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Soil quality evaluation is the foundation for understanding the current
situation of soil quality and promoting the sustainable utilization of land
resources. However, the evaluation of the impacts of the different long-term
afforestation timescales on the soil quality in a typical watershed valley area
is still insufficient. Here, based on the soil samples collected from different
afforestation years of 2, 5, 11, 15, and 31 years and natural sample plots
with similar site conditions in the same region, the gray target model and
criteria importance through intercriteria correlation (CRITIC) method are used
in this study to evaluate the soil quality of the sample plots with different
afforestation years and the corresponding natural sample plots in the Tibet
Plateau. Results show that: (1) The most positive soil physical and chemical
indexes increase with the increase in afforestation years based on the analysis
of the characteristics, variation, and fertility grade of 13 soil physical and
chemical indexes in different areas. The content of most soil physical and
chemical indexes is greater than that in the corresponding natural sample
plots in 31 years of afforestation. (2) The bullseye degree of the soil quality
in the study area is divided into five grades according to the principle of
equal division and integration. The soil quality grade of the corresponding
sample plot after 15 years of afforestation is grade 4. The other plots are
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grade 5. (3) The soil quality index (SQI) generally increases with the increase
of in forestation years. The different afforestation years indicate SQI (0.709) of
15 years > SQI (0.662) of 31 years > SQI (0.426) of 11 years > SQI (0.348)
of 2 years > SQIl (0.309) of 5 years. (4) The full data set method verifies
the effectiveness of the gray target model. The two soil quality evaluation
methodologies are consistent and can verify each other’'s accuracy. The
correlation coefficient of the two results reaches 0.957. This study finds
that the long-term afforestation timescales have improved the soil quality of
watershed valley. Available phosphorus, silt, soil water content are the main

factors impacting the soil quality in the afforestation timescales.

afforestation, soil quality, gray target model, CRITIC method, Tibet Plateau

Introduction

Soil is the fundamental element that connects the
atmosphere, hydrosphere, biosphere, and lithosphere (Lehmann
et al, 2020; Varol et al, 2020). This component plays an
important role in maintaining the natural ecosystem services
and human society health (Li X. et al., 2021; Cetin and Jawed,
2022), ensuring environmental and energy security, and
protecting biodiversity (Zhu et al,, 2015; Pekkan et al., 2021).
A series of soil degradation problems, such as soil erosion,
fertility decline, salinization, and soil pollutions, has emerged
because of the intensified human activities and climate change.
Recently, the soil degradation issues have posed major threats to
the ecological environmental security at the local, regional, and
national levels (Lal, 2015; Smith et al,, 2016), especially on the
Qinghai-Tibet Plateau (Chen et al,, 2013; Zhang et al,, 2022).

The Qinghai-Tibet Plateau is the highest plateau on Earth
with an average elevation of 4,000 m (Sun et al, 2019;
Zhang et al, 2022), having an important ecological security
barrier (Mu et al.,, 2021). The ecosystems on the Plateau have
generally shown degradation over the decades. The restoration
and reconstruction of the degraded ecosystems have become
a key target for the sustainable Qinghai-Tibet Plateau (Qin
et al, 2017). The Yarlung Zangbo River Basin is located at
the hinterland of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. It is the largest
outflow river in Southwest China. Moreover, this basin is an
important geographical barrier and water vapor channel in
China. However, the vegetation and ecological environment
are extremely fragile in this area. The desertification is highly
serious. The effects of global warming, human activities, and
climate change have seriously degraded the soil quality of the
Yarlung Zangbo River Basin. Some studies have pointed out the
different degrees of desertification, grassland degradation, soil
erosion, salinization, freeze-thaw erosion, and other different
land degradation phenomena in the middle reaches of the
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Yarlung Zangbo River (Chen et al., 2022). Grassland degradation
is more serious, having showed a moderate degradation level in
the study of comprehensive land degradation in the Qinghai-
Tibet Plateau (Wang et al, 2009). The study of soil quality
in the middle reaches of the Yarlung Zangbo River is of
great significance for protecting land resources and ecological
environment and slowing down land degradation on the Tibetan
Plateau.

Since the concept of soil quality was proposed in 1971
(Mausel, 1971), it has been continuously improved and
developed for more than 50 years. The development of
soil quality connotation mainly experienced three stages: soil
productivity, soil quality, and soil health (Doran et al., 1994).
Soil quality and soil health have different connotations. Soil
health is a “dynamic” and “potential” soil property. This aspect
pays more attention to the natural resource, environmental,
and ecological attributes, including resistance and resilience of
soil as an ecosystem (Brady and Weil, 2007). By contrast, soil
quality focuses on the “internal” and “static” status of soil on
a long-term scale. Soil quality is measured by soil physical,
chemical, and biological properties at a temporal or spatial scale
(Larson and Pierce, 1991; Doran et al., 1996; Bastida et al., 2008;
Idowu et al.,, 2008). Soil quality or health is evaluated mainly
from the ecosystem service functions (biological production,
soil conservation, environmental purification, biodiversity
conservation, water conservation, climate regulation, nutrient
and carbon cycle, and cultural inheritance) (Lal, 2016).

Soil quality evaluation is the basis for mastering the soil
quality status and promoting sustainable utilization of land
resources. The common methods of soil quality evaluation are
divided into qualitative and quantitative ways. The researchers
mainly used multivariate index Kriging method (Smith et al,
1993; Liu et al, 2006), soil quality dynamics method (Doran
et al, 1994), soil quality comprehensive scoring method

(Larson and Pierce, 1994), and soil relative quality method
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(Fuetal,2004) in the early stage of soil quality evaluation
before the 1990s. At the beginning of the 21st century, the
fuzzy mathematics method has been preliminarily applied in
soil quality evaluation by using the soil quality index (SQI)
method (Chen et al,, 2021; Zhu et al,, 2021), gray correlation
analysis (He et al, 2022), matter-element method (Yu et al,
2012), artificial neural network method (Yang et al, 2008),
and TOPSIS method (Xie et al,, 2019). Many scholars have
used the SQI to quantitatively evaluate the comprehensive
soil quality. The SQI method can be widely used for the
qualitative and quantitative evaluation of the soil quality of
different land use types because of its simple operation and
flexible quantization (Rairsi, 2017). Despite the full data set
method is a tool for evaluating the SQI through all the physical
and chemical indicators comprehensively and accurately in the
process of soil quality assessment, the determination of many
evaluation indicators is often time-consuming and laborious
(Huang and Xu, 2010). In recent years, to analyze the soil quality
using a relatively small amount of data, the criteria importance
through intercriteria correlation (CRITIC) method and gray
target model is used to comprehensively measure the SQI, and
shows the advantage of methods. How to select the such effective
approaches containing important soil information has become
challenge in the soil quality assessment.

The desertification trend in the Yarlung Zangbo River
Basin has been significantly improved in recent years (Smith
et al,, 1993), with the development of key regional ecological
public welfare forest construction project, ecological security
barrier construction project, sand prevention, and control
demonstration area project in the middle reaches of the
Yarlung Zangbo River. Soil quality has been effectively
improved. The main studies on the Yarlung Zangbo River
Basin are sandy soil physical and chemical properties (Wang
et al, 2020), soil erosion (Tan et al, 2019), soil moisture
(Li et al, 2013), soil bacterial community structure (Chen
et al, 2022).

of alpine grassland on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau are

Relevant studies on soil quality evaluation

also available. However, there are relatively few studies
on soil quality evaluation resulting from the specific
ecological engineering afforestation measures using effective
approaches.

The aim of this study adopts the CRITIC method and the
improved gray target model to evaluate the soil quality change
and its responses to different afforestation years in Renbu,
Gongga, Zhanang, and Sangri counties in the middle reaches
of the Yarlung Zangbo River Basin: (1) the changes in the soil’s
physical and chemical properties between different afforestation
years and control plots are examined; (2) the SQI of different
afforestation years and the contribution of different soil quality
evaluation indexes to soil quality are assessed; and (3) the
consistency and accuracy of the improved gray target model is
verified by comparing the correlation indexes with full data set
methods in evaluating the soil quality in this region.
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Study area

The study area is located at the middle reaches of Yarlung
Zangbo River in Tibet Autonomous Region. This area is located
between 29°00'-29°40'N and 89°30'-92°30'E (Figure 1). The
administrative units include Sangri, Zhanang, and Gongga
counties in Shannan City and Renbu County in Xigazé City. The
middle reaches of the Yajiang River is a temperate semi-humid
and semi-arid plateau monsoon climate zone, with intense
radiation, long sunshine duration, low average temperature, and
low total accumulated temperature (Du and Yang, 2013). The
mean annual temperature in the Yarlung Zangbo River Basin
decreases with the increase in altitude and latitude. The average
annual precipitation gradually decreases from east to west.

The precipitation in the basin is unevenly distributed
throughout the year. In particular, the precipitation is mainly
concentrated from June to September, accounting for 86.6% of
the annual precipitation. Among the four counties sampled,
the terrain of Sangri County is high from north to south and
valley in the middle, with an average altitude of 3,800 m, annual
precipitation of 418.0 mm, and annual average temperature
of 8.2°C. The terrain of Zhanang County is high from north
to south and valley in the middle, with an average altitude
of 3,620 m, precipitation of 402.7.0 mm, and annual average
temperature of 8.1°C. Gongga County is located at the west
and east directions, with an average altitude of 3,750 m, annual
precipitation of 392.1 mm, and annual average temperature of
8.6°C. The terrain of Renbu County is high in the northeast and
low in the southwest, with an average altitude of 3,950 m, annual
precipitation of 385.0 mm, and annual average temperature
of 6.5°C.

The study area is mainly composed of a tall mountain system
and intermountain valley. The terrain is complex and varied.
The relatively flat valley terraces and alluvial plains provide
favorable topographic conditions for agricultural cultivation in
the region. Furthermore, valley winds are frequent due to the
impact of topography. The land along the river is prone to
desertification. The soil is mainly sandy soil. Therefore, the
people begin to carry out many ecological and environmental
projects in the 1980s in this area, such as afforestation, fencing,
and grazing prohibition, to protect the environment.

Data sources and methods

Sample collection and analysis

At the beginning of August 2021, a field survey was
conducted on the artificial afforestation area in the middle
reaches of the Yarlung Zangbo River Basin. The data and
soil samples were collected from five forest areas. The areas
include Mongolian pine and Hebei poplar in 2019 (2 years of
afforestation), Xinjiang poplar in 2016 (5 years of afforestation),
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FIGURE 1

Location of the study area and distribution of the soil sampling points.

silver white poplar in 2010 (11 years of afforestation), silver
white poplar in 2006 (15 years of afforestation), and dry willow
forest in 1990 (31 years of afforestation). All afforestation areas
are located at relatively flat valley terraces and alluvial plains.
Control plots are collected under similar topographic conditions
around the afforestation area.

Three 20 m x 20 m standard plots were selected in a
uniform environment for sampling plantations in different
years. A 20 m x 20 m standard plot was selected as a
control in the non-afforestation area for comparison. Real-
time kinematic was used to measure the elevation and slope
direction of the various fields. The slope is measured using a
level. Approximately 5-10 photographs were taken down and
up at the four corners and center of the quadrat with the
camera 3 m above the ground. It is expressed by extracting the
proportion of the vertical projection of vegetation in the total
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area of the photograph. The five-point sampling methods were
adopted for soil sampling in each sample plot. The ring knife
soil, aluminum box soil, and topsoil at each sample point were
sampled at three soil depths of 0-10, 10-20, and 20-30 cm.
The aluminum box soil was sampled in layers through a soil
drill. Part of each layer of the soil sample was evenly taken
from top to bottom and packed into three aluminum boxes.
The samples were immediately sealed with sealant to prevent
moisture evaporation. Then, the samples were taken back to the
laboratory for weighing and measuring soil moisture content
(SMC). Finally, the average water content, bulk density, and
porosity of the three layers of each sample point are taken as
the values of the sample point.

The 1.0 kg of soil was collected from the topsoil of each
layer by soil drilling. Three soil samples of 0-30 cm of different
afforestation years were taken, each of which was numbered and
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weighed 1 kg. In addition, three repeated soil samples of 0-
30 cm in the natural control plots were also taken. All the soil
samples were taken back to the laboratory for determination
of soil mechanical composition and soil chemical properties.
The vegetation of all plots was also investigated. The basic
distribution of the sample plot is shown in Figure 2 and Table 1.

Vegetation in 2019 (2 years of afforestation) includes Pinus
sylvestris var. mongolica Litv., Populus x hopeiensis Hu and
Chow, Sophora moorcroftiana (Benth.) Baker, Moq. Dysphania
schraderiana (Roemer and Schultes) Mosyakin and Clemants,
and Orinus thoroldii (Stapf ex Hemsl.) Bor. Meanwhile, the
vegetation of the control plot includes Agriophyllum squarrosum
(L.) and Moq. D. schraderiana (Roemer and Schultes) Mosyakin
and Clemants. The vegetation in 2016 (afforestation for 5 years)
includes Populus alba var. pyramidalis, Poa annua L., and
Pennisetum flaccidum Grisebach. The vegetation of the control
plot includes P. flaccidum Grisebach. The vegetation in 2010
(11 years of afforestation) includes P. alba, P. annua L.,
Astragalus licentianus Hand.-Mazz, P. flaccidum Grisebach,
Artemisia hedinii Ostenf. et Pauls, and Taraxacum mongolicum
Hand.-Mazz. The vegetation of the control plot includes
Artemisia stechmanniana Bess., P. annua L, A. licentianus
Hand.-Mazz, and Tribulus terrestris Linnaeus. The vegetation

10.3389/ffgc.2022.997949

in 2006 (15 years of afforestation) includes P. alba var.
pyramidalis and S. moorcroftiana (Benth.) Baker. The vegetation
of the control plot includes Hordeum vulgare var. coeleste
Linnaeus Pisum sativum L. The vegetation in 1990 (31 years
of afforestation) includes Salix matsudana Koidz, Eragrostis
pilosa (L.) Beauv., Kobresialittledalei C. B. Clarke, and Potentilla
chinensis Ser. Lancea tibetica Hook. f. et Thoms. The vegetation
of the control plot includes A. squarrosum (L.), Mog. D.
schraderiana (Roemer and Schultes) Mosyakin and Clemants,
P. flaccidum Grisebach, and A. stechmanniana Bess.

The determination of the physical and chemical properties
of the soil samples includes as follows: the soil organic
matter (OM) is determined via potassium dichromate oxidation
and external heating method. The total nitrogen (TN)
is determined via semi-trace Kjeldahl method. The total
phosphorus (TP) is determined via molybdenum-antimony
resistance colorimetry. The total potassium (TK) is determined
with an atomic absorption-flame photometer. The available
phosphorus (AP) is determined via sodium bicarbonate
extraction-colorimetric method. The alkali-hydrolyzed nitrogen
(AN) is determined via alkali-hydrolyzed diffusion method.
The soil particle size (clay, silt, and sand) is measured
with a particle size analyzer. The SMC is determined via

FIGURE 2

Sample plot landscape of artificial afforestation at different times. Panels (a) and (b), (c) and (d), (e) and (f), (g) and (h), (i) and (j) are artificial
afforestation and control plot for 2, 5, 11, 15, and 31 years, respectively.

Frontiers in Forests and Global Change

05

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/ffgc.2022.997949
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/forests-and-global-change
https://www.frontiersin.org/

Yin et al.

TABLE 1 Basic situation of the soil sample collection site.

10.3389/ffgc.2022.997949

N (°) E(°) Elevation (m) Tree species for afforestation Afforestation (year) Total coverage (%)
29.32 90.80 3,573.10 Pinus sylvestris 2 40
29.32 90.80 3,571.60 Sandy land - 1
29.31 91.37 3,595.70 P. alba 5 50
29.31 91.37 3,587.30 Sandy land - 55
29.28 89.80 3,764.80 P. alba 11 25
29.28 89.80 3,762.20 Grass land - 40
29.27 92.02 3,572.80 P. alba 15 40
29.28 92.02 3575.40 Farm land - 90
29.30 91.53 3,526.20 S. matsudana Koidz 31 25
29.30 91.56 3,525.00 Sandy land - 5

drying method. The soil bulk density (SBD), soil total
porosity (TSP), and soil aeration (SA) are determined via
ring knife method.

Methods

Gray target model

Gray target theory is a gray correlation analysis theory used
to deal with a pattern sequence. The principle is to determine
the standard mode, namely, bullseye degree according to the
polarity of each index (Li X. et al, 2021). This mechanism
combines each mode with the standard mode to form a
gray target. When no standard reference mode is available,
this mechanism compares the mode to be evaluated with the
standard mode by setting a gray target and finding the bullseye
degree. This mechanism also compares the mode to be evaluated
with the standard mode and identifies the degree to which
the mode to be evaluated close to the bullseye degree. Pattern
recognition, classification, and optimization are carried out
based on the bullseye degree to determine the evaluation grade
(Zhang et al., 2021).

First, a standard model was established according to the
various soil physical and chemical indexes selected in this
study to evaluate the soil quality. In the standard mode,
the forward index took the maximum value. Meanwhile, the
backward index took the minimum value. Then, the gray
target transformation was carried out to obtain the matrix
after the gray target transformation. Thereafter, the difference
information of the gray correlation was determined to form
the difference information matrix of the mode. Finally, we
obtained the bullseye coefficient of each index of the model
to be evaluated by calculating the bullseye coefficient. The
matrix composed of the bullseye coefficients is obtained. The
obtained bullseye coefficient and the corresponding weight of
each index are substituted into the corresponding formula to
calculate the comprehensive bullseye degree of every model
to be evaluated.
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Building standard patterns

In this study, the soil quality of the different soil samples
in various regions is the model to be evaluated. The positive
SQIs include organic matter, TN, TP, TK, alkali-hydrolyzable
nitrogen, AP, clay particles, soil water content, soil porosity, and
SA. The soil quality has a maximum eigenvalue. The SBD of silt
and sand is an inverse index, and it has minimal eigenvalues.
The standard pattern sequence was determined according to the
effect types of different indexes on the soil quality. Specifically,
the standard model consists of extreme values of each indicator
(Deng, 2002):

Yo(Xj) = {Yo(X1), Yo(X2),- -+, Yo(Xn)} 1

where Yj is the standard mode sequence; and Yo(X;) is the
standard value of the jth index, j = I, 2, 3, ..., n, where # is the
number of indicators.

Performing gray target transformation
Let T be the gray target transformation. The target center

Two = x0 = (1, 1,..., 1), and the gray target transformation

formula of the different indexes is:

min{X,j, Yo(Xj)}

Yi(X)) = ZYi(X)) = max{Xij, Yo(Xj)}

2
where i is the number of samples; and j is the standard value of
the evaluation index, and its value range is the same as above.

Determining the gray correlation difference
information

The formula represents the difference information between
the mode to be evaluated. The standard mode and the meaning
of each parameter in the formula are consistent with the
previous text.

Vi = [Yo(X)) - Yi(Xj)| = |1 = Yi(X))| €)
Calculating the bullseye coefficient
min(Vy;) + pmax(V;;
VLYo, V() = TV omax(Vy)

Vij + pmax(Vy)
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where p € (0, 00) is the resolution coefficient. The smaller the
value is, the greater the resolution will be. The general value
range is (0,1). When the p-value < 0.5463, the value is usually
taken p = 0.5.

Calculating the bullseye degree

v(Yo, Yj) = D wiylYo (X)), Yi(X))]
j=1

(5)

where the obtained bullseye coefficient and the corresponding
weight of each index are brought into the formula to calculate
the comprehensive bullseye degree of each mode; w; is the
weight of the jth index; and v [y0(X;), yi(Xj)] represents the
bullseye coefficient.

Criteria importance through intercriteria
correlation method

The CRITIC method is a
comprehensively measure the objective weight of indicators

mechanism used to
by using the contrast strength and conflict between indicators.
This method considers the variability of indicators and their
correlation. The CRITIC method is a more objective weighting
method. The contrast intensity between indicators is reflected
by the standard deviation. The larger the standard deviation, the
greater the value difference between schemes, and the higher
the weight. The conflict is expressed in the form of correlation
coeflicient. The stronger the correlation, the smaller the conflict,
and the lower the weight. The greater the comprehensive
weight formed by the combination of standard deviation and
correlation coefficient, the higher the weight of the index.

The expression formula of the CRITIC method is as follows:

pi=8D 1=y ©)
i=1

bj
= n
Zj:l Pj

where P; is the information contained by the jth indicator; §;

W

%

is the standard deviation of the jth indicator and represents
the comparative intensity of the jth index; v;; is the correlation
coefficient between the ith and the jth evaluation indicators, and
it is used to quantify the conflict between indicators; and W;
represents the weight of the jth indicator.

Calculation of the soil quality index

Soil quality index is a comprehensive reflection of soil
function. The higher the SQI, the higher the soil quality. The SQI
is calculated by using the equations determined by the weights
and scores of the soil evaluation indexes. The specific steps are
as follows: (1) we determine the weight of each index through
principal component analysis. The variance of the common
factors obtained by principal component analysis can reflect
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the contribution rate of an index to the overall variance. The
larger the value is, the greater the contribution rate to the overall
variance will be. The weight of each indicator is calculated by the
ratio of the variance of the common factor of each indicator to
the sum of the variance of all common factors (Rahmanipour
et al, 2014); (2) The dimensionless value of each indicator
is determined; and (3) the SQI is calculated according to the
calculation formula of the index weight and membership value:

n
SQI:ZW,-xSi

i=1

(8)

where 7 is the number of indexes, Si is the membership value
of soil indexes, and Wi is the weight of indexes. The SQI ranges
from zero to one.

The membership functions of the different soil indexes
varies because the different soil physical and chemical property
indexes have varying effects on soil quality. The membership
function can be divided into ascending and descending types.
In this study, the indicators of descending membership function
are soil bulk density, silt content, and sand content, while those
of ascending membership function include soil organic matter,
total nitrogen, total phosphorus, total potassium, available
phosphorus, alkali hydrolyzed nitrogen, clay content, soil water
content, total soil porosity, and soil aeration.

The ascending membership function formula is as follows:

0.1 x<a
flx)=109(x—a)/(b—a) a<x<b 9)
1.0 x>b

The descending membership function formula is as follows:

0.1 x<a
fx)=109(b—x)/(b—a) a<x<b (10)
1.0 x>b

where f(x) is the membership function and x is the measured
value of the evaluation index. g, b indicate the minimum and
maximum values of the measured values, respectively.

Result

Characteristic statistics of the soil
physical and chemical indexes in
different afforestation times

The characteristics of the soil physical and chemical indexes
are shown in Figure 3. The content of soil organic matter
in different plots shows 31 years of afforestation > 15 years
of afforestation > 5 years of afforestation > 11 years of
afforestation > 2 years of afforestation. Moreover, the content
of the soil organic matter typically increases with the increase
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FIGURE 3
Statistical chart of the soil physical and chemical index characteristics of the different afforestation years. OM, soil organic matter (g/kg); TN,
total nitrogen (g/kg); TP, total phosphorus (g/kg); TK, total potassium (g/kg); AP, available phosphorus (mg/kg); AN, alkaline hydrolyzed nitrogen
(mg/kg); clay is clay (%); silt powder (%); sand is sand grains (%); SMC, soil water content (%); SBD, soil bulk density (g/cm?); TSP, soil total
porosity (%); SA, soil aeration (%).

in afforestation time. Figure 3 shows that the increment of the
soil organic matter content is large in the sample plot of 31
and 15 years of afforestation and the sample plot of natural
state. The increment in the soil organic matter content is small
in the sample plots of 2 and 11 years of afforestation and the
corresponding natural sample plots. This finding is related to
the afforestation time of the index and the background of the
sample plot. The order of the soil TN content from high to low
is 31, 15, 5, 11, and 2 years of afforestation. The content of soil
TN increases with the increase in afforestation time. The soil TN
content of the sample plot of 31 and 15 years of afforestation
is quite different from that of the sample plot of the natural
state (Figure 3). A little can be observed difference between
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2 years of afforestation and the corresponding natural plots.
The TN content slightly decreases in the sample plot and the
corresponding sample plot with 11 years of afforestation. The
content of the TP is high in the sample plots of 15, 31, and
5 years of afforestation. The soil TP content of the afforestation
sample plots in these 3 years increases more than that of the
sample plots in the same natural state. The content of TK
is 2 years > 15 years > 31 years > 11 years > 5 years of
afforestation. No obvious law exists between the content of
soil TK and the afforestation time of the sample plot. The
content of nitrogen was the highest in 31 and 15 years of
afforestation. The content is low in the remaining years. The
31, 15, and 5 years of afforestation increase compared with the
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corresponding natural plots. Afforestation decreases after 11
and 2 years. The content of phosphorus is the highest in the
sample plot of 15 years of afforestation. This content greatly
increases in the afforestation time and the corresponding natural
plot. The content and variation of phosphorus are low in other
sample plots.

The clay content is 11 years > 15 years > 31 years > 2 years
> 5 years. The clay content in the sample plots of 31, 2, and
15 years of afforestation is higher than that in the corresponding
natural sample plots in the same region. The 5 and 11 years
of afforestation plots are lower than the corresponding natural
plots. Given that the clay content of the 5 years of afforestation
sample plot is zero, it has a large decrease compared with
the natural sample plot in the same region. The silt content
from low to high was 5, 2, 31, 15, and 11 years. Except for
the 5 years of the afforestation sample plot, the silt content of
the rest of the afforestation sample plot is increased compared
with the corresponding natural sample plot. With regard to the
index of sand grain, the comparison between the afforestation
sample plot and the corresponding natural sample plot is just
opposite to that of silt grain. The sand content from low to
high is afforestation for 11, 15, 31, 2, and 5 years. Meanwhile,
the soil water content from high to low is afforestation for 31,
15, 11, 2, and 5 years. The water content basically increases
with the increase in afforestation years. In comparison with
the corresponding natural sample plots, a significant increase
was observed in 15 and 31 years. The remaining afforestation
years are reduced. The SBD from low to high is 15, 31, 5,
11, and 2 years. The SBD of the sample plots planted for 15,
31, 5, and 11 years is significantly reduced compared with
the corresponding natural sample plots. The sample plot of
afforestation for 2 years is slightly higher than the corresponding
natural sample plot. Soil porosity from high to low is 15, 31, 11,
2, and 5 years. Afforestation in 31 and 15 years has significantly
increased compared with the corresponding natural sample
plots. The remaining plots slightly changed. SA from high to
low is 15, 11, 2, 31, and 5 years. The SA significantly decreased
compared with the corresponding natural sample plots after
15 years of afforestation. The remaining years are increased, but
it is not significant.

The differences of the soil physical and chemical indexes
among sample plots with different afforestation years are
analyzed. The sample plots with different years demonstrated
significant differences in organic matter (P < 0.05). Significant
differences in soil organic matter are also observed between 31
and 15 year sample plots, between 15 year sample plots and
11 and 5 year sample plots, and between 2 year sample plots
and 5 and 11 year sample plots. The mean value of the soil
organic matter varies from the minimum value (0.18 £ 0.02)
to the maximum value (3.10 £ 0.09). Significant differences in
TN content in different years are also noticeable. No significant
difference was evident between 11 and 5 years of afforestation.
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However, significant differences can be observed among the
other different afforestation years. The mean value of TN varies
from the minimum value (0.01 & 0.00) to the maximum value
(0.16 £ 0.02). Significant differences in TP can be observed
among different sites. The mean value of the TP varied from
the minimum value (0.08 + 0.01) to the maximum value
(0.16 £ 0.00).

In comparison with the difference of TK among different
plots, significant differences can be observed in the soil TK
content between 2 and 11 year sample plot. The mean value of
the TP varied from the minimum value (2.13 + 0.13) to the
maximum value (3.16 £ 0.12). Varying degrees of significant
differences can be observed between the sample plots of different
years compared with the nitrogen in the sample plots of
different years. The mean value varied from the minimum value
(11.14 £ 1.21) to the maximum value (72.09 & 9.38). Varying
degrees of significant differences between the sample plots of
different years can be observed compared with the soil AP in
the sample plots of different years. The mean value of AP varies
from the minimum value (0.6 & 0.14) to the maximum value
(20.52 + 1.20).

Different degrees of significant differences can be observed
between the sample plots of different years compared with the
soil clay content in the sample plots of different years. The mean
value of clay varies from the minimum value (0.00 % 0.00)
to the maximum value (3.35 £ 0.24). Different degrees of
significant differences can be observed between the sample
plots of different years compared with the soil silt content
in the sample plots of different years. The mean value of
powder varies from the minimum value (3.86 £ 0.93) to the
maximum value (48.99 £ 12.14). Different degrees of significant
differences can be observed between the sample plots of different
years compared with the soil sand content in the sample
plots of different years. The mean value of sand varies from
the minimum value (47.77 £ 13.16) to the maximum value
(96.13 = 20.97).

Different degrees of significant differences can be observed
between the sample plots of different years compared with
the soil water content in the sample plots of different years.
Significant difference in soil water content can be observed
between 11 year sample plots and 5, and 2, year sample
plots. The mean value of the soil water content varies from
the minimum value (2.55 + 1.09) to the maximum value
(24.3 £ 1.09). Different degrees of significant differences can be
observed between the sample plots of different years compared
with the SBD in the sample plots of different years. Significant
differences can be observed in SBD between 2 year sample
plots and 11, year sample plots. The mean value of SBD varies
from the minimum value (1.1 & 0.05) to the maximum value
(1.53 & 0.06). Different degrees of significant differences can be
observed between the sample plots of different years compared
with the soil porosity in the sample plots of different years.
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Significant differences in soil porosity are evident between 5
and 2 year sample plots. The mean value of soil porosity varies
from the minimum value (21.9 % 3.05) to the maximum value
(53.88 = 1.57). Significant differences in different degrees can be
observed among the sample plots with different years compared
with the SA in the sample plots with different years. The mean
value of SA varied from the minimum value (17.39 + 0.64) to
the maximum value (37.04 & 4.37).

We determined the soil nutrient level of the soil chemical
property indexes in the sample plots with different afforestation
years according to the soil nutrient classification standard of
the second National Soil Fertility Survey. Organic matter, TN,
TP, and TK are all grade 6 among different afforestation sample
plots. The content of alkali-hydrolyzable nitrogen was the
highest in the sample plot with 31 years of afforestation, and
the nutrient grade was grade 4. The alkali-hydrolyzable nitrogen
grade with 15 years of afforestation is grade 5, and the nutrient
grade in the other sample plots is grade 6. The AP was the
highest in the sample plot with 15 years of afforestation, and
the nutrient grade was grade II. The AP in the sample plots
with 11 years of afforestation is grade 5, and the nutrient grade
in the sample plots of other years is grade 6. The soil nutrient
grade of the experimental plot in the study area is low, and
the soil is poor.

Figure 4 shows the changes of the soil physical and chemical
indexes of the sample plots with different afforestation years
and their control plots. The change between the sample plot
of 31 years of afforestation and the corresponding natural
sample plot is the largest. The indicators with obvious reduction
are sand particle and SBD, which are inverse indexes. The
reduction of these two indicators has a positive effect on
improving soil quality. In the positive index, except for the
index of TK, the amount of change increased. Sand content,
SBD, and SA decreased in the 15 year afforestation plots
compared with the corresponding natural plots, while the
mean values of other indices increased. The changes of the
soil physical and chemical indexes are small in 11 years of
afforestation plots and the corresponding natural plots. TP,
TK, AP, silt, and SA increased in different degrees. The main
chemical properties of the plots are increased compared with
the corresponding natural plots, except for TK. The changes
of some physical property indexes have a negative effect on
the improvement of soil quality. For example, the specific
gravity of clay and silt decreases, the specific gravity of sand
increases, and the soil water content decreases. The decrease
in SBD and the increase in SA play a positive role in the
improvement of soil quality. The AP and nitrogen in the soil
chemical indexes significantly decreased compared with the
corresponding natural sample plots. TP slightly decreased. TK
slightly increased. The remaining indicators remained basically
unchanged. The particle size composition changes in a positive
direction, in which the specific gravity of clay and powder
increases, and that of sand decreases. Among the soil physical
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indexes, SA and soil porosity are increased. The decrease in soil
water content and the increase in SBD are not conducive to the
soil quality improvement.

Bullseye degree of soil quality by gray
target model

The objective weight of each evaluation index is calculated
by critical method. The objective weight of each index and the
ratio of each index weight to the sum of all weights are shown
in Figure 5. The top five indicators with high weight are AP,
silt, soil water content, nitrogen, and TN. The five indexes with
lower weight are TP, TK, soil porosity, SBD, and clay. The weight
of the chemical property index is slightly higher than that of
the physical property index. The contrast intensity and conflict
between different indexes are expressed by standard deviation
and correlation coeflicient according to the calculation principle
of the critical method, respectively. If the correlation between
different indicators is stronger, and the conflict is smaller, then
the weight is lower. If the standard deviation of an index is larger,
then the weight is higher. This study uses the mode matrix after
gray target transformation to calculate the standard deviation,
considering the various measurement units of different physical
and chemical properties. According to the correlation analysis
table between different indicators, organic matter, TN, TP, and
SBD show a strong correlation with other indicators. Based on
the analysis of the standard deviation of different indexes, the
standard deviation of soil water content, TN, nitrogen, AP, and
organic matter is large.

The improved gray target model was used to estimate the
soil quality results of different sites, as shown in Figure 6.
The basic idea of the gray target model is to compare the
evaluation item with the standard model (target center) and
identify the degree of the evaluation item close to the target
center. According to the analysis results of the gray target model,
the value range of target degree y of soil quality in different
forestation years in this study is 0.42-0.75. The soil quality in the
study area was divided into five levels according to the principle
of equal division and integration. The classification here is only
for the grading of the soil quality target degree of the sample
plots involved in this study and represents the grading of soil
quality relative to the sample plots in this study. The value of
target degree of soil quality at all levels and the proportion of
sample land are shown in Table 2.

Table 2 shows that about 63.33% of the sample plots in
this study have a grade V bullseye degree. The soil fertility is
low, and the bullseye degree of about 16.67% of the sample
plots is grade IV. The soil quality slightly improved, and the
bullseye degree of about 20% of the sample plots is grade I in
the sample plots of 15 and 31 years of afforestation. Figure 5
shows that the soil quality bullseye degree of the sample plot
after 15 years of afforestation is the largest (0.7153 £ 0.0244),
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followed by the bullseye degree after 31 years of afforestation
(0.6923 =+ 0.0020). The bullseye degree (0.4400 £ 0.0029) of
soil quality in the sample plot of afforestation for 2 years is
the lowest. The soil quality bullseye degree (0.4738 £ 0.0188)
of 11 years of afforestation sample plot is slightly higher than
that of 5 years of afforestation sample plot (0.4431 % 0.0012).
The bullseye degree of soil quality increases with the increase
in afforestation years. Based on the variation coefficient of
soil quality bullseye degree in different afforestation years,
afforestation for 5 years (0.26%) < afforestation for 31 years
(0.28%) < afforestation for 2 years (0.65%) < afforestation
for 15 years (3.41%) < afforestation for 11 years (3.96%).
The coeflicient of variation of SQI of different afforestation
years are all less than 10%, which belonged to the low
variation level. However, different soil quality targets are
related to the various site and background conditions of the
sample plots. The variation of the target degree of soil quality
between the 31 years of afforestation plots and the natural
plots in the same region was about 0.208, which was the
largest, compared with the corresponding natural state plots
in the same region. The change of the soil quality target
degree is about 0.184, followed by the change of the soil
quality target degree. The minimum change of the soil quality
target degree between 5 years of afforestation plots and the
corresponding plots was about 0.019. The change of the soil
quality target degree between 11 years of afforestation sample
plots and the corresponding natural plots is the smallest,
approximately 0.006. The change of the soil quality target
degree between 2 years of afforestation sample plots and the
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corresponding plots was negative, which is related to the
background condition and afforestation years of the plots. The
soil quality shows a rising trend with the increase in afforestation
years.

Evaluation of soil quality based on the
full data set

Principal component analysis is used to determine the
weights of the soil physical and chemical indexes in this study
(Table 3). The test value of KMO in this study is 0.757,
which conforms to the principal component analysis. Principal
component analysis is used to determine the weight of each
index. The SQI of the different forestation years and the
corresponding natural state sample plots is calculated according
to the determination method of membership value of different
soil indexes introduced above. The SQI of the plots with
different forestation years and the corresponding plots with
natural state is shown in Figure 7.

The SQI can reflect the quality of soil in different
afforestation areas. The SQI of the different afforestation years
and the corresponding natural state was analyzed. The order of
SQI was SQI15 (0.709) > SQI31 (0.662) > SQI11 (0.426) > SQI2
(0.348) > SQI5 (0.309). The SQI increased with the increase
in forestation years. However, the SQI of the 15 years of
afforestation plot was higher than that of the 31 years of
afforestation plot. The SQI of the 2 years of afforestation
plot is greater than 5 years. In comparison with the natural
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TABLE 3 Total data set (TDS) weights of soil in different afforestation years.
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Indexes Principal component TDS
PC-1 PC-2 PC-3 PC-4 Communality Weight

OM 0.81 0.52 0.02 —0.04 0.95 0.08
TN 0.83 0.49 0.15 —0.00 0.95 0.08
TP 0.66 0.39 —0.01 —0.18 0.84 0.07
TK —0.41 0.02 0.74 0.31 0.60 0.05
AN 0.75 0.52 0.23 —0.06 0.93 0.08
AP 0.33 —0.01 —0.61 0.56 0.76 0.06
Clay 0.51 —0.73 0.12 —0.09 0.89 0.08
Silt 0.61 —0.71 —0.17 —0.12 0.97 0.08
Sand —0.61 0.72 0.15 0.12 0.97 0.08
SMC 0.78 0.14 —0.01 0.45 0.85 0.07
SBD —0.66 —0.17 0.03 0.46 0.69 0.06
TSP 0.75 —0.32 0.25 0.41 0.93 0.08
SA 0.32 —0.61 0.49 —0.05 0.77 0.06
Eigenvalue 5.42 3.07 1.40 1.09

Ratio (%) 41.72 23.63 10.79 8.40

Cumulative percentage (%) 41.72 65.36 76.15 84.55

FIGURE 7
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plots in the same region, the SQIs of the plots with different
forestation years were as follows: afforestation for 31 years
(0.31) > afforestation for 15 years (0.19) > afforestation for
2 years (0.03) > afforestation for 5 years (0.00) > afforestation
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for 11 years (—0.01). The variation coefficient of the SQI in
different forestation years was 1.68% (2 years) < 11 years
(1.89%) < 31 years (2.88%) < 15 years (3.62%) < 5 years
(7.36%). The coeflicient of variation of the SQI of different
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TABLE 2 Soil quality grade classification of different
evaluation methods.

Gray target model
Grade Lower limit Upper limit Proportion (%)
1 0.68 0.75 20.00
2 0.61 0.68 0.00
3 0.55 0.61 0.00
4 0.48 0.55 16.67
5 0.42 0.48 63.33

afforestation years were all less than 10%, which belonged to low
variation level.

The classification of SQI was represented by a box diagram
(Figure 8). “Box graph” is a statistical graph drawn by “quartile”
method, which can be used to display data dispersion and
compare the distribution characteristics of multiple groups of
data. The characteristics of the SQI of the different afforestation
years and the corresponding natural plots were analyzed.
According to the box plot of SQI, the SQI of the different
afforestation years and natural plots in the study area can be
divided into four grades (grades 1, 2, 3, and 4). The range of
the SQI of grade 1 is 0.29-0.34, grade 2 is 0.34-0.43, grade 3 is
0.43-0.67, and grade 4 is 0.67-0.74. The SQI ranges from 0.30 to
0.32 in grade 1, 0.32 to 0.35 in grade 2, 0.35 to 0.44 in grade 3,
and 0.44 to 0.53 in grade 4. The soil quality of the sample plots
with different afforestation years and natural sample plots in the
study area are classified according to this classification method.
The SQI grade of the sample plot for 15 years of afforestation is
the highest grade 4, and the soil quality is good.

The soil fertility grade of the 15 years of afforestation sample
plot and the natural sample plot in the same area is also the
highest grade 4. However, the SQI of the natural sample plot is
lower than that of the afforestation sample plot. The SQI grade
of the sample plot for 31 years of afforestation is grade 3, and
the soil quality is good. The soil fertility grade of the 31 years
of afforestation sample plot and the natural sample plot in the
same area is also grade 3. The SQI of the natural sample plot
is lower than that of afforestation sample plot. The SQI grade
of the sample plot for 11 years of afforestation is grade 2, and
the soil quality is good. The soil fertility grade of the natural
sample plots in the same area is also grade 3. The SQI of the
afforestation sample plot and natural sample plot in this area
is equal. The soil fertility of the 5 year sample system is in the
corresponding low level. The soil quality of the sample plots
with two afforestation years has little improvement compared
with the corresponding natural sample plots. The classification
method of the SQI here is different from that of soil quality
bullseye degree in Table 2. The “quartile’ method is adopted
here, and the grading of bullseye degree adopts the division
method of equal division and rounding. The value range of each
level and the relative level of soil quality expressed are different.
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Comparison between gray target
model and full data set

The full data set of SQIs can generally make a comprehensive
and accurate evaluation of the soil quality. The gray target
model combines all models with the standard model to form
gray targets and compares the models to be evaluated with the
standard model. The aim is to identify the degree to which the
model is close to the center of the target, that is, the degree of
the target. Pattern recognition, classification, and optimization
are carried out based on the bullseye degree. The results of
the soil quality evaluation based on the improved gray target
model showed that the range of soil quality target degree varied
from 0.4211 to 0.7496 in the study area. The mean value was
0.5113 4 0.1014, and the coeflicient of variation was 19.83%.
The range of soil quality index SQI-TDS based on the full
dataset ranged from 0.2850 to 0.7402. The mean value was
0.4384 =4 0.1403, and the coefficient of variation was 32.03%,
both of which belong to moderate variation level (Zhang, 2005;
Guan et al,, 2012). The coefficient of variation of soil index in the
whole dataset is greater than that based on the gray target model.
This finding indicates that the spatial variability of soil quality
in the study area is small. Except for 11 years of afforestation,
the coefficient of variation of SQI calculated by the full dataset
method was greater than the gray target degree calculated by
the gray target model method. In Figure 9, the changes of the
soil quality curves in the study area under the two methods
are consistent. A comparative analysis of the two soil quality
evaluation methods shows that the correlation coefficient of the
two evaluation results was 0.957, showing a significant positive
correlation. The results show that the two methods of soil quality
evaluation had good consistency and verified their accuracy.

Discussion

Effectiveness of criteria importance
through intercriteria correlation
method and the gray target model

The CRITIC method is mainly used to determine the
weight of indexes based on the comparative strength of the
evaluation index and the conflict between the index to measure
the objective weight of the index (Diakoulaki et al, 1995;
Abdel-Basset and Mohamed, 2019). The CRITIC is applied
when the indexes are correlated and is an effective method
to assess the convergent validity of indexes that are related
(Diakoulaki et al.,, 1995). In the CRITIC method, the smaller
the conflict between indexes is, the smaller the weight is.
The qualitative indexes can be transformed into quantitative
indexes without the independence of attributes (Alinezhad and
Khalili, 2019). This approach showed a better objective weight
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assignment method than entropy weight and standard deviation
methods (Kumaraswamy and Ramaswamy, 2016).

The gray target model is one of the more acceptable
methods for soil quality assessment based on gray system
theory (Zhu and Hipel, 2012). According to the similarity
or dissimilarity of the development trend among factors, the
method of gray correlation degree analysis for each subsystem
can explore the numerical relationship between subsystems in
the system through a certain method (Du et al,, 2021). Based
on gray relational analysis, pattern recognition, classification,
and optimization of the system to be evaluated are carried
out to determine the evaluation level (Shi and Li, 2009). In
the evaluation of soil quality, the relative levels of soil quality
in different regions are compared in the study area, but the
traditional gray target model is difficult to solve the weight
assignment issue (Deng, 2002). In this study, CRITIC method is
introduced into the traditional gray target model. The improved
gray target model based on CRITIC weight is established to
add the weight of each index to the model, which improves
the accuracy and objectivity of the evaluation results. The soil
quality results obtained by the improved gray target model and
the full data set method have good consistency and can verify
their accuracy. This result is consistent with other research
findings (Liu et al,, 2018).

In this study, The AP weight value calculated by the CRITIC
weight method greatly reduced, while the weight of the clay
particles, sand, SBD, and TSP greatly increased. Meanwhile, the
weight of soil water content and SA greatly decreased. This
implies that the soil nutrient level of the afforestation plots in the
study area is low and the soil is relatively poor (Rahmanipour
et al,, 2014). According to the bullseye degree of soil quality,
about 63.33% of the sample plots in this study have a grade 5
bullseye degree, and about 16.67% of the sample plots is grade 4.
The soil quality improved slightly improved, and the bullseye
degree of about 20% of the sample plots is grade 1 in the 15
and 31 years of afforestation. This shows that the amount of
soil change is relatively slow in different afforestation years.
Therefore, the ecological environment in the study area is poor
and the restoration period is relatively long once damaged (Gao
etal., 2010; Wen et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2019).

Main factors affecting the soil quality
of different afforestation timescales

The SQI of the sample plots with different afforestation
years increased with the increase in afforestation years. The
sample plot of 15 years of afforestation belongs to the abandoned
farmland before afforestation, and the soil quality is better
than that of other afforestation sites. In comparison with the
control farmland in the nearby area, the changes in the soil
physical and chemical properties shows that the change of each
index has greatly improved the soil quality (Li X. et al., 2021).

Frontiers in Forests and Global Change

16

10.3389/ffgc.2022.997949

The sample plot of 11 years of afforestation is an area with
gravel coverage and no vegetation before afforestation. The
opposite land is the grassland with good vegetation coverage
nearby. Accordingly, the change of soil indexes in 11 years
of afforestation is small. Thus, afforestation will change the
physical and chemical properties of soil better.

According to the comparison and analysis of the bullseye
degree of soil quality with different physical and chemical
properties, the bullseye degree of the soil chemical properties
is greater than that of physical properties in most of the
samples in this study area. The proportion of such plots
is greater than 90%. A total of 13 indexes are selected in
this study, including six chemical indexes and seven physical
indexes. This finding indicates that the chemical properties
play a major role in the evaluation of soil quality (Li X.
et al,, 2021). The soil quality improvement is mainly caused
by chemical properties. This notion provides a basis for the
selection of soil quality evaluation indexes in future soil
quality evaluation research. Biinemann et al. (2018) made
a statistical analysis of 62 published papers on soil quality
evaluation and showed that the physical indexes with the
highest frequency were all related to soil water holding capacity,
such as soil capillary porosity and non-capillary porosity.
Total soil porosity was selected in this study. This index
reflects the soil structure and affects the stability of soil
aggregates, soil water holding capacity, soil moisture, plant
growth, and the ecological function of soil (Zha and Tang,
2003).

According to statistics, more than 90% of soil quality
research papers are related to soil organic matter. Soil organic
matter was also selected as the evaluation index of soil quality
in this study. Soil organic matter controls soil gas exchange and
water relationship by affecting the soil aggregate stability and
soil porosity. Moreover, soil organic matter plays an important
role in soil carbon cycling and nutrient utilization (Schoenholtz
et al, 2000). In this study, among the 13 soil physical and
chemical indicators in soil quality evaluation, CRITIC weight
shows the AP, Silt, SMC, AN, TN, and OM are the main factors
affecting soil quality. This result also supports the preliminary
research finding (Schoenholtz et al, 2000; Zha and Tang,
2003).

The sample plot of afforestation for 5 years is afforestation
in the Piedmont conglomerate desert area. A little difference
in site conditions of the natural sample plots in the same
region can be observed. However, the contents of soil organic
matter, TN, TP, and nitrogen are increasing. The soil physical
properties are also getting better. This improvement leads to
the variation of the soil physical and chemical properties. In
the area where afforestation has been carried out for 2 years,
the chemical properties of the soil are basically unchanged
even though sprinkler irrigation measures are taken. The soil
physical properties did not return to the level of soil physical
properties before afforestation. Consequently, the physical
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and chemical properties of soil after afforestation take 2-
5 years to restore.

Due to the particularity of the geographical location and the
fragility of the natural environment and the short period of soil
development, the soil degradation of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau
is serious. Some studies have pointed out that there are different
degrees of permafrost degradation, vegetation degradation, soil
degradation, desertification, grassland degradation, soil erosion,
salinization, freeze-thaw erosion and other land degradation
phenomena on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau (Chen et al., 2013;
Wu et al,, 2015). Some studies have found that land degradation
will affect the physical and chemical properties of soil, and
then affect the hydraulic characteristics and water transport
status of soil (He et al, 2003; Wang et al, 2007, Graves
et al, 2015). Most existing soil quality evaluation studies
chose soil physical and chemical indicators. The biological
indicators were not considered in this study due to low impact
of soil microorganisms in the study area (Li S. et al, 2021;
Li X. et al, 2021). In spite of this, the role of biological
indicators in the assessment of soil quality can’t be ignored.
The application of the soil biological index to evaluate the
soil quality is the development direction in the future. In
addition, soil quality assessment is mainly focused on the
specific points and regions, and there are few researches
on large-scale soil quality. Meanwhile, the inadequate soil
samples also introduce uncertainty in soil quality assessment.
It is still an important problem to be solved in current
research to extend the research results of soil quality from
small scale to large-scale research under the numbers of
samples.

Conclusion

Based on the soil samples collected from different
afforestation years of 2, 5, 11, 15, and 31 years and natural
sample plots with similar site conditions in the same region, the
gray target model and CRITIC method are used to evaluate the
soil quality of the sample plots with different afforestation years
and the corresponding natural sample plots on the Tibet Plateau.
The results show that:

(1) The most positive soil physical and chemical indexes
increase with the increase in afforestation years. The
contents of SOM, TN, and nitrogen increased with the
increase in the afforestation years, except for the sample
plot of 11 years. The content of most soil physical and
chemical indexes is greater than that in the corresponding
natural sample plots in 31 years of afforestation.

(2) The target degree of the soil quality in the study area

is divided into five grades according to the principle of

equal division and integration. The soil quality grade of the
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corresponding sample plot after 15 years of afforestation is
grade 4. The other plots are grade 5.

The SQI generally increases with the increase of in
forestation years. The different afforestation years indicate
SQI (0.709) of 15 years > SQI (0.662) of 31 years > SQI
(0.426) of 11 years > SQI (0.348) of 2 years > SQI
(0.309) of 5 years. The full data set method verifies the
effectiveness of the gray target model. The two soil quality
evaluation methodologies are consistent and can verify
each other’s accuracy. The correlation coeflicient of the two
results reaches 0.957.

The long-term afforestation timescales have improved the
soil quality of watershed valley. Available phosphorus, silt,
soil water content are the main factors impacting the soil
quality in the afforestation timescales.
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