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SCRIPT – The Living Soil PowerPoint Presentation (8:30)

To many people, soil is pretty common and meaningless.  Some call it “dirt.”

But for those who understand it, soil is a marvel—a living space that harbors vibrant life within it and supports all life above it.

In fact, without soil, there would be no “us.”  In return, the soils that support our lives cannot be taken for granted; they must be nurtured.  

Healthy soils support healthy environments, and healthy environments support healthy life.

A growing urban society means fewer of us come into daily contact with the living soil and those working lands that produce food and fiber, clean water, clean air, wildlife, and scenic vistas.  

We eat the food, drink the water, breathe the air, and enjoy the views, but only a few of us walk the fields and forests on a regular basis and understand what those lands need from us in order to sustain that productivity for generations to come.

The theme of this year’s Soil and Water Stewardship Week reminds us to think about the ways we rely on the living soil and how we can promote stewardship through individual action.

As you walk across a field or down a forest pathway, your first impression is that the soil you are walking on is solid.  But that impression is misleading.  The soil under your feet may be as much as half open space.  

In cracks, channels, and pores between the solid grains of sand and soil, and around the growing plant roots, is a constantly changing environment where air and moisture move in and out, and millions of organisms are going through their daily routine of eating, breathing, living, and dying.

Looking more closely, we see that shredders, such as beetles, work the surface breaking down residue.

Predators are the hunters of the soil world.

Earthworms shred plant litter and improve soil structure.

Grazers are arthropods, like this springtail, that feed on fungi and release nutritients.

Herbivores feed on plant roots and slow plant growth.  

Bacteria and fungi give healthy soil its distinct smell. 

Nematodes feed on fungi and other organisms.

Protoza stimulate and control the activity of bacterial populations.


The numbers involved are staggering.  One cup of fertile soil may contain as many bacteria as there are people on Earth.

It is in our own best interests that we understand what it takes to keep our living soils healthy.
One thing we can do is protect the soil from damage by wind or water erosion.  

The best protection is a healthy plant community, such as crops, grass, or trees.  

It’s a good idea to restore and maintain organic matter in the soil.  Organic matter—everything from crop residues to grass clippings to dead trees and animals—is the basic food for every organism that contributs to soil health. 

Finally, while it is sometimes necessary to control plant pests, we should avoid over use of crop protection chemicals that could damage the beneficial soil organisms. 

Good land managers scout their fields for pests and use the least amounts and the least toxic materials available to solve pest problems.  

Soil and water conservation practices over the past seven decades have yeilded some of the most beautiful and productive landscapes found in the world. 

Clearly people and the land are living in harmony.   

The question is, will that harmony last for another seven generations? 

American history provides a haunting memory of “Dust Bowl” days during the 1930’s when people saw towering dust clouds rise in Kansas and Oklahoma and spread across the nation.  

The combination of drought and excessive tillage of soil left our productive farm lands subject to dramatic soil erosion.

It got our attention and the modern conservation movement was begun to insure that it never happened again.  And, it has not.

Although problems remain, the lessons written on the land teach us that we need not let soil erosion rob our country of its productivity and wealth.  

Where people are determined to find ways to live in harmony with the land and to protect and nurture the living soil, they can do so.

We should celebrate some of the soil conservation successes that we have achieved.  

For example, protection from wind and water erosion on cultivated cropland  has increased significantly.

In 1997, more than 32 million acres of erodible cropland was converted from cultivation to permanent cover of grass or trees under the Conservation Reserve Program.

The result is reduced soil erosion and improved wildlife habitat.

America’s forests have been steadily increasing in area, forest quality, and valuable

timber since 1953.  

Progressive management on private and public forests help assure a bright future for our wood and paper supply.

The introduction of conservation tillage methods that reduce soil disturbance has had a major impact on America’s farm soils since the 1970s.  

On the national level, it is estimated that no-tillage planting systems were used on more than 55 million acres in the U.S. during the 2002 crop season.

Problems still remain—especailly with water pollution.  Land managers, working with their local soil and water conservation district, are finding new ways to avoid runoff that carries excessive nutrients from fertilizers, animal manures, municipal and domestic wastes, and air pollution.

The fate of Earth’s land and waters will be determined by how people use them to meet their daily needs.  

Only if we can satisfy today’s needs without reducing the opportunity for coming generations to meet their needs will we meet the test of sustainability.

Most of us do not live on the land nor work with it daily.  But we can seek opportunities to involve ourselves in a soil-healing effort somewhere in our community. 

That gives us two opportunities—to help the environment that surrounds us and to help strengthen ourselves.  For when we are personally involved, we become more aware of the physical and spiritual ties between ourselves and the environment. 

Our response will be based on how we live. If we are suburbanites, we can compost household and yard waste and apply only the proper rates of fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides. 

If we are farmers, we can adopt conservation tillage and other conservation practices, such as adding buffer strips along water ways. 

If we raise livestock, we can create an effective nutrient management system that turns manure into a useful byproduct.  

If we own some forest, we can implement a sustainable forest management plan.

We can also make our voices heard in the public forum. By becoming active in local political circles we can assure that working lands get fair treatment from local government and help communicate the value of maintaining productive working farms and forests to urban neighbors.  

You may find ways to work within your church or community organization to guide mission and outreach efforts toward truly long-term solutions such as those that protect and build soil quality around the world.

In the final analysis, soil stewardship is within the reach of every generation that chooses to pursue it. 

To the extent that each living person becomes a net contributor rather than a net consumer, a builder instead of a destroyer, the entire world is a world of hope.

(Closing credits)

# # #

(Note: Presenters may want to add their own slides and comments to better localize this presentation.  This script is based on “The Living Soil” background essay written for this observance by Neil Sampson with The Sampson Group in Alexandria, Va.  Photos courtesy of USDA, NACD, and Ron Francis.)
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