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Abstract. This study aims to identify geochemical features of microelement accumulation in vege-
tation using creeping thyme (Thymus serpyllum L.) as an example and to assess its bioindicator potential in 
contrasting natural and anthropogenic environments. The main idea of   the study is a comparative analysis of 
the microelement composition of plants growing in the urban area of   Poznan (Poland) and in the predomi-
nantly natural ecosystem of Bayanaul National Nature Park (Kazakhstan) to determine the role of natural and 
anthropogenic factors in shaping the elemental profile of vegetation. The research methodology is based on 
X-ray fluorescence spectral analysis of thyme’s aboveground parts, allowing for the determination of macro-,
micro-, and trace element contents with high accuracy and reproducibility. Sampling was carried out during
the active growing season, taking into account the homogeneity of the phytocenoses and the environmental
conditions of the habitats. As a result, significant regional differences in the microelement composition of
plants were identified. Samples from the Bayanaul National Nature Park showed elevated concentrations of
most elements, due to the natural geochemical properties of the soils and landscapes. In the urban environment
of Poznań, signs of anthropogenic impact were detected, manifested by changes in the elemental composition
of plants. The obtained results confirm the high sensitivity of Thymus serpyllum L. to environmental condi-
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tions and substantiate its potential use as an effective bioindicator. The study’s value lies in the development 
of a reference background microelement profile for natural ecosystems and the expansion of the scientific 
foundations for biogeochemical monitoring and environmental assessment of territories.

Keywords: geochemical composition, ecology, biomonitoring, bioindicators, national nature park, 
biogeochemistry
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Аннотация. Өсімдіктер әлемі экожүйенің ең сезімтал құрамдас бөліктерінің бірі ретінде 
қоршаған ортаның жай-күйін бағалауда маңызды индикатор болып табылады. Бұл мақалада өсімдіктер 
экологиялық жағдайларды бағалау үшін қолданылатын екі өңір қарастырылады: Польшадағы 
Познань қаласы және Қазақстандағы Баянауыл ұлттық табиғи паркі. Зерттеу өсімдіктердің 
микроэлементтік құрамын талдауға негізделген, бұл табиғи және антропогендік факторлардың 
экожүйеге әсерін бағалауға мүмкіндік береді. Зерттеу объектісі ретінде әртүрлі климаттық және 
экологиялық жағдайларда өсетін, сыртқы әсерлерге төзімділігімен ерекшеленетін жебіршөп (Thymus 
serpyllum L.) таңдалды. Микроэлементтердің мөлшерін анықтау үшін жоғары дәлдікті қамтамасыз 
ететін және алынған мәліметтердің қайталанымдылығын қамтамасыз ететін рентген-спектральдық 
әдіс қолданылды. Нәтижелер өңірлер арасында микроэлемент концентрациясының елеулі 
айырмашылықтарын көрсетті. Баянауыл ұлттық табиғи паркінде көп элементтердің мөлшері жоғары 
болып, бұл топырақ геохимиясының ерекшеліктері мен табиғи ландшафттық жағдайларға байланысты. 
Ал урбанизацияланған Познань қаласында антропогендік ластанудың ізі байқалып, өсімдіктерде 
кремний мен скандий сияқты химиялық элементтердің жинақталуы тіркелді. Анықталған деректер 
өсімдіктердің химиялық құрамының қоршаған ортаның жай-күйін бағалауда сенімді индикатор бола 
алатынын растайды. Өсімдіктердің микроэлементтік құрамын зерттеу ластану көздерін анықтауға 
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ғана емес, сонымен қатар экожүйелерді қорғау стратегияларын әзірлеуге және антропогендік әсерлер 
мен климаттық факторларға байланысты өзгерістерді мониторингтеуге де ықпал етеді.

Түйін сөздер: геохимиялық құрам, экология, биомониторинг, биоиндикаторлар, ұлттық табиғи 
парк, биогеохимия
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Аннотация. Растительность как один из наиболее чувствительных компонентов экосистем 
является важным индикатором состояния окружающей среды. В данной статье рассматриваются 
два региона: город Познань (Польша) и Баянаульский национальный природный парк (Казахстан), 
где растительность используется для оценки экологических условий. Исследование основано на 
анализе микроэлементного состава растений, который позволяет оценивать влияние природных и 
антропогенных факторов на состояние экосистемы. В качестве объекта исследования выбран чабрец 
(Thymus serpyllum L.), произрастающий в различных климатических и экологических условиях и ха-
рактеризующийся устойчивостью к внешним воздействиям. Для определения содержания микроэле-
ментов применялся рентгеноспектральный метод, обеспечивающий высокую точность анализа и вос-
производимость полученных данных. Результаты показали значительные различия в концентрации 
микроэлементов между исследуемыми регионами. В Баянаульском национальном природном парке 
наблюдается более высокое содержание большинства элементов, что связано с особенностями геохи-
мии почв и природными ландшафтными условиями данной территории. В то же время в урбанизиро-
ванной среде Познани фиксируются следы антропогенного загрязнения, проявляющиеся в накоплении 
химических элементов в растениях, таких как кремний и скандий. Полученные данные подтверждают, 
что химический состав растительности может служить надежным индикатором состояния окружаю-
щей среды. Исследование микроэлементного состава растений не только помогает выявить источники 
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загрязнения, но и способствует разработке стратегий по охране экосистем и мониторингу изменений, 
связанных с антропогенным воздействием и климатическими факторами.

Ключевые слова: геохимический состав, экология, биомониторинг, биоиндикаторы, националь-
ный природный парк, биогеохимия
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Introduction.
Flora is one of the most important and dynamic components of the biosphere, playing a key role in 

shaping the biogeochemical cycles of micronutrients. Micronutrients exert a significant influence on many 
molecular processes in plants, ensuring their viability and functional activity [Shahar et al., 2023; Zhumabe-
kova et al., 2025].

The accumulation of trace elements by plants and animals from the environment is closely associat-
ed with their primary sources, namely soil, water, and the atmosphere [Satkanov et al., 2024; Shahar et al., 
2023; Shaimardanova et al., 2010]. Therefore, the chemical composition of biota is widely used as an indica-
tor of environmental conditions, reflecting both natural geochemical background and anthropogenic impacts 
[Ermokhin et al., 2004; Ermakov and Tyutikov, 2008; Assylbekova, 2013; Alekseenko and Alekseenko, 2014; 
Rikhvanov et al., 2015; Zhumabekova et al., 2025].

The microelement composition of vegetation allows not only the assessment of the current ecological 
state but also the detection of environmental changes under anthropogenic influence. Comprehensive analysis 
of plant chemical composition has become an essential tool in ecology, particularly for monitoring industrial 
pollution, as well as in geology for biogeochemical exploration of mineral resources [Assylbekova, 2013; 
Alekseenko and Alekseenko, 2014; Fan et al., 2023; Shi et al., 2023; Li et al., 2025].

Traditionally, studies have focused on a limited number of trace elements, such as Cr, Zn, Pb, Cu, Co, 
and Ni. However, modern high-sensitivity analytical methods allow the investigation of a much broader range 
of elements, significantly expanding the scope of ecological and geochemical research [Baranovskaia, 2003; 
Bezel et al., 2019; Bussurmanova, 2023; Fan et al., 2023; Shi et al., 2023; Li et al., 2025].

Materials and methods.
The study was conducted on creeping thyme (Thymus serpyllum L.), a widespread medicinal and wild 

plant species characterized by its ability to accumulate microelements and respond sensitively to changes in 
environmental chemical composition [Shahar et al., 2023; Ibraeva and Ozturk, 2024; Jovanović et al., 2021]. 
This species was selected due to its ecological plasticity, tolerance to diverse climatic conditions, and high 
suitability for biogeochemical and environmental assessments [World Plants, 2025; Tamert et al., 2017].

Plant material was collected from two ecologically contrasting regions with differing natural condi-
tions and levels of anthropogenic impact: Poznań (Poland) and the Bayanaul National Nature Park (Kazakh-
stan). This approach enabled a comparative assessment of microelement composition in plants growing under 
urbanized and natural environmental conditions [Assylbekova et al., 2025; Zhumadina et al., 2023].

The city of Poznań, located in western Poland within the Greater Poland Voivodeship, is characterized 
by a temperate continental climate influenced by maritime air masses. The average annual air temperature 
ranges from +8 to +9 °C, with moderately warm summers and mild winters. Precipitation is relatively evenly 
distributed throughout the year. Poznań is a major industrial and transportation hub, resulting in significant 
anthropogenic pressure on the environment. The primary sources of pollution include vehicular emissions, 
industrial activities, dense urban infrastructure, and household emissions. Urban vegetation is predominantly 
represented by anthropogenically transformed phytocenoses, including parks, green spaces, lawns, and sub-
urban forests, making it a suitable model for assessing environmental impacts on plant chemical composition 
[Assylbekova, 2013; Alekseenko and Alekseenko, 2014; Fan et al., 2023].

The Bayanaul National Nature Park (BNNP), located in the southeastern part of the Pavlodar region, 
Kazakhstan, is characterized by a sharply continental climate with pronounced annual and daily temperature 
fluctuations. Summers are hot and dry, winters are cold, and annual precipitation averages around 300 mm 
[Zhumadina et al., 2023; Assylbekova et al., 2025]. The territory features complex topography and diverse 
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landscapes, including granite mountains, lake basins, and steppe ecosystems. Vegetation consists of pine for-
ests, meadow-steppe communities, and xerophytic shrubs. Anthropogenic impact is mainly associated with 
recreational activities, seasonal grazing, and localized environmental disturbances.

Thyme samples were collected during the active growing season, considering the homogeneity of phy-
tocenoses and distance from potential pollution sources. Aboveground plant parts were sampled at multiple 
points within each site and combined into composite samples to ensure representativeness [Zhumabekova et 
al., 2025]. The samples were dried at room temperature, ground, and prepared for further analysis.

Elemental composition of plant samples was determined using a BRA-18 “Burevestnik” X-ray fluores-
cence analyzer at the accredited testing laboratory of the Scientific Center for Biocenology and Environmental 
Research, Margulan University. The method is based on the detection of X-ray radiation emitted during the 
interaction of electrons with atoms of the analyzed material. Both qualitative and quantitative analyses were 
performed for elements ranging from sodium (Na) to uranium (U), with high sensitivity allowing detection of 
trace concentrations down to 0.01 % [Satkanov et al., 2024; Baranovskaia, 2003]. The analysis was non-de-
structive, enabling preservation of samples for further investigations.

Dry, homogenized powder samples were used for analysis, and data processing was carried out au-
tomatically using the instrument’s integrated software. Based on the obtained statistical data on elemental 
composition, a dendrogram was constructed using artificial intelligence methods [Fan et al., 2023; Shi et al., 
2023; Li et al., 2025].

Results and discussion.
X-ray spectral analysis of thyme (Thymus serpyllum L.) samples collected in Poznan, Poland, and the

Bayanaul National Nature Park, Kazakhstan, was used to determine the microelement composition of the 
plant material. A wide range of chemical elements, including macro-, micro-, and trace elements, were detect-
ed in the samples (Table 1).

Table 1 – Comparative content of chemical elements in thyme (Thymus serpyllum L.)
Element Study areas Element Study areas

Poland BPNP Poland BPNP
P 0.0012 0.2211 Co 0.0001 0.0004
K 0.0521 1,5078 Ni 0.0001 0.0006
Ca 0.0001 0.6731 Cu 0.0002 0.0004
Sc 0.0002 0.0034 Zn 0.0001 0.0028
Ti 0.0002 0.0022 Si 0.0104 0.5590
V 0.0001 0.0005 Hg < d.l. 0.0002
Cr 0.0001 0.0006 CD 0.0001 0.0004
Mn < d.l. 0.0006 Sb < d.l. 0.0019
Fe 0.0012 0.0018 < d.l. - the element value is below the 

detection limits
It was found that the concentrations of most elements in plants from the Bayanaul National Nature 

Park exceed those of samples collected in the urban environment of Poznan. The most pronounced differences 
were recorded for elements characteristic of natural geochemical anomalies and lithogenic background. This 
indicates a significant influence of soil geochemical characteristics and landscape conditions on the elemental 
composition of vegetation.

The analysis showed that the concentrations of phosphorus (P), potassium (K), calcium (Ca), and sil-
icon (Si) in the BNNP are significantly higher than in Poznań. The potassium content in the BNNP (1.5078) 
exceeds the Polish data (0.0521) by almost 29 times, and silicon (Si) by 54 times. This may be due to soil 
characteristics and geochemical conditions.

The concentrations of almost all the studied microelements (Sc, Ti, V, Cr, Mn, Fe, Co, Ni, Cu, Zn, Hg, 
Cd, Sb) in the samples from the Bayanaul National Nature Park (BNNP) are higher than in the samples col-
lected in Poznan. The most significant differences are observed for vanadium (V), chromium (Cr), manganese 
(Mn), iron (Fe), zinc (Zn), and antimony (Sb). Thus, the zinc content in thyme from BNNP (0.0028 mg/kg) is 
28 times higher than the value for Poland (0.0001 mg/kg), and the iron concentration in the Kazakh samples 
(0.0018 mg/kg) is 50% higher than in the Polish ones (0.0012 mg/kg).

A similar trend is observed for heavy metals. For example, cadmium (Cd) levels in the Park (0.0004 
mg/kg) were four times higher than in the urban environment of Poznań (0.0001 mg/kg).

A comparative analysis revealed that the microelement profile of thyme varied significantly between 
the studied regions, confirming the high sensitivity of this plant species to growing conditions. The obtained 
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data demonstrate regional specificities in element accumulation and reflect both natural and man-made envi-
ronmental factors.

The following features of the micronutrient profile of thyme should be noted depending on the region: 
high concentrations of phosphorus, potassium, calcium, and silicon in samples from the Bayanaul National 
Nature Park indicate significant differences in soil and geological conditions. These significant increases indi-
cate the region’s soils are rich in minerals, which may impact plant properties and their potential phytochem-
ical activity.

The increased levels of heavy metals, such as zinc, iron, and cadmium, in the BNPP samples may have 
two implications: first, it reflects the region’s natural geochemical characteristics (e.g., soil mineralogy and 
topography), and second, they may be influenced by anthropogenic factors, such as coal mining in Ekibastuz, 
located 130 km from the BNPP.

The levels of chemical elements in thyme (Thymus serpyllum L.) within the Bayanaul National Park 
demonstrate high spatial variability in the microelement content of the vegetation within the park (Table 2). 
The greatest variability is observed for elements such as Sc, Mn, and Fe, which may be related to both the 
geochemical properties of the soils and anthropogenic impacts on the ecosystem.

High coefficients of variation (Cv), for example, for Sc (128%), Mn (108%), and Fe (73%), indicate 
heterogeneity in their distribution in plant samples. This may be due to differences in the geochemical com-
position of soils as well as the accumulation patterns of microelements in different plant species. Given such 
uneven distribution, it is more appropriate to use the mode rather than the mean.

The elements P and Ca are characterized by low values ​​of the variation coefficient (equal to 1), which 
indicates the uniformity of their distribution and probable biological regulation of the content of these ele-
ments in plants.

The distribution of toxicants such as mercury and cadmium deserves special attention. Despite low 
concentrations, their presence in vegetation requires detailed study, as these elements can serve as indicators 
of anthropogenic pollution. For example, mercury (Hg) levels range up to 0.0003 mg/kg, reflecting the possi-
ble local influence of pollution sources. 

Table 2 – Variational statistical indicators of the content of chemical elements in thyme (Thymus ser-
pyllum L.) in the territory of the Bayanaul National Nature Park (n=25)

Elements, mg/kg xSx ±
me σ lim Cv, (%)

P 0.221104±0.000553 0.2204 0.2199 0.002765 0.2188 - 0.2319 1

K 1,507856±0.067995 1,5321 1,2221 0.339976 0.5621-2.1669 22

Ca 0.673124±0.001044 0.6715 0.671 0.00522 0.6707-0.6912 1

Sc 0.003424±0.000876 0.0022 0.0022 0.004382 0.0012-0.0185 128

Ti 0.002228±0.000241 0.0023 0.0027 0.001204 0-0.005 54

V 0.000504±0.000012 0.0005 0.0005 0.000061 0.0003-0.0006 12

Cr 0.000628±0.00002 0.0006 0.0006 0.000102 0.0004-0.001 16

Mn 0.001796±0.000387 0.0014 <  d.l. 0.001935 0-0.0063 108

Fe 0.14016±0.02051 0.161 <  d.l. 0.102548 0-0.2926 73

Co 0.000444±0.000064 0.0005 <  d.l. 0.000322 0-0.001 72

Ni 0.000596±0.000039 0.0006 0.0005 0.000195 0.0003-0.0011 33

Cu 0.000436±0.000036 0.0004 0.0004 0.000182 0.0001-0.0011 42

Zn 0.00276±0.000195 0.0026 0.0026 0.000976 0.0023-0.0074 35

Si 0.558988±0.005821 0.5539 0.5572 0.029106 0.5242-0.6775 5

Hg 0.000228±0.000017 0.0002 0.0002 0.000084 0-0.0003 36

CD 0.0004±0 0.0004 0.0004 <  d.l. 0.0004-0.0004 1

Sb 0.0019±0 0.0019 0.0019 < d.l. 0.0019-0.0019 22
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Note: lim is the oscillation limit, xSx ± - arithmetic mean, and its error, σ is the standard deviation, Cv is the 
coefficient of variation,

< p.o. - the element value is below the detection limits
These tables contain statistical indicators showing information about biogeochemical processes in the 

park’s ecosystem and the possible impact of anthropogenic factors.
Phosphorus and calcium contents have low coefficients of variation (Cv = 1), indicating a uniform 

distribution among plants. This may indicate biological regulation of their contents, suggesting stabilization 
of these element concentrations regardless of the soil geochemical composition.

High coefficients of variation (Cv), for example, for Sc (128%), Mn (108%), and Fe (73%), indicate 
heterogeneity in their distribution in plant samples. This may be due to differences in the geochemical com-
position of soils as well as the accumulation patterns of microelements in different plant species. Given such 
uneven distribution, it is more appropriate to use the mode rather than the mean.

The elements P and Ca are characterized by low values ​​of the variation coefficient (equal to 1), which 
indicates the uniformity of their distribution and probable biological regulation of the content of these ele-
ments in plants.

The distribution of toxicants such as mercury and cadmium deserves special attention. Despite low 
concentrations, their presence in vegetation requires detailed study, as these elements can serve as indicators 
of anthropogenic pollution. For example, mercury (Hg) levels range up to 0.0003 mg/kg, reflecting the possi-
ble local influence of pollution sources. 

A dendrogram constructed based on average values ​​of the content of elements reflects the degree of 
similarity between elements according to their concentration (Figure 1).

The dendrogram is based on the average values ​​of elemental elements, which determines the degree 
of similarity between elements based on their elemental composition. Elements located closer to each other 
have higher abundances, while groups that are more distant exhibit differences in concentration. This reveals 
the relationships between chemical elements and establishes an ecological link in environmental monitoring.

A dendrogram for cluster analysis of elemental composition allows one to divide sets of chemical 
elements into groups that combine elements with the highest similarity measures (pairwise Pearson correla-
tion coefficients - r). Elements located closer to each other on the graph have more similar abundances, while 
more distant groups of elements differ in concentrations. This method allows one to visualize the clustering of 
chemical elements in the studied samples.

Fig1. Dendrogram of elements by average content

A comparative analysis of the microelement composition of Thymus serpyllum L. in areas with con-
trasting conditions – the Bayanaul National Nature Park (BNNP, Kazakhstan) and the urbanized environment 
of Poznan (Poland) – revealed reliable and statistically significant differences, confirming the high sensitivity 
of this bioindicator species to the geochemical characteristics of the habitat. 

Microelement profile as a reflection of the natural geochemical background of the BNNP. The study 
results demonstrate that the concentrations of the vast majority of the studied microelements (Sc, Ti, V, Cr, 
Mn, Fe, Co, Ni, Cu, Zn, Hg, Cd, Sb), as well as macroelements (P, K, Ca, Si) in the samples from the BNNP, 
significantly exceed those for the city of Poznań. Particularly pronounced differences, reaching tens of times, 
were recorded for elements closely related to the lithogenic base and natural geochemical anomalies. For ex-
ample, the zinc (Zn) content in thyme from the park was 28 times higher, and silicon (Si) was 54 times higher 
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compared to the urban samples. A significant (50%) excess was also noted for iron (Fe). This pattern clearly 
indicates the predominant influence of natural soil and geochemical factors on the formation of the elemental 
composition of vegetation within the protected area. The high spatial variability of the content of many ele-
ments (especially Sc, Mn, Fe), reflected in the large values ​​of the variation coefficients, is probably due to the 
natural heterogeneity of the soil cover, parent rocks, and microrelief of the Bayanaul Park, which is typical for 
natural, weakly transformed ecosystems.

Features of elemental composition in the urban environment (Poznan). In contrast, the microelement 
profile of thyme in Poznań is characterized by generally lower and, importantly, less variable accumulation 
levels of most of the elements studied. The relative increase in the content of certain heavy metals, such as 
cadmium (Cd), whose concentration in the park is still four times higher, may be a marker of diffuse anthro-
pogenic impacts associated with motor vehicles, industrial emissions, or household waste in urban conditions. 
The narrower range of variation in elemental composition in urban samples can be explained by the leveling 
influence of the anthropogenic environment and the homogeneity of substrates (e.g., lawn or park soils), which 
less readily reflect natural geochemical variability.

Conclusion.
The results of this study revealed significant spatial variability in the microelement composition of 

vegetation within the Bayanaul National Nature Park, particularly for elements such as Sc, Mn, and Fe, 
while P and Ca showed relatively stable distributions, indicating biological regulation of their uptake. The 
detected presence of toxic elements, including Hg and Cd, suggests localized anthropogenic influence even 
within predominantly natural ecosystems. The elevated concentrations of trace elements observed in the 
study area reflect the combined effects of geological back-ground, landscape heterogeneity, and 
environmental conditions. The mountainous terrain and specific geochemical characteristics of the region 
likely play a key role in shaping the elemental composition of vegetation. The findings confirm that 
Thymus serpyllum L. is a highly informative bioindicator species capable of accumulating a wide range of 
elements and responding sensitively to environmental changes. This property makes it suitable for use in 
environmental monitoring and assessment of ecosystem health. The establishment of a reference 
microelement profile for a relatively undisturbed natural territory provides a reliable baseline for 
comparative analysis and for evaluating anthropogenic im-pacts in more disturbed environments. The 
comparative approach applied in this study demonstrated high effectiveness in distinguishing between 
natural geochemical variability and anthropogenic influences. Overall, the results emphasize the importance 
of comprehensive assessment of plant elemental composition for understanding ecosystem functioning, 
detecting environmental stress, and supporting the development of scientifically grounded strategies for 
environmental protection and sustainable management of natural areas.

The research highlights the need to develop effective monitoring programs to assess the state of the 
Bayanaul National Park ecosystem. Given the significant spatial variability of trace element composition, 
particularly Sc, Mn, and Fe, regular vegetation analysis is recommended to track changes in elemental com-
position. This will allow for the timely identification of potential threats to the ecosystem.

An important area is the use of data on the elemental composition of thyme (Thymus serpyllum L.) as 
bioindicators for assessing environmental quality. Given the ability of this species to accumulate a wide range 
of trace elements and respond to changes, the possibility of establishing observation networks based on the 
distribution and health of this plant should be considered. This could form the basis for long-term research 
aimed at monitoring anthropogenic and natural factors affecting the ecosystem.

The results of the study highlight the importance of developing and implementing reference trace ele-
ment profiles for comparative analysis, assessing anthropogenic impacts, and promoting sustainable ecosys-
tem development.
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