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Abstract
Aims Decomposition of manure deposited onto pasture
from grazing animals represents an important process
for carbon (C) and nitrogen (N) cycles in grassland
systems. However, studies investigating manure

decomposition are scarce; especially in sub-Saharan
Africa (SSA).
Methods In this study, we measured decomposition of
three types of animal manure (cattle, sheep, goat) over
>1 year using litter bags at four climatically different
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sites across Kenya. Results Manure dry matter, total C,
total N and ammonium concentrations decreased exponentially, with the most rapid decrease occurring during
the first few weeks following application, followed by
slower changes during the following 2–3 months. Rates
of N mineralization were lower than those for C mineralization, resulting in decreasing C/N ratios over time.
Generally, cattle manure decomposed faster than sheep
or goat manure despite having a higher initial C/N ratio
and lower N concentration, with decomposition rates for
dry matter ranging from 0.200 to 0.989 k year−1. Cellulose decomposed first, while lignin concentrations increased among all manure types and at all sites.
Conclusions We found that total manure decomposition
rates were positively correlated with cumulative precipitation and aridity index, but negatively correlated with
mean temperature. Our results show much slower decomposition rates of manures in semi-arid tropical environments of East Africa as compared to the few previous studies in temperate climates.
Keywords Litter bags . Manure . Mineralization .
Climatic conditions . Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) .
Cellulose . Lignin

Introduction
Decomposition is a critical ecosystem function
(Wilkinson 2006) that is fundamental to nutrient,
carbon (C) and energy cycling within and among
ecosystems, and between the biosphere and atmosphere (Schlesinger and Bernhardt 2013; Wieder
et al. 2013). More than half of net primary production (NPP) is returned to the soil through litter decomposition (David et al. 2004), while it also results
in CO2 emissions to the atmosphere of about 60 Pg
C yr−1 (Houghton 2007). Internal recycling of nitrogen (N) from litter decomposition is also the primary
source of N for most ecosystems (Parton et al. 2007;
Chapin et al. 2011).
Decomposition largely results from the activities of
soil microorganisms and macrofauna, which break
down complex non-living organic matter (e.g. protein,
cellulose) into smaller oligo- and monomers (e.g. amino
acids, sugars) to gain energy and matter to build and
maintain their biomass (Handa et al. 2014; Bradford
et al. 2016). This process can be divided into two stages:
The early decomposition stage, during which up to 40%
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of mass is lost, is characterized by leaching of soluble
compounds and decomposition of soluble and nonlignified cellulose and hemicellulose. The late stage
comprises the degradation of lignified tissue, which
accounts for 40–100% of mass loss (Heim and Frey
2004). Litter decomposition rates are driven by multiple
biotic and abiotic factors such as litter quality (GarcíaPalacios et al. 2016a; Prieto et al. 2019), decomposer
community (Wang et al. 2009; Allison et al. 2013;
Matulich and Martiny 2015), and climatic factors, including temperature and moisture (Wang et al. 2010;
Veen et al. 2015; Bradford et al. 2016), with warmer and
wetter conditions leading to faster decomposition
(Coûteaux et al. 1995; Aerts 1997). Litter quality including initial N concentration, C/N ratio and lignin
concentration is the predominant factor controlling decomposition through regulating decomposer activities
under a given climatic condition (Hishinuma et al.
2017; Pei et al. 2019). Decomposition in natural ecosystems is synchronized with plant growth, while anthropogenic disturbance may retard or accelerate decomposition rates in managed ecosystems (Banegas
et al. 2015).
Grasslands are the largest terrestrial ecosystem
type, covering up to 40% (59 million km2) of the
world’s ice-free land area (Hufkens et al. 2016), with
most grasslands used for grazing of livestock
(Salvati and Carlucci 2015; Zhou et al. 2018). Grazing animals consume large amounts of biomass that
often reduce litter inputs to soil (Güsewell et al.
2005; Tanentzap and Coomes 2012). Plants ingested
by grazing animals are fragmented and digested in
their gut before being deposited onto the soil surface.
Thereby approximately 75% of ingested N by grassfed animals is returned to the soil as excreta
(Oenema et al. 2005).
Excreta has high concentrations of easilydecomposable C and N compounds, providing readilyaccessible nutrients to soil micro- and macrobiota and
plants that may lead to accelerated decomposition rates
as compared to plant litter (Knops et al. 2002; Bakker
et al. 2004). Adult cattle can excrete up to 25 kg fresh
dung and 21 L urine per day (Haynes and Williams
1993), while goats and sheep generally produce much
less excreta, but with higher nutrient concentrations that
tend to be more widely distributed (Bakker et al. 2004).
In general, 5% and 20% of pasture surface area are
estimated to receive either dung or urine, respectively,
every year (Moir et al. 2011; Ward et al. 2018).
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Driven by the increasing demand for livestock
products it is expected that global cattle populations
will increase from 1.5 billion to 2.6 billion and that
of goat and sheep from 1.7 billion to 2.7 billion by
2050 (FAO 2009), which will change the volume
and likely the type of manure deposited on pasture
when herd composition changes. Considering the
grazing area and number of livestock, manure plays
a major role in C and N cycling in grassland ecosystems. However, quality differences in manure between different animal species may result in differences in decomposition processes and C and N mineralization rates, which in turn might affect C and N
cycling in grasslands.
Savanna ecosystems cover about 65% of the African continent (Brümmer et al. 2008), with much of
this area being used by livestock farmers. In much of
the arid and semi-arid regions in sub-Saharan Africa
(SSA), livestock production generally relies on grazing of native pasture (Thornton and Herrero 2014)
with long free grazing time, which leads to more than
40% of total excreta being deposited on rangelands
without further use or management (Rufino et al.
2006). As soils in grazing areas across SSA are often
highly weathered and depleted of N, dung and urine
play a major role in replenishing C and N pools,
which is crucial in maintaining land productivity
(Powell et al. 1996). However, studies investigating
animal manure decomposition and C and N mineralization in tropical ecosystems and especially in SSA
are scarce.
To provide information on how animal manure
decomposition affects nutrient cycling in tropical
pasture systems, we measured decomposition rates
and changes in manure chemistry of three types of
manure at four climatically different sites across Kenya for >1 year (378 days). The objectives were to 1)
measure changes in manure C and N concentrations
over time after manure deposition; 2) determine if
manure type (i.e. animal species) affects manure decomposition rates; and 3) determine how climate
affects manure decomposition. We hypothesized that
1) manure decomposition rates would be faster for
manure with lower initial C/N ratios and higher initial N concentrations; 2) manure would decompose
faster under wetter and warmer climatic conditions;
and 3) that C/N ratios in decomposing manure would
decrease over time due to slower decomposition of
complex N-rich compounds like lignin.
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Materials and methods
Site description
For our study, four sites with different climatic conditions in Kenya were selected. As shown in Table 1, the
four sites were: Maktau in the Taita-Taveta county in
South Kenya (Taita); the research campus of the International Livestock Research Institute in Nairobi (ILRI);
Kapiti Research Station in Machakos county in South
Central Kenya (Kapiti), and Machanga in Embu county
in Central Kenya (Embu) (Table 1). The long-term mean
annual precipitation rates were lowest at the southernmost site (Taita) and highest at the northernmost site
(Embu) (Table 1). Mean annual temperatures ranged
from 19.0 to 25.0 °C, with the warmer temperatures
associated with the lower elevation sites and cooler
temperatures at higher elevation sites.
Experimental design
Approximately 100 g of fresh cattle manure, 70 g of
fresh sheep manure and 30 g of fresh goat manure were
weighed and put into individual 12.5 cm × 10 cm 1-mm
nylon mesh bags. Prior measurement of manure water
content showed that this is equivalent to approximately
20 g of manure dry matter (DM), though actual DM
contents were finally measured for each sample. The
litter bags allow for water, nutrient and microbial passage, while preventing soil macrofauna (e.g. termites)
from entering, and have been used widely in decomposition studies (García-Palacios et al. 2016b). Fresh cattle
dung was collected at the ILRI Nairobi farm from a
cattle herd that grazed on pasture during the day and
was housed in single-animal pens at night. Goat and
sheep also grazed on the same pasture during the day,
but were taken back to a communal barn with a concrete
floor overnight, where the manure was collected the
following morning. Although the manure was collected
from the same source, manure properties differed across
different collection days. Consequently, only manure for
the Kapiti and Embu sites, which was sampled on the
same day, showed the same initial properties, while
manure properties for the other two sites differed slightly (Table 2).
Due to logistical reasons, the manure was stored
at 4 °C for up to two days before being placed in the
nylon bags and transported to the various locations,
where the litter bags were laid on the soil. For each
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Table 1 Overview of location of sites (name, coordinates, county), altitude, long-term mean annual precipitation and air temperature and aridity index during our observation period at a given
Site

Coordinates

County

Taita

S 3°25′ E 38°20’

Taita Taveta

ILRI

S 1°16′13″ E 36°43′23” Nairobi

site. Aridity index was calculated using the following equation:
Aridity index = precipitation/potential evapotranspiration

Altitude (m) Mean annual
Mean annual
Aridity index References
precipitation (mm) temperature (°C)
700

400–600

25.0

0.18

Pellikka et al. (2018)
Pelster et al. (2016)

1809

869

19.0

0.92

Kapiti S 1°37′06″ E 37°06′09” Machakos

1600

550

20.2

0.37

Embu S 0°46′ E 37°39’

1100

700–900

20.7–22.5

0.12

Embu

of the four sites 207 nylon bags were prepared, i.e.
828 bags in total (3 manure types × 3 replicates × 23
sampling dates × 4 sites). Subsamples of the dung
were frozen for nutrient analyses. The manure bags
were applied to the pasture on 31 March, 06 April,
11 April and 12 April, 2018 for the Taita, ILRI,
Kapiti and Embu sites, respectively.
At each site, an open and flat area (2.5 m × 6.0 m)
was chosen and the grass on the surface was cut with
scissors at the ground level. Manure bags were
placed on the soil surface. After application, three
bags for each manure type were sampled from each
site once per week for the first seven weeks of the
experiment as we expected high initial decomposition rates. After the initial seven-week period, sampling occurred bi-weekly during the rainy seasons
and monthly in the dry seasons to assure that major
decomposition events were not missed. In total, there
were 23 sampling dates over a 378-day period for
each of the four sites.

Environmental data
Weather stations were installed at each site to collect
meteorological data (rainfall and air temperature at
all sites, soil temperature and soil moisture at Taita,
ILRI and Embu), during the course of the experiment. The climate data were downloaded at least in
monthly intervals. PMday.xls was used to calculate
daily reference evapotranspiration (ETref) rates using
the Penman-Monteith equation as presented by the
Environmental Water Resources Institute (EWRI) American Society of Civil Engineers Committee (ASCE)
on Reference Evapotranspiration (ASCE-EWRI 2004).
For further details see http://biomet.ucdavis.
edu/Evapotranspiration/PMdayXLS/PMday.htm.

Ngetich et al. (2014)

Manure analysis
At each sampling date, the surfaces of the collected bags
were cleaned carefully with a brush to remove attached
vegetation or soil particles before opening the bag
followed by measuring the fresh weight of the manure
remaining inside the bag. A 5 g sub-sample was ovendried at 50 °C until constant weight and ground for total
C and N analysis with an elemental combustion system
(Vario max cube, Elementar analysensysteme GmbH,
Germany). Ammonium (NH4+) and nitrate (NO3−) were
extracted from the manure sample by mixing a 1 g
subsample with 25 ml 1 M KCl in a 50 ml plastic bottle,
shaking the slurry on a reciprocal shaker for 1 h,
centrifuging at 3000 rpm for 10 min and filtering
(Whatman No. 42) the supernatant. Extracts were then
frozen until colorimetric analyses for NH4+ and NO3−
concentrations (Hood-Nowotny et al. 2010). The rest of
the manure was then weighed and oven-dried at 105 °C
for 24 h for determination of water content. Cellulose,
hemicellulose, lignin and crude protein (CP) concentrations were measured at time zero, at week 27 and at the
end of the sampling period (week 54). The filter bag
technique using an ANKOM 200 Fiber Analyser
(ANKOM Technology, Macedon, USA) with sodium
sulphate and α-amylase was used to measure neutral
detergent fiber (NDF) and acid detergent fiber (ADF)
(Van Soest et al. 1991), while acid detergent lignin
(ADL) was determined by ashing the remaining fraction
in beakers after NDF and ADF determinations (Van
Soest 1963). Hemicellulose concentration was calculated as NDF minus ADF and cellulose concentration was
calculated as ADF minus ADL, while ADL minus ash
was assumed to be equivalent to the lignin concentration
(Van Soest et al. 1991). Crude protein concentration was
determined by multiplying the N concentrations from
the Kjeldahl method by 6.25 (Kirk 1950).

Values are mean ± standard deviation (n = 3); different capital letters indicate significant differences among manure types within the same site while different lowercase letters indicate
significant differences among sites within the same manure type (P < 0.05)

19.8 ± 0.1Bb
12.6 ± 0.1
26.2 ± 0.2
20.3 ± 0.1
28.2 ± 0.1
402 ± 0
355 ± 2
10-Apr-18
Embu

421 ± 0

355 ± 2
10-Apr-18
Kapiti

421 ± 0

Ab

402 ± 0

Bb

16.1 ± 0.1

19.8 ± 0.1Bb
12.6 ± 0.1

Cc
Ab

26.2 ± 0.2
20.3 ± 0.1

Ba
Aa

28.2 ± 0.1

21.5 ± 0.1Ba

Cc

16.1 ± 0.1

Cb

Cc

13.8 ± 0.1
32.6 ± 0.0

Ab
Ba

18.8 ± 0.1
26.8 ± 0.1

Aa
Cb

13.2 ± 0.0

Bb

371 ± 0

404 ± 0

Cc
Ab

06-Apr-18
ILRI

431 ± 0

21.2 ± 0.1Ba
14.4 ± 0.0Ca

Cb
Aa

23.6 ± 0.4Ac
19.1 ± 0.1Bb

Bb
Ab

25.2 ± 0.1Ac
16.4 ± 0.3Ca

Cc
Ba

404 ± 0Aab

Ca

364 ± 0Cb
30-Mar-18
Taita

387 ± 1Bc

Goat manure
Manure collecting date
Site

Cattle manure

Aa

Cattle manure
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Sheep manure

Cattle manure

Sheep manure

Goat manure

C/N ratio
N concentration (g N kg−1 DM)
C concentration (g C kg−1 DM)

Table 2 Carbon and nitrogen concentrations and C/N ratios of the different manure types at the beginning of the decomposition experiment

Sheep manure

Goat manure
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Calculation and data analysis
The decomposition rate (k, year−1) of manure was calculated using the following equation:
k ¼ lnðM t =M 0 Þð−1=t Þ
where Mt and M0 are manure dry matter at time t and 0
(start), respectively; and t is time in years. This equation
was also used to calculate rates of C and N mineralization, where Mt and M0 are total manure C or N content at
time t and 0, and t is also time in years. These rates were
only calculated for the samples collected at the end of
the 378-day period.
Two-way ANOVA with Tukey’s HSD posthoc test
was used to test for differences of the various initial
manure properties (e.g. C, N concentration and C/N
ratio) and for rates of manure decomposition and
manure C and N mineralization, using manure types
and sites as the two fixed factors. Differences in
cellulose, hemicellulose, lignin and CP concentrations among sites and sampling dates within the same
manure type were also tested using two-way ANOVA
and Tukey’s HSD test, with date and site as fixedfactors. Data were tested for homogeneity of variance
using Levene’s test, while residuals were tested for
normality using the Shapiro-Wilk test, and variables
were log-transformed if necessary. All statistical calculations were done with Aov package in R v3.6.1 (R
core team, 2019). The linear regression between decomposition rate and mean temperature, cumulative
precipitation and aridity index (AI) was built with
Sigmaplot 12.5 (Systat Software, Inc. SigmaPlot for
Windows).

Results
Weather condition
Over the 378-day period, the Embu site had the
highest mean temperature (22.9 °C) and the lowest
cumulative precipitation (209.3 mm), while the lowest mean temperature (18.0 °C) and the highest cumulative precipitation (1371.6 mm) occurred at the
ILRI site (Fig. 1b, d). Mean temperatures were within the range of the long-term records for all sites.
However, cumulative precipitation at the Taita and
Embu sites were 34% and 50% less than the longterm means (Ngetich et al. 2014; Pellikka et al.
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2018) (Fig. 1a, d), while the ILRI site had 58% more
precipitation than the long-term mean (Pelster et al.
2016) (Fig. 1b). Precipitation at Kapiti during the
observation period agreed well with long-term records (Table 1, Fig. 1c). The two warmer sites
(Embu and Taita) received less cumulative
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precipitation during our observation period than the
cooler sites (Kapiti and ILRI).
The aridity index was calculated as the ratio of precipitation to potential evapotranspiration based on the
actual weather information during the observation period, with lower values indicating drier conditions (Wang

Fig. 1 The daily mean air temperature and precipitation at Taita site (a, from 31-Mar-18 to 13-Apr-19), ILRI site (b, from 06-Apr-18 to 19Apr-19), Kapiti site (c, from 11-Apr-18 to 24-Apr-19) and Embu site (d, from 12-Apr-18 to 25-Apr-19)

Plant Soil (2020) 451:325–343

et al. 2014). Both the Taita and Embu sites were defined
as arid (i.e. aridity index of 0.18 and 0.12 for Taita and
Embu sites, respectively). The Kapiti site was considered to be semi-arid (AI = 0.37), while the ILRI site was
humid (AI = 0.92), due primarily to more precipitation
(Table 1).
Initial manure properties
Due to different manure sampling dates, properties of
cattle, sheep and goat manures slightly differed across
sites (Table 2). Cattle manure used at the Taita site had
the lowest C and highest N concentrations, while the
cattle manure used at the ILRI site had the highest C and
lowest N concentrations. Sheep manure also differed
among sites, with sheep manure used at ILRI having
slightly higher C concentrations than that at the other
three sites, while sheep manure used at Kapiti and Embu
had higher N concentrations. The C and N concentrations of goat manure used at the four sites were similar
(Table 2). Sheep manure had lower C and higher N
concentrations compared to cattle or goat manure at
the same site, while cattle manure showed highest C
and lowest N concentrations at all sites except Taita. The
C/N ratio ranged from 12.6 to 32.6 with sheep < goats <
cattle manure (Table 2). Considering mineral N concen-

Fig. 2 Cattle manure
hemicellulose, cellulose, lignin
and crude protein dynamics at
Taita, ILRI, Kapiti and Embu
sites. Each value represents the
mean of two replicates for
hemicellulose, cellulose and
lignin and three replicates for
crude protein (± standard
deviation); different capital letters
indicate significant differences
among sites within the same
sampling date while lowercase
letters indicate significant
differences among sampling dates
within the same site (P < 0.05)
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trations in fresh manure, initial NH4+ concentrations
were highest in sheep manure at Taita, Kapiti and Embu
(2898 ± 40, 2871 ± 48 and 2871 ± 48 μg N g−1 DM,
respectively), while at ILRI NH4+ concentrations were
highest in goat manure (2764 ± 37 μg N g−1 DM). For
all manure types, initial NO3− concentration was negligible compared to NH4+ concentration (Figs. 5, 6, 7).
Initial hemicellulose and cellulose concentrations
were higher in cattle and goat manure than in sheep
manure at all sites (P < 0.05, Figs. 2, 3, 4). Initial
cellulose concentrations showed the following order: cattle manure > goat manure > sheep manure,
while initial CP concentrations showed the opposite
order: sheep manure > goat manure > cattle manure. In contrast, initial lignin concentrations did
not differ between the three manure types and the
four sites (Figs. 2, 3, 4).
Temporal dynamics of manure components
during the experimental period
After 378 days, approximately 70% of cattle manure and 50% of goat and sheep manure mass was
lost. Temporal patterns of decomposition were similar regardless of manure type and sites. Dry matter
decreased rapidly during the first several weeks,
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Fig. 3 Sheep manure
hemicellulose, cellulose, lignin
and crude protein dynamics at
Taita, ILRI, Kapiti and Embu
sites. Each value represents the
mean of two replicates for
hemicellulose, cellulose and
lignin and three replicates for
crude protein (± standard
deviation); different capital letters
indicate significant differences
among sites within the same
sampling date while
different lowercase letters indicate
significant differences among
sampling dates within the same
site (P < 0.05)

with the rate of DM decrease slowing down over
time, except for cattle manure at Taita, where the
initial loss was smaller compared to other sites
(Figs. 5, 6, 7). Due to the manure DM loss, the
absolute total C and N content also decreased rapidly in the first several weeks, although the C loss
was faster than N loss. Consequently, C/N ratios
decreased over time (Figs. 5, 6, 7). Ammonium
Fig. 4 Goat manure
hemicellulose, cellulose, lignin
and crude protein dynamics at
Taita, ILRI, Kapiti and Embu
sites. Each value represents the
mean of two replicates for
hemicellulose, cellulose and
lignin and three replicates for
crude protein (± standard
deviation); different capital letters
indicate significant differences
among sites within the same
sampling date while
different lowercase letters indicate
significant differences among
sampling dates within the same
site (P < 0.05)

concentrations decreased exponentially during the
first week after application, and remained low during the rest of the trial (Figs. 5, 6, 7), although
short-term increases of manure NH4+ concentrations
were observed in conjunction with heavy rainfall
events during the initial two months of the study.
Crude protein concentrations remained rather constant throughout the 378 days sampling period,
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Fig. 5 Dynamics of cattle manure remaining as dry mass (a),
carbon concentration (b), nitrogen concentration (c), C/N ratio
(d) and NH4+ concentration (e) after litter bags application at Taita,

ILRI, Kapiti and Embu sites, respectively. Each value represents
the mean of three replicates (± standard deviation). Note that at all
sampling times manure NO3− concentrations were negligible

while cellulose concentrations tended to decrease
and lignin concentrations increased (Figs. 2, 3, 4).
Hemicellulose concentrations in cattle and goat

manure tended to decrease, with the exception of
the cattle manure at Taita (Figs. 2 and 4). Unlike
the other manure types, hemicellulose concentrations
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Fig. 6 Dynamics of sheep manure remaining as dry mass (a),
carbon concentration (b), nitrogen concentration (c), C/N ratio (d)
and NH4+ concentration (e) after litter bags application at Taita,

ILRI, Kapiti and Embu sites, respectively. Each value represents
the mean of three replicates (± standard deviation). Note that at all
sampling times manure NO3− concentrations were negligible

for sheep manure generally remained constant with
the exception of Kapiti site, where hemicellulose

concentrations were lower after 378 days as compared to initial values (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 7 Dynamics of goat manure remaining as dry mass (a),
carbon concentration (b), nitrogen concentration (c), C/N ratio
(d) and NH4+ concentration (e) after litter bags application at Taita,
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ILRI, Kapiti and Embu sites, respectively. Each value represents
the mean of three replicates (± standard deviation). Note that at all
sampling times manure NO3− concentrations were negligible

Plant Soil (2020) 451:325–343

0.20 ± 0.05
0.66 ± 0.06
0.257 ± 0.147
0.203 ± 0.053
0.454 ± 0.065
Embu

Values are mean ± standard deviation (n = 3); different capital letters indicate significant differences among manure types within the same site while different lowercase letters indicate
significant differences among sites within the same manure type (P < 0.05)

0.06 ± 0.15Bb
0.31 ± 0.05
0.25 ± 0.06
0.41 ± 0.15

0.17 ± 0.05Aab
0.27 ± 0.01

Aa
ABb

0.39 ± 0.07
0.54 ± 0.05

Bb
Ab

0.95 ± 0.07
0.440 ± 0.053
0.318 ± 0.009
0.722 ± 0.067
Kapiti

Ab

0.49 ± 0.01

Ab
Ac

Bc

0.36 ± 0.13Aa
0.36 ± 0.07

Aa
Aab

0.54 ± 0.15
1.03 ± 0.13

Bab
Aa

1.20 ± 0.15
0.750 ± 0.134
0.457 ± 0.070
0.989 ± 0.146
ILRI

Bb

Aa
Aa

0.234 ± 0.002Ab
Taita

0.67 ± 0.07

Bab
Ab

Bab

0.05 ± 0.00Ab
0.21 ± 0.04Aa

Aa
Aa

0.24 ± 0.03Ab
0.42 ± 0.00Ab

Aa
Ba
Ba
Aa

0.34 ± 0.03Ac
0.200 ± 0.042Ab
0.288 ± 0.035Ac

0.42 ± 0.04Ab

Sheep manure
Cattle manure
Cattle manure
Goat manure
Sheep manure
Cattle manure

Sheep manure

Goat manure

N mineralization rate (k year−1)
C mineralization rate (k year−1)
Dry matter decomposition rate (k year−1)
Site

Table 3 Dry matter decomposition rates, and C and N mineralization rates of the different manures at the four sites after 378 days in our experiment

Goat manure
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Decomposition rates and C and N mineralization rates
Decomposition rates varied strongly across sites, but
were generally higher for cattle manure (0.288–
0.989 k year − 1 ) than sheep manure (0.200–
0.457 k year−1) or goat manure (0.234–0.750 k year−1)
(Table 3). Cattle and goat manure decomposed more
quickly at ILRI site compared with the other sites, while
sheep manure decomposition rate at ILRI was higher
than that in Taita and Embu sites but similar to the Kapiti
site. Significant correlations between decomposition
rates and initial ratios of C:N, cellulose: N or lignin: N
in manures were found (see Supplementary Material
Figs. 4-6).
Between 4.6 ± 0.2 and 42.3 ± 8.5% of manure N
were lost over the entire observation period. The N
mineralization rate was higher for cattle and goat
manure at the ILRI site compared with that at Taita
and Embu sites, whereas there was no difference in N
mineralization rates among sites for sheep manure
(Table 3). The N mineralization rates (ranging from
0.05 to 0.54 k year−1) were similar among manure
types at each site except for the Embu site, where the
N mineralization rate from goat manure was lower
than that of sheep manure (Table 3). The highest C
mineralization rate (1.20 ± 0.15 k year−1) was observed for cattle manure at the ILRI site with 70.8 ±
4.3% of C being mineralized. In contrast, sheep manure at the Embu site had the lowest C mineralization
rate (0.20 ± 0.05 k year−1) with only 18.3 ± 4.5% of
the C being mineralized (Table 3). In general, C
mineralization rates were higher at the ILRI site for
all manure types, and cattle manure tended to have
higher C mineralization rates than the other manure
types at all sites.
The dry matter decomposition rate was positively
correlated with cumulative precipitation (decomposition rate = 0.1969 + 0.0004 × cumulative precipitation, n = 35, R2 = 0.52, P < 0.05) and negatively
with mean air temperature (decomposition rate =
2.081–0.080 × mean temperature, n = 35, R2 = 0.47,
P < 0.05) regardless of the manure type. The aridity
index, which considers both precipitation and air
temperature to account for, showed a positive relation with dry matter decomposition rate (decomposition rate = 0.215 + 0.579 × aridity index, n = 35,
R2 = 0.53, P < 0.05), indicating faster decomposition at more humid conditions (see Supplementary
Material Figs. 1-3).
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Discussion

Influence of manure type on decomposition rate

Livestock grazing is the most widespread form of herbivore management and significantly influences the
vegetation of grasslands, which cover an area of 28–35
million km2 globally (Tanentzap and Coomes 2012).
Grazing animals remove large amounts of plant biomass
and translocate nutrients back to soil in the forms of
urine and dung (Bakker et al. 2004; Güsewell et al.
2005). Consequently, decomposition of manure is crucial for returning nutrients to soils, and, thus, for maintaining overall ecosystem functioning. However, studies
investigating the decomposition processes of manure
deposited on pasture are scarce, especially in SSA. To
our knowledge, globally only four field studies of manure decomposition in situ in grasslands are available,
while a rather huge number of studies are available on
manure decomposition rates under controlled laboratory
conditions. Markewich et al. (2010) investigated the
decomposition of manure differing in chemical composition after storage in small-scale Kenyan livestock systems with seven sampling times over 112 days and
found that organic N in manure with higher
concentrations of N disappeared more quickly than
from manure with low initial N. Esse et al. (2001)
measured cattle manure and sheep-goat manure decomposition with five sampling times over 17 weeks in
south-west Niger and reported that m anure
decomposed faster on crusted than on sandy soil.
Rashid et al. (2013) applied stacked or composted cattle
manure to sandy and peat soils in the Netherlands with
three sampling times over 240 days and found that the
so-called “home-field advantage”, which had been initially described for plant litter and suggests that litter
decomposes faster in its home habitat (Ayres et al. 2009;
Strickland et al. 2009), where microbial decomposer
communities are adapted to the litter chemistry also
had an effect on manure decomposition in grasslands.
Somda and Powell (1998) used sheep manure from
sheep fed on different diets to study decomposition
dynamics in Kenya. On the basis of five sampling times
over 112 days they showed that decomposition rates
were affected by manure quality and seasonality. Given
the paucity of data and the importance of excreta for C
and N cycling of grassland ecosystems, it is obvious that
more frequent samplings over longer time periods are
necessary to better understand decomposition dynamics
of manures, which are key for rangeland C and N
cycling.

Animal species may be an important source of variation
in the decomposition rate of livestock manure as manure
chemical composition differs due to the digestion capacity of different livestock species, even when fed on
the same diet (Schlecht et al. 1997). Furthermore, different livestock species exhibit different feeding practices (i.e. grazers, browsers, intermediate feeders)
(Searle and Shipley 2008). As an example, small ruminants actively select plants of higher nutritional value,
which results in manure with higher N concentration
compared to cattle manure (Shriver et al. 2003; ValdésCorrecher et al. 2019). The higher initial N concentration in sheep and goat manure in our study was consistent with previous studies, which also measured higher
initial N concentrations in sheep/goat manure, and attributed that to selective feeding on N-rich plants (Esse
et al. 2001). However, in contrast to our expectations,
and unlike previous studies that found negative correlations between litter decomposition rate and initial C/N
ratio (Bradford et al. 2016), manure decomposition rates
in our study were higher for cattle manure than for sheep
and goat manure despite the lower initial N
concentration and higher C/N ratio in cattle manure.
However, our results are consistent with Chen et al.
(2019) who reported that chicken manure, with high N
concentrations and low C/N ratio, decomposed more
slowly than pig manure, highlighting the important role
of manure chemical composition for decomposition.
Previous studies have found that manure decomposition
could be regulated by their main structural components
such as cellulose (Morvan et al. 2006; Chen et al. 2019),
as cellulose was found to be the primary substrate for
glucan depolymerization at a later stage of decomposition after more labile C compounds such as sugars and
starch had been depleted (Leitner et al. 2012). This
regulation of the decomposition rate by cellulose could
explain why cattle manure in the current study
decomposed more quickly than the other manures even
though it had a higher C/N ratio. Starting concentrations
of cellulose were around 25% in cattle manure, but
<20% in sheep and goat manures (Figs. 2, 3, 4). Cellulose in manure can decompose very fast because it is
already rich in cellulolytic bacteria from the rumen (Liao
et al. 2005). In addition, a large fraction of N was likely
tied up in the cellulolignin complexes, indicating that
the initial lignin and N ratio and also the ADF and ADL
ratio played important roles in controlling
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decomposition rate in our study (see Supplementary
Material, Figs. 6 and 7). Lignin compounds are very
resistant to digestion by ruminants (Jung and Allen
1995), and they are known to provide physical protection to other N-containing compounds such as cellwall
proteins, which reduces their decomposability (Fioretto
et al. 2005; de Bruijn and Butterbach-Bahl 2010). As
lignin is more recalcitrant than other plant components
(Morvan et al. 2006; Xu et al. 2017), even though it can
have relatively high N contents, total N concentrations
alone might be a poor predictor for decomposition.
Regardless of manure type, manure NH4+ concentrations diminished from 551, 2610, 2005 μg N g−1 DM
for cattle manure, sheep manure and goat manure, respectively to values close to 100 μg N g−1 DM within
one week after application. Only for cattle manure did
the NH4+ concentrations bounce back a few times during the initial two months of decomposition. This temporal dynamic in NH4+ concentrations might be explained by the heavy rainfalls occurring during those
times and the fact that the sheep and goat manure were
much more compact as compared to the cattle manure.
The lower density of the cattle manure made it easier to
rewet, which likely increased cattle manure ammonification rates. Such a rapid change in manure NH4+
concentrations has also been reported by Markewich
et al. (2010), suggesting that the high mineral NH4+
concentration in fresh manure, originating from the
rapid decomposition of urea from urine, was either
immobilized by the microbial decomposer community,
volatilized as NH3, nitrified and leached or further
denitrified and emitted as either NO, N2O or N2 (Zhu
et al. 2020).
In agreement with our third hypothesis, the C/N ratio
became narrower with increasing time of manure decomposition. This was also reported by Glaser et al.
(2001) in a 120-day laboratory incubation experiment
with cattle manure applied to savanna soils in Northern
Tanzania. Comparable observations were also made by
Sierra et al. (2013) in composted cattle manure. This
shows while C is being mineralized and released as
CO2, mineralized N is retained. Thereby, N immobilization seems to be associated with lignin, as lignin
concentrations increased with decomposition time in
our experiment (Figs. 2, 3, 4). According to the theory
of ecological stoichiometry (Elser et al. 2003;
Zechmeister-Boltenstern et al. 2015), microbial decomposers can only build their biomass when they have
access to both C and N in a rather narrow ratio (3–10).

Plant Soil (2020) 451:325–343

However, when the substrate that they are growing on
has a very wide C/N (> 25), they have to import N from
soil into the litter/manure (for example via hyphal networks) leading to net N immobilization in the
decomposing substrate (Osono and Takeda 2004; Pei
et al. 2019).
The manure decomposition rates in our study (0.200
to 0.989 k year−1) (Table 3) are comparable to those
found by Chen et al. (2019) for pig manure
(0.516 k year−1) and chicken manure (0.483 k year−1)
applied to cropland. However, our measured rates are
generally lower than a previous study in Western Kenya
that measure decomposition rates ranging from 0.907
and 1.214 k year−1 (Markewich et al. 2010). In addition,
23–74% of the DM had disappeared from the cattle
manure bags after 378 days in our study, which is
similar to the 39–80% of the DM lost from solid cattle
manure bags in a study carried out in the Netherlands
(Rashid et al. 2013). However, only 31–42% of N was
lost in the current study, less than the 56–98% N loss
found by Rashid et al. (2013). This difference in N loss
rates might be explained by the higher initial manure N
concentration and lower C/N ratio in the latter study, as
higher initial N concentrations can favor N mineralization (Kuypers et al. 2018), but also N loss. Furthermore,
the litterbags used by Rashid et al. (2013) had a larger
mesh size (4 mm) than our study (1 mm), through which
herbivorous soil fauna can access the manure, which
might increase DM as well as N loss.
Climate effect on decomposition rate
In our study, the decomposition rate was positively
correlated with cumulative precipitation, but negatively
correlated with mean temperature. Many studies have
reported positive effects of warming on litter decomposition (Lu et al. 2013; Yue et al. 2015). This is because
warming stimulates microbial activity and accelerates
enzyme kinetics (Conant et al. 2011), which are closely
linked to decomposition rates (Allison et al. 2013).
However, the current study was conducted in the tropics
where temperature is not per se limiting. Furthermore,
the warmer sites received less precipitation and experienced high vapor pressure deficits that caused rapid
water loss and crust formation, likely slowing down
microbial decomposition of the manure (Zhu et al.
2018). This is consistent with Prieto et al. (2019) who
also found a negative effect of warming and reduced
rainfall on litter decomposition in a semi-arid shrubland
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because of the desiccating effect of warming and decreased water input. In line with this we found a positive
correlation between aridity index and decomposition
rate, indicating that decomposition was faster in moister
locations. The importance of water availability for litter
decomposition has been highlighted by many previous
studies (e.g. Wardle et al. 2004; García-Palacios et al.
2016b; Almagro et al. 2017), as rainfall is required to
keep manure and soils wet, which in turn stimulates
microbial activity and enzyme diffusion, which ultimately drives the decomposition process (Jacobson
et al. 2015; Gliksman et al. 2017). Besides, rainfall
may also have accelerated nutrient leaching from the
litter bags, which likely also contributed to manure mass
loss (Wang et al. 2009). The amount of manure in the
litter bags however was much smaller than what a goat,
sheep or cow would normally deposit on a grassland,
resulting in a larger surface area to volume ratio in the
litter bags compared to normal conditions. This larger
ratio could influence how climate, in particular the
amount and severity of drying and rewetting, effects
manure decomposition. Unfortunately, this issue with
scaling remains unstudied to our knowledge.
Similar to our study, Esse et al. (2001) studied the
decomposition of sheep-goat and cattle manure in an
18-week field incubation in West Africa and reported
that more than half of manure mass remained at the end
of the trial, and that over time, N concentrations increased relatively to C concentrations. These authors
argued that the observed rather low manure decomposition rates were caused by very high temperature (30 °C)
and low precipitation (350 mm), which in their case
accelerated crust formation and slowed down the decomposition process.
Uncertainty of decomposition rate estimates due
to exclusion of soil fauna
Soil macrofauna and mesofauna (e.g. termites, beetles,
nematodes) are able to fragment and shred litter material
with their mouthparts, altering litter structure and facilitating microbial access, thus accelerating litter decomposition (Wang et al. 2010). By excluding soil macrofauna in our study, we therefore likely underestimated
manure decomposition rates. Indeed, a previous study in
Niger, West Africa by Esse et al. (2001) reported that
manure in cages with mesofauna decomposed faster
than manure in litter bags where meso- and macrofauna
were excluded. In addition, a global decomposition
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experiment by Wall et al. (2008) also demonstrated that
soil meso- and macrofauna increased litter decomposition rates in temperate and wet tropical climates. Termites and ants are widespread in the soil in Kenya
(Markewich et al. 2010), and previous studies have
reported termites appearing rapidly after dung deposition on rangelands in SSA (Pelster et al. 2016; Zhu et al.
2018). Through using the fibrous manure material in
their mounds, a significant portion of manure applied
may be degraded and/or translocated by the soil fauna
(Diamond 1998; Markewich et al. 2010). Besides, application of cattle manure to grassland was shown to
increase soil faunal abundance and activity (Forge et al.
2005; Stark et al. 2008), which in turn can increase
manure decomposition rates. Therefore, due to exclusion of interactions with the soil fauna, readers should
be aware that the reported decomposition rates in our
study are likely at the lower end of manure decomposition under unrestricted conditions.

Conclusion
In this study, we found that manure decomposition
rates ranged from 0.200 to 0.989 k year−1 and were
both influenced by manure chemical composition
and climatic conditions. Manure chemical composition (i.e. cellulose and lignin concentration) was a
better predictor of manure decomposition rates than
manure total N and C/N ratio. Furthermore, as air
temperature at our tropical study sites was not limiting, precipitation was the main environmental driving factor for manure decomposition, which was
also reflected by the strong correlation between decomposition and aridity index (i.e. higher AI indicating moister conditions was leading to faster decomposition). Surprisingly, a large proportion of
manure (30% for cattle, 50% for sheep and goats)
mass remained after the 378 days field experiment.
To enhance our understanding of C and N dynamics
in manure decomposition in tropical regions, longterm studies that cover the whole decomposition
period are needed. In addition, the role of soil macrofauna on manure decomposition in tropical grassland also needs further investigation as especially
termites are known to be keystone species in many
savanna ecosystems, but their impact on manure
decomposition and ecosystem C and N cycling is
still poorly understood.
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