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Abstract: The aim of this study is to provide new knowledge on the effect of willow on hillslope
hydrology at a slope scale. Soil moisture and matric suction were monitored in situ under
willow-vegetated and fallow ground covers on a small-scale hillslope in Northeast Scotland for 21
months. The retrieved time series were analysed statistically to evaluate whether the dynamics of soil
moisture and matric suction changed with the hillslope zone (i.e., toe, middle, and crest) under the
two ground covers. The effect of air temperature and rainfall on the dynamics of soil moisture and
matric suction, as well as the relationship between the two soil-water variables, under both ground
covers, were also investigated by analysing the cross-correlation between time series. The results of
21 months of monitoring showed that willow contributed substantially to reduce soil moisture and
to increase matric suction with respect to fallow soil. Additionally, willow-vegetated soil exhibited
higher water retention and moisture buffering capacity than fallow soil. The effect of willow was
highest at the hillslope toe due to a denser vegetation cover present within this zone. Both air
temperature and rainfall had a strong effect on soil moisture and matric suction. However, the effect
of air temperature was more consistent and easier to interpret than that of rainfall. Soil moisture
and matric suction were shown to have a complex relationship and the soil water characteristic
curve for vegetated soil requires further research. This study provides novel, field-based information
supporting the positive effect of willow on hillslope hydrology. The results gathered herein will
undoubtedly enhance the confidence of using woody vegetation in Nature-based Solutions (NBS)
against geo-climatic hazards.

Keywords: hillslope hydrology; temperature; rainfall; vegetation; Nature-based solutions

1. Introduction

Vegetation can effectively provide mechanical and hydrological stability to soil-mantled
hillslopes [1]. On the one hand, vegetation roots can mechanically reinforce the soil by adding cohesion
and structural strength [2]. On the other, vegetation can contribute to regulate the hydrological cycle
in the soil by intercepting and funnelling rainfall above the ground [3], by encouraging drainage
and preferential flow below the ground [4], by withdrawing soil water through plant uptake and
evapotranspiration [3], or by changing the behaviour of soil-water dynamics [5]. The acknowledged
ability of vegetation to reinforce the soil mechanically and hydrologically has encouraged the use
of living plant materials in Nature-based Solutions (NBS; [6]) and eco-engineering, or ground
bio-engineering, strategies against hydro-meteorological and geo-hydrological hazards worldwide [7–9].
While the hydrological effects of different species have been investigated, usually separately, in the
past, the hydrological contribution of vegetation to slope reinforcement has seldom been quantified at
a slope scale.
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The study of hillslope hydrology has been topical over recent decades (e.g., [10–12]) due to
its relationship with natural phenomena such as runoff, river discharge, flooding, or soil erosion.
Understanding the relationship between hillslope hydrology and soil mechanics has gained relevance
over the last ten years (e.g., [11]) as rainfall-induced landslides are becoming more ubiquitous, frequent,
and severe as a result of climate change [13]. The knowledge on how hillslope hydrology changes
spatially along hillslope transects is still poor (e.g., [14–16]) but, generally, researchers agree that
water tends to flow and accumulate towards the toe of a hillslope [11]. Similarly, there is generally
a good understanding on how soil water affects the mechanical strength of slope-forming materials
(e.g., [17,18]). In this regard, the relationship between the soil moisture and matric suction established
through the soil water characteristic curve (SWCC; [19]) provides a good basis to bridge soil hydrology
and mechanics [18]. Still, SWCCs for plant–soil composites either are difficult to obtain or have not
yet been reported accurately (e.g., [3,20,21]). Moreover, only a handful of field studies have been
undertaken to collect field-based knowledge on how vegetation influences the distribution of soil
moisture and matric suction within hillslopes (e.g., [3,16,22]).

The investigation of the effect of vegetation on hillslope hydrology is labour-intensive and
methodologically challenging. It also requires effective implementation of multidisciplinary approaches
to understand the complex processes occurring at the plant–soil–atmosphere interface [23]. These
processes are mostly described through readily measurable meteorological variables such as air
temperature and rainfall [24], as both are tightly coupled with the hydrological cycle in the soil [25]
and modulate the atmospheric demand for water [26]. However, and to the best of our knowledge,
there is no convincing information on how temperature and rainfall shape the effect of vegetation on
hillslope hydrology [4], as of yet, perhaps due to the lack of reliable time series measurements of these
parameters. Gaining insight into how the readily available meteorological variables drive complex
processes at the plant–soil–atmosphere continuum would open up an opportunity to establish reliable
indicators for the hydrological performance of vegetation in NBS and eco-engineering projects [27].

Willow (Salix sp.) is a pioneer plant species, very often used in NBS and eco-engineering projects.
The genus Salix comprises over 400 species of deciduous shrubs and trees that primarily grow on moist
soils in cold and temperate regions of the Northern Hemisphere [28]. Willow is readily propagated
from branches and cuttings, grows quickly in temperate climates, and it can thrive in water-logged
environments and contaminated soil [29]. Willow cuttings and fascines are commonly used as
complementary construction materials in NBS such as cribwalls, palisades, slope gratings, or brush
layers [7]. Willow can facilitate a quick establishment of dense vegetation covers and provide additional
and long-lasting strength to engineering interventions seeking to provide stability and protection in
riverbanks and hillslopes [30,31]. Understanding the effect of willow as a basic, pioneer vegetation on
hillslope hydrology is, therefore, crucial to ensure the success of NBS and eco-engineering strategies.
In the past, the mechanical effects of willow on soil reinforcement have been studied (e.g., [32]) more
than the hydrological (e.g., [3]), although never in combination at a stand or slope scale.

The aim of this study was to provide new knowledge on the effect of willow on hillslope hydrology,
through in situ monitoring of soil moisture and matric suction under willow-vegetated and fallow
ground covers on a small-scale hillslope in Northeast Scotland. The specific objectives of this study
were to:

(i) Assess the differences between willow-vegetated and fallow ground covers in terms of soil
moisture and matric suction.

(ii) Evaluate whether the dynamics of soil moisture and matric suction changed with the hillslope
zone (i.e., toe, middle, and crest) under the different ground covers.

(iii) Investigate the relationship between the soil moisture and matric suction at different hillslope
zones under both ground covers.

(iv) Investigate the effect of air temperature and rainfall on the dynamics of soil moisture and matric
suction under both ground covers.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Site

The study site is located in Catterline Bay, Aberdeenshire, UK (WGS84 Long: −2.21 Lat: 56.90).
The climate is temperate humid (Cgc: subpolar oceanic climate; [33]). The mean annual temperature of
the site over the period 2011–2018 was 8.9 ◦C and the mean annual rainfall was 556.8 mm. Precipitation
is in the form of frequent, low-intensity rainfall events and the prevailing wind is south-westerly.

Two adjacent 10 × 20 m hillslope transects with a similar mean slope gradient (25.6◦) were chosen
to study the effect of willow on hillslope hydrology (Figure 1a). The vegetated transect, originally
planted in the early 1990s, included a dense mixture of 30 year-old willow belonging to two different,
albeit eco-physiologically similar, species—i.e., basket willow (Salix viminalis L.; mostly distributed
near the toe of the slope; approx. 30% of the transect area), and goat willow (Salix caprea L.; mostly
distributed in the middle and crest zones of the slope; approx. 70% of the transect area). The vegetation
cover was denser (i.e., >2 willow stems m−2) at the toe of the hillslope compared to the upper parts
of the slope (i.e., <1 willow stem m−2). The aboveground traits of the monitored willow individuals
are shown in Table 1. The other transect (i.e., fallow transect) had a sparse vegetation cover mainly
comprising pioneer grasses and herbs [34].

Figure 1. (a) Hillslope transects selected for study, in which monitoring of soil-water dynamics
(i.e., volumetric soil moisture content and matric suction) was undertaken at the toe, middle, and crest
zones in both willow-vegetated and fallow transects; (b) Illustration showing the experimental setup
deployed onsite to study soil moisture and matric suction dynamics in the fallow and willow-vegetated
hillslope transects at the toe, middle, and crest zones. The coloured arrows depict the hydrological
processes captured through monitoring the hillslope’s soil-water dynamics. See online version
for colours.

Shallow (<1000 mm deep) and organic matter-rich (SOM = 5.6%) silty sand soil underlies the two
studied transects (gravel: 11.2%; sand: 79.8%; silt: 5.9%; clay: 3.1%), with mean dry bulk density (ρb)
of 1.1 and 0.7 g cm−3 for the fallow and willow-vegetated transect, respectively, a saturated hydraulic
conductivity (Ks) of 5.82 × 10−5 m s−1, a drained cohesion of 33.4 kPa, and a mean angle of internal
friction of 22◦ [1,2].
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Table 1. Tree traits for the willow individuals in which monitoring probes were deployed to investigate
volumetric soil moisture content and matric suction dynamics in the willow-vegetated hillslope transect.
DBH—diameter at breast height; LAI—leaf area index.

Tree
Individual Species Hillslope

Zone DBH (m) Height (m) Crown Area (m2) LAI

1 Salix
viminalis Toe 0.44 2.84 6.54 3.26

2 Salix
caprea Middle 0.20 4.93 13.05 3.63

3 Salix
caprea Crest 0.11 4.52 8.77 4.46

2.2. Experimental Setup

In early 2015, the willow-vegetated and fallow hillslope transects were instrumented with already
calibrated automatic probes measuring the volumetric soil moisture content (θv; %) and the soil
matric suction (ϕ; kPa) (Figure 1b). The volumetric soil moisture was measured with six time-domain
reflectometry sensors (TDR; CS616—Campbell Scientific, UK). Three TDRs were deployed in each
hillslope transect at the toe, middle, and crest zone, respectively. In the fallow transect, each TDR
sensor was vertically inserted in the ground, monitoring θv between 0 and 300 mm below the ground
level (b.g.l; Figure 1b). In the willow-vegetated transect, the three TDR sensors were installed
vertically and adjacent to three representative adult willow individuals and 100 mm away from the
stem in the downslope direction (Figure 1b), monitoring θv between 0 and 300 mm b.g.l within the
rooting zone. The soil matric suction was measured with six tensiometers (IR-SR-A—Irrometer, USA)
consisting of an automatic pressure gauge and a 450 mm long shaft filled with de-aired, de-ionised
water. The tensiometers were deployed in 400 mm deep boreholes made with a soil core auger.
Each tensiometer was inserted in the borehole at an angle of ca. 70◦ with the horizontal (Figure 1b).
Each tensiometer was installed adjacent to a TDR and the soil around the installations was allowed to
settle before the first measurement. All sensors were wired to a solar-powered CR-1000 data logger
(Campbell Scientific, UK). A 5-Volt, voltage regulator was used to supply power to the tensiometers and
the following calibration equation was used to convert voltage (V; Volts) intoϕ (kPa): ϕ = (4.3 − V)/0.02.
Records of θv and ϕ were logged at 5 min time steps for 21 months.

The two studied soil-water variables (i.e., θv and ϕ) were compared against two meteorological
variables: air temperature (Ta; ◦C) and rainfall (Pg; mm). Air temperature was included in the study to
investigate soil-water dynamics under drying conditions (i.e., in the absence of precipitation), as Ta
and soil-water tend to be tightly coupled (e.g., [25]). Rainfall was included in the study to investigate
the soil-water dynamics under wetting conditions, and because rainfall is the main input of soil water
in the study site. Both meteorological variables were retrieved with a 1-min resolution from a Davis
Vantage Pro 2 meteorological station located in situ [35].

2.3. Data Analysis

The retrieved time series for θv, ϕ, Ta, and Pg were aggregated into mean daily time
steps. The resulting daily time series were plotted to visually assess the differences between the
willow-vegetated and fallow hillslope transects as well as the zones within the transect—i.e., toe, middle,
and crest. The input of missing values in the time series was carried out using two data interpolation
methods—the choice between the methods depending on the relative occurrence of missing records
within the time series—linear interpolation and ARIMA (i.e., autoregressive integrated moving average)
model-based interpolation of the 5-min series. Linear interpolation was only implemented when the
missing records were within the time series, while ARIMA model-based interpolation was carried
out in all cases in which missing values were found for comparison purposes. To this end, ARIMA
model parameters (i.e., p = autoregressive parameter; d = differencing parameter; q = moving average
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parameter) were selected by interpreting the partial correlogram of each time series [36]. The acceptance
or rejection of the fitted ARIMA models was assessed through residuals autocorrelation testing using
the Ljung–Box test [37] at the 95% and 99% confidence levels. Eventually, the unknown or missing
values for a given time series were predicted through Kalman filtering [38]).

Further θv and ϕ differences between the two hillslope transects and between the three zones,
respectively, were assessed by plotting the probability (PDF) and cumulative (CDF) distribution
functions. Statistically significant differences in terms of θv and ϕ, respectively, between the
two hillslope transects and between the three zones within each transect were evaluated with
the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test (K–S) at the 95% and 99% confidence levels. The K–S index (D)
retrieved from performing K–S tests quantifies whether the distance between two CDFs is statistically
significant [39]). Hence, D was regarded herein as an indicator of how different the two time series were.

The stationarity of the daily time series was checked with the Dickey–Fuller test (D–F; [36]) at the
95% and 99% confidence levels, and supplemented with the visual examination of the autocorrelogram
and partial autocorrelogram plots. The cross-correlation of the soil moisture and matric suction time
series with air temperature and rainfall was investigated to highlight any relationship between the two
investigated soil-water and meteorological variables. In addition, the cross-correlation between soil
moisture and matric suction was examined to shed light on the relationship between the two studied
soil hydrological variables over time under fallow and vegetated ground conditions, respectively.

All data analyses and statistical testing were undertaken in the statistical computing software R
v3.5.1 [40].

3. Results

3.1. Soil Moisture

The daily soil volumetric moisture content (θv; Figures 2a–c and 3a–j) showed clear differences
between the transects and between the hillslope zones within each transect. The highest recorded θv of
77.6% was found at the toe zone in the willow-vegetated transect in August 2015. The lowest recorded
θv of +11.4% was found at the middle zone in the fallow transect in June 2015. A positive response of
θv to daily rainfall (Pg) was generally noticed in the time series plots (Figure 2a–c)—i.e., higher Pg led
to higher θv, as well as a negative response of θv to mean daily air temperature (Ta)—i.e., higher Ta
led to lower θv. At the toe of the slope, θv was statistically significantly higher (D = 0.58 p < 0.01) in
the fallow than in the willow-vegetated transect (Figure 3a,f). However, θv differences between the
fallow and willow-vegetated transects showed seasonal shifts (Figure 2a). In general, θv was lower in
the willow-vegetated than in the fallow transect during the growing season (i.e., May to October) but
higher during the dormant season (i.e., November to April). Moreover, and on the basis of the PDFs
(Figure 3a,f), the range of observed θv had a greater spread in the willow-vegetated than in the fallow
transect. At mid-slope, θv was significantly higher (D = 0.87 p < 0.01) in the willow-vegetated than in
the fallow transect (Figures 2b and 3b,g). Soil moisture differences between transects at mid-slope were
consistent throughout the observation period (Figure 2b). Additionally, the θv time series followed a
similar pattern under fallow and willow-vegetated conditions—i.e., θv increased following rainfall
events and θv decreased following periods without rainfall (Figure 2b). At the hillslope crest, a limited
amount of θv records were available in both fallow and willow-vegetated transects (Figure 2c) as a
result of the TDRs being dysfunctional at this hillslope zone. Nonetheless, during the period of time in
which θv records were available, θv was significantly higher (D = 0.49 p < 0.01) in the willow-vegetated
than in the fallow transect. Moreover, and on the basis of the PDFs (Figure 3c,h), the range of observed
θv had a greater spread in the willow-vegetated than in the fallow transect. Additionally, the PDF
for the willow-vegetated transect was bimodal (Figure 3c) as a result of the seasonal θv fluctuations
observed in the time series (Figure 2c).
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Figure 2. Daily volumetric soil moisture content (θv; %) time series recorded in the willow-vegetated
(i.e., green line) and fallow (i.e., black line) hillslope transects at the (a) Toe, (b) Middle, and (c)
Crest zones. The time series are plotted together with daily incident rainfall (Pg; mm d−1) and mean
daily air temperature (Ta; ◦C). Coloured dash lines portray the imputation of missing records in the
θv time series through linear, polynomial, or ARIMA-based interpolation, as indicated in Table 2.
F—fallow; W—willow; LI—linear interpolation; ARIMA—autoregressive integrated moving average.
The horizontal dash line indicates the maximum level of soil moisture expected to be recorded in the
studied soil with the TDR probes employed—i.e., 64%. See the online version for colours.
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Table 2. Interpolation methods implemented in the imputation of missing records in the volumetric
soil moisture content (θv; %) and matric suction (ϕ;—kPa) time series retrieved from monitoring
soil-water dynamics in the fallow and willow-vegetated hillslope transects at the toe, middle, and crest
zones. AIC—Akaike information criterion. θv—soil volumetric moisture content (%); ϕ—soil matric
suction (−kPa); ARIMA(p = autoregressive parameter; d = differencing parameter; q = moving average
parameter).

Variable Transect Hillslope Zone Interpolation Model AIC

θv Fallow Toe None

Middle
Linear

ARIMA ARIMA(1,0,0) −2815

Crest ARIMA ARIMA(0,1,0) −399

Willow-vegetated Toe ARIMA ARIMA(4,0,0); −1361

Middle ARIMA ARIMA(2,1,1) −2438

Crest ARIMA ARIMA(2,1,0) −1208

ϕ Fallow Toe None

ARIMA ARIMA(5,1,2) 4685

Crest
Linear

ARIMA ARIMA(3,2,1) 4725

Willow-vegetated Toe
Linear

ARIMA ARIMA(3,1,3) 3572

Middle
Linear

ARIMA ARIMA(4,1,4) 3742

Crest
Linear

ARIMA ARIMA(1,1,1) 4539Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 19 
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Figure 3. (a–e) Probability density functions (PDF) for the volumetric soil moisture content (θv; %)
time series recorded in willow-vegetated (i.e., green shades) and fallow (i.e., grey shades) hillslope
transects at the (a) Toe, (b) Middle, and (c) Crest zones; (f–j) Cumulative distribution functions (CDF)
for the θv time series recorded in willow-vegetated (i.e., green shades) and fallow (i.e., grey shades)
hillslope transects at the (a) Toe, (b) Middle, and (c) Crest zones. The Kolmogorov–Smirnov (K–S)
test was carried out to quantify whether the distance between two CDFs was statistically significant
(Section 2.3). See the online version for colours.
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The θv time series were strongly autocorrelated (Supplementary Materials—Figure S1a–f).
However, the Augmented Dickey–Fuller test suggested that the θv time series were stationary
(i.e., p < 0.01) at the crest and mid-slope of the fallow transect, and at the toe in the willow-vegetated
transect. On the basis of the Augmented Dickey–Fuller test, the θv time series were
non-stationary (i.e., p > 0.01) at the toe in the fallow transect and at the mid-slope and crest in
the willow-vegetated transect.

The θv time series were strongly cross-correlated with daily air temperature (Ta; Figure 4a–f)
and with daily rainfall (Pg; Figure 4g–l). On the one hand, the cross-correlation between θv and Ta
was generally negative (i.e., higher Ta led to lower θv), but positive cross-correlations were observed
at the toe and crest in the fallow transect (Figure 4a,c). However, the cross-correlation was only
significant at a lag of −7 days (i.e., 7 days before the observation) at the crest of the fallow transect
(Figure 4c). On the other hand, the cross-correlation of θv with Pg generally followed a cyclical pattern
(Figure 4g–l). Pg and θv were positively cross-correlated before observation (i.e., higher Pg led to higher
θv) and negatively cross-correlated after the observation in the fallow transect. Nonetheless, the cross-
correlation between Pg and θv was not significant beyond observation in the willow-vegetated transect
at the mid-slope and crest (Figure 4k,l), and it remained significantly positive up to a lag of 4 days at
the toe of the slope (Figure 4j).
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Figure 4. Cross-correlograms showing the cross-correlation between volumetric soil moisture content
θv ; %) time series and (a–f) mean daily air temperature (Ta; ◦C) and (g–l) daily incident rainfall (Pg;
mm d−1) time series in the fallow (a–c, g–i) and willow-vegetated (d–f, j–l) hillslope transects and at
the Toe, Middle, and Crest zones. ACF—autocorrelation function; Lag—time lag in days with respect
to the observation time (i.e., Lag = 0). Horizontal, blue dash line indicates the minimum threshold for
statistically significant cross-correlation.
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With regard to the input of missing records in the θv time series (Table 2; Figure 2), both linear
and ARIMA-based interpolations led to straight line, low-noise interpolations (Figure 2a–c). Linear
interpolation was implemented for the mid-slope and toe of the fallow and willow-vegetated transect,
respectively. In the fallow transect, the θv time series for the toe zone did not have missing records,
whilst the θv time series for the crest were incomplete (Table 2 and Figure 2).

3.2. Matric Suction

The daily matric suction (ϕ) showed clear differences between the fallow and willow-vegetated
hillslope transects (Figures 5a–c and 6a–j). The highest recorded ϕ of −201.2 kPa was found at the toe
zone in the willow-vegetated transect in May 2016. The lowest recorded ϕ of +13.6 kPa was found at
the toe zone in the fallow transect in December 2015. A negative response of ϕ to daily rainfall (Pg)
was generally observed in the time series plots (Figure 5a–c)—i.e., higher Pg led to lower ϕ, as well as
positive response of ϕ to mean daily air temperature (Ta)—i.e., higher Ta led to higher ϕ. Matric suction
was significantly higher in the willow-vegetated than in the fallow transect in the three hillslope zones
(toe: D = 0.88 p < 0.01; middle: D = 0.24 p < 0.01; crest: D = 0.18 p < 0.01; Figure 6a–j). ϕ differences
between the fallow and willow-vegetated transects were consistent within the toe zone throughout the
observation period (Figure 5a), while in the other hillslope zones, they showed some inconsistencies
(Figure 5b,c). In the fallow transect, ϕ differed substantially between the three hillslope zones (D = 0.71
p < 0.01): the highest values measured at the mid-slope and the lowest at the toe (Figure 6i). Moreover,
positive pore-water pressures (positive ϕ records; Figure 5a) were recorded at the toe in the fallow
transect. By contrast, the ϕ differences between the hillslope positions in the willow-vegetated transect
(Figure 6j) were not as substantial as in the fallow transect (Figure 6i), where ϕ was generally higher
at the toe when compared to the other two hillslope zones (Figure 6j; D = 0.27 p < 0.01). Linear ϕ
signals were recorded at the mid-slope and crest following the 2016 growing season (Figure 5b,c) as a
result of the tensiometers being dysfunctional at these locations. The PDFs for ϕ (Figure 6a–e) showed
that the density distribution of ϕ was bimodal in all cases except at the toe in the willow-vegetated
transect (Figure 6a).

Theϕ time series were strongly autocorrelated (Supplementary Materials—Figure S1g–l). However,
the Augmented Dickey–Fuller test suggested that the ϕ time series were stationary (i.e., p < 0.01) at all
hillslope zones in both fallow and willow-vegetated transects with the exception of the toe zone in the
fallow transect, where the time series were non-stationary (D–F = −3.6 p = 0.04).

The ϕ time series were strongly cross-correlated with Ta (Figure 7a–f) and with Pg in most cases
(Figure 7g–l). On the one hand, cross-correlation between ϕ and Ta was generally positive—i.e., higher
Ta led to higher ϕ, despite the strong, negative cross-correlation observed at the toe zone in the fallow
transect (Figure 7a). On the other hand, the cross-correlation of ϕ with Pg was positive and significant
at time lags of 4 and 5 days before the observation (Figure 7h–l). However, most ϕ time series presented
a negative, albeit non-significant, cross-correlation with Pg upon observation (Figure 7h,i,k,l). Only
the ϕ time series recorded at the toe zone in the fallow transect showed a shift from negative to
positive cross-correlation with Pg before and after observation, although the cross-correlation was not
statistically significant at this location (Figure 7a).
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Figure 5. Daily soil matric suction (ϕ; −kPa) time series recorded in the willow-vegetated (i.e., green
line) and fallow (i.e., black line) hillslope transects at the (a) Toe, (b) Middle, and (c) Crest zones. The
time series are plotted together with daily incident rainfall (Pg; mm d−1) and mean daily air temperature
(Ta; ◦C). Coloured dash lines portray the imputation of missing records in the ϕ time series through
linear, polynomial, or ARIMA-based interpolation as indicated in Table 2. F—fallow; W—willow;
LI—linear interpolation. The horizontal dash line indicates the maximum level of matric suction to be
recorded in the studied soil with the tensiometers employed—i.e., −100 kPa. See the online version
for colours.
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Figure 6. Probability density functions (PDF) for the soil matric suction (ϕ; −kPa) time series recorded
at the (a) Toe, (b) Middle, and (c) Crest zones in fallow (i.e., grey shades; (d)) and willow-vegetated
(i.e., green shades; (e)) hillslope transects; Cumulative distribution functions (CDF) for the ϕ time
series recorded at the (f) Toe, (g) Middle, and (h) Crest zones in fallow (i.e., grey shades; (i)) and
willow-vegetated (i.e., green shades; (j)) hillslope transects. The Kolmogorov–Smirnov (K–S) test was
carried out to quantify whether the distance between two CDFs was statistically significant (Section 2.3).
See the online version for colours.

With regard to the input of missing records in the ϕ time series (Table 2; Figure 5), both linear
and ARIMA-based interpolation were implemented in all cases for the fallow and willow-vegetated
transects. The ϕ time series recorded at the toe zone in the fallow transect did not have missing
records (Figure 5a).

3.3. The Relationship between Soil Moisture and Matric Suction

Soil volumetric moisture content (θv) and matric suction (ϕ) did not show a clear numerical
relationship when plotted against each other (Supplementary Materials—Figure S2). As a result,
soil water characteristic curves (SWCC) could not be fitted to the point clouds created by θv and
ϕ without further data processing. However, the time series for θv and ϕ presented a strong
cross-correlation (Figure 8a–f). Cross-correlation of ϕ with θv was generally negative (i.e., lower θv led
to higher ϕ) in the fallow transect (Figure 8a–c), while it was generally positive in the willow-vegetated
transect (Figure 8d–f). A clear, cyclical cross-correlation pattern was observed at the crest of the
fallow transect (Figure 8c), and the cross-correlation sign (i.e., positive and negative) also shifted at the
mid-slope in both the fallow and willow-vegetated transects (Figure 8b,e).
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Figure 7. Cross-correlograms showing the cross-correlation between soil matric suction (ϕ; −kPa) time
series and (a–f) mean daily air temperature (Ta; ◦C) and (g–l) daily incident rainfall (Pg; mm d−1) time
series in the fallow (a–c and g–i) and willow-vegetated (d–f and j–l) hillslope transects and at the
Toe, Middle, and Crest zones. ACF—autocorrelation function; Lag—time lag in days with respect to
the observation time (i.e., Lag = 0). Horizontal, blue dash line indicates the minimum threshold for
statistically significant cross-correlation.
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Figure 8. Cross-correlograms showing the cross-correlation between volumetric soil moisture content
(θv; %) and soil matric suction (ϕ; −kPa) time series in the fallow (a–c) and willow-vegetated (d–f)
hillslope transects and at the Toe, Middle, and Crest zones. ACF—autocorrelation function; Lag—time
lag in days with respect to the observation time (i.e., Lag = 0). Horizontal, blue dash line indicates the
minimum threshold for statistically significant cross-correlation.

4. Discussion

Willow had a substantial effect on the soil moisture (θv) and matric suction (ϕ) relative to the
fallow ground cover. In general, θv was substantially lower and ϕ was markedly higher in the
willow-vegetated than in the fallow transect (Figures 2, 3, 5 and 6). The effect of willow on the studied
soil-water variables was strongest at the toe zone as a result of a denser vegetation cover established
on this zone than on the middle and crest zones (Table 1). The denser vegetation established at the toe
of the monitored hillslope may have been due to more optimal conditions for plant growth in terms
of soil water and nutrients availability, which tend to accumulate naturally downslope (e.g., [34]).
It is worth noting that willow-vegetated soil exhibited higher θv levels than fallow soil during part
of the monitoring period (Figures 2 and 3), suggesting that vegetated soil can have a higher water
retention capacity than fallow soil (e.g., [21]). The latter may be associated with the lower bulk density
(i.e., higher soil porosity and thus, volume to be filled with water [18]) observed in the willow-vegetated
transect, which in turn is influenced by the plant cover through the incorporation of organic matter
into the soil [41] and through soil structural changes related to the root system [5,42]. However, it is
worth noting that we observed two peaks of θv under the willow cover that were above the maximum
expected level of θv of 64% (i.e., soil porosity; Figure 2a). These were likely produced by the complete
saturation of the soil with water at the point where the TDR probes were inserted, matching the
maximum of 80% of θv observed in the lab calibration process when the probes were fully submerged
in water. Nevertheless, the PDFs for θv at the hillslope toe and crest (Figure 3a,c) were flatter in the
willow-vegetated than in the fallow transect, denoting higher moisture buffer capacity under vegetated
than under fallow soil (e.g., [43]). These observations clearly demonstrate the regulating capacity of
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willow plantations over the soil hydrological cycle at the hillslope transect scale, and they could be
useful to establish approaches for the quantification of regulating ecosystem services by NBS (e.g., [44]).

The results provided herein evidenced the positive, hydrological effect of a well-established
vegetation cover on slope stability, which were in agreement with previous research (e.g., [3,22]).
Water tends to accumulate at the hillslope toe ([11]; Figure 3d,j), contributing to develop positive
pore-water pressures (Figures 5a and 6a) which, in turn, reduce the strength of the slope-forming
materials [17] with negative implications to their stability [11]. However, vegetation can contribute to
dry and drain the excess water from the soil [4], as observed herein (Figures 3a and 6a), which, together
with the mechanical reinforcement provided by the plant’s root system [32], can provide substantial
stability to hillslopes and embankments [1]. The results also stressed the importance of establishing a
dense vegetation cover at the hillslope toe to ensure adequate stability following soil bioengineering
interventions [7].

We detected a strong effect of air temperature on the soil-water dynamics (Figures 4 and 7), as it
has been acknowledged in previous studies [4,25]. Ta had a significant and consistent effect on θv and
ϕ in the willow-vegetated transect (Figures 4d–f and 7d–f). Here, a negative response of θv to Ta was
detected (Figure 4d–f), implying that higher Ta was associated with lower levels of θv as a result of the
effect of Ta on the atmospheric demand of water (e.g., [26,45]). Similarly, a positive response of ϕ to Ta
was observed (Figure 7d–f), likely produced by the high levels of plant water uptake and transpiration
when Ta was high (i.e., Ta > 10 ◦C; [46]). These effects were also noticed in the fallow transect (Figures
4a–c and 7a–c), with the exception of the toe zone (Figures 4a and 7a). At the toe of the fallow transect,
the observation of positive ϕ related to positive pore-water pressures suggested that the groundwater
table was near the ground surface during part of the monitoring time [18]. The latter observation was
likely due to the accumulation of subsurface flow water in the hillslope toe [11], sometimes observed
as a visible seepage line at the site, which may have masked the response of θv and ϕ to Ta at the toe
under fallow soil. However, the strong effect of Ta on the two studied soil-water variables in the other
monitoring points warrants further investigation of the mathematical relationship of Ta with θv and ϕ
(e.g., [4,47]). The results from such investigations could lead to the development of physical models
which could open up an exciting opportunity to gain insight into complex soil-water dynamics under
vegetated soil using readily measurable meteorological variables such as Ta. In addition, they could
help to circumvent the lack of variability noticed in the imputation of missing records with linear and
ARIMA-based interpolations with respect to the one noted in the recorded time series (Figures 2 and 5).

Rainfall (Pg) also had a significant effect on the two studied soil-water variables (Figures 4g–l and
7g–l), albeit this effect was less clear than the one recorded for Ta [25]. On the one hand, θv showed a
positive response to Pg [4,16,22], entailing a higher θv increase when Pg intensity was higher (Figures
2 and 4g–l). In addition, the response of θv to Pg differed between the willow-vegetated and fallow
transects (Figure 4g–l). Cross-correlation between Pg and θv was consistently positive and dropped
more gradually under willow than under fallow soil. This may be related to the ability of vegetation to
buffer moisture in the soil, as suggested above. Moreover, cross-correlation sign shifts were observed
under fallow soil, which may be related to quicker drainage under fallow than under willow-vegetated
soil following rainfall. The negative response of θv to Pg under fallow soil (Figure 4g–i) may be related
to a quick drop in θv following rainfall as a result of fast drainage, in turn encouraged by the lack of
a good soil structure in the absence of vegetation (e.g., [47]). It is worth noting that the latter effect
was strongest at the middle and crest in the fallow transect (Figure 4h–i), corroborating the concept of
drainage towards the hillslope toe [11]. On the other hand, ϕ showed a complex relationship with Pg
(Figures 5 and 7g–l), suggesting that the behaviour of ϕ cannot be portrayed on the basis of rainfall
without considering the soil features (e.g., [2]). The unexpected, positive cross-correlation between ϕ
and Pg seen herein (Figure 7g–l) could be related to soil suction derived from rainfall-induced seepage
and subsurface flow under unsaturated soil conditions (e.g., [18]), which may be subjected to time lags
of 3 to 5 days (Figure 7h–l). This behaviour was not noticed at the toe in the fallow transect (Figure 7g),
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where impeded drainage was detected as a result of a water table present near the ground surface
during parts of the monitoring period, as suggested before.

Although the interpretation of the relationships of rainfall with θv and ϕ was challenging, the
methodology proposed in this study was effective enough to explain the rainfall-induced dynamics in
the two studied soil-water variables and to detect differences between willow-vegetated and fallow
soil. Moreover, the information provided in this study is readily implementable within the existing
frameworks evaluating the hydrological effect of vegetation against shallow landslides [2,22], which
require θv and ϕ as inputs.

The relationship between θv and ϕ was also complex (Supplementary Materials—Figure S2)
and differed at each measuring point without distinction between willow-vegetated and fallow soil
(Figure 8 and Figure S2). In particular, we failed in our attempt to portray SWCCs (Figure S2), as we
did not observe a clear distinction between residual and saturated moisture levels in the soil [5],
nor the characteristic, and generally asymptotic, increase in ϕ resulting under low θv (i.e., soil under
residual hydrological regime in films around the soil particles [17]), the transition between residual
and saturated hydrological regimes characterised by the entrance of air in the soil pore pace [18],
and/or the characteristic drop in ϕ resulting from the soil pores being full of water [19]. Finding
SWCCs for a given soil is relevant because it provides insight into the hydro-mechanical behaviour of
the soil using θv as input [19], and it is therefore a very useful function to shed light on the stability
behaviour of hillslopes using readily available meteorological information [2,11]. However, and to
the best of our knowledge, SWCCs for vegetated soil under field conditions have not been reported
successfully before and further research is therefore recommended. Our outcomes (Figure S2) may
possibly be related to the overlapping of drying and wetting cycles (i.e., soil hysteresis; [18]) in the
point cloud formed between θv and ϕ, which may have obscured the established relationship between
the two studied soil-water variables in SWCC [19]. To circumvent this, we encourage future research
focusing on finding an approach to process the time series and distinguish between drying and wetting
events, which may require appropriate time integration techniques and the establishment of clear
meteorological boundaries defining drying and wetting cycles. However, the fact that the TDR probes
and tensiometers were dysfunctional during parts of the monitoring process (e.g., Figure 2c, Figure 5b,c
and Figure S2c) may have also limited our ability to portray SWCCs successfully. On the one hand,
we think that the TDR probes at the slope crest (Figure 2c) were dysfunctional as a result of power drops
in the monitoring station resulting from limited sunlight powering and recharging the system batteries
(Section 2.2). On the other hand, the tensiometers performed, in general, satisfactorily throughout
the monitoring period. Yet, we retrieved a linear signal during the last part of the monitoring at the
slope crest and middle (Figure 5b,c) likely due to the low level of water in the tensiometer shaft—
i.e., the tensiometers need periodic refilling. It is also worth noting that we observed matric suction
levels beyond the detection limits specified by the manufacturer (i.e., 0 to 100 kPa; Figure 5). These
values, however, resulted from interpolating the retrieved voltage by the tensiometer electronic gauge
in the calibration equation obtained under laboratory conditions (Section 2.2), where we observed a
matric suction range comprised between +10 and −150 kPa using a pressure transducer. Consequently,
we observed a matric suction range onsite comprised between +14 and−200 kPa for the soil under study
(Figure 5), which, although it has been assumed as correct from the standpoint of the interpretation
of the differences between the fallow and willow-vegetated transects provided herein, it should be
taken with caution, given that the observed range was clearly beyond the top detection limit of the
probe and the observed records beyond −100 kPa may indicate issues associated to cavitation inside
the tensiometer [48]. Yet, our ϕ observations may have also been influenced by power drops in the
hand-made, 5 V voltage regulator and in the wiring system, resulting in ϕ records outside the detection
limits of the employed probes, which need further investigation to clarify the validity of our results.

The limitations of this study included the geographical and site size limitations as well as
equipment limitations discussed above. The fact that the data were collected from one relatively small
site within one specific geo-climatic zone shows that the results should be treated with caution when



Sustainability 2020, 12, 9789 16 of 19

attempting validation in other areas. Similarly, the fact that the results were obtained from a limited
number of sensors at essentially one depth in the soil and, even then, with some missing or erroneously
recorded data, shows that there may be other spatial and temporal variables which were not taken into
account in this study and which should be considered in future studies.

In practical terms, the results of this study showed that willow can be used as a vegetation of
choice when designing NBS to combat hydro-meteorological hazards. The contribution of willow to
the stability of a slope subject to shallow landslides and/or erosion can be not only mechanic (roots
acting as soil reinforcement providing strength and ductility to the root–soil composite; [32]) but more
importantly hydrological [3] in terms of increasing the matric suction (and thus, the soil cohesion).
The higher water retention and moisture buffering capacity of willow can allow the trees to thrive
even in prolonged warm/hot periods, while also providing runoff attenuation and minimising surficial
erosion during the wet periods. Within an NBS, willow can be combined with other vegetation and/or
standard engineering stabilisation solutions in order to provide suitable and sustainable floral and/or
faunal habitats and existing frameworks [1] can be used for design of such measures.

5. Conclusions

In light of our observations and findings, it can be concluded that willow can substantially
contribute to the reduction in soil moisture and to the increase in matric suction with respect to fallow
ground cover. Furthermore, the effect of willow on hillslope hydrology was the highest at the toe of the
slope due to the presence of a denser vegetation cover within this zone. Additionally, willow-vegetated
soil exhibited higher water retention and moisture buffering capacity than fallow soil. It can also be
concluded that both air temperature and rainfall had a strong effect on soil moisture and matric suction.
However, the effect of air temperature was more consistent and easier to interpret than that of rainfall.
On the other hand, soil moisture and matric suction were shown to have a complex relationship and
the soil–water characteristic curve for vegetated soil requires further research.

This study provided novel, field-based information supporting the positive effect of willow on
hillslope hydrology. The results gathered herein will undoubtedly enhance the confidence of using
woody vegetation in Nature-based Solutions and eco-engineering interventions against geo-climatic
hazards. Future work will look into using the information collected herein within the existing
frameworks evaluating the hydrological effect of vegetation against shallow landslides and erosion,
and into developing novel approaches to derive soil–water characteristic curves under vegetated soil.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/23/9789/s1,
Figure S1. Autocorrelograms for the soil volumetric moisture content (SM; %) and matric suction (MS; −kPa) time
series recorded in the fallow (F) and willow-vegetated (V) hillslope transects at the toe (T), middle (M), and crest
(C) zones. Horizontal, blue dash line indicates the minimum threshold for statistically significant autocorrelation.
Figure S2. Point clouds formed between soil volumetric moisture content and matric suction for the establishment
of soil water characteristic curves (SWCC) in the fallow (a–c) and willow-vegetated (d–f) hillslope transects at the
toe, middle, and crest zones, respectively.
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