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The isotopic signature of oxygen in phosphate (δ18OP) of
various soil fractions may shed light on P transformations,
including phosphorus (P) recycling by soil microorganisms,
uptake by plants and P adsorption, precipitation and release
by oxides and minerals, thus increasing our understanding on
P cycling and lability in soils. We developed and tested a
protocol to extract and purify inorganic phosphate (Pi) from
different soil fractions distinguished by binding strength and
precipitate it as silver phosphate (Ag3PO4) for δ18OP analysis. Soil
P is extracted sequentially using water, NaHCO3, NaOH and
HCl and Pi in each solution is purified and precipitated as Ag3PO4.
The unique characteristics and possible interferences of the
soil solution extracts are addressed. Two agricultural soil samples
receiving reclaimed wastewater or fresh water were analyzed,
and results indicate that all soil fractions analyzed have
been impacted to some degree by biologically enzyme mediated
cycling of P in the soil.

Introduction
Phosphorus (P) is an important nutrient for all living
organisms. P availability can limit productivity in many
environments therefore the study of P cycling in both natural
and impacted ecosystems is of interest (1, 2). Determining
P availability for natural vegetation and agriculture crops
and gaining a better understanding of processes within the
soil P cycle which enhance P lability in top soils is important
(3). Specifically, high P availability in agricultural systems
may be transported from soil to water bodies, contributing
to eutrophication (4, 5). Accordingly, understanding P cycling
in soils has implications to water quality concerns.
The distribution of stable isotopes in natural systems has
been used extensively for deciphering the biogeochemical
cycling of various elements (e.g., C, N, S). P has only one
stable isotope therefore stable isotope tracing cannot be
applied to this element. However, much of the P in nature
is bound to oxygen which has three stable isotopes. Indeed
the oxygen isotopic signature of phosphate (Pi) has been
used for tracking dissolved Pi sources and cycling in water
bodies including oceans (6-9), estuaries (10), and lakes
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(11, 12). The PsO bond in phosphate is resistant to inorganic
hydrolysis at the temperature and pH of most natural systems
and inorganic processes such as mineral precipitation/
dissolution or adsorption/desorption are associated with
small (∼1‰) fractionation effects (13). In contrast, biological
processes are associated with large equilibrium or kinetic
effects (14). Therefore, where rates of biological uptake and
recycling through the biomass are relatively low, δ18OP (the
ratio 18O/16O in phosphate) values predominantly reflect the
isotopic signature of sources whereas biologically mediated
transformation will alter these source signatures. Specifically,
intracellular P processing (e.g., pyrophosphatase hydrolysis),
imprints a temperature-dependent equilibration signature
with oxygen in ambient water, and extracellular enzymatic
hydrolysis involves kinetic effects with preferential uptake
of the light oxygen isotopes. The fractionation effects depend
on the enzyme used (e.g., alkaline phosphatase, 5′-nucleotidase) and the hydrolysis substrate (e.g., monoesterases,
diesterases) (15, 16).
Analysis of δ18Op in minerals has long been used for
elucidating the temperature or water isotopic signatures of
the solutions from which the minerals precipitated (17-19).
Mizota et al. (20) have analyzed δ18Op of apatite minerals
from volcanic ash soils and found disequilibrium with soil
solution. Larsen and co-workers (21) have tracked18O labeled
Pi (enriched spike) in resin extracted P from soil and
concluded that loss of labeled 18O is caused by biochemical
processes, and may be used as a measure of biological activity
in soil. Tamburini et al. (22) investigated δ18Op variability of
the HCl leachable fraction of soils and noted that differences
in P status and availability are reflected in the isotope ratio.
However, the natural δ18Op signature of different soil Pi pools,
distinguished by different bonding types, to our knowledge,
has not yet been used for elucidating P cycling in soils.
Different soil pools have different reactivity and thus vary in
their availability to plants and soil microorganisms and in
their susceptibility to leaching and transport into surface
and groundwater. Accordingly, such information is likely to
contribute to the understanding of P availability and transformations in soils and processes that affect P lability and
loss from soils. Specifically, it might be possible to elucidate
which of the P pools is bioavailable for plants and how this
changes under different environmental, climatic, agriculture
practices or soil development conditions. Although, radioactive P isotopes (32P, 33P) have been used to investigate P
transformations in soils (e.g., refs 23, 24), the use of natural
stable isotope signatures has advantages as it does not perturb
the system (e.g., by adding Pi) and integrates over longer
time scales. Moreover, the δ18Op signature in soil fractions
that are not readily reactive, like Pi in mineral phases could
be determined, which is not possible in radioactive labeling
experiments.
P concentrations associated with various soil fractions
determined using sequential extraction procedures have been
used to elucidate P associations and transformations in soils
(e.g., refs 25, 26). The soil sequential extraction protocol
developed by Hedley and co-workers (27) is aimed at
quantifying soil Pi and organic phosphate (Po) pools.
Specifically labile P, Fe, and Al associated P, Ca associated
P, and the residual (nonreactive) P are targeted. Although
the fractions are operationally defined, each extract corresponds to a certain P pool in the soil and is assigned some
role in P transformations, thus soil P status can potentially
be elucidated (28).
To determine δ18Op in various soil fractions, we have
coupled and modified two well established procedures: the
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FIGURE 1. Soil sequential extraction (Modification of Hedley et al. (28), soil P fractions and typical resulting solutions
characteristics. It can be assumed that the extracting solutions possess similar characteristics even when employed to different
types of soils. It is, however, recommended to know ahead the characteristics of the soil of interest, specifically, Pi concentration,
DOC and the metals content for each extracting solution. Knowing these should allow making adjustments to the procedure as
needed when preparing samples for isotopic analysis.
Hedley soil P sequential extraction (27) and the oxygen
isotope analyses of Pi in water samples (29). Modifications
were made to account for the chemical nature of each of the
extraction solutions and the presence of organic matter (OM)
and metal ions in solution, while ensuring the integrity of
the isotopic signature of the sample. We present here a
detailed protocol and assessment of the modified procedure
and demonstrate its utility using two agricultural soil samples,
which were irrigated with either reclaimed wastewater (RWW)
or with fresh water and fertilizer (FWF) and thus have distinct
P content and have likely undergone different transformations over time.

Materials and Methods
Lists of required reagents and equipment, as well as basic
instructions can be found in the original published procedures: the Hedley et al. (27) sequential extraction of soil (“the
Hedley procedure”) and the McLaughlin et al. (29) procedure
for analysis of δ18Op of Pi in seawater (“the McLaughlin
procedure”). In this manuscript, we only describe the
modifications and adjustments made to the original protocols, such that they are useful for analyses of δ18Op of soil
extracts.
1. Soil Sequential Extraction. Soil is sequentially extracted using a modified Hedley procedure (see also Tiessen
and Moir (28)) yielding different soil P fractions. The
extraction solutions are (by order of use) distilled water
(modified from resin in distilled water); 0.5 mol L-1 NaHCO3,
pH 8.5; 0.1 mol L-1 NaOH, and 1 mol L-1 HCl, (a digestion
step of the residual soil with sulfuric acid and H2O2 was not
included). Soluble reactive P (SRP) concentration in each
solution is determined by spectrophotometry at 880 nm using
the molybdate blue procedure after pH neutralization. Total
P (Pt) concentrations are determined on the first three
extraction solutions, after acid digestion in an autoclave
according to Tiessen and Moir (28). Figure 1 presents the
principle steps of the modified sequential extraction used in
this study, along with description of the P fractions targeted
and solution characteristics relevant for the isotopic procedure (pH, metal ions and OM content) for each step.
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The following modifications have been made to the Hedley
procedure:
Soil sample size was increased to ensure sufficient amount
of Pi for a final yield of ∼8 mg of Ag3PO4 from each soil
fraction, while maintaining soil to solution ratio of 0.016 as
in the Hedley procedure (e.g., subsample replicates of 3.3 g
soil extracted with 200 mL solutions). The soil sample was
split into subsamples for ease of handling and centrifugation
(e.g., most centrifuges accept 250 mL bottles). SRP concentration in each fraction is determined and the total amount
of soil to be processed is calculated ensuring sufficient Ag3PO4
for each step (this depends on the step containing the least
amount of Pi, typically the DDI water extract). The solutions
of the multiple sample splits for each extraction are combined
before processing the samples for isotope analyses. For
extraction steps containing high concentrations of Pi (e.g.,
NaOH, HCl) the number of subsamples combined should be
limited to the needed Pi in order to reduce the impact of
interfering constituents (e.g., OM and metals). In the first
extraction step we use DDI water only, without resin, as this
better represents the fraction of P that will be washed away
from the soil to the environment following rain and runoff
events (the resin extracted component is thought to represent
plant available P not all of which is likely to be washed by
water). Pt was measured in all three first extracts (including
DDI) in order to determine Po concentrations. The last
digestion step (H2SO4 and H2O2) was not included, since we
focus on the more reactive fractions of soil P and because
such harsh treatment is likely to compromise the isotopic
integrity of the sample.
In addition dissolved organic matter (OM) content
(measured as dissolved organic carbon (DOC)) and relevant
metal ion concentrations (e.g., Ca2+, Mg2+, Fe3+/2+, Al3+) are
determined for each extract. While not required for δ18Op
analysis, this information sheds light on the soil components
with which P is associated and facilitates data interpretation.
2. Preparation of Samples for Isotopic Analysis.
McLaughlin et al. (29), describe a protocol for the concentration and purification of Pi from seawater for δ18Op analysis
(Supporting Information (SI) Figure S1). However, soil

extraction solutions are substantially different than seawater,
thus we modified the procedure to address potential
interferences of OM, metal ions, salts and solution pH and
verified that the whole process does not alter the extracted
Pi δ18Op (see “assessment” section). Water oxygen isotopic
composition (δ18Ow) is also determined and used for calculating deviation from isotopic equilibrium (see SI).
2.1. General Considerations. McLaughlin et al. (29) concentrate Pi from solution by coprecipitation with seawater
Mg2+ as Mg(OH)2, after increasing the pH of seawater (the
MAGIC step). Soil extracts do not contain high Mg2+, hence
Mg2+ is added to each solution as MgCl26H2O or Mg(NO3)2
to obtain “seawater-like” Mg2+ concentration (∼50 mM) and
enable Mg(OH)2 precipitation (pH adjustment to ∼10.5
precedes Mg2+ addition). The MAGIC step should be performed on the same day of extracting the soil to prevent
bacterial processes that could alter δ18Op. Some batches of
MgCl26H2O and Mg(NO3)2 have trace amounts of Pi, thus the
contribution of this reagent to the sample (blank) should be
determined. For our samples the blank was <0.1 µg Pi per
gram MgCl26H2O and the total contribution of this to any of
our samples was always much less than 1% of the sample Pi.
The color of the Mg(OH)2 precipitate for soil extracts may be
tan or even brown due to coprecipitation of soil OM and
some metals along with Pi. Specifically, humic substances
(including humic acid (HA) and fulvic acid (FA)), which
constitute the major organic fraction in soils (30) are
compatible with P (31-33), and may partially coprecipitate
with Mg(OH)2. Organic matter will interfere with the precipitation of Ce phosphate and could persist until the final
Ag3PO4 precipitation step in some samples (29). Therefore
it is necessary to remove the OM. This can be done by HA
precipitation at pH < 1 (34; see Step II below) and/or using
DAX-8 Amberlite resin after the Hedley extraction, following
the protocols of (22). Any residual OM left after the sample
is fully processed should be removed from the Ag3PO4 by
reaction with H2O2. Isotopic fractionation is not expected to
take place in any of the OM treatment steps mentioned above
(see “assessment” section). We have applied the procedure
described below successfully to two soil samples reported
here and to two additional samples (Aquolls, Tahoe, CA and
Mollisols, Santa Cruz, CA), however due to the distinct and
complex nature of soils, application of this procedure to any
new soil type may have to be adjusted to ensure complete
OM removal and corrections/tests for any processing artifacts
related to OM hydrolysis have to be applied (see below).
Information regarding the isotopic analysis of Ag3PO4 is
detailed in (29) and in the SI.
2.2. Modifications Specific for Each Extracting Solution.
Modifications of the “McLaughlin procedure” for each
extracting solution are described below (step numbers are
according to SI Figure S1). Details relevant for handling and
preparation of each specific solution are also described.
Water Extraction Solution. Step I: Immediately after
collecting the water soil extraction solution, raise pH to ∼10.5.
Add 10 g of MgCl26H2O for each 1 L of solution, shake to
dissolve; Let Mg(OH)2 precipitate (allow to settle for ∼2 h).
Centrifuge and collect the precipitate; discard supernatant.
Step II: Dissolve the precipitate using acetic and nitric
acids, bring solution to pH <1. Let HA precipitate overnight.
Centrifuge and keep the solution; discard precipitate (after
removing the HA, the solution color might still be slightly
tanned). Fix pH of the solution to 5.5 using KOH (pH should
be measured precisely using a pH electrode). Note, organic
matter can also be removed using DAX-8 either before or
after the Mg(OH)2 precipitation following the procedure
described in ref 22.
Continue without modifications from step III thru step
IX, following the “McLaughlin procedure”.

Step X: After the Ag3PO4 has precipitated overnight and
before its collection on filter paper, rinse it several times
with DDI water (add water, shake, centrifuge and decant
water). Add 1 mL of 15% H2O2 to the Ag3PO4 and let react at
room temperature for a few hours. Rinse with DDI, decant
H2O2 and repeat (in most samples the color of the silver
phosphate will change to yellow and the OM will be removed).
Continue as instructed in step X of “McLaughlin procedure”.
Bicarbonate Extraction Solution. Pretreatment step: Immediately after collecting the NaHCO3 soil extraction solution
lower the pH of the solution to ∼1 while stirring constantly
with a magnetic stirrer. This is to ensure all the carbonate
is transformed into CO2 and degassed out of the solution.
Step I: For 1 L of solution, raise pH to ∼10.5 using NaOH
(NaOH beads added directly to the solution) while stirring
with a magnetic stirrer, add 10 g of MgCl26H2O, shake; Let
Mg(OH)2 precipitate; Centrifuge and collect the precipitate;
discard supernatant.
Step II: Dissolve the precipitate using acetic and nitric
acids; if the precipitate is colored (containing organic matter)
bring solution to pH < 1. Let HA precipitate overnight.
Centrifuge and keep the solution; discard precipitate. Raise
the pH of the solution to 5, using KOH. Let FA precipitate
overnight. Centrifuge and keep the solution; discard precipitate. Fix pH to 5.5 using KOH. Note that after removing
HA and FA, some OM might still be present and the solution
may be of orange-brown color; this OM can be removed
with DAX-8 or H2O2 (see below).
Continue without modifications from step III thru step
IX, following the “McLaughlin procedure”.
Step X: After the Ag3PO4 has precipitated overnight and
before its collection on filter paper, rinse it several times
with DDI water (add water, shake, centrifuge and decant
water). Add 1 mL of 15% H2O2 to the Ag3PO4 and let react at
room temperature for a few hours. Rinse with DDI, decant
H2O2 and repeat (in most samples the color of the silver
phosphate will change to yellow and the OM will be removed).
Continue as instructed in step X of “McLaughlin procedure”.
NaOH Extraction Solution. Step I: This solution is already
at high pH; only addition of MgCl2 is required for the MAGIC
step. For 1 L of solution, add 10 g of MgCl26H2O, shake to
dissolve. Let Mg(OH)2 precipitate; Centrifuge and collect the
precipitate; discard supernatant.
Step II: Dissolve the precipitate using acetic and nitric
acids; bring solution to pH < 1. Let HA precipitate overnight.
Centrifuge and discard precipitate; keep the solution; discard
precipitate. Fix pH of the solution to 5.5 using KOH. Organic
matter can also be removed using DAX-8 following the
procedure of (22). Fix pH of the solution to 5.5 using KOH.
Continue without modification from step III thru step IX,
following the McLaughlin procedure to precipitate P with
cerium. Expect a big amount of brownish precipitate to form
at the end of this step. This is likely a result of metal ions
precipitating along with the Ce3+ (in addition to Pi). In a later
step (VII) the metal ions are removed by the resin and the
color of the solution becomes lighter. For soils rich in OM
and metal ions, the sample should be split into several
subsamples after step V and recombined after step VII (similar
to the treatment of the HCl extracting solution, see below).
Step X: After the Ag3PO4 has precipitated overnight and
before its collection on filter paper, rinse it several times
with DDI water (add water, shake, centrifuge, and decant
water). Add 1 mL of 15% H2O2 to the Ag3PO4 and let react at
room temperature for a few hours. Rinse with DDI, decant
H2O2 and repeat (in most samples the color of the silver
phosphate will change to yellow and the OM will be removed).
Continue as instructed in step X of McLaughlin procedure.
HCl Extraction Solution. The HCl solution contains high
concentrations of chloride ions (∼1 M) as well as high
concentration of Fe3+/2+ and Ca2+ ions. Cl-, Ca2+, and Fe3+/2+
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TABLE 1. Isotopic Composition (δ18Op) of the Irrigation Water (RWW and FWF) and of the Different Soil Fractions Extracted from
the Soil Samples Irrigated with Either RWW or FWFa
irrigation water

soil P sequential extractions

extraction solution

RWW, δ18Op, ‰ (sd)

FWF, δ18Op, ‰ (sd)

18.5 (0.6)

28.0 (0.5)

18

H2O

RWW soil, δ Op, ‰

FWF soil, δ18Op, ‰

H 2O
0.5 mol L-1 NaHCO3
0.1 mol L-1 NaOH
1 mol L-1HCl

18.5 (0.6)
20.3 (0.2)
9.1 (0.2)
6.3 (0.1)

10.7 (1)
19.0 (0.9)
7.8 (0.5)
7.7 (0.7)

a
Standard deviations (SD) are based on at least three replicates and are sometimes higher than the 0.4‰ analytical error
found for standards. This is expected since natural variability in real samples may result in larger standard deviation.

ions all interfere with the final precipitation of Ag3PO4. The
“McLaughlin procedure” includes a step in which Cl- ions
(originating in seawater) are removed by thorough rinsing
of the sample (as CePO4 precipitate) with K-acetate buffer.
Excess Cl- ions from the HCl solution are removed at this
step as well; however, due to the high Cl- concentrations, it
is necessary to divide each CePO4 sample into several
subsamples and to repeat the rinsing step more times (check
with AgNO3 for the complete removal of Cl- ions). Sample
division is also useful for the subsequent step, where CePO4
is dissolved and cation exchange resin is used to remove
Ce3+, as well as excess Ca2+ and Fe3+/2+ ions.
Step I: Pi, Cl- and metal ions concentrations in this extract
are expected to be high, thus limit the amount of soil replicates
used to that required to produce only the needed 8 mg of
Ag3PO4. Raise pH to ∼10.5 using NaOH beads while stirring
with a magnetic stirrer. For 1 L solution add 10 gr of
MgCl26H2O, shake; let Mg(OH)2 precipitate. Centrifuge and
discard supernatant; expect the MAGIC precipitate to be
orange in color (due to Fe ions).
Continue with steps II and III following the “McLaughlin
procedure”. Expect a big amount of brownish precipitate at
the end of step III (Ce-P precipitation) since a lot of the
metal ions, including Fe3+/2+, will also precipitate at pH ∼5.5.
Step IV: Add K-acetate buffer, shake to dissolve the
precipitate and divide the original sample into 4-6 subsamples in order to wash thoroughly the Cl- ions and for
better operation of the resin in the next step (sample splitting
is required even for small soil samples). For each of the sub
samples, rinse the precipitate with K-acetate buffer several
times to remove chloride ions (5-6 rinses); check with AgNO3
for the complete removal of Cl- ions (see “McLaughlin
procedure”).
Step V: Dissolve precipitate with as little as possible 1 M
nitric acid and dilute solution with water to 0.2 M nitric acid
(for each of the subsamples, separately).
Step VI: Add “BIORAD AG 50” resin to each of the
subsamples separately; shake overnight to let the resin adsorb
Ce3+ ions.
Step VII: Separate solution from resin (for example using
columns as in the “McLaughlin procedure”); retain solution,
collect solution of all subsamples and combine. Make sure
the solution is clear, if it is not, repeat the resin step by
repeating steps VI-VII using fresh resin. Rinse all the resin
used in all subsamples with DDI water, then combine all
treated solutions and rinsewater.
Continue without modification from step VIII on following
the “McLaughlin procedure” (H2O2 treatment for the HCl
extracting solution is typically not required, since typically
no OM is left at this stage).

Assessment
To test the integrity and utility of the method we conducted
an isotope spiking experiment (Table S1) and applied the
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procedure to two soil samples (Table 1 and SI Table S2).
Hydrolysis of Po compounds (e.g., phosphate-diesters,
phosphonates) or condensed P compounds (e.g., pyrophosphate and polyphosphates) may add Pi to the sample. These
processes are associated with incorporation of oxygen from
solution (10) and thus may compromise the integrity of the
isotope data if they occur at any point in the procedure.
McLaughlin et al (29) and Colman et al. (7), reported that
their published protocols do no involve isotope exchange.
The Hedley procedure involves extractions at similar pH
conditions, thus, we do not expect isotopic alterations during
soil extraction. Moreover, the Hedley procedure was developed to distinguish between Pi and Po of soil fractions and
thus was designed to minimize Po hydrolysis (although
condensed P may be hydrolyzed if present). Modifications
we made to the Hedley and McLaughlin procedures do not
involve any step that introduces different chemicals or
conditions (e.g., temperature, pH) compared to the original
procedures, thus δ18Op values obtained using the combined
protocol presented above are expected to be reliable.
Regardless, to demonstrate that no isotopic exchange or
hydrolysis occur in the procedure, we processed a soil sample
(the RWW soil described below) with 18O enriched reagents.
In brief, solutions and reagents used were prepared with 18O
enriched water and the soil was treated according to the
protocol described above. Hydrolysis or other processes that
would result in incorporation of oxygen from the reagent
would be detected as elevated δ18Op values in the final Ag3PO4
compared to the same sample processes without spiked
reagents. Results (SI Table S1) show that the isotopic
composition of Ag3PO4 obtained for all extractions was not
altered in the process (e.g., samples processed with and
without the 18O spiked reagents were identical within
analytical error) suggesting that Po hydrolysis or isotopic
fractionation have not compromised the integrity of the data.
For detailed description of the spiking experiment and results,
see online SI.
The utility of this method is demonstrated by an application to two soil samples (of calcareous alluvial clay soil;
Acre, Israel) obtained from agricultural plots with distinct P
concentrations and application history. One plot was irrigated
with low grade, secondary, reclaimed wastewater (RWW),
and the other with fresh water amended with a chemical
fertilizer (FWF). Information about soil sampling, irrigation
history, and chemical characteristics of the soils (Pi, Pt, DOC,
pH, Fe, Al, Mg, and Ca) is given in SI Table S2. The soils were
sequentially extracted, and Pi was purified and precipitated
from each solution as Ag3PO4 using our combined protocol
as detailed above. Samples were then analyzed for δ18Op.
Phosphate in irrigation water was also sampled and analyzed
for δ18Op. The irrigation solution used at the FWF plot was
prepared according to McLaughlin et al. (29), after adding
Mg2+ to the solution (without further modifications), whereas
the irrigation solution used at the RWW plot was treated

according to the protocol for water extract of the soil described
above. The isotope values of the phosphate in the irrigation
water and of the various soil extracts are given in Table 1 for
both soil samples (RWW and FWF soils).
The δ18Op of the water extracted fraction of the RWW soil
(18.5 ‰, Table 1) is identical to that of the irrigation water
but it is also quite close to the expected oxygen isotopic
equilibrium value. Longinelli and Nuti (35) have described
the relation between δ18Op and the isotopic composition of
the water oxygen, δ18Ow, when in equilibrium at any given
temperature as follows:
T(0C) ) 111.4 - 4.3(δ18Op - δ18Ow)

(1)

Assuming soil temperature of approximately 24 °C in August
(when the soil was sampled) and the measured δ18Ow in RWW
used for irrigation in Acre (-2.7‰), the δ18Op in equilibrium
would be +17.6‰. This value is close to the measured value
of +18.5‰ ( 0.6‰, considering possible variability in soil
temperatures and soil solution δ18O. Thus, the measured
δ18Op in this fraction may reflect either the Pi applied during
irrigation or equilibrium with water at the soil’s temperature.
If indeed the δ18Op of the DDI water extract of the RWW
soil reflects equilibrium, this indicates that the soil biological
activity is quite high, effectively bringing the labile watersoluble Pi to equilibrium values. However, as noted above,
because the δ18Op of the RWW soils’ DDI extracted fraction
is identical to the δ18Op of the irrigation water (Table 1), it
may suggest that the water labile Pi fraction originates
predominantly from the irrigating water. It is hard to
distinguish between these two scenarios based on these
results alone, however, based on the results from DDI fraction
of the FWF soil which are very different than the applied
δ18Op of the irrigation water it is more likely that the DDI
extract in this soil represents equilibrium values.
As mentioned above for the FWF soil, the δ18Op of the
DDI extract (10.7‰) does not reflect the δ18Op of the fertilizer
used (28‰) indicating that this value is modified by P
processing in the soil. The δ18Op of the DDI extract is however
lower than the expected equilibrium value determined based
on water isotopes (-4.9‰) and temperature (24 °C) (equilibrium ) 15.4‰). Lack of isotopic equilibrium suggests that
intracellular P cycling, that appears to dominate the δ18O
signature of dissolved Pi in many systems (14, 36, 37) does
not control the δ18Op of the water extract in the FWF soil. A
possible explanation for the relatively low isotopic value
recorded in the DDI fraction of this soil which has low Pi
concentrations (see SI Table S2), is fractionation associated
with extracellular enzymes. Specifically, when Po is remineralized to form Pi, in processes mediated by extracellular
phosphohydrolase enzymes, the resulting Pi incorporates
one oxygen if hydrolyzed by phosphomonoesterase or two
oxygen atoms is hydrolyzed by phosphodiesterase from the
water with an isotope fractionation of -10‰ to -30‰,
depending on enzymes involved (15, 16), leading to lower
values compared to those expected from equilibrium. The
resemblance of δ18Op in the DDI extract (10.7 ‰) to that of
the NaOH and HCl extracts (7.8 ‰ and 7.7 ‰, respectively)
may indicate that all three fractions are controlled by similar
processes (e.g., all of these fractions are/were controlled at
some point by extracellular enzyme mediated cycling).
Measurement of enzyme activities may shed more light on
determining rates and specific enzymes involved in determining the δ18Op of this fraction. Alternatively, the abovenoted similarity may imply that Pi in the soil solution or Pi
weakly sorbed (e.g., DDI fraction) are being impacted by Pi
released from mineral phases through processes of desorption and/or dissolution. Geochemical equilibrium with soil
minerals may be prevalent in soils where biological activity
is slow such as in the FWF soil. Application of this procedure

in other locations characterized by low microbial activity
along with the enzyme analyses mentioned above would
help determine which of the above explanations is more
likely. Characterization of the oxygen isotopic signature of
soil Po which was not assessed here will also enable further
understanding of the bioavailability and cycling of specific
compounds in the soil.
The δ18Op of the bicarbonate extracted solution for both
soils is almost identical (∼20 ‰, Table 1) and higher than
the water extract and the expected equilibrium values. This
extraction targets easily exchangeable P adsorbed on mineral
surfaces. It is expected that this fraction will be relatively
available to plants growing on the soil and to the soil microbial
community. Plants and microorganisms will preferentially
utilize the light isotopes resulting in enrichment of the
residual Pi in this bioavailable pool. The higher than
equilibrium values indeed suggest preferential loss of Pi with
low δ18Op via uptake.
The isotopic compositions of the NaOH and HCl extracts
of both soils are much lower than the first two extractions
(in the range of 6-9 ‰). The NaOH solution extracts P
strongly fixed by Fe/Al-hydroxides and the HCl dissolves
Ca-P minerals (28). It is possible that the δ18Op of Pi of these
much more stable soil fractions retains the δ18Op of the
original parent rock/mineral material. However, low δ18Op
indicates Pi of igneous origin (11), which is unlikely to reflect
the bedrock (carbonates) in this area. Thus, the δ18Op likely
represents some newly precipitated minerals in the soil which
reflect disequilibrium extracellular enzymatic effects (as was
mentioned above for DDI extract of the FWF soil). We note
that Pi produced in this process (at any point of the soil’s
history) can then be sequestered and immobilized by
adsorption/precipitation within these phases without further
transformations or interactions with the soil more labile Pi
pool.
Our application of the procedure to two soil samples with
different P concentrations, distribution and application
history demonstrates that different soil fractions have different δ18Op signatures and that the δ18Op of the same soil
fraction can differ among soil samples that differ in their P
dynamics and agriculture use. Results obtained using this
method expand the interpretation possible based on P
concentration data for the various soil P fractions by linking
the distribution of P in the soil’s fractions to potential
biogeochemical processes that affect them. These results
illustrate the potential of this isotopic tool to understand P
dynamics in soil systems.

Acknowledgments
We thank the stable isotope laboratory of Carol Kendall at the
U.S. Geological Survey Menlo Park CA for assistance with isotope
analysis, the Paytan Biogeochemistry lab at UCSC, and Rob
Franks from the IMS (UCSC) for assistance in with laboratory
work. Valuable comments by F. Tamburini, S. Silva, and an
additional reviewer greatly improved the manuscript. This
research was supported by a Graduate Student Fellowship
Award No. GS-9-2007 from BARD, The United States-Israel
Binational Agricultural Research and Development Fund to I.Z.
and by BARD fund No. IS 3963-07 to A.S. and A.P.

Supporting Information Available
Additional details are provided regarding the experimental
and the assessment sections, including 2 figures and 3 tables.
This material is available free of charge via the Internet at
http://pubs.acs.org.

Literature Cited
(1) The Role of Phosphorus in Agriculture; Khasawneh, F. E.; Sample,
E. C.; Kamprath, E. J., Eds.; American Society of Agronomy:
Madison, WI, 1980.
VOL. 44, NO. 19, 2010 / ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY

9

7587

(2) Phosphorus Loss from Soil to Water; Tunney, H.; Carton, O. T.;
Brooks, P. C.; Johnston, A. E.; Eds.; CAB International: New
York, 1997.
(3) Bakker, C.; Rodenburg, J.; Bodegom, P. Effects of Ca- and Ferich seepage on P availability and plant performance in
calcareous dune soils. Plant and Soil. 2005, 275, 111–122.
(4) Brooks, P. C.; Heckrath, G.; De Smet, J.; Hofman, G.; Vanderdeelen, J. Losses of phosphorus in drainage water. In Phosphorus
Loss from Soil to Water; Tunney, H., Carton, O. T., Brooks, P. C.,
Johnston, A. E., Eds.; CAB International, New York, 1997; pp
253-271.
(5) Geohring, L. D.; McHugh, O. M.; Walter, M. T.; Steenhuis, T. S.;
Akhtar, M. S.; Walter, M. F. Phosphorus transport into subsurface
drains by macropores after manure applications: Implications
for best manure management practices. Soil Sci. 2001, 166 (1),
896–909.
(6) Longinelli, A. Oxygen-18 and Sulphur-34 in dissolved oceanic
sulphate and phosphate. In Handbook of Environmental Isotope
Geochemistry; Fritz, P., Fontes, J. C., Eds.; Elsevier: Amsterdam,
1989; pp219-255.
(7) Colman, A. S.; Blake, R. E.; Karl, D. M.; Fogel, M. L.; Turekian,
K. K. Marine phosphate oxygen isotopes and organic matter
remineralization in the oceans. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U. S. A.
2005, 102 (37), 13023–13028.
(8) McLaughlin, K.; Cade-Menun, B. J.; Paytan, A. The oxygen
isotopic composition of phosphate in Elkhorn Slough, California:
A tracer for phosphate sources. Estuarine, Coastal Shelf Sci.
2006, 70, 499–506.
(9) McLaughlin, K.; Kendall, C.; Silva, S. R.; Young, M.; Paytan, A.
Phosphate oxygen isotope ratios as a tracer for sources and
cycling of phosphate in North San Francisco Bay, California. J.
Geophys. Res. 2006, 111, G03003.
(10) McLaughlin, K.; Paytan, A.; Kendall, C.; Silva, S. Oxygen isotopes
of phosphatic compoundssApplication for marine particulate
matter, sediments and soils. Mar. Chem. 2006, 98, 148–155.
(11) Markel, D.; Kolodny, Y.; Luz, B.; Nishri, A. Phosphorus cycling
and phosphorus sources in lake Kinneret: Tracing by oxygen
isotopes in phosphate. Isr. J. Earth Sci. 1994, 43, 165–178.
(12) Elsbury, K. M.; Paytan, A.; Ostrom, N. E.; Kendall, C.; Young,
M. B.; McLaughlin, K.; Watson, S. Using oxygen isotopes of
phosphate to trace phosphorus sources and cycling in lake Erie.
Environ. Sci. Technol. 2009, 43, 3108–3114.
(13) Liang, Y.; Blake, R. E. Oxygen isotope fractionation between
apatite and aqueous-phase phosphate: 20-45 °C. Chem. Geol.
2007, 238, 121–133.
(14) Blake, R.; O’Neil, J. R.; Surkov, A. V. Biogeochemical cycling of
phosphorus: insights from oxygen isotope effects of phosphoenzymes. Am. J. Sci. 2005, 305, 596–620.
(15) Liang, Y.; Blake, R. E. Oxygen isotope signature of Pi regeneration
from organic compounds by phosphomonoesterases and photooxidation. Geochim. Cosmochim. Acta 2006, 70 (15), 3957–
3969.
(16) Liang, Y.; Blake, R. E. Compound- and enzyme-specific phosphodiester hydrolysis mechanisms revealed by δ18O of dissolved
inorganic phosphate. Implications for marine P cycling.
Geochim. Cosmochim. Acta 2009, 73, 3782–3794.
(17) Kolodny, Y.; Luz, B.; Navon, O. Oxygen isotope variations in
phosphate of biogenic apatites, I. Fish bone apatitesRechecking
the rules of the game. Earth Planet. Sci. Lett. 1983, 64, 398–404.
(18) Shemesh, A.; Kolodny, Y.; Luz, B. Oxygen isotope variations in
phosphate of biogenic apatites, II. Phosphorite rocks. Earth
Planet. Sci. Lett. 1983, 64, 405–416.
(19) Fricke, H. C.; Clyde, W. C.; O’Neil, J. R.; Gingerich, P. D. Evidence
for rapid climate change in North America during the latest

7588

9

ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY / VOL. 44, NO. 19, 2010

(20)

(21)
(22)
(23)
(24)

(25)

(26)
(27)
(28)
(29)

(30)
(31)
(32)
(33)

(34)
(35)
(36)

(37)

Paleocene thermal maximum: oxygen isotope compositions of
biogenic phosphate from the Bighorn Basin (Wyoming). Earth
Planet. Sci. Lett. 1998, 160, 193–208.
Mizota, C.; Domon, Y.; Yoshida, N. Oxygen isotope composition
of natural phosphates from volcanic ash soils of the Great Rift
Valley of Africa and east Java, Indonesia. Geoderma 1992, 53,
111–123.
Larsen, S.; Middelboe, V.; Saaby, J. H. The fate of oxygen-18
labeled phosphate in soil/plant systems. Plant and Soil. 1989,
117 (1), 143–145.
Tamburini, F.; Bernasconi, S. M.; Angert, A.; Weiner, T.; Frossard,
E. A method for the analysis of the δ18O of inorganic phosphate
in soils extracted with HCl. Eur. J. Soil Sci., 2010, in Press.
Di, H. J.; Condron, L. M.; Frossard, E. Isotope techniques to
study phosphorus cycling in agricultural and forest soils: A
review. Biol. Fertil. Soils. 1997, 24, 1–12.
Bünemann, E. K.; Steinebrunner, F.; Smithson, P. C.; Frossard,
E.; Oberson, A. Phosphorus dynamics in a highly weathered
soil as revealed by isotopic labeling techniques. Soil Sci. Soc.
Am. J. 2004, 68, 1645–1655.
Beauchemin, S.; Hesterberg, D.; Chou, J.; Beauchemin, M.;
Simard, R. R.; Sayers, D. E. Speciation of phosphorus-enriched
agricultural soils using x-ray absorption near-edge spectroscopy
and chemical fractionation. J. Environ. Qual. 2003, 32, 1809–
1819.
Hansen, J. C.; Cade-Menun, B. J.; Strawn, D. G. Phosphorus
speciation in manure amended alkaline soils. J. Environ. Qual.
2004, 33, 1521–1527.
Hedley, M. J.; Stewart, J. W. B.; Chauhan, B. S. Changes in
inorganic and organic soil phosphorus fractions induced by
laboratory incubations. Soil Sci. Soc. Am. J. 1982, 46, 970–976.
Tiessen, H.; Moir, J. O. Characterization of available P by
sequential extraction. In Soil Sampling and Methods of analysis;
Carter, M. R. Ed.; Lewis: Boca Raton, FL, 1993; pp75-86.
McLaughlin, K.; Silva, S.; Kendall, C.; Stuart-Williams, H.; Paytan,
A. A precise method for the analysis of δ18O of dissolve inorganic
phosphate in seawater. Limnol.Oceanogr.: Methods 2004, 2, 202–
212.
Humic Substances in Soil, Sediment and Water; Aiken, G. R.,
McKnight, D. M., Wershaw, R. L., MacCarthy, P., Eds.; Wiley:
New York, 1985; p 692.
Sibanda, H. M.; Young, S. D. Competitive adsorption of humus
acids and phosphate on goethite, gibbsite and two tropical soils.
J. Soil Sci. 1986, 37, 197–204.
Inskeep, W. P.; Silvertooth, J. C. Inhibition of hydroxyapatite
precipitation in the presence of fulvic, humic and tannic acids.
Soil Sci. Soc. Am. J. 1988, 52, 941–946.
Guppy, C. N.; Menzies, N. W.; Moody, P. W.; Blamey, F. P. C.
Competitive sorption reactions between phosphorus and
organic matter in soil: A review. Aus. J. Soil Res. 2005, 43, 189–
202.
White, W. M. Organic geochemistry. In Geochemistry; Cornell:
Ithaca, NY, 1998; pp 589-644, www.geo.cornell.edu.
Longinelli, A.; Nuti, S. Oxygen isotope measurements of
phosphate from fish teeth and bones. Earth Planet. Sci. Lett.
1973, 19, 373–376.
Blake, R. E.; O’Neil, J. R.; Garcia, G. A. Effects of microbial activity
on the δ18O of dissolved inorganic phosphate and textural
features of synthetic apatites. Am. Mineral. 1998, 83, 1516–
1531.
Paytan, A.; Kolodny, Y.; Neori, A.; Luz, B. Rapid biologically
mediated oxygen isotope exchange between water and phosphate. Global Biogeochem. Cycles 2002, 16 (13), 1–7.

ES100707F

