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12abstract. original research confirms a significant impact of abiotic factors, such as soil type and 
physicochemical properties, on the biological activity and infectivity of entomopathogenic nema-
todes from the Steinernematidae and Heterorhabditidae families. nematodes were found to prefer 
sandy loam soils; however, the highest species diversity was found in sandy soils. some species 
of nematodes were associated with a specific type of soil. for example, Steinernema silvaticum 
and Heterorhabditis bacteriophora were found only in sands, and H. megidis predominantly in 
clay. nematodes were found in soils of varying ph levels, although individual species preferred 
a certain degree of acidity. S. bicornutum and H. megidis were found only in alkaline soils, while 
others, such as S. silvaticum, only in acidic environments (ph<4.5).

Keywords: entomopathogenic nematodes, soil texture, soil moisture, soil salinity, ph, environ-
ment interactions

introduction

nematodes of the family Steinernematidae chitwood & chitwood (1937) 
and Heterorhabditidae poinar (1976), that parasitize insects, known as entomo-
pathogenic nematodes (epns) (adenophorea: rhabditida), are widely distrib-
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uted all over the world (hominic 2002, adams et al. 2006). these animals are 
widely used because of their special attributes such as their wide range of poten-
tial hosts, effectiveness at limiting populations of noxious insects, possibility of 
massive production through solid and liquid growth mediums, and overall envi-
ronmental safety (grewal et al. 2005, grewal 2012). high nematode activity in 
the soil is a necessary condition to maintain a robust nematode population in the 
environment. one of the most important conditions for nematode development 
in the soil is the presence of their favored hosts (peters 1996, Mráček et al. 
1999, Mráček and bečvář 2000). the other important conditions are: the type 
and structure of the soil, physicochemical properties, such as soil moisture, tem-
perature, aeration and acidity (kaya 1990, kung et al. 1991, thurston and kaya 
1994, koppenhöfer  et al. 1995, brown and gaugler 1997, shapiro et al. 2000, 
glazer 2002, Millar and barbercheck 2002, georgis et al. 2006, siegel et al. 
2006, koppenhöfer and fuzy 2008). the goal of this research is to describe the 
influence of some abiotic factors on entomopathogenic nematodes in the soil. 

Materials and Methods

field studies were carried out from 2010 to 2015 in north-west poland, in 
diverse ecosystems and habitats, including forests, agro-ecosystems (farmlands, 
extensive meadows, and orchards), coastal dunes, xerothermic grasslands and 
urban greenery. the soil samples from most of the selected sites were taken three 
times during the high season (spring, summer and autumn). each research surface 
was approximately 100 m2 and 20 cm deep; 50 individual samples were taken 
using egner’s stick, making the bulk sample approximately 600 cm3 in volume. 
in total, 384 soil samples were collected from 80 research plots (table 1); the soil 
was transported to the laboratory in perforated bags. the presence of entomo-
pathogenic nematodes in the soil samples were determined using a standard Gal-
leria mellonella baiting technique (bedding and akhurst 1975, Mráček 1980). 
each sample was distributed among 6 pots of a volume of 100 cm3 each. then, 3 
larvae of G. mellonella (the last stage of development, c. 20 mm) were placed in 
every pot. pots were placed in an incubator at 20ºc. after 3 days, the first control 
was performed, dead insects were removed and replaced by live ones (bedding 
and akhurst 1975). dead larvae of G. mellonella were placed in modified white 
nematode traps (white 1929). the traps were kept in an incubator at 22ºc for c. 1 
week until obtaining the invasive larvae from dead larvae of G. mellonella. 

the mortality of G. mellonellla insects infested with nematodes was 
assessed 5 days after the experiment was established. isolated nematodes were 
preserved in 4% formalin and then identified based on morphological and mor-
phometric features of invasive larvae (j3) and second generation adults (homi-
nik et al. 1997, nguyen 2007).
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to evaluate how some abiotic factors can influence entomopathogenic nem-
atodes and their biological activity in the soil, the following analyses were done:

1) potentiometric analysis of soil ph active acidity (in h2o) and cation 
exchange acidity (in 1n kcl) with proportions between soil and water/potassi-
um chloride 1:2,5 after 24 hours of extraction;

2) determination of soil moisture in fresh soil samples with a dry-weight 
method using a radwag wpe 30s meter with automatic results showing in % at 
106ºc temperature;

3) conductometry analysis of electrical conductivity with a cpc-501 
elMetron meter with a ec-60 conductometry sensor;

4)  carbon, nitrogen, sulphur indication (cns) analysis with an elemental 
costech analysis instrument;

5) soil fraction analysis using casagrande’s method as modified by 
prószyński (pn 04032: 1998).

statistical analyses were performed with statistica 6.0 software (stat-
soft 1999) using: statistical significance tests on differences between structural 
factors (frequency of nematodes present in different ecosystems) and signifi-
cance tests on differences between means, assuming a normal distribution of 
variables (p<0.05%). pearson’s chi square test was used to verify the relation-
ship between nematode occurrence and biotic factors studied. the data is pre-
sented in table 1, including mean values of variables and their standard devia-
tions and ranges.

results and discussion

the soil was taken from different types of ecosystems and categorised into 
three groups: sand, loamy sand and clay (figure 1). clay provided the lowest 
percentage of samples (78%) with nematodes, while nematodes were found in 
100% of the loamy sand samples. the difference was not statistically impor-
tant (p<0.05). entomopathogenic nematodes were the most present in sand: four 
were identified as Steinernematidae and two as Heterorhabditidae (figure 1). 
Steinernema feltiae nematodes were present in every type of soils, but were 
most common in sand (64% of samples), while appearing in only 23% of clay 
and 13% of loamy sand samples. some species, such as Heterorhabditis bacte-
riophora, were only present in sand; however, related H. megidis were predom-
inant in clay (68%). soil ph levels ranged from very acidic to alkaline (figure 
2); almost 50% of the soil samples were acidic (ph=4.5–6.5), mainly from for-
ests and crop fields; 37% were neutral, comprising the majority of samples from 
urban greenery, orchards and xerothermic grasslands; and 13% of all samples 
were alkaline, mainly from sand dunes. alkaline soil had the lowest percentage 
of samples with nematodes (approximately 14%; figure 2). the most flexible 
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species with regard to habitat were S. feltiae and H. megidis, which were present 
in acidic, neutral and alkaline soil.  however, the largest percentage (67%) of 
isolate S. feltiae was from acidic soil, and more than 78% of H. megidis came 
from neutral soil. S. silvaticum, a species rarely observed in poland, was present 
in acidic soil samples (ph<4.5; figure 2). neutral soil was preferred by S. bicor-
nutum. H. bacteriophora was present in completely different soil environments, 
both acidic and alkaline (figure 2). 

fig. 1. the occurrence of entomopathogenic nematodes Steinernematidae and Heterorhabditidae 
in three types of soil

fig. 2. the occurrence of entomopathogenic nematodes  
(Steinernematidae and Heterorhabditidae) in soil with different ph levels  

(scale: Mocek et al. 1997)

Most of the soil in the research had low humus content (about 1–5%), 
wherein the percentage of samples with nematodes was the highest (36%) in 
the soil with moderate humus content (approximately 2–5%; table 2). 29% 
of the samples with nematodes were isolated from the soil with a strong pres-
ence of humus. four species of nematodes (S. feltiae, S. silvaticum, S. affine 
and H. megidis) were present in soils with extremely different organic content 
(table 2). the highest species diversity was recorded in medium-humus soils, 
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mainly from forests, orchards and meadows, which particularly favored S. felti-
ae and H. megidis nematodes (table 2). S. bicornutum was only isolated from 
soils with an average humus content of 2 to 5% (table 2).

table 2. the occurrence of entomopathogenic nematodes (Steinernematidae, 
Heterorhabditidae) in selected ecosystems with different humus content
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content 1–2% 139 25 18 11 1 6 0 3 4

soils with moderate 
humus content 2–5% 152 55 36 26 5 4 3 2 15

soils with moderate 
humus content  >5% 93 26 29 9 3 7 0 0 7

total 384 106 - 46 9 17 3 5 26

*  Mocek et al.’s scale (1997)

all the research plots had comparably low-salinity soil, ranging from 0.01 
to 0.75 g nacl/l. average salinity was from 0.06 to 0.2 g nacl/l, a factor which 
was not significant for the presence of nematodes and species diversity in differ-
ent ecosystems (table 1).

entomopathogenic nematodes were present in dune sand with very low 
moisture, averaging 1.53%, and in soil from meadows and pastures with more 
than 22% moisture (table 1).

overall, less nematode species diversity was observed in soils with higher 
moisture. in these soils, the most common species of S. feltiae was not found; 
however, it was isolated, along with two other species of the Heterorhabditidae 
family, from the soil with the very low moisture average of 1.53% (table 1). on 
dunes, with extremely low water content in the surface up to 30 cm, S. affine 
was not present; it preferred soil with a moisture content of more than 10%. 
other species, such as S. bicornutum and S. silvaticum, were found in soils with 
an average moisture of 10.32 to 14.25% (table 1).

overall, loam soil samples had the largest percentage of samples with nem-
atodes, but the greatest species diversity was found in sand soil.

some nematodes were present in only one type of soil. for example, S. silvat-
icum and H. bacteriophora were present only in sand. in the clay, H. megidis was 
predominant, appearing in 47% of the samples. in all soil types, the presence of S. 
feltiae was recorded, though the species was most prevalent in sand soil. 



17the influence of selected abiotic factors on the occurrence…

in addition, other researchers have identified an association of S. silvaticum 
with sandy soils and the presence of S. feltiae in all of the soil types studied 
(Mráček et al. 2005). the obtained results confirm the fact that entomopatho-
genic nematodes are present in different types of soils (tumialis et al. 2016) 
and, as shown in the research in north-west poland, may also be present in sea-
sonal wetlands (hominik and briscoe 1990).

as clay content increases, nematode activity decreases (kung et al. 1990, 
koppenhöfer and fuzy 2006), a result which is related to the size of the inter-
molecular space and the aeration (gaugler and kaya 1990, hominik and bri-
scoe 1990). shapiro-ilan et al. (2002) reported that clay soils restrict nematode 
movement and are poorly aerated. the literature shows that entomopathogenic 
nematodes are more frequently found in sandy loam soils (kary et al. 2009, 
raheel et al. 2015), sandy soils (kung et al. 1990) and loam sand soil (stock et 
al. 1999), and their frequency increases (effect of infestation intensity) in areas 
with moderate precipitation (koppenhöfer et al. 1997).

physicochemical tests determined that ph soil level did not directly influ-
ence the presence of entomopathogenic nematodes: they were present in very 
acid soil (ph<4.5) and alkaline soil (ph>7.2). their presence in a wide range of 
ph soil levels (from 4.6 to 8) has also been established by hara et al. (1991), 
griffin et al. (1994) and stock et al. (1999). other researchers have shown that 
the ph range of the soils from 4.5 to 5.7 was most considered tolerable by the 
epns (nyasani et al. 2008).

 other researchers have shown that the vitality of invasive larvae is signif-
icantly reduced in very acidic and highly alkaline soils (kung et al. 1990). As 
observed in the present research, some species of nematode, such as S. bicor-
nutum, are only found in neutral soils, and others, such as S. silvaticum, only in 
acidic environments (ph<4.5). the research also shows that nematodes prefer 
soil with moderate humus content (2–5%). 

 the observations of other researchers show that organic-rich soils provide 
a good shelter for entomopathogenic nematodes (hominik and briscoe 1990). 
an important factor for the migration of nematodes in soil is adequate soil mois-
ture (koppenhöfer et al. 1995, půža and Mráček 2007). 

the present study has shown that nematodes can be found in very low mois-
ture soil in coastal dunes and high moisture soil in meadows and floodplains. oth-
er researchers have also noted that low as well as excessive moisture levels have 
a negative effect on nematodes and their dispersion in the ground (kondo and 
ishibasi 1985). for example, the lowest percentage of nematodes in soil samples 
was recorded in soils with extreme moisture levels: over 22% moisture content 
(25% of samples) and less than 1.53% moisture content (10% of samples).

alekseev et al. (2006) recorded that the activity of ijs of S. carpocapsae 
in the soil upper layer (1 cm depth) was strongly affected by the soil type. 
when the soil moisture was low and the number of nematodes found in the 
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upper layer correspondingly low. půža and Mráček (2007) suggest that low 
water content in the soil may slow the migration of invasive larvae from dead 
insects to the environment and influence nematode density in the soil. it has 
also been observed that during periodic droughts, the number of nematodes in 
the soil decreases significantly (půža and Mráček 2005). however, kung et al. 
(1991) and hass et al. (2002) notice that in most soil, the presence of nematodes 
for a long period of time can cause excessive activity, resulting in the reduction 
of their energy supply. however, invasive larvae have numerous mitochondria 
and fat pads that temporarily protect them against starvation and other negative 
abiotic factors (poinar 1990, Qui and bedding 2000a, 2000b).

considering the population of domestic nematodes predominating in par-
ticular habitats, it is appropriate to understand the biology and ecology of indi-
vidual species of entomopathogenic nematodes, including their relations with 
the environment and specific hosts, for the effective use of these beneficial ani-
mals in integrated pest management programs.

conclusions

1. the research has shown that nematodes are specific to the environ-
ment. the soil type and its physicochemical properties influence the 
presence of particular species of nematodes in the environment.

2. entomopathogenic nematodes can live in soils with a variety of ph 
levels, from very acidic (ph<4.5) to alkaline (ph>7.2). some species 
of nematode have specific habitat requirements. for example, the nem-
atode Steinernema bicornutum was found only in neutral soils, and S. 
silvaticum only in acidic environments.

3. loamy and sandy soils with moderate humidity (10–14%) are the best 
habitats for the life and biological activity of the Steinernematidae 
Heterorhabditidae insectivorous nematodes.

4. Steinernema feltiae has the highest ecological flexibility, predisposing 
it to a wide application in pest control for a variety of agro- and bioco-
enoses habitats. 
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