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by Maurice]. Muusbucb
es, there is convincing evidence that “If
the soil is destroyed, then our liberty of
choice and action is gone, condemning this
and f i t w e generations to needless privation and
dangers.” These words from W. C. Lowdermilk (1953) highlighted the importance of the
soil in the rise and fall of nations in his
treatise, Conquest of the Land through Seven
Thousand Ears. Soil, a regenerative natural
resource, is the foundation of a healthy, strong,
and productive nation. Lowdermilk suggested
that society (the Nation) also has responsibility
for conserving the soil resource along with the
land manager and owner. We only have to
look at countries that lack the rich soil
resources of ours to see the strife caused by
shortages of wholesome food. Earlier, Aldo
Leopold (1939b) wrote about the edaphic or
ecologic view of land. He described a biotic
pyramid with soils as the base or foundation
layer on which all other biota rests. H e
(Leopold, 1939a) addressed the interrelationships of the land with society and the
importance of harmony between nature and
humans. He noted that when land does well
for its owner, and the owner does well by the
land, and when both end up better in this
partnership, then we have achieved conservation.
Why then the paradox that soil, the foundation of a strong nation, is the least understood
and appreciated by the general public of all of
the nation’s natural resources? This question is
as old as soil itself if we agree with the writings
of Leopold (1939b) and Lowdermilk (1953).
It has been suggested by the National Research
Council (NRC, 1993) that this is because
people rarely encounter soil in their daily lives.
Society generally sees soil only as a medium for
plant growth. The evidence of the degradation
of our soil resources is often difficult to see and
measure. Technological advances contributing
to improved crop varieties, fertilizers, and pesticides have allowed us to feed ourselves and
much of the world despite ongoing soil deplet-
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ing processes such as erosion, compaction,
salinization, and reduced biological activity.
Soil provides important services to society and
most of us take them for granted. These
services include regulating the flow of water
over and through the land to our surface and
groundwater supplies, moderating environmental stresses by storing and releasing water
and nutrients, and holding and degrading
applied chemicals before they enter our water
sources. Recently, scientists have begun to
understand the important role that soil can
play as moderator of climate change through
its ability to sequester carbon from atmospheric
COZ (Lal et al., 1998). When the political will
of a nation finally comes to realize the importance of soil, it is often too late. What then
should we as soil scientists and conservationists
do to educate the public and, more importantly, help policy makers comprehend the strategic value of soil? Must we wait for another
crisis such as the Dust Bowl of the 1930s to
convince the decision-makers of the importance of maintaining the health of this most
important regenerative natural resource?
This year is the centennial of the beginning
of the Soil Survey Program in the United
States. Activities during this year are an excellent starting point to educate the public and
policy makers on the importance of the soil
resource, not only to our health and well
being, but also to our national security. The
Natural Resources Conservation Service has a
number of activities planned in conjunction
with the Soil and Water Conservation Society
to call attention to soils, including a display
for Earth Day on April 22 in the Mall in
Washington, D.C. The display featured soil
monoliths from each state.
We soil scientists and conservationists can
move from esoteric discussions of soil health
among ourselves to developing tools and techniques to reach the general public on the
state of the soil resource. Success occurs when
people expand their thinking of soil as some-

