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ABSTRAK

Kajian bertulis mengenai pengurusan tanah kawasan tinggi untuk tanaman kelapa sawit menunjukkan tanah ini
adalah rendah kesuburan dan taraf hesesuaiannya. Kajian kami yang bertujuan mendalami masalah tersebut,
mendapati bahan saprolit yang berada di bawah lapisan tanah telah tededah atau hampir ke permukaan akibat
henja-kerja membuat teres pada tanah berbukit, menyebabkan tanah berkenaan kurang sesuai untuk penanaman
kelapa sawit. Persampelan tiga profil saprolit yang berbeza kedalaman dan geologi telah dilakukan dan analisis
sifat fizik kimia and kesuburannya telah dijalankan. Selain daripada variasi antara sifat sapnolit yang berlainan
geologinya, saprolit juga mempunyai taraf kesuburan dan sifat fizik yang rendah, mencadanghan bahawa bahan
ini tidak sesuai untuk tumbesaran tanaman. Taraf kesuburan saprolit walaupun kurang terluluhawa, adalah
rendah daripada tanah. Saprolit mempunyai keupayaan pengikatan phosporus yang tinggi, cas negatif yang
rendah, dan dengan itu mempunyai keupayaan pertukaran kation yang rendah. Kesan fitotoksik Al adalah rendah
dalam saprolit berbanding dengan tanahnya. Sifat fizik saprolit adalah masif dan tiada pembentukkan struktur
dan mempunyai daya penyimpanan air yang tinggi yang kemungkinan tidak terdapat oleh tanaman. Analisis
menyebabkan taraf kesuburan saprolit rendah berbanding dengan tanahnya. Penilaian kesesuaian bahan saprolit
daripada geologi asal yang berbeza mendapati bahan ini tidak sesuai untuk tanaman kelapa sawit, dengan
kecetekan, saliran dan kesuburan saprolit sebagai masalah utamanya.

ABSTRACT
The reviews on the management of upland soils for oil palm cultivation have indicated that these soils are poor
in fertility and classified as marginal to unsuitable. Our study aimed at investigating the problem, found that
saprolites laying below the soil layers are either exposed directly or near to the surface as the vesult of unavoidable
terracing of slopes to enable cropping, rendering poor crop suitability. Samples from three different saprolitic
profiles of varying depth and geology were collected and analyzed for their physico-chemical properties and chemical
[ertility characteristics. Besides variability in characteristics of different geological origin, the saprolites have poor
Jertility and physical properties, suggesting that they ave poor substrate for crop growth. The fertility status of
the saprolites, despite less weathered, were poorer than their soils. Comparatively, they have higher phosphorus
retention capacity, lower net negative charge, and thus lower cation retention capacity. mmwm
however, was lower in the saprolites than in their soils. The saprolites physical properties were character '
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PHYSICO-CHEMICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The suitability assessment of saprolite materials of varying geological origin indicates that saprolites are
unsuitable for oil palm cultivation, with shallowness, fertility and poor drainage conditions being the major

constraints.

INTRODUCTION

Land terracing is an unavoidable procedure in
the preparation of upland soils for oil palm
cultivation. Depending upon the steepness of
the slope, the cutting for terrace bench can
reach down to more than a meter deep, which
will expose the upper saprolite or commonly
cited as the C horizon to the surface or near to
the surface. In whatever cases, the crops planted
on hilly and upland areas will eventually be
utilizing saprolite as the growing substrate. Oil
palm is one of the major plantation crops in
Malaysia, and is cultivated on inland areas, some
are rugged, hilly and sloppy in nawre. In
Malaysia, the utilization of slope >20° for agri-
culture is not recommended (Land Conserva-
tion Act, 1960), but in some cases, this is not so.
Owing to increasing land pressure and also the
lack of enforcement, this Act has not been strictly
followed (Aminuddin et al. 1990). Some obser-
vations have shown that where slopes are >10°,
terracing will expose saprolites directly to the
surface (Burnham, 1978; Hamdan, 1995). These

" observations, however, noted that the tendency

of saprolite exposure would depend upon the
soil depth and terracing techniques.

The acid upland soils are known to have
many fertility problems. In an undisturbed en-
vironment, these soils are inherently infertile.
Like all acid soils of the humid tropics, these
soils are low in pH, which bring with it many
potential associated problems, including H, Al,
and Mn toxicity, Ca deficiency, low CEC, high P
fixation, and low microbial activity (Tessens and
Shamshuddin, 1983; Foy, 1984). Their shallow
topsoils are highly susceptible to erosion, and if
not managed properly after clearing, can lose
much of their original fertility and beneficial
physical properties. Reviews on the characteris-
tics and management of upland acid soils did not
consider the exposed saprolites as a result of
terracing.  With the surface soils and subsoils
already being considered ~one could
only imagine what impact the saprolites pose to
the fertility of upland soils. This paper attempts
to characterize the fertility of saprolites as an

agricultral substrate in comparison to their re-

this study would change our perception on the
management approach of these materials so that
they may become more sustainable not only for
oil palm, but also for cultivation of other peren-
nial crops. To achieve this, three deep saprolitic
profiles of different geology and location were
selected for the investigation.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The study was conducted in Peninsular Malaysia
which is climatically equarorial with an annual
precipitation of 2500 to 3500 mm, a potential
evapotranspiration of 1130 mm, and a daily air
temperature of 28 to 33°C. The soil moisture
regime is udic while the soil temperature is
isohyperthermic with a mean annual soil
temperature of 28.70 C. The study involved
three deep saprolitic profiles of different geology
and location. Samples were collected along newly
exposed road cuts in the state of Selangor and
Pahang, with depths of 10, 15 and 26 meters for
schist, basalt and granite regoliths, respectively.
These deep profiles were differentiated into
various horizons, morphologically described and
sampled following the criteria outlined in the
USDA Soil Survey Manual (1981), and were
classified using the USDA Soil Taxonomy (USDA
Soil Survey Staff, 1994) and FAO-Unesco (1988)
soil classification systems.

Samples of soil, saprolite and rock were air
dried, crushed and sieved through a 2-mm size.
The undisturbed core samples were taken for
the determination of bulk density and moisture-
retention characteristics at 5 to 1,500 kPa using
pressure plates. The aggregate stability index
and water dispersible clay (WDC) properties
were estimated using the methods of turbidity
(Molope et al. 1985) and sedimentation (Tessens,
1984), respectively. Soil texture was determined
using pipette method (Gee and Bauder, 1986).
Soil pH was measured in suspension of 1:2.5
(soil:solution) ratio using a glass electrode pH
meter, while soil organic carbon was determined

by the Walkley-Black dichromate titration method

(Walkley and Black, 1934). Soil nitrogen was
determined by macro-kjedahl digestion method
(Bremner and Mullraney, 1982), and the
dithionite citrate bicarbonate method of Mehra

spective soil layers. It is hoped that the results of  and Jackson (1960) was employed to estimate
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free iron oxide content. For the CEC
determination, the leaching method of 1M
ammonium acetate buffered at pH 7 was used.
The available P and extractable Al were
determined by Olsen (Olsen et al 1954) and
aluminon (Hsu, 1963) methods, respectively.
The phosphate sorption index was determined
according to the method of Bache and Williams
(1971). The land suitability classification system
of Sys et al. (1993) was used to evaluate the soil
and saprolite suitability for oil palm.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Morphological Deseriptions
The morphological properties of the three deep
profiles are summarized in Table 1. The solum
layers of the profiles were characterized by crumb
structure that gradually changes into subangular
blocky structure with depth. They had friable
consistency with variation in colours from dark
brown in basaltic profile to reddish or yellowish
brown in schistic and granitic profiles. Drainage
was excessive in basaltic, but moderate in schistic
and granitic profiles.

The passage from solum to saprolite was
shown by an increase in massiveness, a firmer

consistency and a decrease in porosity. With
depth, saprolites become still firmer and coher-
ent and can be described as saprock (Zauyah,
1986). The granitic and basaltic saprolites were
massive but slightly more friable than the schist
saprolite. The high content of incompletely weath-
ered crystals such as quartz, feldspar and musco-
vite in granite, at intense stage of weathering of
basalt, could have accounted for the friability of
the saprolites. Partly weathered rock fragments
of various sizes, sometimes called corestones, are
frequently found in the lower zones. All saprolites
had variegated colours that vary between profiles
of different geology. In basalt and schist saprolites,
the matrices were dominantly reddish-brown to
reddish-yellow with grayish colours in relict rock
fragments. In granitic saprolite with high resistant
minerals such as quartz and muscovite, dissolution
of feldspars yielded a matrix of yellow-gray and
white with reddish weathered stains. The grayish
colour became more dominant with depth in all
profiles.

Our field observations strongly suggest that
the soil solum of the three profiles provide a
good medium for crop growth, particularly those
developed on basalt, where the soils are very

TABLE 1
Morphological descriptions of the profiles under study
Horizon Depth(m) Texture Colour Structure Consistency
Matrix Mottles
Basalt Profile
Soil 0-2 Clay 10YR 4/4  Nil Crumb-SAB Friable-Fluffy
Transition 2-3 Clay 1YR 3/4  nil SAB Friable
Upper saprolite 36 Clay 2.5YR 3/4 10YR 4/1 Massive Firm
Lower saprolite 6-10 Clay 2.5YR 3/4 10YR 4/1 Massive Firm
Saprock 10-15 Silty Clay 2.5YR 3/4 Nil Coherent Hard
Granite Profile
Soil 0-0.5 Clay Loam 25YR 7/6 5YR 6/8 Crumb-SAB Friable
Transition 0.5-3.2 Silty Clay 75¥R 7/6 25YR 6/8 SAB * Friable
Upper saprolite 5.2-125  Sandy Clay 10YR7/8  25YR 6/8 Massive Friable
Lower saprolite 12,5245 Sandy Loam 7.5YR 6/0 2.5YR 6/4 Massive Firm-Hard
Saprock 24.5-26 Sandy Loam 7.5YR 6/0 25¥YR 4 Coherent Hard
Schist Profile
Soil 0-1 Clay 75YR 5/6 Nil Crumb Friable
Transition 1-1.5 Silty Clay 25YR 5/8 10YR 7/2 SAB Friable-Firm
Upper saprolite 156 Silty Clay 25YR 5/8 2.5YR 6/8 Massive Firm
Lower saprolite 69 Silty Loam  25YR 5/0  2.5YR 6/6 Massive Firm
Saprock 910 Silty Loam  2.5YR 5/0  Nil Coherent “Hard
- s i | =, o
Note: SAB = Subangular blocky rewgillatd
- \?J
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friable and fluffy. The saprolites, however, are
contradictory to the solum in nature, where they
are compacted and massive. Such properties of
the saprolites, on exposure, would result in low
permeability and subsequently encourage surface
runoff and soil erosion (Lal, 1986). Root
establishment and growth in the massive materials
would be hindered, resulting in slow or even
stunted and unproductive plant growth.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Saprolite Porosity

Weathering breaks down rocks into saprolites
and subsequently into soils. Differences in the
geological origin and mineralogy would result in
the formation of different saprolites and soils,
All the three profiles studied showed drastic
changes in bulk density values during the
transformation of rock into saprock (Table 2).
From the saprock zones onward, the changes in
trend for bulk density and total porosity values
were more gradual. Variability in the massiveness
and porosity of saprolites were observed, with
the schist saprolite being most compacted. The
granitic and basaltic saprolites, particularly the
upper layers, were as porous as their respective
soil layers. The mineralogy of the materials,
composed mainly of weatherable minerals as in
basalt and resistant minerals with weathered
materials as in granite, contributed to such high
porosity. Despite being porous, the absence of
structural development could have induced
surface seal and crust, surface runoff and further
reduced moisture availability.

The saprolites also exhibited variability in
their particle size distribution, as being greatly
influenced by their geological origin. The basalt
rock dominantly composéd of weatherable
ferromagnesian minerals, which weathered easily
and were responsible for high clay content in
the soil (>70%) and saprolite (>55%). These
clays were dominantly of kaolinite type (Hamdan,
1995). Schist and granite contained more
resistant minerals of quartz, mica and feldspar
in composition to weathered slowly forming clay
particles, ranging from < 40% in the soils and
Soil erosion through runoff process occurs
‘on exposed upland soils, Reports by

an Sulaiman and Jamal (1981) and
Hokhm&din et al. (1985) have indicated that

oil palm plantations on different soil series with
slopes of 8 to 10 %, lost an estimated 5 to 16
metric ton/ha/year of soils through erosion.
Could the exposed saprolites pose similar or
even greater erosion risk? Two laboratory studies
were conducted to estimate the erosion risk on
exposed saprolites, namely: (i) water dispersible
clay (WDC), and (ii) aggregate stability to water,
and the results are presented in Table 2.

The WDC values recorded were higher in
surface horizons for all profiles which ranged
from 20-34% and drastically declined to <0.5%
in the subsoils and saprolite layers. The analy-
sis indicated that high clay dispersion to water
is evident in the soils but minimal in the lower
subsoils and saprolites, and this consequently
suggests-that erosion of saprolite upon expo-
sure was minimum. The results of the aggre-
gate stability analysis showed that the upper
saprolites of all profiles were generally less
stable than their respective soil layers. The
lower saprolites, however, were more stable
and this is attributed to the high content of
partly weathered rock fragments that still holds
the materials intact together. The high con-
tent of free iron in basalt profile that binds the
materials together, resulted in higher stability
of aggregate to water in comparison to those of
schist and granite.

The present laboratory studies demonstrated
that saprolites have minimal risk to erosion upon
exposure. Actual field investigation to estimate
soil loss on these materials must be determined
in order to provide a clearer risk potential.

Saprolite Moisture Retention Capability

Available moisture is crucial for plant growth
and productivity, particularly in the upland areas,
where water holding capacity is low (Kubota e
al. 1982). In these soils, which are low in
organic matter content, the slow water infiltration
rate is further aggravated by surface seal and
crust formation, thus inducing even low
permeability and encouraging surface runoff
(Lal, 1986).

The data in Table 2 shows the variation in
the ability of saprolites to retain moisture as
influenced by their geological origin and intensity
of weathering. Generally, for all profiles,
saprolites retained more moisture (130-480 mm/
m-1) than soils (60-160 mm/m-1). However,
composition of granite saprolites which ‘largely
comprised rock and mineral fragments and little
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' TABLE 2
l‘hymlpmperﬁuo{thepmﬁluundernndy

B.D  Porosity LOI AS  WDC Water Retention Characteristics

(kPa) Available Water

Sand (g/em) % % % % 0 098 98 33

1500

(mm/m")

9.9 098 629 168 855 330 585 297 265  26.1
71 109 588 108 801 04 798 575 351 312
g vl 203 137 483 150 839 06 632 553 337 315
206 151 117 559 182 758 04 749 554 467  38.1

S 107 598 106 732 0.1 107 854 608 556

21.6
26.2
22.8
37.1
355

61
163
172
129
375
280

nd

91

88
202
235
187
144
nd

91
142
158
403
480
328
nd
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weathered matrices, particularly at the lower
zones, accounted for the lower moisture reten-
tion in comparison to schist and basalt saprolites.

The moisture retention values at different
kPa showed variability among profiles. The
basalt profile had a low amount of available
water in the soils, thus a reduced ability to retain
water beyond 1,500 kPa tension, in contrary to
its respective saprolites. The high degree of
aggregation and abundance of large pores in
the soils, and the abundance of micropores of
<0.2 pm in diameter in the saprolites, accounted
for the differences. The soils of the granite
profile retained a reasonable amount of water
while its saprolites lost much of its water between
saturation-field capacity and much lower levels
at 1,500 kPa tension. These characteristics
suggest that most of the pores were macropores,
developed probably from relict rock structure,
dissolution of feldspar and breakdown of quartz
or muscovite. The schist saprolites retained the
most amount of available water. The moisture
retention trend indicated that schist saprolites
have high amount of medium pores, ranging
from 0.5 to 50 pm in diameter, but not many
micropores of <0.2 ym in diameter as demon-
strated by the low amount of water retained at
1,500 kPa tension.

The ability of saprolites to retain moisture
depends upon their mineralogy and weathering
stage. Despite retaining large amount of
moisture, as in schist and basalt saprolites, the
moisture may not necessarily be accessible to
plant roots. O'Brien and Buol (1984) suggested
that in order to allow good root penetration,
free drainage and storage of available water,
there must be sufficient amount of large (>250
pm), medium (>50 um) and fine (0.5-29 pm)
pores in the soil materials, which were found to
be lacking in the saprolites,

CHEMICAL FERTILITY CHARACTERISTICS
Organic Matter Contribution

It is universally recognized that soil organic
mmphylammnlrolemdewrmmngdze

nfmﬂ."(nmq R, The oopusic: mages
mnmefuplmdwﬂchmgudmnﬂyupon
MMWMthmm

content dropped to about 1% (Vangnai ef al
1986). In our study areas where secondary
forest dominates, the organic matter content of
the surface horizons was recorded to be in the
range of 4 to 4.8% (Table 3). The content,
however, dropped significantly to less than 2%
and 1% in the subsoils and saprolites,
respectively, The small amount of organic
material in the upper saprolites and traces in
the lower zones, can be attributed to the
migration of these materials through cracks and
relict of rock fragments, particularly in the
granitic saprolites. The nitrogen content also
followed a similar trend of distribution in all
profiles. From the data, we can assume that the
contribution of nutrients from organic matter
decomposition to saprolites fertility is
insignificant. Saprolite fertility in this situation
would, therefore, depend much upon the release
of nutrients during weathering.

Soil Reaction

The data in Table 3 show soil pH values indicat-
ing a gradual increase with depth that are in the
acidic range of 4.12 to 4.65, except for the basalt
profile which indicated a gradual decreasing
trend. The variation can be explained by the
fact that weathering occurred in basalt profile
intensely even at the saprock zones in compari-
son to granite and schist profiles which were
abundantly composed of minerals resistant to
weathering. This is supported by the abrasion
pH values that show a drastic change between
rock to saprock transformation in basalt, ie.
from pH 8.91 to 4.95, but this was not observed
in schist and granite profiles. The soil pH
values, however, suggested that saprolites are as
acidic as their respective soil layers.

Aluminium Toxicity

Aluminium is considered to be the major factor
retarding plant growth on acid soils. Our study
indicates that the exchange sites and soil
solutions of the granite and schist soils, and
saprolites were dominated by exchangeable Al
as shown by the high extractable acidity values.
The Al in all these materials exceeded 70%
saturation. Throughout the basalt profile, the
exchangeable Al was low, ranging from 30 to

. 40% saturation but the high extractable acidity

in the soil layers. All saprolites, however, had
high Al saturation values, and should therefore
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TABLE 3
dewddlmwalpropemuofthc profiles under study

-ilﬂ-"ﬁi-ﬂ-- Avail. P Soil pH_ 0C N Fed  Feo  Ratio
sty iy Sorption % % % % Feo/Fed
01 49 169 78 534 476 801 261 027 1242 018 0014
03 379 151 82 481 452 857 086 013 1251 010  0.008
0.1 19.&/- 151 82 514 544 821 006 002 1492 009  0.006
04 417 154 82 484 447 874 001 001 1245 005 0.005
R R T ¥ 78 473 411 893 tr w1295 0.05  0.004
42 _ﬂ;&- 143 71 461 392 898 tr v 1246 0.05  0.004
63 418 367 765 229 020 149 038 0251
60 428 365 765 114 014 1.8 013  0.068
66 449 391 772 089 011 1.8 001  0.005
58 465 394 783 014 003 212 001 0003
57 466 895 758 r r 056 000 0.004
58 57 518 7154 r o L12 000 0002
45 412 341 756 278 024 301 0.4 0044
43 406 341 761 108 013 334 012 0.0
68 431 371 761 023 002 333 005 0015
54 431 373 762 021 001 349 004 0011
81 442 408 758 tr r 326 001  0.001
27 . 465 @ 421 754 tr r 283 001 0.001
R |,pf.|?' u[; '.
AT <
1[1 W R 4 '

rtﬂf*
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Micronutrients

K Cu  Mn Zn

- (mg/kg)
- 059 o011 0.28 075 676 169
S 005 005 0.09 113 064 034
005 005 005 046 001 007
S 004 003 010 056 001 024
006 002 006 132 001 044
0.09 002 0.06 391 158 2.04
010 005 023 065 335 142
009 003  o0n 027 293 069,
007 003 0.06 046 041 082
. 035 008 003 0.09 0.17 096  0.19
10 02 006 002 0.08 125 017 032
85 038 010 001 0.24 009 947 027
12 049 016 005 0.28 669 072 119
8 028 008 003 0.14 10.5 048 089
10 02 007 003 0.07 4y 1A8 . D27y, 082
13 038 005 003 0.12 065 017 034
26 028 005 001 0.07 . 084 081 054
20 024 004 001 0.06 094 033 052

I_w'lmn N= Nitrogen, Feo= Oxalate extractable iron, Fed= Dithionite extractable iron, Av. P=
ive cation exchange capacity, B.S= Base saturation, (r= traces
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constitute a reasonably high degree of Al toxicity
(Sanchez and Logan, 1992). The Al toxicity test
conducted by Hamdan (1995) on similar profiles
showed that the subsoils of all profiles studied
were Al phytotoxic to root growth in comparison
to their respective saprolites. The higher soil
pH values in the basalt saprolites accounted for
their lower Al phytotoxic level as compared to
those of granite and schist.

Phosphate Availability

The P content in all soils and saprolites was very
low, recording values < 1.5 mg kg-1, with basalt
profile exhibiting the lowest P availability. The
data of P-sorption index (Bache and Williams,
1971) showed that P-retention capacity of the
profiles studied ranged from high (i.e. granite
and schist profiles) to very high (i.e. basalt pro-
file) (Burnham and Lopez, 1982). High Fe
oxides (Table 3), particularly in amorphous form,
were responsible for the sorption of phosphate
in large amounts (Burnham and Lopez, 1982;
Fox et al 1971). The saprolites, however, dem-
onstrated slightly lower P-sorption index values
in comparison to their respective soil layers, and
this can be attributed to lower degree of weath-
ering and subsequently lesser Fe amount in the
saprolites.

Saprolite Fertility Status

Low CEC values from all profiles indicated the
dominance of kaolinite in the clay fractions of
the soils and saprolites (Table 3). The x-ray
diffraction analysis (Hamdan, 1995), suggested
that kaolinite dominated the clay materials,
with few or traces of 2:1 clay and mixed layer
clay minerals as observed in granite and schist
profiles. The high organic matter content of
all surface horizons, accounted for the slightly
higher CEC values. The CEC values in the
three saprolites decreased in the order of
granite>schist>basalt. A study on the surface
charge characteristics (Hamdan, 1995) dem-
onstrated that the net negative permanent
charge of saprolites is slightly lower or similar
to the soil layers for most profiles, except for
basalt profile that exhibits positive charge val-
ues. Intense weathering stage and high Fe
content have been shown to induce positive
charge development (Tessens and Zauyah,
1982) that result in lower CEC values of the
basalt saprolite. The ECEC values of the
saprolite (<4 cmol(+) kg-1 soil) were also lower

than their respective soil layers, and such
levels are considered nutrient-poor (Sanchez
and Logan, 1992). The base cations were
lower in the saprolites as compared to their
soils component. In a related study, the
subsoils and saprolites of all profiles studied
were found to be equally poor in macro- and
micro-nutrients (Kanapathy, 1976), but were
generally comparable to most Ultisols and
Oxisols found in Malaysia.

Geological Contribution to Saprolite Fertility

The chemical data clearly demonstrated the
differences in fertility between the soils and
their respective saprolites. It is common knowl-
edge that bases in soils are contributed by the
mineralization of organic materials accumu-
lated at the surface, while those bases in the
saprolite are bases released during weathering
process of primary minerals. Generally, despite
being less weathered, saprolites are less fertile
than their respective soils. Our previous study
{Hamdan and Burnham, 1996) conducted on
similar profiles, perhaps can be used to justify
this phenomenon, where an isovolumetric cal-
culation was performed to determine the mo-
bility of elements during weathering. The data
in Fig. I revealed that a significant amount of
major elements was depleted from the profile
during saprolitization, a process of isovolumetric
transformation of rock into saprolite. In the
basalt profile, (Fig.1a) composed of easily weath-
ered ferromagnesian minerals, all basic cations
were almost totally depleted (>95%) at the
initial weathering stage, sometimes cited as
saprock formation, while moderate to high (55
to 90%) removal occurred in the granite pro-
file (Fig.16). In the schist profile (Fig. I¢), only
Mg was severely lost at this stage. During
saprolite formation, the basic cations were to-
tally, highly and moderately depleted in basalt,
granite and schist profiles, respectively. Enrich-
ment of ALO,, Fe,O, and TiO, occurred in most
cases. The results indicated significant loss of
these elements during weathering. This possi-
bly explains the low fertility status of all saprolites
studied in comparison to their respective soil

Theremltsdthelmdmlahmyamm
(FAO, 1976) in Table 4 indicated that exposet
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Fig 1. The loss and gain of elements during rock-saprock-saprolite isovolumetric
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TABLE 4
Summary of upland soils and the corresponding saprolites
with regards to their suitability for oil palm

Parent Material Land unit Suitability Class

Basalt Soil Moderately suitable  (52tf)
saprolite Unsuitable (N1twsh)

Granite Soil Marginally suitable (S3usf)
Saprolite Unsuitable (N1sf)

Schist Soil Marginally suitable (S31sf)
Saprolite Unsuitable (N1twsh)

(Adapted from the FAO, 1976)

Note: $§2 = Moderately suitable, S3 = Marginally suitable, N1 = Unsuitable
S = limitation due to shallowness of rooting zones.
f = limitation due to low fertility status.
w = poor drainage, wetness of high water table is the dominant problem.

t = topography (slope)

were only marginally suitable or non-suitable for
oil palm cultivation. The physical limitations
were attributed to the absence of aggregation,
rock fragments, shallow rooting zone, and poor
water availability. The absence of organic mate-
rials contributed to the lower fertility level of
saprolites, while the contribution of nutrients
from parent material weathering seemed
insignificant (Fig.1).

CONCLUSION

The soils of the humid tropics have shown to
be managerially problematic, particularly with
regards to their fertility. Reviews on research
works and crop yields on current plantations
in Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia, have sig-
nificantly shown that such fertility constraint
could be improved. Poor fertility of the
saprolite, as shown in this study, is more com-
plex, and could pose a serious limitation to
crop production in the upland soil areas. Their
physical properties and the potential prob-
lems related to these properties is a greater
cause for concern. Unlike ordinary soil mate-
rials which can be amended and improved to
suite crop requirements, saprolites on the other
hand, are more difficult as they are not soil
but classified as parent material. At even
deeper zones, these materials are only partly
weathered, composing of rock fragments and
corés‘tonu., The root permeability, moisture

availability, water drainage, compaction, crust
formation and runoff are some of the poten-
tial problems of saprolites that limit crop pro-
ductivity.

The management and improvement of
saprolitic materials to suite utilization by crops
would be an expensive and difficult task.
Presently, concerned efforts are being made to
manage acid Ultisols and Oxisols in the humid
tropics which include even soils of the upland
areas. Upon clearing and terracing of these
soils, saprolite materials that we know little about,
would surface. There are a few, if any,
experimental works that deal directly on the
properties, utilization, problems and
management of such saprolites. This paper
highlights the characteristics and potential
problems of saprolites that may be faced upon
their exposure, Eswaran and Wong (1978) noted
that in such steep terraced areas where saprolites
are exposed and utilized by crops, the
characterization and interpretation of soil
potential for agriculture based on soil formation
becomes less meaningful. Our results showed
r.hax mﬂq af mcﬁ namre Were modemnely o
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fertility level, may be upgraded to class one for
oil palm (Paramananthan and Lim, 1979). Fu-
ture work on the amelioration of exposed
saprolite materials to improve their sustainability
for oil palm production is necessary.

ACENOWLEDGEMENT

The authors would like to record their utmost
appreciation to Universiti Putra Malaysia for the
financial and technological support under
Research Grant No. 50202-97-04.

REFERENCES

Asinuppiy, B.Y.,, W.T. Crow, and T.T. Ne. 1990.
Resources and problems associated with
sustainable development of upland areas in
Malaysia. In ACIAR Proceedings No. 33, Technilogies
Jor Sustainable agriculture on on marginal uplands in
Southeast Asia, ed. G. Blair and R. Lefroy, P. 5561.

Bacue, BW. and E.G. Wituiams. 1971, A phosphate
sorption index for soils. [ Soil Sa. 22: 289-301.

Braoy, N.C. 1974. The nature and properties of soils. (8th
edn). New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc.

Bremner, .M. and C.S. Muriraney. 1982, Total
Nitrogen. In Method of Soil Analysis. Part 2 (2"
edn) Agronomy No. 9, ed. A.L. Page, P. 595-624.
Madison, W1, AmericanSociety of Agronomy.

BurnHaMm, C.P. and D. Lorez-Hernaxpez. 1982.
Phosphate retention-in different soil taxonomic
classes. Soil Sci. 134: 376-380.

Burnnam, C.P. 1978. Soil formation and its varia-
tion with altitude in Malaya and Western Sabah.
Ph.D Thesis, Wye College, Univ. of London,
United Kingdom.

Eswaran, H. and C.B. Woxc. 1978. A study of deep

weathering granite in Peninsular Malaysia. Soil
Sci. Soc. Am. J. 42: 144-158.

FAO. 1976. A frame work for land evaluation. Seil
Bull. 32, Rome.

vmm 1988 FAGUNESOO Soil Map of

Gee, G. W. and JW. Bauvper. 1986. Particle size
analysis. In  Method of soil analysis. Agronomy
No. 9, ed. A. Klute, P 383-411. Madison, WL
American Society of Agronomy.

Hampax, J. 1995. Saprolite and soil fertility in the
humid tropics (Malaysia). Ph.D Thesis, Wye
College, Univ. of London, United Kingdom.

Hampan, ]J. and C.P. Burxuam. 1996. The
contribution of nutrients from parent material
in three deeply weathered soils of Peninsular
Malaysia. Geoderma 74: 219-233.

Hsu, P.F. 1963. Effect of initial pH, phosphate,
and silicate on the determination of aluminium
with aluminon. Soil Sa. 96: 230-238.

Kaxapatny, K. 1976. Guide to fertilizer use in Peninsu-
lar Malaysia. p. 147 Ministry of Agricultural
and Rural Development, Malaysia.

Kupota, T., P. VERaKPATANANIRUND, P. PreapoNGSE, and S.
PHErcHawee. 1982, Improvement of soil moisture
regime of upland soils by soil management. In
Proc. of Inter. Symp. on Distribution, Characteristics,
and Utilization of Problem Soils. Tropical Agric. Res.
Senies, No. 15. ed. S. Hatta, p. 351-372, Japanese
Soc. Soil Sci. and Plant Nutrition.

Lai, R. 1986. Management of soil compaction and
soil-water after forest clearing in upland soils
of humid tropical Asia. In IBSRAM Proceedings
No.5: Soil Management Under Humid Conditions
in Asia and Pacific. ed. M. Lathan, p. 273-297.
Thailand.

Land conservation Act 1960 (Act 385). 1960. In His
Majesty’s Government Gazette, Malaysia.

Menra, O.P. and M.L. Jackson. 1960. Iron oxide
removal from soils and clays by a dithionite
citrate buffered with sodium bicarbonate. Clays
and Clay Miner., 7: 317-327.

MognTARUDDIN, AM., T. Jamar, and W.H. Wax
Strammay. 1985. Crop and soil management
practices in maintaining productivity of slop-
ing lands. In Proc..Con. on Soil-Climate Relation-
ships on Crop Production in Malaysia ed. CK.
Mok, KH. Lim and MA. Azmi, p. 145-152.
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.

Motore, M.B., ER. Pack, and L.C. Grieve. 1985. A
comparison of aggregate stability tests using
soils with contrasting cultivation histories.
Commun. Sotl Sci. Plant Anal, 16: 315-322.

 O'Buiy, EL. and SW. BuoL. 1984, Physical

transformation in a vertical soil-saprolite
sequence. Soil Sci. Soc. Am. [, 48: 354-357.

mmgam mmwx.um 2,1998



J. HAMDAN, C.P. BURNHAM AND B, RUHANA

OuseN, S.R., CV. Coig, F.S. Waraxase, and L.A.
Dean. 1954, Estimation of available phospho-
rus in soils by extraction with sodium bicarbo-
nate. USDA Cire. No. 939, Washington, D.C.

ParamananTHAN, S. and C.P. Lim. 1979, Oxisols of
Malaysia. In Proc. Second International Soil Clas-

sification Workshop, Malaysia, ed. O. Yaacob and
H.A.H.,‘;Shariﬁ.lddin, p. 95-111.

Saxcuez PA. and TJ. Locax. 1992, Myths and
science about the chemistry and fertility of
soils in the tropics. In SSSA Special Publ. No.
29: Myths and Science in soils of the tropics, ed. R.
Lal and P.A Sanchez. p. 1835, Madison, WI:
Soil Sci. Soc. Amer.

Sys, C., E. Vax Ranst, |. Desavere, and F. BEERNAERT.
1993. Land Evaluation. Agricultural Publica-
tion, No.7. International Training Centre for
Post-Graduate Soil Scientist, University Ghent,
Belgium.

Tessens, E. and J. SnamstuopiN. 1983,  Quantitative
Relationship Between Mineralogy and Properties of
Tropical Soils. p.154. UPM Press, Serdang,
Selangor, Malaysia.

Tessens, E. and S. Zavvan. 1982. Cha ic
rdatedtodmgutno:dxﬂsofhnimhr
Malaysia. Pedologie 32: 85-106.

Tessens, E. 1984. Clay migration in upland soils of
Malaysia. J. Soil Sci., 35: 615-624.

USDA Soil Survey Staff. 1981. Examination and
description of soils in the field (revision of chapter
4). 430-V-SSM, 1980. USDA Soil Conservation
Service, Washington, D.C.

USDA Soil Survey Staff. 1994. Keys to soil taxonomy
(6th edn). USDA Soil Conservation Service,

Washington, D.C,

Vanenal, S., I KHEORUENROMNE, and A. SURTHUMRONG.,
1986. The t of soils of
northern Thailand. In /B '
No.5 Soil Management Under Humid conditions in
Asia and Padific. p. 273-297. Thailand.

WaLkiey, A. and LA. Brack. 1934. An examination
of the Degtjareff method for determining soil
organic matter and a proposed modification
of the chromic acid titration method. Soil Sai.
37: 29-38.

Wan Svraman, W.H. and T. Jamar. 1981. The

influence of crop and soil management
practices on soil erosion. In Proc. Seminar on

megwmmm.mmm

L



