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It is with deep sadness that we write this obituary to Willem
(“Wim”) Salomons, who passed away in February 2022.
Born in May 1945, Wim obtained his PhD in 1973 from the
University of Groningen in the Netherlands. Over his long
career, he was employed at numerous institutions including
Delft Hydraulics, DLO Research Organization, Institute for
Agro-Biology and Soil Fertility Research, and the Free Uni-
versity in Amsterdam.

Wim was an outstanding scientist who greatly influenced
our understanding of sediment, especially contaminated
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sediment, in a range of environments. He was a true intel-
lectual, who was able to see things in a different way, and had
a special ability to integrate ideas from different disciplines.
He was also one of the driving forces behind the European
Sediment Research Network, SedNet, and co-edited one of the
main publications to stem from that organization (Salomons
and Brils 2004). Between 2006 and 2010, he was a co-Editor-
in-Chief of JSS with Ulrich and Zhihong, overseeing the Inter-
compartmental section of the journal. There is no question that
he helped shaped the journal and contributed to its reputation
and success. It is therefore fitting that we honor Wim’s contri-
bution to sediment—contaminant science and management. It
is difficult to do justice to his full and broad contribution, but
we hope that the examples below provide some indication of
how he shaped a discipline.

1. Contaminated sediment
One of the reasons that Wim made such a large con-
tribution to our understanding of contaminated sediment
is that much of his education was grounded in inorganic
chemistry and geochemistry. This enabled Wim to see

@ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11368-022-03214-y&domain=pdf

1370

Journal of Soils and Sediments (2022) 22:1369-1371

issues associated with sediment—contaminant interac-
tions through a different lens than most aquatic scien-
tists, who typically came from hydrological, geomor-
phological, and geological backgrounds. Wim’s early
work with Ulrich on metals (e.g., Forstner and Salomons
1980; Salomons and Forstner 1980) is still used today,
and the book Metals in the Hydrocycle (Salomons and
Forstner 1984) is one of the most important and widely
cited books in its field. Wim subsequently developed
this work and published additional influential journal
papers (e.g., Salomons 1985; Salomons et al. 1987) and
books, including Biogeodynamics of Pollutants in Soils
and Sediments (Salomons and Stigliani 1995) and Heavy
Metals: Problems and Solutions (Salomons et al. 1995).
This work, in combination to that described below, con-
tributed to the development by Wim and colleagues of
the concept of “chemical time bombs” (Stigliani et al.
1991) and the influential article on this in the popular sci-
ence magazine “New Scientist” (Stigliani and Salomons
1993).
Mines and sediment

One of Wim’s main research areas was the impacts
of mines on the environment, with a focus on metals. In
addition to numerous field-based investigations in coun-
tries such as Papua New Guinea (e.g., Jeffrey et al. 1988;
Salomons and Eagle 1990) and Brazil (e.g., De Lacerda
et al. 1991; Pereira et al. 2008), he also edited books
and wrote key papers which looked at broader issues of
prediction and prevention (e.g., Salomons 1995; Geller
et al. 1988). This work seems particularly relevant today
given the number of metal mines in the world to meet
the needs of society.
Soil systems

For many of us, we associate Wim’s work with (con-
taminated) sediment, but he also made important con-
tributions in soil science, in part influenced by an early
mentor, Prof. Ane J. de Groot of the University of Gron-
ingen. Wim’s work addressed issues of the behavior and
mobility of carbonates and metals in soils (e.g., Salomons
and Mook 1976; Romkens and Salomons 1998), including
the effect of manures on metals in agricultural soils (e.g.,
Japenga et al. 1992; Del Castilho et al. 1993). A significant
contribution to soil science was in response to concerns
over the impacts of acid rain on environmental systems,
which resulted in the book “Acidic Precipitation” (Bresser
and Salomons 1990). Wim and colleagues demonstrated
the relation between soil pH and metal mobility. They
showed that a decrease in pH (i.e., more acidic) would
lead to higher dissolved metal concentrations in soil solu-
tions, which in turn could influence both crop productivity
and pollute surface and groundwaters (e.g., Bresser and
Salomons 1990; Salomons and Stigliani 1995).
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4. River catchment systems
It may be true to say that the largest body of research
by Wim concerned sediment—contaminant dynamics in
river catchment systems. His work addressed sources
of sediment and contaminants, their fluxes and storage,
and processes controlling the interactions of organic
and inorganic pollutants with sediment and waters.
Much of this work focused on European rivers such as
the Elbe (e.g., Vink et al. 1999a, b; Forstner et al. 2016)
and Rhine (Japenga et al. 1990). This work contributed
to the creation of SedNet, and Wim wrote and contrib-
uted to numerous publications from this initiative (e.g.,
Salomons and Brils 2004; Owens et al. 2005).
5. Coastal and estuarine systems
While much of Wim’s early work was on particulate
material and pollutant dynamics in estuarine systems
(e.g. Salomons and Mook 1977, 1981; Salomons 1980),
in recent decades, Wim became increasingly interested in
how process-based science could be used to understand
and manage estuarine and coastal systems (e.g., Salomons
et al. 2005; Vermaat et al. 2005; Forstner and Salomons
2010). This speaks to his understanding of the big picture
(next section) and his strong desire to utilize scientific
knowledge for improved management decision-making
and policy development. One of his main contributions
in this area was recognizing the strong link between ter-
restrial and coastal systems in the “catchment—coast con-
tinuum” (Salomons 2005; Salomons et al. 2005) and how
this underpins our understanding of material fluxes at the
global scale.
6. Big-picture science
While Wim'’s background in chemistry enabled him
to understand chemical interactions with sediment and
water at the smallest of scales, he was one of the few who
could easily translate this knowledge to understand envi-
ronmental issues at regional, national, and international
scales. Many of his publications and technical reports
contain conceptual representations of environmental sys-
tems (e.g., Salomons and Forstner 1984; Salomons and
Brils 2004); his ability to simplify complex systems has
been particularly influential. It was therefore appropriate
that Wim should be the Chief Editor for the Environmen-
tal Science book series published by Springer.

Perspective

Few scientists are able to have such a profound influ-
ence on a discipline such that they essentially become syn-
onymous with that topic. Wim Salomons’ work on sedi-
ment—contaminant (especially metals) dynamics in soil,
riverine, estuarine, and coastal systems in Europe and else-
where built the foundation for much of the work presently
being undertaken in this field of research. We thank him for
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his legacy, and know that future generations will be inspired
by his wisdom, enthusiasm, and intellect.

Acknowledgements We would like to thank Wim's family for supply-
ing the photo.
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