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3URÀWV�IURP�3HUHQQLDOV

By Julia Ahlers Ness

Restoring the resource
$�KHDOWKLHU�VRLO�EDQN�FDQ�SD\�ELJ�ÀQDQFLDO�GLYLGHQGV

Soil Health, see page 27…

Feed them and they will come—the presence of 

earthworms is a sign that soil is full of organic 

matter. (photo by Judy Olausen)

I 
coordinate a project in western Min-

nesota that is based on the idea that 

producing positive environmental 

impacts in a watershed can happen with-

out having to remake the entire region’s 

ODQGVFDSH��6FLHQWLÀF�VWXGLHV�DQG�RQ�WKH�IDUP�
experience suggest that just a 10 percent in-

crease in diverse crop rotations, grasses and 

other perennial plant systems can be enough 

WR�PHDQLQJIXOO\�LPSURYH�WKH�VDIHW\�RI�WKH�
ZDWHU��UHGXFH�ÁRRG�SRWHQWLDO��UHVWRUH�ZLOGOLIH�
habitat and stimulate a thriving local and 

UHJLRQDO�IRRGV�HFRQRP\��7KLV�LV�HVSHFLDOO\�
WUXH�LI�ZH�FDQ�WDUJHW�ÀHOGV�WKDW�DUH�SDUWLFX-

larly sensitive to problems like erosion.

A major driver behind the Chippewa 

����3URMHFW³D�FROODERUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�/DQG�
Stewardship Project and the Chippewa River 

:DWHUVKHG�3URMHFW³LV�ÀQGLQJ�ZD\V�RI�PDN-

ing targeted conservation pay economically 

IRU�IDUPHUV��:H·UH�UHVHDUFKLQJ��DPRQJ�RWKHU�
WKLQJV��KRZ�ORFDO�IRRG�V\VWHPV�DQG�UDLV-
LQJ�SHUHQQLDOV�IRU�ELRIXHO�SURGXFWLRQ�FRXOG�
SURYLGH�PDUNHW�EDVHG�LQFHQWLYHV�IRU�PRUH�
diversity in the watershed.

%XW�ZKDW�DERXW�WKH�UHVW�RI�RXU�ODQG-

scape—those row-cropped areas that may 

not be especially vulnerable to erosion and 

RWKHU�IRUPV�RI�HQYLURQPHQWDO�GHJUDGD-
WLRQ��EXW�DUH�VWLOO�D�NH\�SDUW�RI�D�VXVWDLQDEOH�
IXWXUH"�,�VHH�FOHDU�VLJQV�RI�ZLGHVSUHDG�VRLO�
degradation on row-cropped acres across 

WKH�ZDWHUVKHG��SRRU�VRLO�VWUXFWXUH��ORVV�RI�
WRSVRLO��SRRU�ZDWHU�LQÀOWUDWLRQ��ZLQG��DQG�

ZDWHU�FDXVHG�VRLO�HURVLRQ�RQ�ÀHOGV�ZLWK�
OLWWOH�VORSH��DQG�VLJQV�RI�GLVHDVH�DQG�QXWULHQW�
stress in crops. I’m seeing such problems 

even in the areas with the “best” soils. When 

ZH�IRFXV�RQ�DQ�LQLWLDWLYH�OLNH�WKH�&KLSSHZD�

10% Project, are we accepting that the rest 

RI�WKH�ODQGVFDSH�LV�VRPH�VRUW�RI�VDFULÀFH�
zone, an area that will be pushed to produce 

maximum yields no matter what the long-

WHUP�LPSDFWV�RQ�WKH�UHVRXUFH�DUH"�
No. Carrying such a strategy to the ex-

treme threatens to create a landscape where 

DFUHV�WKDW�KDYH�EHHQ�WDUJHWHG�IRU�FRQVHUYD-
WLRQ�DUH�LVODQGV�DZDVK�LQ�D�VHD�RI�GHDG�VRLOV��
Eventually, the environmental degradation 

RQ�WKRVH�LQWHQVLYHO\�IDUPHG�VRLOV�ZLOO�FUHHS�
into even the most sustainably managed 

DUHD��ZLSLQJ�RXW�WKH�SRVLWLYH�LPSDFWV�RI�DOO�
that targeted conservation. Such a strategy is 

DQ�DFFHSWDQFH�WKDW�WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�RXU�VRLOV�
ZLOO�EH�GHJUDGHG��ZLWK�D�IHZ�VSRWV�KHUH�DQG�
there that are preserved.

“When we accept that our soil is a de-

graded resource, we think all we can do is 

minimize the degradation,” says Jay Fuhrer, 

WKH�GLVWULFW�FRQVHUYDWLRQLVW�IRU�WKH�86'$·V�
Natural Resources Conservation Service in 

%XUOHLJK�&RXQW\��1��'DN��
Such minimizing involves utilizing 

Band-Aid solutions like terraces, grassy 

ZDWHUZD\V�DQG�SHWUROHXP�EDVHG�IHUWLOL]HUV�
to maintain the damaged soil’s productivity 

IURP�\HDU�WR�\HDU��7KHVH�VWRSJDS�PHDVXUHV�
PD\�NHHS�D�ÀHOG�SURGXFLQJ�FRUQ�LQ�WKH�QHDU�
term, but it comes at a cost, both economi-

cally and environmentally, and is not sus-

tainable in the long term.

)XKUHU�LV�SDUW�RI�D�JURZLQJ�JURXS�RI�
QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFH�SURIHVVLRQDOV��VFLHQWLVWV�DQG�
IDUPHUV�ZKR�DUH�UHFRJQL]LQJ�WKDW�EXLOGLQJ�
soil health is the key to long-term sustain-

ability across the agricultural landscape. 

)XKUHU�LV�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�IDUPHUV�LQ�1RUWK�
'DNRWD�ZKR�DUH�WDNLQJ�D�KROLVWLF�DSSURDFK�
to land management and are building soil 

health utilizing cover crops, minimum till-

age, diverse rotations and livestock distur-

EDQFH��7KHLU�IRFXV�LV�QRW�RQ�KRZ�WR�PDNH�
WKDW�VRLO�D�NLQG�RI�´SODQW�VWDQGµ�IRU�D�FURS��
but how to build a supportive environment 

IRU�WKH�P\ULDG�RI�VRLO�RUJDQLVPV³EDFWHULD��
IXQJL��QHPDWRGHV��SURWR]RDQV�DQG�DUWKURSRGV�
³WKDW�DUH�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�DQG�
PDLQWHQDQFH�RI�KHDOWK\�VRLO��DQG�WKHUHIRUH�
healthy plants. 

When I visited Burleigh County last 

year (see the No. 4, 2011, /DQG�6WHZDUG-

VKLS�/HWWHU, page 25), the excitement among 

IDUPHUV�ZKR�ZHUH�SURDFWLYHO\�EXLOGLQJ�VRLO�
health was palpable. It was clear they were 

QR�ORQJHU�DFFHSWLQJ�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�D�SURGXF-
tive agriculture requires continually adding 

energy-intensive inputs to an increasingly 

VLFN�VRLO��$V�)XKUHU�SXWV�LW��RQFH�WKH�IRFXV�
becomes taking a holistic, big-picture view 

and restoring that base resource, then many 

7KH�/DQG�6WHZDUGVKLS�3URMHFW�DQG�QX-

PHURXV�SDUWQHUV�DUH�FR�VSRQVRULQJ�D� IUHH�
soil health workshop Sept. 21 in Morris, 

Minn.

7KH�ZRUNVKRS�ZLOO� EH� DYDLODEOH� YLD�
video link at various locations. Featured 

will be presentations by, among others, 

Jay Fuhrer (see story above) and Kristine 

Nichols, a soil microbiologist who has been 

quoted extensively on practical ways to 

build soil health. In addition, there will be 

D�IDUPHU�SDQHO�GLVFXVVLRQ�RQ�WKH�HFRQRPLFV�
RI�VRLO�KHDOWK��

)RU�PRUH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�WKH�ZRUNVKRS��

6RLO�KHDOWK�ZRUNVKRS�6HSW������VRLO�ÀHOG�GD\V�6HSW����
FRQWDFW�/63·V�-XOLD�$KOHUV�1HVV�DW���������
2105 or janess@landstewardshipproject.org

2Q�IDUP�ÀHOG�GD\V�6HSW����
/63� LV� RUJDQL]LQJ� WZR� FRPSOHPHQWDU\�

RQ�IDUP�VRLO�KHDOWK�ÀHOGV�GD\V�LQ�ZHVWHUQ�DQG�
VRXWKHDVW�0LQQHVRWD� RQ�6HSW�� ��� DV� IROORZ�
ups to the Sept. 21 soils workshop. For more 

LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�WKH�ZHVWHUQ�0LQQHVRWD�VRLO�
KHDOWK�ÀHOG�GD\��FRQWDFW�1HVV��)RU�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
DERXW�WKH�6RXWKHDVW�0LQQHVRWD�VRLO�ÀHOG�GD\��
FRQWDFW�&DUROLQH�YDQ�6FKDLN�DW��������������
or caroline@landstewardshipproject.org.
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…Soil Health, from page 26

RI�WKH�SUREOHPV�WKDW�FRQVXPH�D�IDUPHU·V�
thinking, energy and money tend to disap-

pear.

´:KHQ�\RX�ORRN�DW�LW�IURP�WKH�DSSURDFK�
RI�UHVWRULQJ�WKH�VRLO�DQG�UH�EXLOGLQJ�LWV�
own biological ability to produce crops, 

LW·V�D�PXFK�PRUH�SRVLWLYH�DSSURDFK�IRU�WKH�
IDUPHU�µ�KH�VD\V��´,QVWHDG�RI�MXVW�WUHDWLQJ�
the symptoms, you’re taking a proactive 

approach.”

Hitting pay dirt

But increasing soil health on the majority 

RI�RXU�LQWHQVLYHO\�FURSSHG�DFUHV�IDFHV�WKH�
same problem that targeting conservation 

LQ�MXVW����SHUFHQW�RI�D�ZDWHUVKHG�GRHV��ZKDW�
VKRUW�WHUP�LQFHQWLYHV�GR�IDUPHUV�KDYH�IRU�
adopting practices that will have a long-term 

LPSDFW�RQ�VXVWDLQDELOLW\"�
Just as we’ve made market-based eco-

QRPLFV�D�PDMRU�SDUW�RI�WKH�&KLSSHZD�����
3URMHFW��ZH�QHHG�WR�WDON�DERXW�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�
SD\RIIV�WKDW�FDQ�FRPH�ZLWK�EXLOGLQJ�VRLO�
KHDOWK��6XFK�WDON�RI�WKH�ÀQDQFLDOV�UHODWHG�WR�
KHDOWKLHU�VRLO�LV�NH\�LI�PRUH�IDUPHUV�DUH�WR�
DGRSW�V\VWHPV�WKDW�SURYLGH�EHWWHU�KRPHV�IRU�
DOO�WKRVH�ELOOLRQV�RI�PLFUREHV��DQG�LQ�WXUQ�D�
PRUH�VXVWDLQDEOH�HQYLURQPHQW�IRU�DOO�RI�XV�

7KH�SD\�RIIV�WKDW�FDQ�FRPH�IURP�KHDOWK-

ier soil are starting to catch the attention 

RI�´PDLQVWUHDPµ�DJULFXOWXUH��)RU�H[DPSOH��
magazines such as Successful Farming and 

The Furrow recently unearthed some nice 

ÀQDQFLDOV�UHODWHG�WR�KLJKHU�VRLO�TXDOLW\�

X�7KH�YDOXH�RI�WKH�VHUYLFHV�SURYLGHG�E\�
soil organisms is estimated to be $1.5 

trillion annually.

X�2UJDQLF�PDWWHU�PDNHV�XS�OHVV�WKDQ���
SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�VRLO��EXW�LW�FRQWUROV�PRUH�
WKDQ����SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�VRLO·V�IXQFWLRQ�

X�1RUWK�'DNRWD�IDUPHU�*DEH�%URZQ�
estimates that soil with 1 percent organic 

PDWWHU�FRQWDLQV�������SRXQGV�RI�QLWURJHQ�
DQG�����SRXQGV�HDFK�RI�SKRVSKRUXV��
SRWDVVLXP�DQG�VXOIXU�SHU�DFUH��$W�WRGD\·V�
IHUWLOL]HU�SULFHV��WKDW�PDNHV�WKRVH�RUJDQLF�
PDWWHU�IXHOHG�QXWULHQWV�ZRUWK������SHU�
acre, estimates Brown.

X By improving soil health through 

cover crops, diverse rotations, livestock 

disturbance and minimal tillage, Brown 

says he’s increased organic matter levels 

to around 4 percent in his soils. Accord-

ing to his calculations, that means those 

WRS�VL[�LQFKHV�RI�VRLO�DUH�KROGLQJ��������
ZRUWK�RI�FURS�QXWULHQWV�SHU�DFUH��%\�WKH�
ZD\��IDUPHUV�OLNH�%URZQ�DUH�SURYLQJ�

£�0RQLWRULQJ�VRLO�TXDOLW\�LV�D�PDMRU�FRPSRQHQW�RI�WKH�Monitoring Tool Box, a ����SDJH�
/DQG�6WHZDUGVKLS�3URMHFW�UHVRXUFH��'HYHORSHG�E\�WKH�0RQLWRULQJ�7HDP��D�FROODERUDWLRQ�RI�
IDUPHUV��VFLHQWLVWV�DQG�QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFH�SURIHVVLRQDOV��WKH�0RQLWRULQJ�7RRO�%R[�DOVR�SUR-

YLGHV�SUDFWLFDO��KRZ�WR�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�PRQLWRULQJ�TXDOLW\�RI�OLIH�LVVXHV��IDUP�VXVWDLQDELOLW\�
DQG�ÀQDQFLDO�GDWD��DV�ZHOO�DV�ELUGV��IURJV�DQG�WRDGV��VWUHDPV�DQG�SDVWXUH�YHJHWDWLRQ��7KLV�
is a comprehensive, accessible 

JXLGH� IRU� IDUPHUV� DQG� RWKHUV�
trying to be intentional about 

why and how they manage 

their land. Packaged in a three-

ring binder, the Tool Box was 

GHYHORSHG� LQ� WKH�ÀHOG� RYHU� D�
three-year period and has been 

WHVWHG�DQG�UHÀQHG�E\�FURS�DQG�
livestock producers throughout 

the Midwest.

7R� RUGHU� D� FRS\� DQG� IRU�
PRUH� LQIRUPDWLRQ�� VHH�ZZZ�
landstewardshipproject.org/

mtb/lsp_toolbox.html, or call 

/63·V�.DUHQ�%HQVRQ�RU�&DUR-

OLQH� YDQ� 6FKDLN� DW� ��������
�����

£� 7R� GRZQORDG� D� UHFHQW�
15&6�IDFW�VKHHW�RQ�VRLO�KHDOWK��
“Farming in the 21

st
 Century: A 

practical Approach to Improve 

Soil Health,” see http://soils.

usda.gov/sqi/management/

ÀOHV���VWBFHQWXU\BVRLOBKHDOWKB
WHFKBGRF�SGI�

Monitoring soil health

that cover crops, those plantings that 

DUH�PDGH�DIWHU�WKH�PDLQ�FDVK�FURS�LV�
KDUYHVWHG��FDQ�SD\�RII�LQ�WKH�QHDU�WHUP��
7KH�FRQYHQWLRQDO�ZLVGRP�LV�WKDW�VPDOO�
grains like rye may protect and build the 

VRLO��EXW�RIIHU�OLWWOH�LPPHGLDWH�HFRQRPLF�
SD\RII��%XW�ZKHQ�OLYHVWRFN�VXFK�DV�FDWWOH�
are brought into the picture, they can add 

value to cover crops via grazing.

7KH�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�KLJKHU�VRLO�TXDO-
LW\�DQG�JRRG�SURÀWV�LV�DOVR�EHLQJ�QRWLFHG�LQ�
WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�FRPPXQLW\��)XKUHU�VD\V�WKDW�
KLV�ORFDO�)DUP�&UHGLW�6HUYLFHV�RIÀFH�UHSRUWV�
DQHFGRWDOO\�WKDW�IDUPV�WKDW�IRFXV�RQ�EXLOGLQJ�
soil health are more prosperous. 

6FLHQWLVWV�DQG�IDUPHUV�VD\�ZKDW�ZH�NQRZ�
DERXW�VRLO�ELRORJ\�DQG�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�
LPSURYLQJ�VRLO�TXDOLW\�ZRXOG�ÀW�LQWR�D�WHD-
VSRRQ��7KHUH�is a lot to learn. For one thing, 

ZH�QHHG�EHWWHU�ZD\V�RI�PHDVXULQJ�VRLO�TXDO-
LW\�DQG�GHWHUPLQLQJ�LI�WKH�IDUP�SUDFWLFHV�ZH�
are utilizing are degrading or improving it.

´7KH�GD\V�RI�WDNLQJ�VRLO�WHVWV�IRU�1��3�
and K and looking at it as a chemistry test 

are over,” says Fuhrer. “We need to take a 

biology test.”

:H�DOVR�QHHG�WR�KHDU�PRUH�IURP�IDUPHUV�
DQG�QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFH�SURIHVVLRQDOV�ZKR�KDYH�
taken concrete, practical steps to improve 

soil quality, and are seeing real results. As 

ZLWK�PRVW�LQQRYDWLYH�IDUPLQJ�SUDFWLFHV��WKH�
EHVW�LGHDV�LQ�WKH�DUHD�RI�VRLO�KHDOWK�DQG�HFR-

QRPLFV�FDQ�EH�JRWWHQ�IURP�WKH�SHRSOH�ZKR�
DUH�RQ�WKH�ODQG�HYHU\�GD\��7KDW·V�RQH�UHDVRQ�
/63�LV�FR�VSRQVRULQJ�VSHFLDO�VRLO�KHDOWK�
ZRUNVKRSV�DQG�ÀHOG�GD\V�LQ�6HSWHPEHU�WKDW�
ZLOO�IHDWXUH�-D\�)XKUHU��DPRQJ�RWKHUV��see 

sidebar, page 26).

It’s time to not only stop treating our soil 

like dirt, but to begin treating it like a living, 

VHOI�VXIÀFLHQW�RUJDQLVP�WKDW�SD\V�GLYLGHQGV�
ORQJ�LQWR�WKH�IXWXUH��S

Julia Ahlers Ness coordinates the Chippewa 

10% Project.  For more information, 

contact her at 320-269-2105 or janess@

landstewardshipproject.org. More information 

is also available at http://chippewa10.org.


