TABLE 4.3 Site Disturbance Processes
NATURAL DISTURBANCE PROCESSES

CULTURAL DISTURBANCE PROCESSES

Bioturbation

Reusing

Cryoturbation

Recycling

Aeroturbation

Trampling

Aquaturbation

Construction

Graviturbation

Looting
Collateral damage during war
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NATURAL DISTURBANCE

Alternatively known as non-cultural disturbance processes or N-transforms, natural disturbance processes include a wide range of activities that may alter the patterning of the material record.
Bioturbation is a term used to describe disturbance by plants and animals, sometimes more specifically called floralturbation and faunalturbation, respectively.
Disturbance by plants involves such things as the roots of trees and other vegetation
growing through archaeological deposits and displacing items of the material record.
Tree-throws are a particularly active force in altering the deposits, because when a tree
falls over it typically takes a substantial portion of the deposits around the roots and
redeposits it on the ground surface. Bioturbation, by aerating the deposits, also allows
more oxygen, water, and chemicals into the ground, which can lead to increased rates
of physical and chemical weathering of the material remains.
Many types of animals also commonly alter the patterning. This includes the digging and scavenging activities of dogs, rats, and other small animals on or near the
surface of a site, as well as the activity of rodents and other burrowing animals, which
often creates internal pathways or voids in the matrix where artifacts can fall or be
displaced by the animals themselves. Earthworms alone can make significant changes
in patterns. One experimental study showed that earthworms buried lithic and ceramic
fragments as much as 45 centimeters (18 inches) deep after only five years. In addition
to the burial of artifacts, geoarchaeologist Julie Stein observed that earthworms can
obliterate stratification and obscure boundaries of sedimentary layers, alter the botanical assemblage within sites, and alter the chemistry of the soils.
The effect of rodents on site disturbance is illustrated in an experimental study
reported by Barbara Bocek in 1992. After excavating a 1 × 2 meter (3¼ x 6½ foot)
unit, the unit was backfilled with clean (culturally sterile) sediment. After seven years,
the unit was re-excavated and found to contain 390 pieces of shell, bone, and debitage,
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