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Soil Health

It’s easy to ignore the soil beneath our feet, but soil is a vital life-sustaining resource which is
ultimately responsible for producing the food we eat. Soil health can deteriorate in a number of
ways, and the issue of topsoil erosion has brought declining soil health and the possible
consequences into public consciousness. Topsoil erosion has grown as a threat as natural spaces are
developed and soil cover is reduced. However, there are ways to help soil remain effective in all its
functions by being more aware of how we are impacting it.

Why is Soil Health Important?

Dirt performs various tasks which helps the greater environment. While providing plants a
necessary medium is the first thing someone may think of, soil performs a surprising amount of
other jobs, too. Below are some of those functions.
• Food Production
 Soil health has a stunning effect on food production, which is vital to maintain in a world
where the population is booming, and the need is ever-increasing. Even small changes in the
soil can have a substantial effect on crop yield. When soil health is maintained, however, it
can help to grow enough to sustain everyone.
• Water Filtration
 Dirt performs a surprising function in that it acts as a filter for water, cleaning it via physical,
chemical, and biological process. "Soil helps control where rain, snowmelt, and irrigation
water [go]. Water and dissolved solutes flow over the land or into and through the
soil” (Natural Resource). It is then stored in reservoirs.
• Protection from Drought
 Soil’s reservoir-like quality has another benefit. “Healthy soils can absorb and store water,
which acts as a mock reservoir during dry stints. The United Stated Department of Agriculture
(USDA) states that for every 1 percent increase in organic matter in soil, U.S. farms could store
the amount of water that goes over Niagara Falls in 150 days” (Recycle). Variable weather has
less impact when crops can draw water from the soil, helping them to survive difficult
periods.
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Topsoil Erosion and Other Threats

Soil health is faced with a variety of challenges. A few of the many problems we face to maintain soil health
include:
• Compaction
 From heavy machinery to walking in the flowerbeds, many of the ways people interact with soil can
cause compaction. Compaction is the close packing of dirt, which prevents proper soil aeration and
stems root growth. Plants have a difficult time thriving in the nutrient, water, and air deficient
environment this provides them.
• Erosion
 Wind and water can displace uncovered topsoil, which eventually leads to it being dumped it into
waterways. “In the central United States, soil erosion is 10 times greater than the natural
background rate of soil production. When the soil erodes, it washes away key nutrients that are
never replaced” (Recycle). The issue is that soil is not replenished at nearly the same rate, which
lessens our supply of fertile ground.
• Nutrient Depletion
 Excessive farming of land without crop rotation will result in the soil being leeched of valuable
nutrients necessary to support plant life. Sustainable farming practices can slow this process
considerably, allowing plants the vital nutrients they need to grow.

How to Help Preserve/Restore Soil

There are many ways to help restore the quality of soil and keep topsoil from eroding. Here are a few:
• Cover Crops
 Cover crops help keep topsoil from eroding as it anchors it to the earth and acts as a buffer from the
impact of raindrops on the surface, which causes soil to loosen and be more susceptible to
displacement. They are usually kept during the off-season to protect the ground during winter and
manage soil fertility.
• Aeration
 Aeration is the process of reintegrating space in the soil to counteract compaction. This is usually
accomplished by creating perforations in the ground which then allow air, water, and nutrients to
permeate through the soil.
• Minimizing Disturbance
 Heavy machinery on wet, malleable soil can cause a great deal of compaction. This can be important
to note when working on rights-of-ways since this can harm attempts for integrated vegetation
management by making the area less than ideal for growing plants. Being mindful of this and
aerating the ground when compaction occurs can help keep the soil productive.
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