators [2,7] to assess and determine the sustainability of soil management
practices. The methods of soil quality assessment mainly include comprehensive index
methods [8], fuzzy evaluation methods [9], and soil quality index (SQI) methods [10]. Due
to the soil quality being influenced by various factors, it cannot be measured accurately
using a single indicator. Consequently, the total data set (TDS) indicators of soil properties
serve as the foundation for accurately evaluating soil quality [10,11]. However, this also
creates problems of rising costs and data redundancy. Therefore, the selection of represen-
tative soil physical, chemical, and biological indicators is key to evaluating soil quality [11].
The minimum data set (MDS) has become a common method for selecting key indicators
for evaluating soil quality, selecting indicators from the total set of indicators that can maxi-
mally represent all the soil characteristics of the evaluation. Principal component analysis
(PCA), among mathematical statistical methods, is most widely used in constructing MDS.
Many researchers have evaluated soil quality using PCA to construct MDS and combined
it with SQI [12–14].

Natural disturbances such as climate change and fire can affect natural ecosystems [14].
The forests or grasslands in most regions and climatic zones of the world are affected by fire,
such as Australia, Central Africa, South America, the Mediterranean, North America, and
Central and South Asia [15]. Fire damage to ecosystems has also attracted attention, and
many reports have been made on fire research [16,17]. Researchers have also used artificial
intelligence to accurately predict fire behavior and reduce the destructive consequences of
forest fires [18]. Fires can directly or indirectly impact the physical and chemical characteris-
tics of the soil surface by destroying surface vegetation [19,20]. During post-fire vegetation
restoration, surface biomass and vegetation density gradually increase, with the growth of
subsurface roots and the production of humus causing changes in soil properties, ultimately
affecting soil quality. Nevertheless, research on fires in China mainly currently focuses on
the Daxing’anling region [21], disregarding the forest fires in southwestern China.

The dry/warm valley in southwest China is rich in forest vegetation types, including
mainly mixed coniferous broad-leaved forests dominated by Pinus yunnanensis Franch
(Franch, 1899). Due to the unique local climatic conditions, the region is highly susceptible
to forest fires. According to statistics, there have been 287 forest fires in Sichuan Province
since 2019, and 5 severe fires all occurred in the dry/warm valley area of Liangshan
Prefecture. This has brought huge safety hazards and economic losses to the lives and
properties of local people, and also seriously damaged the local ecological environment.

The severity of forest fires is categorized into three levels of severity based on the
extent of damage to forest ecosystems: high-severity fire, moderate-severity fire, and low-
severity fire [22,23]. The size of a fire’s impact on soil depends largely on its severity
and frequency [24–26]. High-severity fires result in the burning of surface vegetation,
the destruction of topsoil structures, and drastic changes in soil physical and chemical
properties. Several studies have found that high-severity fires can lead to an increased
soil bulk density [7], along with destroying soil structure and affecting the stability of soil
aggregates [27]. In addition, soil organic matter levels decrease for a short period after fire
and gradually increase with recovery time [28]. They also affect different changes in soil
nutrient levels such as nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium [23,29,30]. Fire not only affects
soil quality but also leads to the conversion of carbon biopolymers [31], desertification [32],
damaging flash floods or mudslides [33,34], and destruction of soil biomes [35]. Addition-
ally, the burned area of the watershed, surface sediments, and ash are identified as the
primary drivers of post-fire water pollution, resulting in increased surface water nutrients
and dissolved organic carbon, pathogens, and hazardous compounds [36]. Therefore, the
evaluation of the impact of fire on soil quality and ecosystems is critical.

The current research on forest fires in the dry/warm valley in southwest China fo-
cuses on fire-triggering factors and management measures, with the effects of fires on
soil properties and vegetation changes [21]. However, few studies report on the effects of
fire on soil quality [7]. Specifically, the impact of fire on soil quality using the soil quality
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index in the fire-prone forest land of the regions has not been explored to date, nor has
the study of the dynamics of soil quality over time post-fire. Our key research question
is how high-intensity fire affects soil quality, particularly soil physicochemical properties,
in dry/warm valley forest land ecosystems. Here, we hypothesize that soil properties
and quality will change dynamically in different post-fire periods, and soil quality can be
recovered post-fire, but full recovery may take a longer time due to the importance of soil
quality for the sustainability of forest ecosystems. Therefore, the main purpose of this study
was to evaluate and compare the effects of high-severity fires on forest land soil quality
in a dry/warm river valley in southwest China and the changes in soil quality during
natural recovery processes. To address this purpose, we utilized a site after a high-severity
forest fire. Meanwhile, an unburned area with a similar natural environment to the burned
area was used as a control. Soil samples were collected for 3 years post-fire. Specifically,
the study objectives were (1) to analyze the changes in soil properties and the natural
recovery process after fire and (2) to quantify soil quality by SQI and MDS during the
natural restoration of burned areas with different years of restoration. Basic information
and relevant bases for post-fire soil quality changes and ecosystem assessment are provided
for dry/warm valley forest land in southwest China.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The study area is located in the southwest dry/warm valley area of Mianning County,
Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province (101◦38′~102◦25′ E, 28◦05′~29◦02′

N), where a high-severity fire occurred on 20 April 2021 (Figure 1). The region is dominated
by mountainous terrain, with an altitude of between 1249 and 5267 m. It has a typical
subtropical monsoon climate, with an average annual rainfall of about 995.6 mm, and
an average annual temperature of 17.2 ◦C. The soils in the study area are derived from
sand shale parent material sediments, which can be classified as Lixisol according to the
World Reference Base (WRB, 2015) international soil classification system [37], with the
following soil profile: A (humus layer) is 0–16 cm, B (deposition layer) is 16–34 cm, and
C (parent material layer) is 34–100 cm. Soil texture is mostly sandy loam. The forest
cover reaches 60%, which is mainly large concentrated and continuous Pinus yunnanensis
forests, accompanied by Schima superba Gardn and Champ, Abies fabri (Mast.) Craib, and
Lithocarpus glaber in the forest. The shrub layer mainly consists of Dodonaea viscosa (Linn.)
Jacq., Vaccinium bracteatum Thunb, Coriaria nepalensis Wall, and Rhododendron parvifolium
Adams. Herbaceous plants are mainly Elymus dahuricus Turcz, Cyperus rotundus L., and
Leonto podium leontopodioides (Willd.) Beauv. Fading pine needles, pine cones, and other
dead leaves and branches make it easy to form a thick humus layer in the forest understory,
with a high load of combustible materials. In addition, the region’s rainfall pattern is highly
unequal throughout the year, with the wet period from May to October, when about 80%
of the year’s rainfall falls, and the dry period from November to April, when only about
10% of the year’s rainfall falls [38]. In winter and spring, there is a lot of sunshine, high
evaporation, and dry air. Combined with the complex topography of the region, steep
slopes, and significant foehn wind effects, this period is highly susceptible to forest fires.

2.2. Methods
2.2.1. Soil Sampling

Based on the field investigation, this fire was a high-severity fire or a severe surface
fire. This fire burned over an area of 41 hm2, with a flame height greater than 3 m, and all
the ground vegetation was burned out, leaving a large number of stumps, with trunks all
blackened and no green leaf cover. Before the fire, the forest land was mainly composed
of Pinus yunnanensis, with a simple and aged mature stand structure that was roughly
70 years old.
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Figure 1. Location of the study and fire site.

In this study, a slope with an area of about 380 m long × 310 m wide was selected
as the study object (Figure 2), and an unburned area of mixed Pinus yunnanensis forest
at a straight-line distance of about 1.5 km from the burnt areas was also selected as the
control to determine whether the fires degraded the soil quality. The unburned areas were
consistent with the burned areas in terms of forest age, vegetation type, soil thickness, and
soil texture. Three representative sample plots were selected on the top, medium, and
bottom slopes of the burned areas and unburned areas, respectively, to better represent the
overall soil quality condition of the sampling area, with an interval of about 80 m between
each slope. There were no significant environmental differences between the sample plots.
Each sampling area was 20 m × 20 m, which were marked to facilitate the subsequent
stationary monitoring and sampling.
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The first sampling was scheduled for October 2021, six months after the occurrence of
the fire. The purpose was to observe the condition of soil quality in a short period. Taking
into account the post-fire accessibility and the effect of rainy season precipitation, soil
enzymes and microbial in spring are more active [39]. Soil samples were collected in April
2022, April 2023, and April 2024 at different times of natural succession (1 year, 2 years, and
3 years), respectively (Figure 3). For each sampling, three sampling points were arranged
in an “S” shape within the sample plot, and soil was sampled from 0–10 cm, 10–20 cm, and
20–30 cm layers in each sampling point, respectively. The samples were homogenized into
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a 2 kg sample to be analyzed for the basic chemical characterization of the soil. Original soil
was collected from each soil layer using a core method with a 100 cm3 volume to determine
soil bulk density, total porosity, and water content, with additional portions of original soil
samples taken for analysis of soil aggregates.
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2.2.2. Soil Analyses

The obtained soil samples were brought back to the laboratory to undergo pre-
treatment such as air drying and sieving. Soil bulk density (BD), water content, and
porosity (POR) were measured by the core method. Soil particle sizes (clay, silt, sand)
were determined by the Master-Sizer 2000 method laser particle sizer [12]. The content of
water-stable aggregates using the wet sieve method were calculated for the mean weight
diameter (MWD) and the geometric mean diameter (GMD) [27]. Soil organic matter (SOM)
was determined by dichromate oxidation using the Walkley and Black method [40]. Total
nitrogen (TN) was determined using the Kjeldahl digestion method. Total phosphorus (TP)
was determined using the Molybdenum antimony colorimetric method. Total potassium
(TK) was determined using the Flame photometric method.

2.3. Soil Quality Assessment Methods
2.3.1. Construction of the Minimum Data Set

Eleven commonly used indicators reflecting soil properties of post-fire areas were
selected for this study. These included soil clay, silt, sand, bulk density, porosity, mean
weight diameter of aggregates, geometric mean diameter, soil organic matter, total nitrogen,
total phosphorus, and total potassium, constituting a TDS of indicators for evaluating soil
quality. PCA combined with the Norm value method was used for the construction of
the MDS. The specific steps are to extract the principal components with eigenvalues ≥1
and organize index factor loadings with absolute values ≥0.5 to a set. When an indicator
has loadings >0.5 in various principal components extracted, it will be included in a
less relevant group among the indexes. The Norm values of the indicators in groups
are calculated individually, and the indicators within 10% of the greatest Norm value
within the group are selected. Whenever there is more than one indicator in a group,
a Pearson’s correlation factor is required to identify the appropriate index for selection.
When a correlation coefficient r < 0.5 indicates a low correlation between indicators, the
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indicators can be maintained; whereas, if the correlation coefficient r ≥ 0.5 indicates a
strong correlation between indicators, the maximum Norm value is selected to be included
as the MDS. The Norm value is expressed as the vector norm strength of this indicator on
the multidimensional dimension consisting of the elements, and, the longer the strength,
the greater the combined loading of this index on account of all the principal components,
hence its capacity for explaining the combined messages will be stronger [41]. The formula
is calculated as follows:

Nik =

√√√√ k

∑
i=1

(
U2

ik ∗ λk
)

(1)

where Nik is the combined loading of the variable i onto the principal components of
eigenvalue ≥ 1; Uik stands for the loading of the variable i onto the principal component k;
λk is the characteristic value of the principal component k [42,43].

2.3.2. Indicator Scoring

When evaluating soil quality, since the soil indicators are of different scales and
orders of magnitude, it is necessary to convert each indicator into a score value from 0
to 1 by dimensionless quantization. Therefore, in this study, we used both linear [1] and
nonlinear [44] scoring methods to transform the data.

2.3.3. Calculation of Soil Quality Index

The soil quality index is a general expression for soil quality, and the greater its value,
the greater the soil quality. It is calculated using the following formula:

SQIA = ∑k
i=1

Si
k

(2)

SQIW =
k

∑
i=1

Wi ∗ Si (3)

where SQIA is the soil quality index by using additive methods, SQIW is the soil quality
index by using weighted additive methods, Wi is the weight of the index i, Si is the score of
the index i (linear or nonlinear), and k is the number of the soil evaluation index [14,45,46].
The weight of the selected indicator is equal to the ratio of the common factor variance of
each indicator to the sum of the common factor variance.

In this present study, eight SQIs were calculated—the linear scoring additive TDS
(SQI-LT-A) and weighted additive (SQI-LT-W), the linear scoring additive MDS (SQI-LM-A)
and weighted additive (SQI-LM-W), the nonlinear scoring additive TDS (SQI-NLT-A) and
weighted additive (SQI-NLT-W), and the nonlinear scoring additive MDS (SQI-NLM-A)
and weighted additive (SQI-NLM-W).

2.4. Statistical Analysis

Routine statistics for soil physicochemical properties on upper, middle, and bottom
slopes of unburned areas and burned areas with different years of restoration were per-
formed in Excel 2019. One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to analyze the
differences in soil physicochemical properties between the unburned areas and the burned
areas with different restoration years. Tests of variance and normal distribution were
performed before statistical analysis to satisfy the statistical assumption test. Pearson
correlation analysis was used to investigate the correlation between soil physicochemical
properties and different modes of soil quality indexes, respectively. The results of the
soil quality index for total and minimum data sets were analyzed by linear fitting. The
above results were reported at the p < 0.05 significance level. All statistical analyses were
performed in IBM SPSS Statistics 26.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) statistical software.
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3. Results
3.1. Post-Fire Temporal Trends in Soil Properties

The physical and chemical properties of soil at different times of natural succession in
the burned areas and the unburned areas are shown in Table 1. The soil particle composition
of the burnt areas showed no significant difference at different times of natural restoration
compared with unburned areas (p > 0.05). The amount of clay and silt particles decreased
each year after the fire, but the sand content gradually increased. The maximum sand
particles of 80.68% was recorded in the two years of the fire. In comparison, BD in the
unburned areas was significantly greater (p = 0.001) than the different recovery periods
after the fire. The lowest BD was observed six months after the fire, decreasing to 69%
of the unburned area, and increasing from 0.91 g/cm3 to 0.99 g/cm3 with increasing
years of restoration. Correspondingly, POR in the unburned areas was significantly lower
(p = 0.001) than in different recovery periods after the fire. POR of burned areas was the
largest in six months, increasing to about 1.75 times more than the unburned areas and
decreasing yearly from 50.13% to 46.36%. The MWD (p = 0.312) and the GMD (p = 0.116) of
the soil water-stable aggregates in the burned areas showed no significant differences in
the early stages of the succession. Meanwhile, TN, TP, and TK in the soil of the unburned
areas were remarkably higher than those in the burned areas at different times of natural
restoration (p = 0.000). The TN, TP, and TK in the six months after the fire were only 11.22%,
15.38%, and 25.32% of those in the unburned areas, but all of them showed a tendency to
increase year by year. After three years of restoration, TN, TP, and TK were able to reach
72.89%, 81.54%, and 87.04% of the unburned areas, respectively. However, SOM contents
showed a different tendency, with a significant increase in surface organic matter content
after the fire. The highest SOM content was found six months after the fire, with 2.61 times
more than the unburned areas. Moreover, it decreased from 70.64 g/kg to 37.32 g/kg,
reduced by about 47% with increasing recovery time, and the SOM content after three years
of restoration was still 27.28% higher than the unburned areas. Analyzing the coefficients
of variation for each indicator, we found that the degree of variation for soil bulk density,
porosity, and soil aggregate structure was relatively low. Fire can lead to relatively high
variation in soil nutrient content indicators, including TN, TP, TK, and SOM.

Table 1. Soil property indicators of different years of natural restoration of burned areas and unburned
areas (mean ± standard deviation).

Indicators UB T0 T1 T2 T3 CV/%

Clay/% 7.92 ± 0.84 a 7.44 ± 0.72 ab 7.20 ± 0.47 ab 5.99 ± 1.15 b 6.38 ± 0.09 ab 13.78
Silt/% 16.82 ± 1.96 a 17.27 ± 1.99 a 16.52 ± 1.00 a 13.33 ± 3.37 a 14.50 ± 0.30 a 14.73

Sand/% 75.26 ± 2.80 a 75.28 ± 2.70 a 76.29 ± 1.39 a 80.68 ± 4.49 a 79.12 ± 0.38 a 4.19
BD (g/cm3) 1.31 ± 0.10 a 0.91 ± 0.03 b 0.95 ± 0.04 b 1.02 ± 0.02 b 0.99 ± 0.13 b 15.50

POR/% 29.07 ± 5.47 b 50.73 ± 1.74 a 48.54 ± 2.40 a 44.62 ± 1.33 a 46.36 ± 6.87 a 19.83
MWD (mm) 3.30 ± 0.51 a 2.35 ± 0.01 a 2.26 ± 0.58 a 2.73 ± 0.14 a 2.92 ± 0.90 a 20.28
GMD (mm) 1.65 ± 0.38 a 1.15 ± 0.02 ab 1.24 ± 0.36 ab 1.25 ± 0.02 ab 1.12 ± 0.07 b 22.15
TN (g/kg) 1.07 ± 0.20 a 0.12 ± 0.01 c 0.24 ± 0.03 c 0.82 ± 0.05 b 0.78 ± 0.02 b 63.63
TP (g/kg) 0.65 ± 0.05 a 0.10 ± 0.01 d 0.22 ± 0.04 c 0.52 ± 0.03 b 0.53 ± 0.07 b 53.75
TK (g/kg) 21.92 ± 2.10 a 5.55 ± 1.01 d 9.57 ± 1.10 c 17.41 ± 1.09 b 19.08 ± 1.51 b 44.01

SOM (g/kg) 27.03 ± 3.38 c 70.64 ± 4.62 a 52.41 ± 0.70 b 40.29 ± 16.02 bc 37.32 ± 3.63 bc 36.90

Note: UB—unburned; T0—6 months after fire; T1—1 year after fire; T2—2 years after fire; T3—3 years after
fire. Clay—clay content; Silt—silt content; Sand—sand content; BD—bulk density; POR—porosity; MWD—
mean weight diameter; GMD—geometric mean diameter; TN—total nitrogen; TP—total phosphorus; TK—total
potassium; SOM—soil organic matter. Different lowercase letters in the same row indicate significant differences
among restoration years (p < 0.05).

3.2. Post-Fire Temporal Trends in Soil Quality Index

Soil quality indicators were analyzed by PCA (Table 2). Three principal components
(PCs) were withdrawn for eigenvalues ≥ 1, and their eigenvalues were 5.693, 3.280, and
1.018, respectively, with a cumulative variance contribution of 90.824%. These three princi-
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pal components were able to explain more than 90% of the information, which shows that
the MDS composed of them can represent the TDS to assess the soil quality for this study.
Following the grouping principle of factor loading value ≥0.5, the 11 soil indicators were
categorized into 3 groups. Indicators included in group 1 were BD, POR, MWD, TN, TP,
TK, and SOM. Although the loading value of MWD on the third principal component also
satisfied ≥ 0.5, it was shown by correlation analysis (Figure 4) that its correlation with the
indicators in group 3 was stronger, so it was classified in group 1. Group 2 consisted of clay,
silt, and sand particles, reflecting soil texture. The GMD was classified in group 3.

Table 2. Soil index factor loads and Norm values based on PCA.

Soil Indicators PC1 PC2 PC3 Norm Value Group

Clay −0.047 0.990 −0.002 1.796 2
Silt −0.285 0.933 −0.078 1.823 2

Sand 0.217 −0.960 0.057 1.815 2
BD 0.814 0.377 −0.251 2.074 1

POR −0.814 −0.377 0.251 2.074 1
MWD 0.631 0.070 0.690 1.664 1
GMD 0.567 0.397 0.588 1.643 3

TN 0.949 −0.106 −0.208 2.282 1
TP 0.949 −0.170 −0.053 2.285 1
TK 0.952 −0.138 −0.065 2.286 1

SOM −0.900 −0.033 0.094 2.150 1
Eigenvalue 5.693 3.280 1.018

Variance explained (%) 51.752 29.820 9.251
Cumulative variance (%) 51.752 81.572 90.824
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Figure 4. Correlation among soil quality evaluation indexes. Note: Clay—clay content; Silt—silt
content; Sand—sand content; BD—bulk density; POR—porosity; MWD—mean weight diameter;
GMD—geometric mean diameter; TN—total nitrogen; TP—total phosphorus; TK—total potassium;
SOM—soil organic matter.

According to the principle of MDS establishment, the Norm value of the soil quality
indicators in the three groups above needed to be calculated by Formula (1). The greatest
Norm value in group 1 was for TK, which was 2.286, and the indicators within its 10%
range were BD, POR, TN, TP, and SOM. In group 2, the largest Norm value was for silt
at 1.823, and both clay and sand were within its 10% range. Group 3 had only a GMD
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indicator. By analyzing the correlation between the groups of indicators, it was determined
that the indicators that ended up in the minimum dataset were silt, GMD, and TK.

PCA was used to obtain the common factor variance and weights for each indicator in
TDS and MDS (Table 3). The soil indicator score values were calculated using linear and
nonlinear scoring methods. The “smaller is better” model was used for BD and sand, and
the “greater the better” model for the rest of the soil quality indexes was used in this study.
As shown in Table 3, clay (0.098) had the greatest weight in TDS, followed by sand (0.097),
silt (0.096), TN (0.096), TP (0.093), TK (0.093), MWD (0.088), BD (0.087), POR (0.087), GMD
(0.083), and the smallest weight was SOM (0.082). In MDS, the weights of the indicators
from the largest to the smallest were silt (0.347), GMD (0.337), and TK (0.316). In this
study, soil physical indicators had a greater influence on soil quality during the period of
restoration of burnt areas.

Table 3. Common factor variance and weight of soil quality evaluation index.

Soil Indicators
TDS MDS

Common Factor Variance Weight Common Factor Variance Weight

Clay 0.982 0.098
Silt 0.958 0.096 0.906 0.347

Sand 0.972 0.097
BD 0.868 0.087

POR 0.868 0.087
MWD 0.880 0.088
GMD 0.826 0.083 0.878 0.337

TN 0.955 0.096
TP 0.933 0.093
TK 0.929 0.093 0.824 0.316

SOM 0.820 0.082

Note: Clay—clay content; Silt—silt content; Sand—sand content; BD—bulk density; POR—porosity; MWD—
mean weight diameter; GMD—geometric mean diameter; TN—total nitrogen; TP—total phosphorus; TK—total
potassium; SOM—soil organic matter.

Finally, Equations (2) and (3) were used to calculate the soil quality index. The
statistical parameters of SQI are summarized in Table 4. The soil quality index in different
restoration years of burned areas and unburned areas ranged from 0.426 to 0.692 for
SQI-LT-W, 0.398 to 0.568 for SQI-NLT-W, 0.296 to 0.879 for SQI-LM-W, 0.354 to 0.682 for
SQI-NLM-W, 0.424 to 0.685 for SQI-LT-A, 0.399 to 573 for SQI-NLT-M, 0.301 to 0.884 for
SQI-LM-A, and 0.347 to 0.686 for SQI-NLM-A. The eight SQIs were statistically significant
(p < 0.05), except SQI-LT-W and SQI-LT-A. The weighted additive scoring methodology
reduced F-values and CVs. The SQI variations ranged from 10% to 40% and were all
moderately sensitive. Eight SQI results showed that it was lowest after six months of
natural recovery in high-severity fire, with an average reduction of 36%, and the soil quality
after three years of recovery was significantly higher than the recovery after six months,
with an average improvement of 27.97%. However, the soil quality after three years of
recovery still did not reach the level before the fire, and it was improved by 81.28% on
average compared with the unburned areas (Figure 5).

The linear relationship of SQI between the TDS and MDS in scoring methods (linear
and nonlinear) and soil quality index methods (additive and additive weighted) is shown
in Figure 6. TDS and MDS had a significant positive correlation (p = 0.00), indicating that
the evaluation index system based on the minimum data set can replace the total data set
for the evaluation of the soil quality of the burnt areas in this study. It was further found
that the nonlinear SQIs were better than the linear SQIs due to the high R2 and F-value.
Meanwhile, the MAE and SEE of the soil quality index fitting effects of the nonlinear scores
were lower than those of the linear scores, showing that the nonlinear scoring method
was more applicable in this study. By Pearson correlation analysis, the eight SQIs were
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significantly positively correlated with each other (Table 5), implying that each of them can
be used to assess soil quality.
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MDS; SQI-NLM-W—the nonlinear scoring weighted additive.
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Table 4. Statistical eigenvalues of soil quality index in TDS and MDS.

Soil Quality Index Change Range Mean Value Standard Deviation F p-Value CV/%

SQI-LT-W 0.426~0.692 0.524 0.079 1.761 0.213 15.05
SQI-NLT-W 0.398~0.568 0.481 0.059 16.443 0.000 12.32
SQI-LM-W 0.296~0.879 0.476 0.169 6.986 0.006 35.51

SQI-NLM-W 0.354~0.682 0.482 0.100 16.691 0.000 20.73
SQI-LT-A 0.424~0.685 0.522 0.075 1.375 0.310 14.43

SQI-NLT-A 0.399~0.573 0.482 0.060 18.974 0.000 12.37
SQI-LM-A 0.301~0.884 0.476 0.171 7.628 0.004 36.01

SQI-NLM-A 0.347~0.686 0.482 0.104 18.586 0.000 21.49

Note: SQI-LT-A—the linear scoring additive TDS; SQI-LT-W—the linear scoring weighted additive; SQI-LM-A—
the linear scoring additive MDS; SQI-LM-W—the linear scoring weighted additive; SQI-NLT-A—the nonlinear
scoring additive TDS; SQI-NLT-W—the nonlinear scoring weighted additive; SQI-NLM-A—the nonlinear scoring
additive MDS; SQI-NLM-W—the nonlinear scoring weighted additive.
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Table 5. Correlation of eight soil quality indexes.

SQI-LT-W SQI-NLT-W SQI-LM-W SQI-NLM-W SQI-LT-A SQI-NLT-A SQI-LM-A SQI-NLM-A

SQI-LT-W 1
SQI-NLT-W 0.697 ** 1
SQI-LM-W 0.842 ** 0.680 ** 1

SQI-NLM-W 0.744 ** 0.857 ** 0.933 ** 1
SQI-LT-A 0.996 ** 0.677 ** 0.811 ** 0.706 ** 1

SQI-NLT-A 0.705 ** 0.997 ** 0.715 ** 0.884 ** 0.683 ** 1
SQI-LM-A 0.836 ** 0.704 ** 0.999 ** 0.946 ** 0.804 ** 0.739 ** 1

SQI-NLM-A 0.731 ** 0.869 ** 0.920 ** 0.999 ** 0.693 ** 0.894 ** 0.935 ** 1

Note: SQI-LT-A—the linear scoring additive TDS; SQI-LT-W—the linear scoring weighted additive; SQI-LM-A—
the linear scoring additive MDS; SQI-LM-W—the linear scoring weighted additive; SQI-NLT-A—the nonlinear
scoring additive TDS; SQI-NLT-W—the nonlinear scoring weighted additive; SQI-NLM-A—the nonlinear scoring
additive MDS; SQI-NLM-W—the nonlinear scoring weighted additive; ** significant at the 0.01 probability level.
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4. Discussion
4.1. Temporal Variation of Soil Properties in Post-Fire Areas with Natural Succession

High-severity fires cause drastic changes in soil properties, but the physical and
chemical properties of burned areas recover gradually in the course of natural succession
(Table 1). In general, forest fires affect the physical properties of soils primarily by altering
soil temperature and soil structure through the burning of organic matter. The sand content
increased during the early stages of succession in this study. On the one hand, high-
severity fires destroyed surface vegetation leading to surface exposure, which increased
the sand content due to the massive loss of clay and silt particles under the raindrop
splashing and water erosion. On the other hand, the high-severity fire destroyed soil
minerals, and the mineral decomposition produced oxides and hydroxides that led to
particle cementation, which formed sand-sized particles [19,47]. However, with the gradual
recovery of vegetation, the content of silt and clay particles increased. Soil bulk density of
burned areas decreased by 30.53% in six months after the fire compared with unburned
areas and had the highest porosity, which was 1.75 times higher than the unburned areas.
This may be related to changes in soil structure due to high temperatures at the time of
the fire [47]. Hofstede [48] also showed that soil capacity decreased after fire burning.
Meanwhile, due to the reduction of surface vegetation, increased temperatures can cause
drying and cracking of the soil surface [49], leading to a reduction in BD and an increase in
POR. The decomposition of decaying root systems of underground dead vegetation also
increases porosity. During its subsequent natural succession, the BD gradually increases
and the POR gradually decreases, but it is still higher than the unburned areas. This reason
is probably because the surface vegetation decreases and the direct strike of raindrops
on the ground makes the soil taut. As the surface cracks of the soil are gradually filled
with small particles, the soil POR is reduced [49]. In addition, this study also found that
high-severity fire caused a significant decrease in soil aggregate indicators (MWD and
GMD) and destroyed soil aggregates. Sharifi et al. [27] and Mataix-Solera et al. [50] also
studied soil properties after fire. They indicated that fire can destroy the soil aggregate
stability, consistent with our results, and the impact of fire on aggregates is related to the
severity of the fire. Furthermore, the high-temperature environment under high-intensity
fires also destroys soil mineral cementation, which reduces soil aggregate stability. With
the extension of natural succession, the input of various cementing substances, such as soil
organic matter and root and microbial secretions, improved the stability of the aggregates
to resist water erosion.

Researchers have come to inconsistent conclusions about the dynamic variation in
soil nutrient content after fire [35,51]. Francos et al. [52] and Muqaddas et al. [53] showed
that fire dramatically decreased soil TN levels. In addition, Hosseini et al. [54] considered
that TN and TP contents increased following the fire. Soil nutrient content was affected
by the fire intensity, with high-severity fires significantly destroying soil nutrients more
than low-severity fires. Burning of surface vegetation and destruction of soil aggregates
can easily result in the loss of soil nutrients during high-severity rainfall during the rainy
season. In this study, we found that soil TN, TP, and TK were significantly lower in the
early post-fire period compared with the unburned areas (Table 1), and these averaged
about 17% of the unburned areas in the six months after the fire, consistent with other
results [7]. It was probably due to the high temperatures that evaporated TN. Nevertheless,
phosphorus mainly exists in the form of an organic state in the soil, and high-severity fire
destroys the surface vegetation, resulting in the easy loss of phosphorus under the influence
of rainfall [55]. Unlike carbon and nitrogen, potassium does not exist in a gaseous form,
so the high temperatures associated with burning do not cause potassium to be lost as a
gas. However, the ash formed by the fire was easily lost in surface runoff, which reduced
TK. After three years of restoration, the soil nutrient content increased significantly and on
average could reach about 80% of the unburned areas. The post-fire environment promotes
the renewal rate of vegetation, and nutrient elements are absorbed by plants and then stored
in the plants. After plants decay and decompose back into the soil, this is the main reason
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for the increase in soil nutrient content after fire [56]. SOM content increased by 61.74%
in six months after the fire compared with the unburned areas. Paladines et al. [20] also
indicated that the organic matter content increased by about 30% under fire. The increase
in SOM after the fire is probably caused by the ingress of ash and charred material into the
soil [10,57,58]. Furthermore, other results showed that the evaporation of organic matter
by fire and rainfall erosion caused a reduction in SOM content [59]. As the restoration
time increased, the SOM content of the burned areas gradually decreased, but it was still
higher than the unburned areas. In general, soil chemical properties are more affected by
high-severity fire than soil physical properties.

It has been shown that fire leads to the formation of forest ecosystems and soils [32].
After undergoing high-severity fires, the vegetation communities of forests are altered,
causing a secondary succession of top vegetation [33]. The changes in vegetation, on
the other hand, can have a greater impact on the surface cover and belowground root
system, further leading to changes in soil texture and soil structure, as found in this study.
Soil enzymes are important factors in soil biochemical processes, which promote material
cycling and energy flow in forest ecosystems. When high-severity fire burning occurs,
nutrient levels such as nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium are significantly reduced, and
soil microorganisms die out directly in the heat [60], which directly reduces the source
of soil enzymes. Therefore, the developing process of the soil is interrupted and the soil
quality is affected by the above-mentioned factors. With the slow recovery of vegetation,
soil microorganisms, and enzyme activities [7], the improvement of soil physicochemical
properties has an important contribution to the formation of soil.

4.2. Temporal Variation of Soil Quality in Post-Fire Areas with Natural Succession

Choosing soil indicators properly is an essential part of assessing soil quality accu-
rately. This research utilized principal component analysis incorporating Norm values
for screening the MDS for soil quality evaluation of burned areas (Table 2). The main
indicators selected included silt, which is related to soil texture, GMD, the key indicator
that is sensitive to external physical conditions [44], and TK, which promotes plant growth
(Table 3). The soil quality indexes were calculated for burned areas based on both linear
and nonlinear scoring methods. SQI results indicated that the greatest in unburned areas
and the lowest six months after the fire (Figure 5). The high-severity fire severely damaged
the surface vegetation and soil structure, superimposed on the large loss of soil nutrients
due to rainfall, resulting in significantly lower soil quality within six months of the fire.
However, the SQIs of burned areas all increased with the number of years of restoration,
consistent with previous studies [39,61]. During natural succession, soil structure and soil
nutrients improve with the recovery of vegetation and root growth [29,30,61,62], and soil
quality increases gradually.

In addition, The SQIs were relatively high three years after the fire, reaching an
average of 81.28% of the unburned areas (Figure 5). Raisei and Pejman [7] studied soil
quality after a wildfire in central Iran, and they indicated that the SQI obtained two years
after the fire using linear and nonlinear scoring methods were 74% and 69% of those that
had not been burned by the fire, consistent to our results, soil quality restoration after
fire may take a longer time. According to the comparison and validation of the indexes
(Figure 6), the nonlinear scoring method is better than the linear scoring method, Yu
et al. [44] and Askari and Holden [45] also showed that non-linear scoring methods are
greater than linear scoring in evaluating the soil quality. However, some research indicated
that the linear scoring method is much more sensitive and superior to the nonlinear scoring
method [12,14,63]. This may be due to the differences in the study population and the
selection of soil property indicators, resulting in some variability in the results of each study.
Moreover, this study mainly focused on soil physical and chemical indicators but lacked
the selection of soil biological indicators. Raisei and Pejman [7] indicated that microbial
indicators are also sensitive indicators for evaluating soil quality, for soil enzymes also
affect the production and decomposition of organic matter and promote nutrient cycling.



Forests 2024, 15, 1727 14 of 16

To more reasonably evaluate the soil quality, it is necessary to continuously improve the
evaluation index system.

5. Conclusions

This study showed that high-severity fire significantly reduced soil quality in Pinus
yunnanensis forest land in a dry/warm valley in southwest China. Using the soil quality
index method to evaluate the effect of fire on soil quality has favorable applicability. To
avoid data redundancy, the use of the minimum data set can effectively replace the total
data set. Under climatic conditions with unbalanced rainfall distribution, high-intensity
rain erosion during the rainy season may slow down the recovery of soil quality. Therefore,
soil quality after fire takes longer to recover, and vegetation recovery plays an important
role in soil quality. Changes in soil quality over three years may be short-term, with
subsequent observations over a longer recovery period should be considered to better
reflect the status of soil quality recovery after fire. In addition, the selection of evaluation
indicators and evaluation methods need to be considered for a more accurate evaluation of
soil quality.
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