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In this study we consider the use of ecoindicators to explain the complex relationships between veg-
etation and humus in forest ecosystem from all the Italian Peninsula. In particular we concentrate the
study on the rarely applied indicators of Rogister’s: RxN and R/N, that would represent the humus
quality of soil. They are derived from the Ellenberg Indicator Values (EIV), R and N (R = Reaction,
N = Nutrients). The aim of the study was to test their effectiveness to distinguish vegetation types
and to define meaningful gradients related to humus quality (forms). The focus on the role of humus
is justified by the fact that it is a direct result from the interaction between the type of soils and the
components of ecological communities of which the plants are playing the primary role. We consid-
ered a dataset of 789 forest vegetation relevés (489 obtained from a data base and 300 made by us)
and 847 species that we described by all the EIV and by the two Rogister indicators (RO). We
grouped the relevés in 9 vegetation types according to the dominance of the most important and
common tree species of Italy (1. Quercus suber, 2. Q. ilex, 3. Q. pubescens, 4. Q. cerris and Q. cer-
ris-Q. Frainetto, 5. Carpinus betulus, 6. Fagus sylvatica, 7. Picea abies, 8. Abies alba, 9.
Hygrophilous woodlands with Salix spp., Populus spp., Fraxinus oxycarpa and Alnus glutinosa) and
we have used the evenness of the eigenvalues of the similarity matrices (Eλ), obtained by EIV and
RO to test the separation between the 9 types. Eλ proved that the two Rogister’s indexes resulted
more predictive than EIV. The analysis of the collected humus forms in the field confirms that the
Rogister’s indicators are effective to identify the functionality of the humus forms and proves their
correspondence with vegetation types: the Amphi humus is dominating in evergreen Mediterranean
forests, Moder in mixed deciduous forests, Mull in Fagus sylvatica/Carpinus betulus and in
hygrophilous forests, Mor in boreal forests. 
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This we know
That all things are related
like blood
that unifies a family.
Everything that happens to the Earth
it happens to the sons and daughters of the Earth.
Man does not weave the weft of life;
in it he is only a thread.
Whatever it does to the weft,
man does it to himself.

Chief Seattle
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Initial Remarks

The study of complexity as well as of ecoindicators is much loved by Sandro Pignatti,
who has never been satisfied with the mere classification of species and communities,
searching in systems theory explanations and insights for the plant ecology. So, starting
from single elements of a whole set, like species getting to flora and then to vegetation,
he pursued an often innovative and courageous thought, that at least part of the academic
world has found it difficult to recognize and admit. On the other hand, in the development
of human thought, especially in the scientific field, the transitions to new paradigms have
entailed considerable challenges and efforts. So, we hope to please our teacher and friend
Sandro with this contribution trying to combine the two topics.

Introduction

The history of bioindication is quite recent. Johnson & al. (1992) assessed the defini-
tions on this topic mainly in relation to water and air pollution. However, Pignatti (1988)
considers its origin at the beginning of phytosociology, when Braun-Blanquet (1926) and
Ellenberg (1963) foresaw the development of a multi-methodological analysis of vegeta-
tion based on the knowledge of the ecology and morphology (functional traits) of the
species. So, following Pignatti (1988;1994a, b, 1995, 2001a), the life forms as well as the
chorological types, represented the first bioindicators of climate and geographical distri-
bution of the vegetation types. Ellenberg (1974-1979) considered directly the relation-
ships between species and the ecological factors and developed his consolidated bioindi-
cation model that represented a starting point for the studies to calibrate the six indicator
values [light (L), temperature (T), continentality (K), soil moisture (F), reaction (R),
nitrogen (N)] with respect to the measures directly done on soil and climate physico-
chemical parameters (Schaffers & Sýkora 2000; Pignatti & al. 2001b; Diekmann & Dupré
1997; Testi & al. 2008-2009, 2012). Many scientists, who have dealt with this issue, have
made a lot of physical and chemical measurements to validate the model and to assign
reliable indicator values to each species of the floras in different temperate European
countries (Zarzycky 1984; Borhidi 1995; Hill & al. 2000; Böhling & al. 2002; Pignatti &
al. 2005). 

One of the most useful application of the Ellenberg Indicator Values (EIV) are the eco-
maps, that can be used as powerful tools to monitor the changes of vegetation in function
of the changes of the main ecological factors (Austin & Gaywood 1994; Testi & al. 2006;
Fanelli & al. 2007). Mapping EIV instead species or communities, is a sort of “quantum
jumping” which would show the states of ecological factors of plant communities in a
given time. In this respect the following question would arise: “May we reduce and under-
stand the ecosystem complexity just shifting from the description of plant communities
by a floristic matrix, very rich in species, to a matrix with few ecological variables that
describe the species in terms of their indicator values with respect the climate and the soil
main factors?”.

In this paper we try to answer to this question by concentrating our study on two com-
posite indicators proposed by Rogister (1978): RxN (Reaction x Nutrient) and R/N (ratio
between Reaction and Nutrient). He correlated the description of forestry vegetation types
from Belgium based on EIV with their humus quality types and discovered that the com-
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posite index RxN can be considered an indicator of humus quality, while the ratio R/N
can be considered an indicator of nitrogen availability (Rogister 1978; Godefroid & al.
2005; Muys & Granval 1997). We show in Fig. 1 how the ordination of Rogister (1978)
of the forestry vegetation types of Belgium reflects the forms of humus as the results of
the climate-soil-vegetation interactions.

As shown in Fig. 1, the classification developed by Rogister (1978) recognises six
humus types, ordered along ranges of the humus indexes RxN on axis x. This composite
index shows a negative correlation with the ratio R/N (nitrogen availability) placed on
axis y: 1) Mor (humus index RxN 6.4); 2) Moder (6.4-14.4); 3) transition zone
Moder/Mull (14.4-18.2); 4) Acid Mull (18.2-23.0); 5) Typical Mull (23.0-27.5); 6) Basic
Mull (27.5-36). The six classes correspond to those given by the Biogeoclimatic
Ecosystem Classification in British Columbia (Wilson & al. 2001). 

We think that the work of Rogister has been overlooked, because, notwithstanding it
showed to be useful by offering significant tools to foresters to forecast growth and pro-
duction of trees and to select the most suitable tree species for given sites (Aertsen & al.
2012), it was published in Flemish. Another obstacle in the application of the two indices
could be certainly due to a limited knowledge about the humus forms, particularly in the
Mediterranean environment (Andreetta & al. 2013). 
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Fig. 1. Rogister’s diagram (1978) referred to the ordination of forest vegetation in Belgium:  
humus forms and correspondent vegetation types are distributed along the x,y coordinates   represent-
ed by values of humus quality-RxN and Nitrogen availability-R/N  indexes. 



The high correlation between measured parameters of soil and humus and the two
Rogister’s indices have been already shown in previous studies (De Nicola & al. 2014,
2015, 2018), here we offer the results of a study dedicated to test the performance of
the Rogister’s indices in terms of predictivity with respect vegetation classification
(Pausas & Feoli 1996; Feoli & Ganis 2019 and references therein) with the aim to
improve the knowledge of the plant-climate-soil interactions that would had produced
the major humus forms: Mor, Moder, Mull and Amphi (Wilson & al. 2001; Ponge 2003)
in the Italian forests.  

Data and Methods

Data

Vegetation data

We have considered a set of 489 relevés of Italian forest already stored in the database
“EVSItalia Database Habitat of Italy” (De Sanctis & al. 2012), EVA project repository
(European Vegetation Archive; Chytrý & al. 2016) and 300 relevés done ex novo in sam-
pling areas of central-southern Italy for a synchronic study of soil/humus and vegetation,
in the course of International Projects of Forest Service in Abruzzo-Molise (Life Project
on Habitat Conservation within the framework Nature2000), ISPRA (European Project
PROFORMIOMED “Promotion of residual forestry biomass in the Mediterranean Basin”)
and Castelporziano Presidential Estate (Rome) for a long-term Project of Environmental
Monitoring.  

Such a set of 789 relevés is distributed in almost all the Italian regions (Fig. 2) and rep-
resents the 39 plant associations reported in Table 1. The nomenclature of the associations
follows Mucina & al. (2016). The relevés were extracted by the program Turboveg
(Hennekens & Schaminée 2001).

Soil-Humus data

We have collected the soil-humus data for each of the 300 new phytosociological relevé
in Tuscany, Latium, Abruzzo, Campania. Others 100 descriptions of soil samples, that find
correspondence with the considered forest types, have been obtained from literature
(Bernier & Ponge 1994; Bonanomi & al. 2010; Bonifacio & al. 2011; Andreetta & al.
2013). The soil-humus samples are classified considering the sequence and morphological
characteristics of organic (OL-litter, OF-fragmentated, OH-humic) and/or organo-mineral
(A) horizons, including morphological evidence of biological activity and structures
(Zanella & al. 2011; Jabiol & al. 2013).

We have done the physico-chemical analyses according to the methods adopted by the
Italian Society of Soil Science (Società Italiana della Scienza del Suolo 1985) and by the
USDA Soil Survey Staff (Soil Survey Staff 1975, 1993, 1998). 
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EIV and Rogister’s indices data

We have described each of the 847 species found in the relevés by its ecological indicator val-
ues (EIV) of Ellenberg (1974-1979) revised by Pignatti (2005). The mean EIV [light (L), tem-
perature (T), continentality (K), soil moisture (F), reaction (R), nitrogen (N)] were calculated for
each relevé by the program Turboveg using the cover data of the species. From the indices of
reaction (R) and nutrients (N) we have calculated the indices of Rogister: RxN and R/N.  
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Fig. 2. Distribution in Italy of the forest types classified on the basis of 789 relevés: 489 derived from
the Database “EVSItalia Database Habitat of Italy” and 300 done ex novo. 



Chorological data

We have calculated an average index of Mediterranean climate, MI, for each forest
type by the ratio between Steno+Eurimediterranean and Eurasiatic chorotypes by
using the program Turboveg.

Data Analysis

The 789 relevés of the 39 associations (Table 1) described by EIV and Rogister’s
indices have been ordered in an ordination scattergram according to the two Rogister
indices (RO). To test the predictivity of the indicator values EIV and the two RO
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Table 1. List of the 39 plant associations extracted from the 789 relevés of Database. For each asso-
ciation the correspondent forest type was reported by progressive number.



indices with respect to vegetation classification, the relevés have been grouped into
9 main vegetation types of forests according to the dominance of the main species of
trees (Mucina 2016; Pignatti 1998), one of them include all the azonal hygrophilous
woodlands (Table 1): 

1. Quercus suber, 2. Quercus ilex, 3. Quercus pubescens, 4. Quercus cerris and
Q.cerris-Q. frainetto, 5. Carpinus betulus, 6. Fagus sylvatica, 7. Picea abies, 8. Abies
alba, 9. Hygrophilous woodlands with Salix spp., Populus spp., Fraxinus oxycarpa
and Alnus glutinosa.

For doing the predictivity analysis we have considered two data matrices, one
where the relevés are described by RxN and R/N and the one where the relevés are
described by the 6 EIV. In both cases the relevés have been compared by the cosine
as similarity function (Orloci 1978) after standardization of the indices. In this way
we have obtained a similarity matrix 789x789 based on RO (S(RO)) and a similarity
matrix 789x789 based on EIV (S(EIV)). To compare the predictivity of the Rogister
indices (RO) with that of EIV with respect to the classification of the relevés in 9 veg-
etation types, we have calculated the evenness of the eigenvalues (Eλ) (Feoli & Ganis
2019) of the similarity matrices (S(RO)) and (S(EIV)). The method tests the signifi-
cance of Eλ by a permutation technique (Pillar & Orlòci 1996). To identify the factors
responsible for the ecological differences between the 9 vegetation types we have cal-
culated the correlation between the indices (EIV and RO) and the fuzzy sets corre-
sponding to the 9 vegetation types as shown by Feoli & Ganis (2019). The fuzzy sets
have been obtained by averaging the similarity the relevés have within and between
the 9 groups of relevés corresponding to the vegetation types (Feoli & Zuccarello
1986). The index of Mediterraneity (MI) has been correlated with the other indices by
using the average values they have in the 9 types. The matrices of correlation between
the indices using the average values in the 9 types and using the all values of the 789
relevès have been compared by Mantel’s test (Mantel 1967).

In order to facilitate the interpretation of the results of the ordination based on the
two RO indices in terms of syntaxonomy, we have considered the correspondence of
the 9 vegetation types, except for the hygrophilous vegetation type-9, with syntaxo-
nomic classes as follows: 

Quercetea ilicis including Quercus suber-1 and Q. ilex-2 forests; 
Quercetea pubescentis including Quercus pubescens-3 and Q. cerris-4; 
Carpino-Fagetea including  Carpinus betulus-5, Fagus sylvatica-6, Abies alba-8; 
Vaccinio-Picetea including Picea abies-7; 
Hygrophilous including forest type-9.
For each of these 5 classes we have superimposed one ellipsis in the ordination

scattergram. 
To test if species diversity is correlated with the EIV and Rogister indices  (RO)

we have calculated the following well known indices of diversity: Species richness,
Shannon Index, Eveness, Simpson dominance λ. 

Finally, we have grouped the relevés by their humus forms and we have calculated
the significance of the separation between the groups by E.
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Results

The humus samples, classified in a total of 14 different humus sub-forms, belong to four
main stable forms: Mor, Moder, Amphi, Mull, according to the classification of the terres-
trial humus (Zanella & al. 2011; Jabiol 2013). 

Following Rogister, the main humus forms fit well with the vegetation types along the
RxN and R/N axes of the diagram (Fig. 3). Their distribution along the ranges of values is
easily recognizable: Mor in Picea abies forest type- 7 with the lowest values of RxN and
R/N values < 1; Amphi in evergreen Mediterranean forest, Quercus suber and Quercus ilex
forest types (1,2) with low values of RxN as in Mor and higher values of R/N, ranged
between 1.3 and 1.4; Moder in Quercus pubescens and Quercus cerris forest types (3, 4)
displaying higher RxN values up to 27.20 and intermediate R/N values ranged between 1.1
and 1.5; Mull in Carpinus betulus (5), Fagus sylvatica (6) and azonal humid forest types
(9) with the highest RxN values and R/N intermediate values. Interestingly, in our dataset
Abies alba forest type (8) showed the Mull form with the indexes values as in beech forest
(Fig. 3, Table 2).
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Fig. 3. Diagram of the Italian woodlands according to Rogister: the x, y axes were respectively rep-
resented by RxN and R/N indexes. The main sociological syntaxa and correspondent humus forms
are reported along the gradients of the two humus indexes. Number of each Forest Type (FT) are indi-
cated. Two associations of Quercus ilex forest are respectively indicated as Fr-Qi (Fraxino orni-
Quercetum ilicis) and Cy-Qi (Cyclamino repandi-Quercetum ilicis). as they are discussed.



Along the two axes of Fig. 3, there is a clear overlap between the more thermophile
Quercus cerris woodlands of central Italy and Quercus ilex woodlands, while
Carpinus betulus forest occupies an intermediate position between Fagus sylvatica
and Q. cerris. The latter is partially overlapping with F. sylvatica. The pattern of ordi-
nation shows a clear triangular shape, with evergreen Mediterranean forests
(Quercetea ilicis Br.-Bl- 1952) on the upper left side, mixed deciduous forests
(Quercetea pubescentis Oberd. 1948; Doing Kraft 1955) in the middle sector between
evergreen Mediterranean and deciduous forests of Carpino-Fagetea Br.-Bl. & Vlieg.
1937; Jakucs 1960; cool and boreal forests (Class Vaccinio-Picetea Br.-Bl. 1939) on
the bottom left corner. Abies alba woodlands are distributed within the Fagus sylvat-
ica cloud of the relevés; azonal humid forests on the right and extreme sector of the
diagram. 
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Table 2. Average values, standard deviations (StDev) and coefficient of variation (CV) of each of the
EIV indicators and RxN and R/N indices. 



Synthesizing these results, the RxN showed the highest values in beech forests and in
hygrophilous woodlands where Mull forms, with rapid organic matter turn-over, characterize
the humus; on the contrary in the Mediterranean sclerophyllous woodlands, such as in boreal
Alpine woodlands, values were the lowest in correspondence of the prevalence of Amphi and
Mor forms respectively with slow turn-over of organic matter (Fig. 3, Table 2). [*]

The average values, the standard deviations and the variation coefficient of each of the
EIV indices and RxN and R/N in the 9 vegetation types are presented in Table 2 (Average,
StDev standard deviation, CV coefficient of variation).  

The correlation coefficients between the indices are reported in Table 3 according to all
the relevés (a) and to the average values in the 9 main vegetation types (b) displayed in Table
1. Mantel test between the two matrices (excluding MI that was considered only as average
value for the 9 vegetation types) is highly significant, r= 0.94 p< 0.0001.

A lot of significant correlations emerged: RxN is highly correlated with soil moisture-F,
Reaction-R and Nutrients-N indicators (0.81, 0.89, 0.95). R/N is correlated with climatic
indicators: temperature T indicator, light L indicator, and MI index by high coefficients val-
ues (0.78, 0.50 and 0.61). All EIV, except for R, were correlated with MI. Among the diver-
sity indices, Richness and Species N° were negatively correlated with T indicator and MI
(Table 3b).

The separation of the 9 types based only on RxN and R/N indices was 0.816 (in Table 4a),
while the separation based on the 6 EIV was 0.576 (in Table 4b). Both the separations were
highly significant (p<0.0001) by the permutation test, but the one based on RxN and R/N was
superior. 

The correlations between fuzzy sets of the 9 vegetation types with all the indices (Table
5), both considering the average values of the 9 types a) and all the data b), showed that the
mediterranean  (Q. suber and Q. ilex) and submediterranean (Q. pubescens and Q. cerris) for-
est types were correlated with climatic indicators of light-L and temperature-T, while
mesophile deciduous forests (Carpinus betulus and Fagus sylvatica) were correlated with the
soil indicators F, R, N as well as with the combined RxN index of humus quality. Abies alba
type with F indicator, hygrophilous forest type with K, F, N and RxN indices. Q. suber, Q.
ilex and Q. cerris forest types were correlated with MI (Table 5a).

Correlation of R/N nitrogen availability emerged when all the data were considered (Table
5b) with Q. suber, Q. ilex, Q. pubescens, Q. cerris types. The mesophile forest types of C.
betulus, Fagus, Abies alba and hygrophilous woodlands show the same correlation pattern.
Picea abies forest type shows correlation with continentality-K and soil moisture-F. 

Laboratory measurements of total nitrogen -Ntot-, calculated in the different OL, OF, OH,
A horizons in previous studies, showed lower values in Mull, where OH horizon is lacking
and turn-over faster, against the higher values in Amphi with slower turn-over and conse-
quently nitrogen accumulation in all the horizons (De Nicola & al. 2018). The correspondent
index of nitrogen availability R/N showed, actually, coherent values: the narrowest range in
Mull against the highest values in Amphi forms (Fig. 3).
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* In Appendix we show pictures of some sampling sites that put in evidence the correspondence
between the humus forms and vegetation types; the pictures derived from data published concerning
the study conducted in the Castelporziano Reserve (De Nicola & al. 2018).



The comparison between the humus forms obtained by the evenness of the eigen-
values of the similarity matrix calculated by similarity ratio on the basis of the two
Rogister indices, reflected the differences among the averages indicator values of the
humus forms. The distance between each form was high, with the maximum E value
between Amphi and Mull (Table 6). Mor forms were not included in this test since
related data came from literature and not from our vegetation relevés and associated
humus profiles.

If we consider the ordination of Rogister in Fig. 1, we can note that generally in
Belgium forests the RxN range values were lower (Fig. 1) than in Italian ones (Fig.
3), particularly for Mor and Moder humus forms: Mor had the extreme value at 6.4
and Moder at 14.4 in Belgium vs. 14 and 27.20 respectively in Italy (see Table 2).

The ordination based on Rogister indices shows a gradient of Mediterraneity
(index-MI) from evergreen Mediterranean forests of Quercetea ilicis to sub-
Mediterranean deciduous Quercetea pubescentis forests and to Carpino-Fagetea,
with the lowest values in boreal Vaccinio-Picetea forests and maximum in Quercus
suber forest type-1 (Fig. 4). In this ordination the type of Azonal hygrophilous wood-
lands does not follow the general MI gradient. 
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Table 3a, b. Correlation coefficients between RxN and R/N considering all the relevés a) and consid-
ering the average values in the 9 main vegetation types b) as indicated in Table 1. In bold the dis-
cussed correlations. The Mantel test between the two matrices (by excluding MI) is highly significant
r = 0.94 p<0.0001.
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Table 4. Matrices of within/between similarity of the 9 vegetation types based only on RxN and R/N
a) and on the 6 EIV b). The Eveness value of the two matrices (E ) is 0.81 (p<0.0001) for the matrix
a) and 0.576 for matrix b).

Fig. 4. Diagram of the Italian woodlands according to Rogister in which the phytogeographical gra-
dient expressed by the Mediterraneity index-MI is indicated through a different intensity of colour
from the Quercetea ilicis Mediterranean forests (red) to boreal Vaccinio-Picetea (blue) and Carpino-
Fagetea (violet). Nine polygons correspondent to the 9 forest types are recognizable.



Discussion

The soundness of RO is supported by the fact that the indices are highly correlated with meas-
ured parameters of soil and humus as was found in previous studies (De Nicola & al. 2014,
2015); furthermore, the separation of the 9 vegetation types in the ordination space given by the
RxN and R/N indices (Table 4a) is higher (E=0.816) than that based on the 6 EIV of Ellenberg
(E = 0.576) (Table 4b). This proves that the two RO indices are more predictive that the 6 EIV
with respect the classification of the Italian forests in the 9 vegetation types.

The ordination of the relevés of the Italian woodlands based on the Rogister indices displayed
a significant distribution pattern along the RxN and R/N axes (Fig. 3). From this ordination it is
evident that nitrogen availability is indeed one of the most crucial soil factor influencing structure
and eco-physiology of the vegetation (Anas & al. 2020). So, nevertheless the litter of both Picea
abies cool forest and Quercus ilex/Quercus suber thermophile forest is composed by evergreen
leaves and therefore the turn-over of organic matter is slowed down, nitrogen availability is high-
er in the sclerophillous woodlands where we find the Amphi humus form. 
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Table 5a, b. Correlation between fuzzy sets of the 9 vegetation types with the indicator values con-
sidering the average values of the 9 types a) and all the data b). In the first case the index of mediter-
raneity is included.

Table 6. Complement Euclidean distances among the sampled humus forms Amphi, Moder, Mull.

Jaccard similarity ratio was completely significant. 



This evidence was supported by the quantity of the total nitrogen –Ntot- measured in the dif-
ferent organic and organo-mineral horizons of the soil/humus compound (De Nicola & al.
2018). This result is consistent with Callesen & al. (2007) who found a positive relationship
between total soil N pools and both temperature and precipitation in forests of north and central
Europe. By following the RxN gradient, we can see that the relevés of Quercetea pubescentis
(deciduous forests) are characterized by higher values of this index with respect to Amphi
forests of Quercetea ilicis (Fig. 3). This is due to the faster organic matter turn-over in Moder
humus forms that can be explained by climate factors like (1) the heavy rainfall that favours the
intensity of leaching, nutrient losses and thus topsoil impoverishment (Turner & al. 2010), and
(2) lower temperatures at higher altitude, that slow down the organic matter turnover (Roe
2005), as in the case of the mountain Q. cerris woodlands of our dataset. 

From floristic and phytosociological point of view Quercetalia/Quercetea pubescentis
forests are very diversified, but the soil indicators here utilized, suggest that they would have the
same structure and dynamic of the soil/humus system. 

In correspondence with the highest RxN values (> 30), we have found continental and cooler
woodlands of Carpino-Fagetea where the organic matter turn-over is the fastest in Mull humus
forms, without OH horizon (Ponge 2003). The same humus dynamic concerns azonal humid
forests distributed on the extreme pole of the RxN gradient. 

The other index R/N showed a rather small range of values in all the forest types with
humus Mull (Fig. 3): this pattern is confirmed by the measurements of the chemical param-
eter Ntot that displays lower quantity in OF+OH+A horizons than in Amphi Mediterranean
forests (De Nicola & al. 2018).

The influence of climate to define the Mull forms can be understood by considering the stim-
ulatory influence of temperature on most chemical processes, in particular those involved in
organic matter decomposition (Aerts 1997) and mineral weathering (Turner & al. 2010). The
heat beside offering benefits to the activity of cold-blooded animals (Briones & al. 2010), is also
influencing positively the invertebrates involved in mull-forming (Zhang & al. 2008), at least in
the absence of any drought limitations (Cortez 1998) as it happens in hygrophilous forest type.

It is, moreover, remarkable that the ordination of the Italian forest types along the Rogister
axes is well supported by their relationships with climatic and soil factors, expressed by the
fuzzy set correlation output (Table 5a, b): mediterranean and sub-mediterranean woodlands of
Quercetea ilicis and Quercetea pubescentis, linked to climatic indicators and to nitrogen avail-
ability in the soil-R/N, were separated from mesophile deciduous woodlands of Carpino-
Fagetea correlated with soil (F,R,N) and humus-RxN indicators (Table 5a, b).

By examining the gradients related to Rogister’s indexes, we can detect a discrimination of
Italian woodlands at a broader scale, but also we can find discrimination at the level of associ-
ations (Fig. 3). In this respect the following three points deserve to be put in evidence: 

A. The two main Quercus ilex associations in Italy (Biondi & al. 2003) are the
supramediterranean Fraxino orni-Quercetum ilicis (Horvatic 1939) Horvatic 1958, and
mesomediterranean Cyclamino repandi-Quercetum ilicis Riv.-Mart., Cantó, Fernández-
González & Sánchez-Mata 1995, the former with many deciduous species and affinities
with Quercetalia pubescentis. In the ordination scattergram Fraxino-Quercetum (Fr-Qi)
is located in correspondence of higher values of R/N, and Cyclamino-Quercetum (Cy-
Qi) in correspondence of lower values of R/N. The former association in fact has a high-
er nitrogen availability-N and higher pH-R (Biondi & al. 2003). 
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B. Woodlands with Abies alba, are completely included within the cloud of the
relevés of Fagus sylvatica , in correspondence with low R/N and high RxN values.
Actually, these relevés belong to the belt of Fagion sylvaticae in central-southern
Apennines of Abruzzo and Molise (Abbate 1990; Rovelli 2008) on moist soils and
humus Mull with fast organic matter turn-over. Humus is in fact a Mull form and not
Mor, like in the other coniferous forest with Picea abies all characterized by Mor
humus form with low organic matter turn-over.

C. Beech forests at Apennines lower altitudes overlapped with rich Quercus cerris
woodlands with Carpinus betulus on eutrophic soils. These woodlands showed intermedi-
ate R/N values. Typical beech woodlands referred to Fagion (Boublik & al. 2007) are in
correspondence with higher R/N values (Fig. 3). 

Therefore, at a broader scale the four sociological classes including the Italian wood-
lands analyzed (except for the azonal humid vegetation), completely fit with the four main
humus forms -Mor, Amphi, Moder, Mull- (Fig. 3) giving support to humus theory (Ponge
2003). 

In summary we can conclude that according to the ordination given by the two humus
indexes (RO) we can see that along the RxN and R/N gradients, like for the Belgium forest
vegetation (Fig. 1), we can recognize the following sequence of correspondences between
vegetation and humus (Fig. 3): 

1. Quercetea ilicis evergreen Mediterranean woodlands fit with Amphi, a twin humus
form showing both characters of Mull (crumby organo-mineral horizon) and Moder (accu-
mulated organic humus), due to a seasonal alternation between phases of high and low bio-
logical activity in strongly seasonal Mediterranean environments. 

2. Vaccinio-Picetea boreal woodlands on Mor forms with slow transformation and accu-
mulation of undecayed plant debris, with a sharp transition to the mineral soil.

3. Quercetea pubescentis sub-mediterranean and mesophile woodlands, distributed in
fact between Quercetea ilicis and Carpino-Fagetea forests, fit with Moder humus with a
velocity of litter transformation by litter-dwelling animals and fungi intermediate between
Amphi and Mull.

4. Carpino-Fagetea woodlands on moist soils correspond to humus Mull with fast
organic matter turn-over, characterized by a higher nutrient release per unit time, even if
all forms would have equal turn-over rates. Here, in fact, the organic layers, accessible
to earthworms, disappeared rapidly replaced by well transformed organic matter, inte-
grated in well structured, thick and rich in nutrients A horizon (Klinka & al. 1990; De
Nicola & al. 2018).

5. Azonal vegetation of hygrophilous Alnus glutinosa, Fraxinus oxycarpa, Salix and
Populus spp. woodlands showed the highest RxN values on the extreme sector of the gra-
dient: here soil water regime - from very moist up to flooded soils - was well supported by
the correlation between RxN with soil moisture-F indicator (coefficient = 0.8 in Table 3b).

These ordered correspondences confirm that RxN is indeed an index of humus overall
functionality as the result of the total interactions between humus and vegetation (De
Nicola & al. 2013).

Along the R/N- nitrogen availability gradient the evergreen forest types were well dis-
criminated. The boreal Picea abies relevés are separated from the Quercus ilex/Q.suber
mediterranean forest due to the differences in nitrogen availability that in Amphi humus is
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higher than in Mor where low temperatures slow down the litter decomposition, and con-
sequently N release (Turner & al. 2010). R/N resulted in fact correlated with temperature-
T indicator (coefficient = 0.8) and with Mediterranean Index-MI (0.6) (Table 3b). Higher
temperatures in the Mediterranean Amphi forests help the process of nitrogen plant avail-
ability (R/N) where Ntot tends to accumulate in OF+OH+A horizons.  

In Italian woodlands ordination the correspondences found between the four vegetation
classes and the four main humus forms confirmed that vegetation and humus are both
dependent by climate that influences the water and nutrient cycles. These influences are
well evident by comparing the ordinations of Italy and Belgium forests. In Belgium there
aren’t the Amphi Mediterranean forms  and boreal coniferous woodlands of Vaccinio-
Picetea; therefore, RxN range for Mor and for Moder forms was lower than in Italy.
Climate of Belgium is typically middle-European, characterized by the dominance of
mesophile deciduous vegetation on moist eutrophic soils and Mull humus forms with fast
organic matter turn-over (Wilson & al. 2001; Godefroid & al. 2005). 

In the Italian woodlands we found that, among the humus forms, the maximum dis-
tance was between Amphi and Mull (Table 6) distributed in fact on the opposite limit of
the RxN gradient in Fig. 3. This is due to the Mediterraneity acting as a powerful con-
strain for soil and vegetation diversity versus the greater homogeneity of Central-
European forests (Pignatti 1998). 

On the basis of the results we can assume that humus is a fundamental component of
soil- vegetation interaction, supporting the study of Ponge (2013) on this topic.

Conclusion

The spatial pattern of the relevés in the ordination scattergram given by the two indices
of Rogister and the high correlation between these two indices and the data collected on
humus in the field, confirm that the information content in the species combinations of
plant communities can be summarized by ecological indicators, so the complexity related
to a great number of species, that produces an ecological space of many dimensions, can
be reduced efficiently to few dimensions. We have shown that the reduction of the space
defined by 847 species and 789 relevés into a space defined by only two indices (RO), that
actually are respectively different combination of only two indicators, i.e. R (Reaction) and
N (Nutrients), does not limit the information regarding the mutual position of vegetation
types in the ecological multidimensional space. The predictivity of both EIV and RO is sta-
tistically significant, however RO show to be even more predictive than EIV  (Eλ for
RO=0.816 for EIV=0.576).  

We can conclude that our question “Can ecoindicators be a tool to reduce and under-
stand complexity of plant communities?” can have a YES answer providing a good support
to the Pignatti’s (1996; 2003) views. 
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APP. Fig. 1. Viburno-Quercetum ilicis (QI) on Amphi humus form (Quercus ilex Forest
Type 2 in this article).
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APP. Fig. 2. Echinopo siculi-Quercetum frainetto (EQF) on Moder humus form
(Quercus cerris Forest Type 4 in this article).

APP. Fig. 3. Carici remotae-Fraxinetum oxycarpae (FRO) on Mull humus form
(Hygrophilous Forest Type 9 in this article).
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