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Summary: Globally urbanization occurs rapidly and now land surface are being sealed increasingly all over the world. Soil has 

versatile functions and in urban area its ecological service, especially the ability to buffer and purify pollutants, is very much 

needed. However, due to various intensive human activities, soils in urban areas are often subject to fundamental changes even 

serious degradation. Their degradation is essentially a process of a sacrifice by providing ecological services, such as sink of all 

kinds of pollutants, at the cost of their own quality. Therefore, as a result, they often come across a variety of environmental 

problems.  

Physical degradation, such as compaction, destruction of structure, may reduce the ability of urban soils in infiltrating water 

and storing capacity, thus causes a higher runoff and pollutant load to the receiving water bodies. Soil compaction is also believed 

to worsen city heat island effect by reflecting more radiation. 

Enrichment of various waste materials associated with human activities, including nutrient elements, heavy metals, and 

organic pollution are the major problems of urban soil environment. The main features of urban soil contamination are 

characterized firstly by strong accumulation of so-called ‘urban elements’ such as Cu, Zn, Pb and Hg, but less of other heavy 

metals; and secondly by spatial isolation, which means the contamination is not spatially continuous. During the process of urban 

development, heavy metal contamination of urban soils happens not only nowadays, but also did in the past, especially when 

primitive mining and metal processing prevailed. Furthermore, urban soils are often polluted by organic pollutants, especially 

polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), with roadsides and industrial sites being the major vulnerable areas. PAHs therein 

have normally 2-6 rings and predominantly 2-4 rings, strongly suggesting their pyrogenic background, including traffic emission, 

industrial activities and coal burning. 

So far, studies on urban soil contamination and other related environmental problems have concentrated mainly on three 

aspects, firstly source, status and diffusion patterns of urban soil contamination; secondly impact and risk assessment of soil 

contamination on environment, ecology and biological health; thirdly better use and management of urban soils. More studies are 

expected in the near future on environmental capacity of urban soil, threshold values and dynamics of translocation of these 

contaminants, interactions between soil, water and organisms, and biological effects of pollution. These studies are important to 

the establishment of a science-based risk assessment system for urban soil environment, soil pollution control and better 

management of urban soil and environment. 
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