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1 Introduction

Herb residue is a major form of solid organic waste, consisting
of the leftover waste of plant material that has undergone
decoction. Great amount of herb residue is produced world-
wide, especially in Asian countries. For example, approxi-

mately 1.5 million tons are generated annually in China (Wang
et al., 2010). The traditional landfill treatment of herb residue
causes serious environmental problems, such as underwater
pollution and the release of odor, because herb residue is
easy to decay and there is lots of drug residue (Zeng et al.,
2016). Herb residue has been used to obtain biogas, however,
the production of biogas requires relatively higher cost (Guo
et al., 2013).

Vermicomposting is the non-thermophilic biodegradation of
organic material arising from the interaction between earth-
worms and microorganisms, and it has been shown to be an
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A B S T R A C T

Herb residue vermicompost is thought to have high agriculture value, while its effects on soil

microbial activities have not been fully understood. Here, soil microbial biomass, respiration

and enzyme activities in soil planted with maize were compared among treatments amended

with herb residue vermicompost at rates of 25, 50, 75 and 100 g kg – 1, chemical NPK fertilizer

and no fertilizer (the control). Our results showed that soil microbial biomass carbon,

respiration, and alkaline phosphatase, urease, and invertase activities were greater in soil

amended with herb residue vermicompost than the unfertilized control (P< 0.05). Compared

with chemical fertilizer, herb residue vermicompost increased soil urease and alkaline

phosphatase activities at each application rate, promoted soil respiration and microbial

biomass carbon at the application rates of 50, 75 and 100 g kg – 1, and increased soil inverse

activity at the application rates of 75 and 100 g kg – 1. In conclusion, herb residue vermicompost

supported greater soil microbial biomass, respiration and enzyme activities than conventional

NPK fertilizer, and the effect was larger when higher rates of herb residue vermicompost were

added.
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efficient, low cost, and environmentally friendly technique for
the disposal of organic wastes (Parthasarathi et al., 2008).
The end product of this process, vermicompost, contains N, P,
and K at high levels and has high cation exchange capacity
and humic substances and low C/N and C/P ratios (Tejada
et al., 2009; Carrión-Paladines et al., 2016). Being soil
amends, vermicompost is preferable to traditional compost
because of higher nutrient availability and humification degree
(Tejada and Benitez, 2011). Vermicompost can increase soil
nutrient availability (Roy et al., 2010), humic and fulvic acid
carbon and carbon storage (Lashermes et al., 2009; Ngo et
al., 2012), improve soil water-holding capacity and soil
structure (Paradelo et al., 2009), reduce soil nutrient leaching
(Jouquet et al., 2011), and augment the resistance of
agrosystems to water stress (Doan et al., 2015). Although
the effects of vermicompost on soil physical and chemical
properties have been well-studied, its effects on soil microbial
activities have not been fully understood.

Soil microorganisms are essential for regulating soil
nutrient transformations and serve as significant indicators
of soil quality. Some experiments had investigated how
vermicompost affected soil microorganisms (Srivastava et
al., 2012; Verma et al., 2014; Uz et al., 2016), yet their results
were inconsistent. For examples, Maji et al. (2017) showed
that vermicompost increased soil bacteria population, yet
Yang et al. (2015) found that vermicompost decreased it.
Sharma and Garg (2018) showed that vermicompost
enhanced soil urease activity, in contrast to work by Romero
et al. (2010) showing that vermicompost negligibly influenced
soil urease activity after 7 days of application. Vermicompost
used in those studies derived from different raw material, such
as animal waste, sewage sludge and plant reside. Hence, the
disparity and disagreement in vermicompost impact on soil
microbial properties above may be associated with the
properties of raw organic waste. Ghosh et al. (2018) showed
that the characteristics of waste material governed the quality
of resulting vermicompost. Ferreras et al. (2006) found that
vermicompost from chicken manure affected soil microbial
respiration more than that resulting from horse and rabbit
manure at the same application rate. As an organic waste,
herb residue is rich in cellulose and protein, so it may be
suitable for use in vermicomposting to obtain vermicompost of
high agronomic value. Singh and Suthar (2012) showed that
there was great population of fungi, bacteria and actinomycete
in herb residue vermicompost which may strongly influence
soil indigenous microbial community. Therefore, information
on the effects of herb residue verimcompost on soil microbial
activities is urgently needed. However, the effects of herb

residue vermicompost on soil microbial activities remain
relatively understudied. Furthermore, the important value of
herb residue vermicompost in agriculture is to improve soil
quality and substitute chemical fertilizer, while there is limited
information about the comparison between herb residue
vermicompost and chemical fertilizer on influencing soil
microbial activities.

Therefore, we experimentally tested the effects of herb
residue vermicompost with four application rates on microbial
biomass and respiration and enzyme activities of soil
cultivated with maize plants in a pot experiment, and
compared these with those from four chemical fertilizer
treatments, which have equivalent N, P and K amounts to
those of the four herb residue vermicompost treatments. We
supposed that 1) herb residue vermicompost at each
application rate could improve soil microbial activities
because of great microbial population and nutrient availability
in vermicompost, and the highest application rate benefited
soil microorganisms the most; 2) herb residue vermicompost
affected soil microbial activities more than chemical fertilizer
at each application rate because herb residue vermicompost
could provide great diversity of substrates for soil microorgan-
isms.

2 Methods

2.1 Herb residue vermicompost and soil preparation

Mixed herb residue containing various kinds of plant species
was obtained from the Baihe Pharmaceutical factory, which
produces various Chinese medicines, and then air-dried and
cut-up to pass through a 5-mm sieve. Total C, N, P and K in the
mixed herb residue were 305, 31, 4.0 and 6.5 g kg–1,
separately. Vermicomposting was carried out in plastic pot
(60 cm� 52 cm� 38 cm). 3 kg of herb residue was placed into
plastic pot. The room temperature was kept at approximately
25°C. The moisture content of herb residue was maintained at
approximately 50%. 300 individuals of earthworm Eisenia
fetida (Goswami et al., 2017) were inoculated into herb
residue. Herb residue vermicompost was obtained after 1
month. Table 1 showed pH, carbon, and nutrient contents of
herb residue vermicompost.

Soil was collected from the South China Agricultural
University, Guangzhou, China (23°8′N, 113°15′E), where a
tropical ocean monsoon climate prevails with an annual
average of 1780 h of total sunshine. The soil is latosolic red
soil, and soil pH, carbon, and nutrient contents are also shown
in Table 1.

Table 1 Chemical properties of the experimental soil and herb residue vermicompost.
pH Organic C

(g kg–1)
Total N
(g kg–1)

Total P
(g kg–1)

Total K
(g kg–1)

Available N
(mg kg–1)

Available P
(mg kg–1)

Available K
(mg kg–1)

Soil 5.35 6.66 0.25 0.267 3.63 58.96 0.98 77.65

Herb residue
vermicompost

7.02 265 21.15 2.04 6.67 2153 283 3016
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2.2 Experimental design

For this experiment, 3 kg of homogenized field dry soil was
added to plastic pot that had an outer diameter of 50 cm and a
height of 16 cm. Nine treatments were established in the
study: the application of herb residue vermicompost at 25, 50,
75, 100 g dry matter per kg dry soil in four separate
treatments, labeling as HRV1, HRV2, HRV3 and HRV4,
separately; the application of chemical fertilizer (mixture of
urea, potassium dihydrogen phosphate and potassium
chloride) at 1.55, 3.10, 4.65, 6.20 g per kg dry soil in another
four treatments, labeling as CF1, CF2, CF3 and CF4,
separately. Importantly, the total amount of N, P and K in
each of the four chemical fertilizer treatments was equivalent
to those of the four herb residue vermicompost treatments.
Furthermore, non-amended soil served as the control (i.e., the
ninth treatment, CK). The experiment had four replicates per
treatment.
Onemaize plant (Zeamays-Fengtian1) was planted in each

pot by sowing five seeds and thinning them. Plants were then
placed in a greenhouse for 60 days. During this period, soil
moisture was adjusted by weight every 3 days. After the 60-
day period, the soil of each pot was collected, mixed, and
sieved to determine soil microbial biomass, respiration and
enzyme activities.

2.3 Measurements

Organic C in soil and herb residue vermicompost was
determined using a dichromate oxidation method (Walkley
and Black, 1934). The total N in soil was quantified with the
Kjeldahl digestion method (Mungai et al., 2005), and total P
and K values were respectively obtained with the molybde-
num-blue colorimetry method and flame photometry method
after digestion by HF-HClO4 (Jackson, 1958). The total N, P,
and K values in herb residue vermicompost were determined
by the Kjeldahl method, the vanadomolybdophosphoric
method, and flame photometry, respectively, after digesting
with H2SO4-H2O2 (Xu et al., 2015). The available N, P and K in
soil and in herb residue vermicompost were determined by the

alkali hydrolysable method, the NH4F-HCl extraction method
and the NH4OAc extraction method (Jalali, 2006, Singh and
Reddy, 2011, Li et al., 2015). pH(H2O) was measured with a
pHmeter. Each parameter was measured by three repetitions.

The microbial biomass of C and N were determined
according to the chloroform fumigation extraction procedure
using a conversion factor of KEC = 0.38 and KEN = 0.54,
respectively (Scalise et al., 2015). Soil respiration was
determined using alkali-trapping technique (Mizuta et al.,
2015). The respiratory quotient was then calculated as the
amount of CO2-C produced per unit of microbial biomass C
(Thirukkumaran and Parkinson, 2000). The activities of four
soil extracellular enzymes, namely, invertase, urease, alkaline
phosphatase, and acid phosphatase, were quantified by
colorimetric methods (Li et al., 2009), using the substrates
of sucrose, urea, and p-nitrophenyl phosphate. Each para-
meter was measured by three repetitions.

2.4 Statistical analyses

To examine the effects of herb residue vermicompost on soil
microbial biomass, respiration and enzyme activities and to
compare them with those of chemical fertilizer, one-way
ANOVA, t-test, regression analysis, Pearson correlation
analysis and principal components analysis (PCA) were
performed. Means were compared by Duncan’s test. Statis-
tical analyses were performed using SPSS v16.0 in addition to
the R platform (ade4 library).

3 Results

Herb residue vermicompost led to an increase of 182%–389%
in soil microbial biomass C relative to the control (P<0.05,
CK), which increased monotonically with application rate
(Fig. 1A). Compared with chemical fertilizer, herb residue
vermicompost increased soil microbial biomass C by 68%–

532% at 50–100 g kg–1 application rates (Fig. 1A', P<0.05).
Herb residue vermicompost increased soil microbial biomass
N by 132% over CK and by 395% over chemical fertilizer at

Table 2 Experimental design.
Treatments Application rate (g kg–1 soil)

HRV CO(NH2)2 KH2PO4 KCl

CK 0 0 0 0

HRV1 25 0 0 0

HRV2 50 0 0 0

HRV3 75 0 0 0

HRV4 100 0 0 0

CF1 0 1.13 0.22 0.2

CF2 0 2.26 0.44 0.4

CF3 0 3.39 0.66 0.6

CF4 0 4.52 0.88 0.8

HRV1, HRV2, HRV3 and HRV4: herb residue vermicompost treatment with 25, 50, 75 and 100 g kg–1 application rates, separately. CF1, CF2, CF3

and CF4: chemical fertilizer treatment with 1.55, 3.10, 4.65 and 6.20 g kg–1 application rates, separately. The total amount of N, P and K in each of

the four chemical fertilizer treatments was equivalent to those of the four herb residue vermicompost treatments.
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Fig. 1 Soil microbial biomass C (A, A'), microbial biomass N (B, B'), andmicrobial biomass C/N (C, C') in the herb residue vermicompost and

chemical fertilizer treatments. Mean values of these indicators were showed by histogram at Fig. 1A–Fig. 1C, and curve correlation between

these indicators and input rates were shown at Fig. 1A'–Fig. 1C'. Application rate 1, 2, 3 and 4: herb residue vermicompost was applied at 25,

50, 75 and 100 g kg–1 and chemical fertilizer was applied at 1.55, 3.10, 4.65 and 6.20 g kg–1, separately. The total amount of N, P and K in

each of the four chemical fertilizer treatments was equivalent to those of the four herb residue vermicompost treatments. At Fig. 1A–Fig. 1C,

mean values are shown + SEM (n = 4), and the SEM is indicated by error bars. Different lower-case letters indicate significant differences at P

= 0.05 among herb residue vermicompost treatments, and capital letters indicate significant differences at P = 0.05 among chemical fertilizer

treatments. At Fig. 1A'–Fig. 1C', different capital letters indicate significant differences at P = 0.05 between herb residue vermicompost and

chemical fertilizer treatments.
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25 g kg–1 application rate (P<0.05) and did not significantly
change it when compared to either CK or chemical fertilizer
(Fig. 1B, B') at other application rates. Furthermore, herb
residue vermicompost increased microbial biomass C/N
compared to CK at the 100 g kg–1 application rate and
compared to chemical fertilizer at 75 and 100 g kg–1

application rate (P<0.05) and did not significantly it at other
application rates (Fig. 1C, C').

Compared to CK, herb residue vermicompost increased
soil respiration with higher application rates (Fig. 2A).
Compared to chemical fertilizer, herb residue vermicompost
did not significantly change soil respiration at 25 g kg–1

application rate but increased it at other application rates
(P<0.05, Fig. 2A'). Soil respiratory quotient did not signifi-
cantly change among the herb residue vermicompost,
chemical fertilizer, and CK treatments (Fig. 2B, B').

Compared to CK, herb residue vermicompost decreased
soil acid phosphatase activity by 27% at 25 g kg–1 application
rate (P<0.05) and did not significantly affect it at other
application rates (Fig. 3A). When compared to chemical
fertilizer, herb residue vermicompost decreased soil acid
phosphatase activity at 25 g kg–1 and 50 g kg–1 application
rates and increased it at 100 g kg–1 application rate (P<0.05,
Fig. 3A'). Herb residue vermicompost increased soil alkaline
phosphatase activity by 107%–123% over CK and even more

so over chemical fertilizer, by 355%–477% (P<0.05, Fig. 3B,
B'). With respect to the soil urease activity, herb residue
vermicompost increased it by 331%–923% over CK (P<0.05)
and this effect was more pronounced with higher application
rates (Fig. 3C). When compared to chemical fertilizer, herb
residue vermicompost increased it by 43%–193% across all
application rates (P<0.05, Fig. 3C'). Herb residue vermicom-
post increased soil invertase activity relative to CK (P<0.05)
and this effect strengthened with application rate (Fig. 3D).
When compared to chemical fertilizer, herb residue vermicom-
post increased soil invertase activity at 75 g kg–1 and 100 g
kg–1 application rates by 177% and 473% (P < 0.05),
respectively, but did not significantly change it at other
application rates (Fig. 3D').

Pearson correlation analysis revealed that soil microbial
biomass C was significantly positively correlated with all
determined indicators except microbial biomass N (Table 3).
Microbial biomass N was only negatively correlated with
microbial biomass C/N. Soil respiration was positively
correlated with all determined indicators except microbial
biomass N and respiratory quotient. Acid phosphatase activity
was positively correlated with microbial biomass C and C/N,
invertase activity and respiration, and alkaline phosphatase
activity was positively correlated with microbial biomass C,
urease and invertase activities and respiration. Invertase

Fig. 2 Respiration (A, A') and respiratory quotient (B, B') in herb residue vermicompost and chemical fertilizer treatments. Mean values of

these indicators were shown by histogram at Fig. 2A–Fig. 2B, and curve correlation between these indicators and input rates were shown at

Fig. 2A'–Fig. 2B'. Application rate 1, 2, 3 and 4: herb residue vermicompost was applied at 25, 50, 75 and 100 g kg–1 and chemical fertilizer

was applied at 1.55, 3.10, 4.64 and 6.20 g kg–1, separately. The total amount of N, P and K in each of the four chemical fertilizer treatments

was equivalent to those of the four herb residue vermicompost treatments. At Fig. 2A–Fig. 2B, mean values are shown + SEM (n = 4), and the

SEM is indicated by error bars. Different lower-case letters indicate significant differences at P = 0.05 among herb residue vermicompost

treatments, and capital letters indicate significant differences at P = 0.05 among chemical fertilizer treatments. At Fig. 2A'–Fig. 2B', different

capital letters indicate significant differences at P = 0.05 between herb residue vermicompost and chemical fertilizer treatments.
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Fig. 3 Acid phosphatase activity (A, A'), alkaline phosphatase activity (B, B'), urease activity (C, C'), and invertase activity (D, D') in the herb

residue vermicompost and chemical fertilizer treatments. Mean values of these indicators were shown by histogram at Fig. 3A–Fig. 3D, and

curve correlation between these indicators and input rates were shown at Fig. 3A'–Fig. 3D'. Application rate 1, 2, 3 and 4: herb residue

vermicompost was applied at 25, 50, 75 and 100 g kg–1 and chemical fertilizer was applied at 1.55, 3.10, 4.65 and 6.20 g kg–1, separately. The

total amount of N, P and K in each of the four chemical fertilizer treatments was equivalent to those of the four herb residue vermicompost

treatments. At Fig. 3A–Fig. 3D, mean values are shown + SEM (n = 4); the SEM is indicated by error bars. Different lower-case letters indicate

significant differences at P = 0.05 among herb residue vermicompost treatments, and capital letters indicate significant differences at P = 0.05

among chemical fertilizer treatments. At Fig. 3A'–Fig. 3D', different capital letters indicate significant differences at P = 0.05 between herb

residue vermicompost and chemical fertilizer treatments.
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activity was positively correlated with microbial biomass C and
C/N, respiration and all enzyme activities. Similarly, urease
activity was positively correlated with microbial biomass C and
C/N, respiration and all enzyme activities except acid
phosphatase activity.

From the PCA analysis, along axis 1 (50.2% variance
explained) those treatments with high soil respiration, micro-
bial biomass C, invertase activity, urease activity and alkaline
phosphatase activity were opposed to treatments with a high
respiratory quotient. PCA axis 2 (20.2% variance explained)
contrasted treatments with high soil acid phosphatase activity
and soil microbial biomass C/N to those treatments with high
microbial biomass N. Herb residue vermicompost was
projected to the left side of axis 1, whereas chemical fertilizer
and CK were projected to its right side. High application rates
of herb residue vermicompost were associated with high soil
respiration, soil microbial biomass C, invertase and urease
activities.

4 Discussion

Our results showed that herb residue vermicompost improved
soil microbial biomass C, respiration, and some enzyme
activities (Fig. 4). Enhanced these soil microbial indicators
following greater application rates strongly indicated the
benefit of herb residue vermicompost for soil microorganisms
and their functioning. This result was consistent with our
assumption. Compared with chemical fertilizer, herb residue
vermicompost has been shown to provide a great diversity of
carbon and nutrient substrates for soil microorganisms
(Arancon et al., 2006). This may be the reason that herb
residue vermicompost increased soil alkaline phosphatase
and urease activities at 25 and 50 g kg–1 application rates
and promoted more microbial indicators, such as soil
microbial biomass C, respiration and inverse activity, at
75 and 100 g kg–1 application rates. High soil microbial

activities could accelerate soil nutrient cycling and contribute
to the growth of plants (Lupwayi et al., 2012). At 75 and
100 g kg–1 application rates, the biomass of maize in herb
residue vermicompost treatments was significantly higher
than that in chemical fertilizer treatments (Li et al., 2013).
Generally, these results suggested that herb residue vermi-
compost has the potential to be used as an alternative to
chemical fertilizer for improving soil microbial activities, and
the application rates with 75 and 100 g kg–1 were better. This
result was not consistent with our hypothesis that herb residue
vermicompost increased soil microbial activities more than
chemical fertilizers at each application rate. No significant
difference of some soil microbial indicators between herb
residue vermicompost and chemical fertilizer treatments at 25
and 50 g kg–1 application rates may be due to the initial
condition of soil nutrients. Our studied soil was deficient in
nutrients, especially N. Thus, at low applicate rate, either
organic or inorganic nutrient inputs was useful for improving
poor soil nutrient conditions, leading to similar increase of
some soil microbial indicators between herb residue vermi-
compost and chemical fertilizer treatments. Furthermore, with
the increase of application rate, the change trends of soil
microbial properties in chemical fertilizer treatments were not
consistent with that in herb residue vermicompost treatments.
In chemical fertilizer treatments, some microbial properties,
such as microbial biomass C, respiration, acid phosphatase
and invertase activities, significantly decreased in soils with
high application rates compared to that with low application
rates. This suggested that there was a critical load of chemical
fertilizer for soils. On the one hand, chemical fertilizer has
positive effects on soil microorganisms due to nutrient supply.
On the other hand, chemical fertilizer has negative effects on it
attributing to osmotic effect, soil acidity and aluminum toxicity.
With the increase of application rate, the negative effects of
chemical fertilizer may overpower its positive effects (Lupwayi
et al., 2011, 2012).

Table 3 Correlation of soil microbial biomass, enzyme activities and respiration in herb residue vermicompost and chemical fertilizer treatments.
Microbial
biomass N

Microbial
biomass C

Microbial
biomass C/N

Acid
phosphatase

Alkaline
phosphatase

Urease Invertase Respiration Respiratory
quotient

Microbial
biomass N

1 0.167 -0.517** -0.322 0.319 0.214 -0.014 0.024 -0.218

Microbial
biomass C

1 0.536** 0.361* 0.734** 0.717** 0.738** 0.811** -0.422*

Microbial
biomass C/N

1 0.471** 0.181 0.354* 0.497** 0.437** -0.292

Acid
phosphatase

1 0.147 0.171 0.436** 0.342* -0.260

Alkaline
phosphatase

1 0.624** 0.606** 0.757** -0.131

Urease 1 0.844** 0.821** -0.205

Invertase 1 0.833** -0.177

Respiration 1 -0.092

Respiratory
quotient

1
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Interestingly, the response trend of soil microbial biomass N
to the treatments did not match that of soil microbial biomass
C in our study. This was inconsistent with previous studies
which suggested soil microbial biomass C and N were closely
associated (Powlson et al., 1987). We also found that
microbial biomass C/N did not significantly change in the
soils receiving 25–75 g kg–1 herb residue vermicompost
application rates, but it did significantly increase at
100 g kg–1 herb residue vermicompost application rate. Zhu et
al. (2018) showed that when nutrient availability changed in
soil environments, soil microorganisms responded through
changing their stoichiometry to maintain an elemental
stoichiometric balance between resources and their microbial
requirements. Heuck et al. (2015) showed that labile C
addition could cause high microbial C concentration and
inorganic N addition could cause high microbial N concentra-
tion. From our study, we infer there may be a threshold of herb
residue vermicompost input to elicit a change in soil microbial
biomass C/N. When low levels of organic material are applied,
soil microorganisms may self-organize and thereby maintain
the C/N equilibrium inside their cellular structures. But when
microorganisms acquire more extraneous organic material
supplied from herb residue vermicompost, their community
structure may change rapidly, such as shifting from r- to K-
strategists which elevates their decomposition ability (Kalbitz
et al., 2000), consequently leading to a changed soil microbial
biomass C/N. Furthermore, high N absorption of maize plants

at high herb residue vermicompost application rates (data not
shown) may also explain the changed microbial stoichiometry,
since it could alter the stoichiometry of available C and N in
soil (Raynaud et al., 2006).

Soil respiration was regulated by two factors: respiratory
quotient and total biomass of soil microorganisms. We
postulated that herb residue vermicompost would increase
respiratory quotient by supplying soil microorganisms with
available C and nutrients, because numerous microorganisms
in soils are dormant and are awaiting suitable conditions to
become active (Lavelle et al., 1992). To our surprise,
respiratory quotient was not significantly influenced by herb
residue vermicompost. That is, herb residue vermicompost
increased soil respiration only by augmenting the total
biomass of soil microorganisms. Soil respiratory quotient is
not only affected by the individual activity of soil microorgan-
isms but also by their community structure (Zhou et al., 2017).
Yang et al. (2015) reported that vermicompost caused soil
fungi to increase and soil bacteria to decrease. Our result of
increased soil microbial biomass C/N with the increase of
application rates in the herb residue vermicompost treatments
also suggested that the composition of soil microorganisms
shifted toward fungal dominance, because the C/N in bacteria
is approximately 5 while that of fungi is 10 (Heuck et al., 2015).
Compared with bacteria, fungi has high C assimilation
efficiency (30%–40% in fungi and 5%–10% in bacteria;
Sakamoto and Oba, 1994) and a lower turnover rate (170

Fig. 4 Principal components analysis of soil microbial activities in the treatments, showing (A) their correlations and (B) the projection of

experimental points according herb residue vermicomposts (HRV), chemical fertilizers (CF), and the control (CK). HRV1, HRV2, HRV3 and

HRV4: herb residue vermicompost treatment with 25, 50, 75 and 100 g kg–1 application rate, separately. CF1, CF2, CF3 and CF4: chemical

fertilizer treatment with 1.55, 3.10, 4.65 and 6.20 g kg–1 application rate, separately. The total amount of N, P and K in each of the four

chemical fertilizer treatments was equivalent to those of the four herb residue vermicompost treatments
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days in fungi vs. just 4 days in bacteria; Bååth, 2001; Rousk
and Bååth, 2011). In other words, the change of microbial
community structure toward fungi may prevent an increase of
soil respiratory quotient incurred from available nutrient input
in herb residue vermicompost treatments. Furthermore, our
results showed that the soil fungi-to-bacteria ratio determined
by the plating method tended to increase but did not reach a
significant level (data not listed). We consider the plating
method do not fully describe all microbial communities, since
a vast majority of soil microorganisms cannot be cultured.

Herb residue vermicompost increased soil invertase and
urease activities, maybe because of high enzymatic-C and N
substrates and enzymes in herb residue vermicompost. This
result was consistent with previous studies (Pramanik et al.,
2010; Tejada et al., 2010). Furthermore, previous studies
showed that vermicompost increased soil phosphatase
activity (Wang et al., 2018), because 1) vermicompost had
large amounts of acid and alkaline phosphatase due to high
microbial activity in vermicompost and earthworm-gut secre-
tion (Satchell and Martin, 1984); 2) vermicompost could
promote indigenous soil microorganisms and increase phos-
phatase secretion by creating a favorable environment (Zuo
et al., 2018). So, we postulated that herb residue vermicom-
post increased soil acid and alkaline phosphatase activity with
the increase of application rate. However, our results showed
that herb residue vermicompost increased soil alkaline
phosphatase activity at each application rate, while it
decreased soil acid phosphatase activity at the 25 g kg–1

application rate and did not significantly affect soil acid
phosphatase activity at other application rates. This result
may be explained by soil pH, because soil acid and alkaline
phosphatase are pH-dependent enzymes (Villar et al., 2017)
and alkaline phosphatase can remain more active over
neutral pH range than acid phosphatase (Pramanik et al.,
2007). When neutral herb residue vermicompost was applied
to acidic soils in our study, soil pH was far from the suitable pH
of acid phosphatase.

5 Conclusion

Our study suggested that vermicomposting herb residue to be
as organic fertilizer offered a good way for herb residue
disposal. The increase of 3–14 times in soil microbial biomass
C, respiration, urease and invertase activities under the
application of 100 g kg–1 herb residue vermicompost indicated
the wonderful effect of this application rate on soil microbial
activities. This study provides important insights into the role
of herb residue vermicompost in regulating soil microbial
activities.
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