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The role of dung beetle species 
in nitrous oxide emission, ammonia 
volatilization, and nutrient cycling
Carlos C. V. García 1*, José C. B. Dubeux Jr 2, Xavier Martini 2, Derick Conover 2, 
Erick R. S. Santos 3, Bruno G. C. Homem 4, Martin Ruiz‑Moreno 2, Izabela A. G. da Silva 5, 
Daciele S. Abreu 6, Luana M. D. Queiroz 2, Flavia O. S. van Cleef 7, Mércia V. F. Santos 1 & 
Giselle G. M. Fracetto 8

This study evaluated the role of dung beetle species alone or associated under different species 
on nitrous oxide (N2O) emission, ammonia volatilization, and the performance of pearl millet 
[Pennisetum glaucum (L.)]. There were seven treatments, including two controls (soil and soil + dung 
without beetles), single species of Onthophagus taurus [Shreber, 1759] (1), Digitonthophagus gazella 
[Fabricius, 1787] (2), or Phanaeus vindex [MacLeay, 1819] (3); and their assemblages (1 + 2 and 
1 + 2 + 3). Nitrous oxide emission was estimated for 24 days, when pearl millet was planted in sequence 
to assess growth, nitrogen yield (NY), and dung beetle activity. Dung beetle species presented greater 
N2O flow of dung on the 6th day (80 g N2O-N ha−1 day−1) compared to soil and dung (2.6 g N2O-N 
ha−1 day−1). Ammonia emissions varied with the presence of dung beetles (P < 0.05), and D. gazella 
had less NH3

−N on days 1, 6, and 12 with averages of 2061, 1526, and 1048 g ha−1 day−1, respectively. 
The soil N content increased with dung + beetle application. Dung application affected pearl millet 
herbage accumulation (HA) regardless of dung beetle presence, and averages ranged from 5 to 
8 g DM bucket−1. A PCA analysis was applied to analyze variation and correlation to each variable, 
but it indicated a low principal component explanation (less than 80%), not enough to explain the 
variation in findings. Despite the greater dung removal, the largest species, P. vindex and their species 
combination, need to be more studied to get a better understanding about their contribution on 
greenhouse gases. The presence of dung beetles prior to planting improved pearl millet production by 
enhancing N cycling, although assemblages with the three beetle species enhanced N losses to the 
environment via denitrification.

Livestock production may contribute to the intensification of the greenhouse effect, with cattle enteric 
fermentation1, fresh dung2, and rice production3 being major contributors to methane (CH4) emissions; N 
fertilizers4 and livestock excreta (urine and dung) are major contributors to nitrous oxide (N2O) emissions. 
According to Meng et al.5, annual greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from N fertilizer production and usage are 
predicted to be 50 g N2O-N, while fertilizing with untreated cattle dung emit 90 g N2O-N.

Dung beetles have the potential to reduce GHG emissions by aerating the soil and breaking the anaerobic 
zones formed under the dung crust6, which can affect the interaction of deposited excreta with soil microbial 
populations7. Dung beetles are coprophagous insects (Insecta class and Coleoptera order) that play an important 
role in N cycling in both temperate and tropical agricultural grasslands8. They may help reduce GHG emissions 
and improve carbon sequestration by enhancing grass growth and soil fertility9–11.

Dung beetle taxa differ in their nesting techniques and are classified as dwellers, tunnelers, or rollers12, which 
have a major impact on ecological functions, such as dung removal efficiency13. Many of the beetle species 
excavate the soil in distinct ways, with varying diameters and sizes, resulting in different micro-environments 
with different GHG fluxes14,15 and enhanced nutrient cycling by transferring soil carbon more efficiently and 
favouring bacterial soil diversity12,16,17.
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Therefore, different dung beetle species were applied individually or in combination with dung used to 
fertilize pearl millet [Pennisetum glaucum (L.)], where N2O flux and NH3 volatilization and forage productivity 
were evaluated. Thus, we hypothesized that the presence of dung beetles would reduce N2O emission and NH3 
volatilization and would increase the crop yield due to the enhanced N cycling and reduced N losses.

Results
There was a sampling day × treatment interaction on fluxes of N2O (P < 0.001), with average emissions ranging 
from 2 g N2O-N ha-1 day−1 for all treatments in day 0 after treatment application and 80 g N2O-N ha−1 day−1 on 
day 6 to bucket with just dung and bucket with dung + dung beetle species, respectively (Fig. 1A). The fluxes of 
N2O from bucket with dung beetle species (the group of all species and P. vindex alone) were the greatest and 
differed significantly to bucket with dung and bucket with just soil over time (P < 0.001), except in day 2, when 
N2O flux was greater to just dung than dung + beetles. Dung beetle activity increased N2O-N flux by 71% and 
79% when compared to bucket with dung and bucket with just soil on day 2, respectively. The increase occurred 
mainly on days 1, 2, and 6 (Fig. 1A).

Fluxes of N2O were greater over time for dung + beetles than for soil and soil + dung (P < 0.001). Moreover, 
O. taurus and D. gazella had the least N2O emission compared to other beetle species over time (Fig. 1B). The 
N2O flux from bucket with dung (T2) increased over time, but decreased from 45 to 2.9 g N2O-N ha−1 day−1 from 
day 6 to 24. The T3 and T4 demonstrated lesser N2O-N emission among the dung beetle treatments in days 0, 
1, and 12, averaging of −3, 12.3, 25.8 and −1, 17.5, 23.5 g N2O-N ha−1 day−1, respectively. Treatment 7 presented 
the greatest peak of N2O-N (145.7 g N2O-N ha−1 day−1) on day 6, while in day 12 the N2O did not differ from 
T3, and T4 (Fig. 1B). Treatment 1 bucket had the least N2O flux average (1.09 g N2O-N ha−1 day−1). Treatment 5 
showed a progressive increase over time, with the greatest peak of N2O-N on days 12 and 24.

There was a sampling day × treatment interaction (P < 0.05) on ammonia volatilization, which varied from 
6431 g NH3-N ha−1 for T6 on day 2 to 241 g NH3-N ha−1 on day 24. Treatments T3 and T4 presented the least 
averages with 1536 and 1575 g of NH3-N ha−1, respectively, when compared to other treatments (Fig. 1C). Treat-
ment T4 presented less volatilization of NH3-N on days 6, 12, and 24 with averages of 1526, 1048, and 245 g ha−1 
when compared to other treatments. The T5 showed a peak on day 6, which was greater (P < 0.001) than T1, T2, 
T3, and T4. The T1 presented the least NH3-N emission, and it did not significantly vary over time (Fig. 1C).

All treatments with dung beetle species resulted in taller pear millet plants (P < 0.05) in treatments where dung 
was applied . Pearl millet plants cultivated in the presence of dung beetles were 41.8 cm tall, which was greater 
than millet plants that was cultivated in absence of beetles (39.9 cm; P = 0.035; Fig. 2). Results of dung removal, 

Figure 1.   Nitrous oxide flux and ammonia volatilization from soil, soil + dung, and soil + dung + dung beetles 
over a 24-d period. (A) Nitrous oxide flux average of all dung beetle treatments vs. their control, (B) nitrous 
oxide flux over time from livestock dung under contrasting dung beetle species, (C) ammonia flux over time. T1: 
just soil, T2: soil + dung, T3: soil + dung + O. taurus (OT), T4: soil + dung + D. gazella (DG), T5: soil + dung + P. 
vindex (PV), T6: soil + dung + OT + DG, T7: soil + dung + OT + DG + PV. Asterisk: indicates significant difference 
at the 0.05 probability level among treatments in the same month, according to orthogonal contrast test.
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soil nitrogen concentration, pear millet forage production, nitrogen yield and PCA analyses are demonstrated 
in Supplementary Figs. S1, S2, S3 and S4 online).

Dung removal efficiency by beetles is showed on Fig. 3. The smallest species O. taurus and D. gazella had 
the highest proportions of dung on the bucket surface (T3 = 56% and T4 = 62%, respectively), while the largest 
species P. vindex had the smallest area occupied by dung (T5 = 44%). Additionally, the combinations of species 
1 + 2 and 1 + 2 + 3 occupied a smaller surface area of the buckets with dung (T6 = 34% and T7 = 42%, respectively). 
This indicates the efficacy of dung beetles in dung removal, with a lower proportion of dung on the surface of 
the bucket and a higher proportion of dung buried in the soil.

Discussion
Previous research has found that dung beetle activity increased N2O emissions from cow dung deposited in tropi-
cal regions with greatest fluxes on days 15, 20, and 30, after dung application17, which also have been suggested 
to increase NO3

− levels by aerating the substrate18. Nonetheless, the N2O dynamics during denitrification may 
also be related to soil depth, labile organic carbon, soil nitrate, and microbial biomass C19. Another possibility to 
increased N2O emission is because dung beetle made balls with the cow dung, maintaining it at a high moisture 
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Figure 2.   Pearl millet height in the presence or absence of dung beetles. Asterisk:  means followed by different 
letters are significantly different between treatments, according to polynomial contrasts.

Figure 3.   Dung removal of single dung beetle species and their combinations. T1: just soil, T2: soil + dung, 
T3: soil + dung + O. taurus (OT), T4: soil + dung + D. gazella (DG), T5: soil + dung + P. vindex (PV), T6: 
soil + dung + OT + DG, T7: soil + dung + OT + DG + PV.
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and favoring an anaerobic condition, greater N concentration, and more available carbon. These are perfect 
conditions for N2O emission to occur, providing optimal conditions for denitrifying bacteria20.

The NH3-N emission is dependent of soil pH, moisture, texture, cation exchange capacity (CEC), and soil 
temperature, as well as the wind speed and air temperature21. In the current study, N2O-N and NH3-N showed 
the greatest peaks in the presence of dung beetles. Soil temperature and humidity averaged 27 °C and 37% in 
the soil-only buckets, and 26 °C and 78% in the buckets with dung + beetles, respectively. This reduction of NH3 
emission is explained by the formation of a superficial crust on the dung. This crust can act as a physical barrier 
to the wind, preventing NH3 volatilization22. Furthermore, NH3 tends to diffuse between fecal matter, in which 
it will be converted into NH4+, making NH3 emission even more difficult23.

The diversity of dung beetles varies within the seasons, and their activities and effects related to dung decom-
position are likely to differ by species24. This fact likely has an impact not only on dung decomposition but also 
on N2O emissions25 and NH3 volatilization. In this study, P. vindex increased N losses even when mixed with 
other species. This is probably because P. vindex has longer lifetime (can live over a year) than the other species26. 
Furthermore, P. vindex presents in its gut 24% of bacteria that belong to Enterecoccace amilyliy (Scheleifer 
and Kilpper-Bälz, 1984)27, which could contribute to denitrifying process as Enterococcus casseliflavus (Col-
lins, 1984)28. Evans et al.29 demonstrated that dung beetle affected N2O flux during the late summer season by 
modifying the moisture-dependent gas transport processes. Reduced N2O emission from all treatments with 
dung in the current study in the first day of evaluation might be because organic N needs to go through several 
processes before returning to atmosphere as N2O30.

D. gazella is characterized by its high dispersal ability31,32 and broad tolerance to climatic conditions33, being 
an effective competitor and invader, and reducing the population of other beetle species in a specific assemblage34. 
On the other hand, small dung beetles remove more dung, due to shorter legs and heads that helps to bury and 
to make holes35,36. This could explain why D. gazella combining with O. taurus from this study removed more 
dung than the other singles species. Furthermore, when D. gazella was grouped with P. vindex, the dung removal 
was reduced, but still more efficient than alone (single species).

More than 85 of N consumed by cattle returns to the soil via excreta37. Dung beetle activity could bury and 
mineralize fecal N in a short period of time, transforming the organic N and P into an inorganic form available 
to the plant38. This might have increased soil N concentration (see Supplementary Fig. S2), resulting in increas-
ing N2O emission because more N is available as a substrate to denitrifying bacteria. Despite several studies 
have shown that dung beetles increase N2O emission6,14,35, others have shown their important role in the soil 
nutrient cycling, increasing the soil organic matter by 159 g in 600 m2 (equivalent to 2647 kg ha−1)18. Although 
we did not measure organic matter content, images of each bucket demonstrated that dung beetles removed 
and buried dung from the soil surface. This could promote the action of soil microbial respiration and affect the 
decomposition rate of soil organic matter39.

Dung has N and other nutrients required for plant development, which can improve tillering and increase 
forage mass40,41. However, in the current study, the lower herbage accumulation in the second harvest for all treat-
ments might have been due to low soil nutrient availability since the first harvest extracted the major remaining 
nitrogen incorporated by dung decomposition.

Our findings suggest that dung beetle activity of this study may speed up nitrogen mineralization from applied 
dung. According to Badenhorst et al.42, nutrient concentration in the vegetation increases significantly where 
dung beetles were active. In this study, the activity of dung beetles did not affect the pearl millet N concentra-
tion for any of the treatments. The plant herbage accumulation has strong correlation with plant height due to 
the meristem level growth, which is associated with the production of new cells and initiation of new organs43. 
This corroborates our findings due to positive correlation of pear millet biomass and its height. Furthermore, 
the PCA just revealed the strong effect of dung beetles to soil nitrogen and greenhouse gases, through a positive 
correlation between them (see Supplementary Fig. S4 online).

Conclusions
The presence of dung beetles in dung from cattle provided important ecosystem services by improving nutrient 
cycling and increasing retention of soil nitrogen. Greater soil N resulted in greater plant biomass and N concen-
tration. Dung beetles, however, provided some disservices due to increasing nitrogen losses from cattle dung 
instead of reducing it. D. gazella tended to reduce the total N losses as N2O and NH3 from dung and it was more 
efficient in the removal of dung from the bucket soil surface when combining with O. taurus, which enhances 
nutrient cycling in a grassland.

Materials and methods
All procedures involving animals were conducted in accordance with the guidelines and regulations from Insti-
tutional Animal Care and Use Committee (IACUC) of the University of Florida (protocol #201509019). Tis 
manuscript is reported in accordance with ARRIVE guidelines.

Site description.  This study was carried out at the North Florida Research and Education Center, in Mari-
anna, FL (30°46′35″N 85°14′17″W, 51 m.a.s.l). The trial was performed in two experimental years (2019 and 
2020) in a greenhouse.

The soil used was collected from a pasture of rhizoma peanut (Arachis glabrata Benth.) and Argentine bahia-
grass (Paspalum notatum Flügge) as the main forages. Without plant and root material, only soil was placed 
into buckets, as described below in the bucket assemblage section. Soil was classified as Orangeburg loamy sand 
(fine-loamy-kaolinitic, thermic Typic Kandiudults), with a pHwater of 6.7, Mehlich-1-extratable P, K, Mg and Ca 
concentrations of 41, 59, 63, 368 mg kg−1, respectively. Average of minimum and maximum daily temperature 
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and relative humidity in the greenhouse for September and November (September for beetle trial due seasonal 
appearance of beetles, and October and November to the Pear Millet trial) in 2019 and 2020 were 11 and 33 °C, 
81%; 10 and 35 °C, 77%, respectively.

Biological material determination.  To select the species of beetles, a previous dung beetle sampling 
was performed in the grazing experiment in the same area (grass and legume forage mixture) to determine 
the number of dung beetle species according to the functional groups as described by Conover et al.44. Beetles 
were pre-sampled from March 2017 to June 2018, where Tunnelers group were dominant and represented by 
Onthophagus taurus (Schreber), Digitonthophagus gazella (Fabricius), Phanaeus vindex (MacLeay), Onthopha-
gus oklahomensis (Brown), and Euniticellus intermedius (Reiche). Other species were present but not abundant, 
including Aphodius psudolividus (Linnaeus), Aphodius carolinus (Linnaeus), and Canthon pilularius (Linnaeus) 
identified as Dweller and Roller groups, respectively. The pre-sampling indicated three species from the Tun-
neler group were more abundant, and thereby, were chosen to compose the experimental treatments (Fig. 4).

Beetles collection and experimental treatments.  Three species of common communal dung beetles 
were used: O. taurus (1), D. gazella (2), and P. vindex (3). Treatments included two treatments containing only 
soil and soil + dung without beetles were considered as Control 1 (T1) and Control 2 (T2), respectively. Isolated 
species T3 = 1, T4 = 2, T5 = 3 and their combinations T6 = 1 + 2 and T7 = 1 + 2 + 3. Dung beetles were trapped in 
the pasture with grazing animals using the standard cattle-dung-baited pitfall traps, as described by Bertone 
et al.41. To avoid losing samples due to cattle trampling, 18 traps were randomized in nine paddocks (two traps 
per paddock) and installed protected by metal cages, and after a 24-h period, beetles were collected, and the 
traps removed. Table 1 shows the number of dung beetles, their total mass (used to standardize treatments) 
per treatment, and the average mass per species. To keep uniformity across treatments we kept beetle biomass 
constant across species at roughly 1.7 to 1.8 g per assemblage (Table 1). Twenty-four hours after retrieving the 
beetles from the field traps, they were separated using an insect rearing cage, classified, and thereafter stored 
in small glass bottles provided with a stopper and linked to a mesh to keep the ventilation and maintaining the 
beetles alive.

Buckets assemblage.  The soil used in the buckets was collected from the grazing trial in two experimental 
years (August 2019 and August 2020) across nine paddocks (0.9 ha each). The 21 plastic buckets had a 23-cm 
diameter and 30-cm (0.034 m2) and each received 10 kg of soil (Fig. 5). At the bottom of the recipient, seven 
holes were made for water drainage using a metallic mesh with 1-mm diameter above the surface of the holes to 
prevent dung beetles from escaping. Water was added every four days to maintain the natural soil conditions at 
60% of the soil (i.e., bucket) field capacity (measured with the soil weight and water holding capacity of the soil). 
Because soil from the three paddocks had a slightly different texture (sandy clay and sandy clay loam), we used 
them as the blocking factor.

The fresh dung amount used in the trial was determined based on the average area covered by dung and 
dung weight (0.05 to 0.09 m2 and 1.5 to 2.7 kg) from cattle in grazing systems, as suggested by Carpinelli et al.45. 
Fresh dung was collected from Angus steers grazing warm-season grass (bahiagrass) pastures and stored in 
fridge for 24 h, prior to start the experiment. A total of 16.2 kg of fresh dung was collected, in which 0.9 kg were 
used in each bucket. After the dung application, dung beetles were added to the bucket. To prevent dung beetles 
from escaping, a mobile plastic mesh with 0.5 mm diameter was placed covering the buckets before and after 
each evaluation. The experiment lasted for 24 days in each experimental year (2019 and 2020), with average 

Figure 4.   Most abundant dung beetle species in Marianna, FL used in the current study. Credits: Carlos C.V. 
García.
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temperature 28 °C and relative humidity of 79%, acquired information from the Florida Automated Weather 
Network (FAWN).

Chamber measurements.  The gas fluxes from treatments were evaluated using the static chamber 
technique46. The chambers were circular, with a radius of 10.5 cm (0.034 m2). Chamber bases and lids were made 
of polyvinyl chloride (PVC), and the lid were lined with an acrylic sheet to avoid any reactions of gases of inter-
est with chamber material (Fig. 6). The chamber lids were covered with reflective tape to provide insulation, and 
equipped with a rubber septum for sampling47. The lid was fitted with a 6-mm diameter, 10-cm length copper 
venting tube to ensure adequate air pressure inside the chamber during measurements, considering an average 
wind speed of 1.7 m s−148,49. During measurements, chamber lids and bases were kept sealed by fitting bicycle tire 
inner tubes tightly over the area separating the lid and the base. Bases of chambers were installed on top of the 
buckets to an 8-cm depth, with 5 cm extending above ground level. Bases were removed in the last evaluation 
day (24th) of each experimental year.

Gas fluxes measurements.  The gas fluxes were measured at 1000 h following sampling recommendations 
by Parkin & Venterea50, on seven occasions from August 28th to September 22nd in both years (2019 and 2020), 

Table 1.   Total number and biomass of dung beetles per treatment.

Treatment Ot Dg Pv Total mass (g)

1 – – – –

2 – – – –

3 43 – – 1.72

4 – 30 – 1.75

5 – – 7 1.82

6 25 13 – 1.76

7 9 6 4 1.75

Dung beetle species Average mass (mg)/beetle

Phanaeus vindex (Pv) 261.15

Digitonthophagus gazella (Dg) 58.57

Onthophagus taurus (Ot) 40.12

Figure 5.   Bucket plastic bucket details for dung beetle trial.
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being days 0, 1, 2, 3, 6, 12, and 24 after dung application. For each chamber, gas samples were taken using a 
60-mL syringe at 15-min intervals (t0, t15, and t30). The gas was immediately flushed into pre-evacuated 30-mL 
glass vials equipped with a butyl rubber stopper sealed with an aluminium septum (this procedure was made 
twice per vial and per collection time). Time zero (t0) represented the gas collected out of the buckets (before 
closing the chamber). Immediately thereafter, the bucket lid was tightly closed by fitting the lid to the base with 
the bicycle inner tube, followed by the next sample deployment times.

Gas sample analyses were conducted using a gas chromatograph (Trace 1310 Gas Chromatograph, Thermo 
Scientific, Waltham, MA). For N2O, an electron capture detector (350 °C) and a capillary column (J&W GC 
packed column in stainless steel tubing, length 6.56 ft (2 M), 1/8 in. OD, 2 mm ID, Hayesep D packing, mesh 
size 80/100, pre-conditioned, Agilent Technologies) were used. Temperature of the injector and columns were 
80 and 200 °C, respectively. Daily flux of N2O-N (g ha−1 day−1) was calculated as described in Eq. (1):

where F is flux of N2O (g ha−1 day−1), A is the area of the chamber, and dC/dt is the change of concentration in 
time calculated using a linear method of integration by Venterea et al.49.

Ammonia volatilization measurement.  Ammonia volatilization was measured using the open cham-
ber technique, as described by Araújo et al.51. The ammonia chamber was made of a 2-L volume polyethylene 
terephthalate (PET) bottle. The bottom of the bottle was removed and used as a cap above the top opening to 
keep the environment controlled, free of insects and other sources of contamination. An iron wire was used to 
support the plastic jar. A strip of polyfoam (250 mm in length, 25 mm wide, and 3 mm thick) was soaked in 
20 ml of acid solution (H2SO4 1 mol dm−3 + glycerine 2% v/v) and fastened to the top, with the bottom end of 
the foam remaining inside the plastic jar. Inside each chamber there was a 250-mm long wire designed with a 
hook to support it from the top of the bottle, and wire basket at the bottom end to support a plastic jar (25 mL) 
that contained the acid solution to keep the foam strip moist during sampling periods (Fig. 7). The ammonia 
chambers were placed installed in the bucket located in the middle of each experimental block after the last gas 
sampling of the day and removed before the start of the next gas sampling.

Nutrient cycling.  Photographs of the soil and dung portion of each bucket were taken twenty-four hours 
after the last day of gas flux measurement sampling to determine the dung removal from single beetle species 
and their combination. In the section on statistical analysis, the programming and statistical procedures are 
described. After this procedure, seeds of pearl millet were planted in each bucket. After 5 days of seed germina-
tion plants were thinned, maintaining four plants per bucket. Additionally, plants were clipped twice in a five-
week interval, with the first cut occurring on October 23rd and the second cut occurring on November 24th, in 
both experimental years. Before each harvest, plant height was measured twice in the last week. In the harvest 
day all plants were clipped 10 cm above the ground level. Samples were dried at 55 °C in a forced-air oven until 
constant weight and ball-milled using a Mixer Mill MM 400 (Retsch, Newton, PA, USA) for 9 min at 25 Hz, and 
analyzed for total N concentration using a C, H, N, and S analyzer by the Dumas dry combustion method (Vario 
Micro Cube; Elementar, Hanau, Germany).

(1)F = A ∗ dC/dt

Figure 6.   Static chamber details and instruments for GHG collection in the dung beetle trial.
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Statistical analysis.  Treatments were distributed in a randomized complete block design (RCBD), with 
three replications. Data were analyzed using the Mixed Procedure from SAS (ver. 9.4., SAS Inst., Cary, NC) and 
LSMEANS compared using PDIFF adjusted by the t-test (P < 0.05). Gas sampling day and harvest were used as 
repeated measures. Treatments were considered the fixed effect, while block and experimental year were consid-
ered random effects. Polynomial contrasts were used to test the effect of dung absence (Soil vs. Soil + Dung), the 
effect of dung beetle (Soil + Dung vs. Soil + Dung + Dung beetle species) and the effect of each species and their 
combinations (Species 1 vs. 2, 3, 1 + 2, 1 + 2 + 3) on N2O emission and nutrient cycling. A principal component 
analysis (PCA) was used to o get a better understanding about the effect of dung beetle treatments, using a biplot 
graph with the PRCOMP functions from the stats package (R Core Team)52 and a ggbiplot from the ggbiplot 
package53, with the assistance of the vegan, tidyverse and devtools packages54.

The following steps were taken to determine the proportions of interest, "soil" and "dung," after segmenting 
the original images for the exclusive analysis of the portion corresponding to the contents of the buckets: con-
version of colored images to grayscale images using the RGB model55; smoothing boundary transitions using 
defocusing and the Multidimensional Gaussian Filter technique56; Manual thresholding involves analyzing the 
histogram of grayscale images to generate binary images and determining the proportion of "soil" and "dung" in 
the binary images by counting the pixels of interest. The Python programming language57, as well as the imageio58 
numpy59 matplotlib60 , and scikit-image libraries61, were used to analyze the images and create the figures that 
resulted from the process.

Data availability
The datasets used and/or analyzed during the current study available from the corresponding author on reason-
able request.

Received: 25 September 2022; Accepted: 24 February 2023

References
	 1.	 Henry, D. D. et al. Effects of chitosan on nutrient digestibility, methane emissions, and in vitro fermentation in beef cattle. J. Anim. 

Sci. 93, 3539–3550. https://​doi.​org/​10.​2527/​jas.​2014-​8844 (2015).
	 2.	 Yamulki, S., Jarvis, S. C. & Owen, P. Methane emission and uptake from soils as influenced by excreta deposition from grazing 

animals. J. Environ. Qual. 28, 676–682. https://​doi.​org/​10.​2134/​jeq19​99.​00472​42500​28000​20036x (1999).
	 3.	 Lassey, K. R. Livestock methane emission: From the individual grazing animal through national inventories to the global methane 

cycle. Agric. For. Meteorol. 142, 120–132. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​agrfo​rmet.​2006.​03.​028 (2007).
	 4.	 Foley, P. A. et al. Whole-farm systems modelling of greenhouse gas emissions from pastoral suckler beef cow production systems. 

Agr. Ecosyst. Environ. 142, 222–230. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​agee.​2011.​05.​010 (2011).
	 5.	 Meng, X., Sørensen, P., Møller, H. B. & Petersen, S. O. Greenhouse gas balances and yield-scaled emissions for storage and field 

application of organic fertilizers derived from cattle manure. Agricult. Ecosyst. Environ. 345, 108327 (2023).
	 6.	 Slade, E. M., Riutta, T., Roslin, T. & Tuomisto, H. L. The role of dung beetles in reducing greenhouse gas emissions from cattle 

farming. Sci. Rep. 6, 1–9. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1038/​srep1​8140 (2016).
	 7.	 Slade, E. M., Roslin, T., Santalahti, M. & Bell, T. Disentangling the brown world faecal detritus interaction web: Dung beetle effects 

on soil microbial properties. Oikos 125, 629–635. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​oik.​02640 (2015).
	 8.	 Gittings, T., Giller, P. S. & Stakelum, G. Dung decomposition in contrasting temperate pastures in relation to dung beetle and 

earthworm activity. Pedobiologia 38, 455–474 (1994).
	 9.	 Piccini, I. et al. Greenhouse gas emissions from dung pats vary with dung beetle species and with assemblage composition. PLoS 

ONE 12, 1–15. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1371/​journ​al.​pone.​01780​77 (2017).

Figure 7.   Mobile ammonia chamber details for ammonia measurement in dung beetle trial. Adapted from 
Araújo et al.51.

https://doi.org/10.2527/jas.2014-8844
https://doi.org/10.2134/jeq1999.00472425002800020036x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agrformet.2006.03.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agee.2011.05.010
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep18140
https://doi.org/10.1111/oik.02640
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0178077


9

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |         (2023) 13:3572  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-30523-0

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	10.	 Nichols, E. et al. Ecological functions and ecosystem services of Scarabaeine dung beetles: A review. Biol. Conserv. 141, 1461–1474. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​biocon.​2008.​04.​011 (2008).

	11.	 Fowler, F., Denning, S. & Walson, W. Carbon neutral: The failure of dung beetles (Coleoptera: Scarabaeidae) to affect dung-
generated greenhouse gases in the pasture. Environ. Entomol. 49, 1105–1116. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​ee/​nvaa0​94 (2020).

	12.	 Doube, B. M. Dung beetles of southern Africa. Dung Beetle Ecol. 1991, 133–155 (1991).
	13.	 Kaartinen, R., Hardwick, B. & Roslin, T. Using citizen scientists to measure an ecosystem service nationwide. Ecology 94, 2645–2652. 

https://​doi.​org/​10.​1890/​12-​1165.1 (2013).
	14.	 Iwasa, M., Moki, Y. & Takahashi, J. Effects of the activity of coprophagous insects on greenhouse gas emissions from cattle dung 

pats and changes in amounts of nitrogen, carbon, and energy. Environ. Entomol. 44, 106–113. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​ee/​nvu023 
(2015).

	15.	 Menéndez, R. P. W., Webb, P. & Orwin, K. H. Complementarity of dung beetle species with different functional behaviours influ-
ence dung–soil carbon cycling. Soil Biol. Biochem. 92, 142–148. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​soilb​io.​2015.​10.​004 (2016).

	16.	 Kaleri, A. R. et al. Dung beetle improves soil bacterial diversity and enzyme activity and enhances growth and antioxidant content 
of Chinese cabbage (Brassica rapa ssp. pekinensis). J. Soil Sci. Plant Nutr. 21, 3387–3401. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s42729-​021-​00614-
w (2021).

	17.	 Penttilä, A. et al. Quantifying beetle-mediated effects on gas fluxes from dung pats. PLoS ONE 88, e71454. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1371/​
journ​al.​pone.​00714​54 (2013).

	18.	 Maldonado, M. B., Aranibar, J. N., Serrano, A. M., Chacoff, N. P. & Vázquez, D. P. Dung beetles and nutrient cycling in a dryland 
environment. CATENA 179, 66–73. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​catena.​2019.​03.​035 (2019).

	19.	 Hu, J., Inglett, K. S., Wright, A. L., Clark, M. W. & Reddy, K. R. Nitrous oxide dynamics during denitrification along a hydrological 
gradient of subtropical grasslands. Soil Use Manag. 36, 682–692. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​sum.​12637 (2020).

	20.	 Lubbers, I. M. et al. Greenhouse-gas emissions from soils increased by earthworms. Nat. Clim. Change 3, 187–194. https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1038/​nclim​ate16​92 (2013).

	21.	 Bolan, N. S., Saggar, S., Luo, J., Bhandral, R. & Singh, J. Gaseous emissions of nitrogen from grazed pastures: Processes, measure-
ments and modeling, environmental implications, and mitigation. Adv. Agron. 84, 120 (2004).

	22.	 Brose, G. Emission von klimarelevanten Gasen, Ammoniak und Geruch aus einem Milchviehstall mit Schwerkraftluftung. (Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2000).

	23.	 Mulvaney, M. J., Cummins, K. A., Wood, C. W., Wood, B. H. & Tyler, P. J. Ammonia emissions from field-simulated cattle defeca-
tion and urination. J. Environ. Qual. 37, 2022–2027. https://​doi.​org/​10.​2134/​jeq20​08.​0016 (2008).

	24.	 Moczek, A. P. & Emlen, D. J. Proximate determination of male horn dimorphism in the beetle Ontophagus taurus (Coleoptera: 
Scarabaeidae). J. Evol. Biol. 12, 27–37 (1999).

	25.	 Cheng, J. et al. Dweller and tunneler dung beetles synergistically accelerate decomposition of cattle and horse dung in a semi-arid 
steppe. Agric. Ecosyst. Environ. 329, 107873. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​agee.​2022.​107873 (2022).

	26.	 Paris, T., Rohde, B., & Kaufman, P. E. Rainbow Scarab Phaneaus vindex Macleay (Insecta: Coleoptera: Scarabaeidae), Code, EENY567, 
2013. https://​www.​resea​rchga​te.​net/​profi​le/​Thoms​on-​Paris/​publi​cation/​24553​5607_​Rainb​ow_​Scarab_​Phane​aus_​vindex_​Macle​ay_​
Insec​ta_​Coleo​ptera_​Scara​baeid​ae/​links/​0deec​530e1​8c908​05600​0000/​Rainb​ow-​Scarab-​Phane​aus-​vindex-​Macle​ay-​Insec​ta-​Coleo​
ptera-​Scara​baeid​ae.​pdf. Accessed 17 Mar 2022 (2022).

	27.	 Winfrey, C. C & Sheldon, K. S. Drivers of inter-population variation in the gut microbiomes of sister species of Phanaeus dung 
beetles. BioRxiv. 1–56. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1101/​2021.​02.​19.​431932 (2021).

	28.	 Heylen, K. et al. Cultivation of denitrifying bacteria: Optimization of isolation conditions and diversity study. Appl. Environ. 
Microbiol. 72, 2637–2643. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1128/​AEM.​72.4.​2637-​2643 (2006).

	29.	 Evans, K. S. et al. Dung beetles increase greenhouse gas fluxes from dung pats in a North Temperate Grassland. J. Environ. Qual. 
48, 537–548 (2019).

	30.	 Lazicki, P., Geisseler, D. & Lloyd, M. Nitrogen mineralization from organic amendments is variable but predictable. J. Environ. 
Qual. 49, 483–495. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​jeq2.​20030 (2020).

	31.	 Kohlmann, B. Dung beetles in subtropical North America. In Dung Beetle Ecology 1st edn (eds Hanski, I. & Cambefort, Y.) 116–132 
(Princeton, 1991).

	32.	 Seymour, J. Dung beetles get a little help from their friends. Ecos. 26, 20–25 (1980).
	33.	 de Oca, E. M. & Halffter, G. Daily and seasonal activities of a guild of the coprophagous, burrowing beetle (Coleoptera Scarabaeidae 

Scarabaeinae) in tropical grassland. Trop. Zool. 8, 159–180. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​03946​975.​1995.​10539​277 (1995).
	34.	 Filho, W. M., Flechtmann, C. A. H., Godoy, W. A. C. & Bjornstad, O. N. The impact of the introduced Digitonthophagus gazella on 

a native dung beetle community in Brazil during 26 years. Biol. Invasions 20, 963–979. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10530-​017-​1603-1 
(2017).

	35.	 Castro, C. S., Lobo, U. G. M., Rodrigues, L. M., Backes, C., & Santos, A. J. M. Eficiência de utilização de adubação orgânica em 
forrageiras tropicais. Rev. Agric. Neotrop. 3, 48–54. https://​doi.​org/​10.​32404/​rean.​v3i4.​1144 (2019).

	36.	 deCastro-Arrazola, I., Hortal, J., Noriega, J. A. & Sánchez-Piñero, F. Assessing the functional relationship between dung beetle 
traits and dung removal, burial, and seedling emergence. J. Anim. Ecol. 00, 1–22. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​1365-​2656.​13829 (2020).

	37.	 Ledgard, S. F. Transfer of fixed nitrogen from white clover to associated grasses in swards grazed by dairy cows, estimated using 
15N methods. Plant Soil 131, 215–223. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​BF000​09451 (1991).

	38.	 González, M., & Reyes, C. Escarabajos estercoleros para la ganadería de la región de Aysén. in Boletin Inia. https://​punto​ganad​
ero.​cl/​image​nes/​uploa​d/_​5db88​5571c​33f.​pdf. Accessed 19 Mar 2022 (2016).

	39.	 Castro, L. X. & Joann, K. W. Nitrogen supply from green manure enhanced with increased tillage frequency: A note. Agron. J. 111, 
935–941. https://​doi.​org/​10.​2134/​agron​j2017.​08.​0471 (2019).

	40.	 Badenhorst, J., Dabrowski, J., Scholtz, C. H. & Truter, W. F. Dung beetle activity improves herbaceous plant growth and soil prop-
erties on confinements simulating reclaimed mined land in South Africa. Appl. Soil. Ecol. 132, 53–59. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1590/​
S0100-​204X2​00900​07000​18 (2018).

	41.	 Guretzky, J. A., Harmoney, K. R., Moyer, J. L., Volesky, J. D. & Stephenson, M. B. Interseeding annual warm-season grasses into 
pastures: Forage nutritive value and yields. Agron. J. 113, 2544–2556. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​agj2.​20250 (2020).

	42.	 Bertone, M. et al. Seasonal activity and species composition of dung beetles (Coleoptera: Scarabaeidae and Geotrupidae) inhabit-
ing cattle pastures in North Carolina. Ann. Entomol. Soc. Am. 98, 309–321. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1603/​0013-​8746(2005)​098[0309:​
SAASCO]​2.0.​CO;2 (2005).

	43.	 Hilty, J., Muller, B., Pantin, F. & Leuzinger, S. Plant growth: The what, the how, and the why. New Phytol. 32, 25–41. https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1111/​nph.​17610 (2021).

	44.	 Conover, D., Dubeux, J. & Martini, X. Phenology, distribution, and diversity of dung beetles (Coleoptera: Scarabaeidae) in North 
Florida’s pastures and forests. Environ. Entomol. 48, 847–855. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​ee/​nvz068 (2019).

	45.	 Carpinelli, S., da Fonseca, A. F., Weirich Neto, P. H., Dias, S. H. B. & Pontes, L. D. S. Spatial and temporal distribution of cattle 
dung and nutrient cycling in integrated crop–livestock systems. Agronomy 10, 672. https://​doi.​org/​10.​3390/​agron​omy10​050672 
(2020).

	46.	 Parkin, T.B. & Venterea, R.T. Chamber-based trace gas flux measurements. Sampling protocols. in USDA-ARS GRACEnet Project 
Protocols, Beltsville, M.D. 1–39. https://​www.​resea​rchga​te.​net/​publi​cation/​22875​7501_​USDA-​ARS_​GRACE​net_​chamb​er-​based_​
trace_​gas_​flux_​measu​rement_​proto​col. Accessed 14 Mar 2022 (2010).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2008.04.011
https://doi.org/10.1093/ee/nvaa094
https://doi.org/10.1890/12-1165.1
https://doi.org/10.1093/ee/nvu023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soilbio.2015.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42729-021-00614-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42729-021-00614-w
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0071454
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0071454
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.catena.2019.03.035
https://doi.org/10.1111/sum.12637
https://doi.org/10.1038/nclimate1692
https://doi.org/10.1038/nclimate1692
https://doi.org/10.2134/jeq2008.0016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agee.2022.107873
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Thomson-Paris/publication/245535607_Rainbow_Scarab_Phaneaus_vindex_Macleay_Insecta_Coleoptera_Scarabaeidae/links/0deec530e18c908056000000/Rainbow-Scarab-Phaneaus-vindex-Macleay-Insecta-Coleoptera-Scarabaeidae.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Thomson-Paris/publication/245535607_Rainbow_Scarab_Phaneaus_vindex_Macleay_Insecta_Coleoptera_Scarabaeidae/links/0deec530e18c908056000000/Rainbow-Scarab-Phaneaus-vindex-Macleay-Insecta-Coleoptera-Scarabaeidae.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Thomson-Paris/publication/245535607_Rainbow_Scarab_Phaneaus_vindex_Macleay_Insecta_Coleoptera_Scarabaeidae/links/0deec530e18c908056000000/Rainbow-Scarab-Phaneaus-vindex-Macleay-Insecta-Coleoptera-Scarabaeidae.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1101/2021.02.19.431932
https://doi.org/10.1128/AEM.72.4.2637-2643
https://doi.org/10.1002/jeq2.20030
https://doi.org/10.1080/03946975.1995.10539277
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10530-017-1603-1
https://doi.org/10.32404/rean.v3i4.1144
https://doi.org/10.1111/1365-2656.13829
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00009451
https://puntoganadero.cl/imagenes/upload/_5db885571c33f.pdf
https://puntoganadero.cl/imagenes/upload/_5db885571c33f.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2134/agronj2017.08.0471
https://doi.org/10.1590/S0100-204X2009000700018
https://doi.org/10.1590/S0100-204X2009000700018
https://doi.org/10.1002/agj2.20250
https://doi.org/10.1603/0013-8746(2005)098[0309:SAASCO]2.0.CO;2
https://doi.org/10.1603/0013-8746(2005)098[0309:SAASCO]2.0.CO;2
https://doi.org/10.1111/nph.17610
https://doi.org/10.1111/nph.17610
https://doi.org/10.1093/ee/nvz068
https://doi.org/10.3390/agronomy10050672
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228757501_USDA-ARS_GRACEnet_chamber-based_trace_gas_flux_measurement_protocol
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228757501_USDA-ARS_GRACEnet_chamber-based_trace_gas_flux_measurement_protocol


10

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2023) 13:3572  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-30523-0

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	47.	 Clough, T.J. et al. Chamber design. in Nitrous Oxide Chamber Methodology Guidelines (de Klein, C., Harvey, M. eds.) 1st ed. 19–33. 
(Ministry for Primary Industries, 2012).

	48.	 Hutchinson, G. L. & Mosier, A. R. Improved soil cover method for field measurement of nitrous oxide fluxes. Soil Sci. Soc. Am. J. 
45, 311–316. https://​doi.​org/​10.​2136/​sssaj​1981.​03615​99500​45000​20017x (1981).

	49.	 Hutchinson, G. L. & Livingston, G. P. Vents and seals in non-steady-state chambers used for measuring gas exchange between soil 
and the atmosphere. Eur. J. Sci. 52, 675–682. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1046/j.​1365-​2389.​2001.​00415.x (2001).

	50.	 Venterea, R. T., Spokas, K. A. & Baker, J. M. Accuracy and precision analysis of chamber-based nitrous oxide gas flux estimates. 
Soil Sci. Soc. Am. J. 73, 1087–1093. https://​doi.​org/​10.​2136/​sssaj​2008.​0307 (2009).

	51.	 Araújo, E. S. et al. Calibration of a semi-opened static chamber for the quantification of volatilized ammonia from soil. Pesquisa 
Agropecuria Bras. 44, 769–776. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1590/​S0100-​204X2​00900​07000​18 (2009).

	52.	 R Core Team. R: A Language and Environment for Statistical Computing. https://​www.R-​proje​ct.​org (R Foundation for Statistical 
Computing, 2008).

	53.	 Vu, V. Ggbiplot: A ggplot2 Based Biplot (R Package Version 0.55). http://​www.​vince.​vu/​softw​are/ (2011).
	54.	 Wickham, H., & Chang,W. Devtools: Tools to Make Developing R Packages Easier (R Package Version 1.12.0). https://​CRAN.​Rproj​

ect.​org/​packa​ge=​devto​ols (2018).
	55.	 Alwan, Z. A., Farhan, H. M. & Mahdi, S. Q. Color image steganography in YCbCr space. Int. J. Electr. Comput. Eng. 10, 202 (2020).
	56.	 Picklo, M. J. & Ryan, J. K. Enhanced multiresolution analysis for multidimensional data utilizing line filtering techniques. SIAM 

J. Sci. Comput. 44, A2628–A2650 (2022).
	57.	 McKinney, W. Data structures for statistical computing in Python. in Proceedings of the 9th Python in Science Conference. 51–56 

(2010).
	58.	 The Imageio Contributers. 2014–2021. Imageio—A Python Library to Read and Write Image Data. https://​image​io.​readt​hedocs.​

io/.
	59.	 Nishino, R. O. Y. U. D., & Loomis, S. H. C. CuPy: A numpy-compatible library for nvidia gpu calculations. in 31st Conference on 

Neural Information Processing Systems (2017).
	60.	 Hunter, J. D. Matplotlib: A 2D graphics environment. Comput. Sci. Eng. 9, 3 (2007).
	61.	 van der, S. et al. scikit-image: Image processing in Python. PeerJ 2, 6 (2014).

Author contributions
C.C.V.G.: data curation, formal analysis, investigation, methodology, software, writing, review and editing. 
J.C.B.D.J.: conceptualization, funding acquisition, investigation, methodology, project administration, resources, 
supervision, review and editing. X.M.: investigation, validation, methodology. D.C.: investigation, validation, 
methodology. E.R.S.S.: investigation, validation, review and editing. B.G.C.H.: investigation, validation, review 
and editing. M.R.M.: investigation, methodology, supervision. I.A.G.S.: investigation, validation, review and 
editing. D.S.A.: investigation, validation, review and editing. L.M.D.Q.: investigation, validation, review and 
editing. F.O.S.V.C.: investigation, validation, review and editing. M.V.F.S.: investigation, validation, review and 
editing. G.G.M.F.: investigation, validation, review and editing.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1038/​s41598-​023-​30523-0.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to C.C.V.G.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

© The Author(s) 2023

https://doi.org/10.2136/sssaj1981.03615995004500020017x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2389.2001.00415.x
https://doi.org/10.2136/sssaj2008.0307
https://doi.org/10.1590/S0100-204X2009000700018
https://www.R-project.org
http://www.vince.vu/software/
https://CRAN.Rproject.org/package=devtools
https://CRAN.Rproject.org/package=devtools
https://imageio.readthedocs.io/
https://imageio.readthedocs.io/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-30523-0
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-30523-0
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	The role of dung beetle species in nitrous oxide emission, ammonia volatilization, and nutrient cycling
	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Materials and methods
	Site description. 
	Biological material determination. 
	Beetles collection and experimental treatments. 
	Buckets assemblage. 
	Chamber measurements. 
	Gas fluxes measurements. 
	Ammonia volatilization measurement. 
	Nutrient cycling. 
	Statistical analysis. 

	References


