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On Uçing Soil Wis@

T HROUGH MILLIONS of years nature built upa

balance between animal, vegetable and minerai life.

She tied the inixture in place on the earth’s surface by

the intcrlacing of grass roots on our prairies and tree

roots in our forests. The leavcs she discarded in

autumn became part of the soil that produccd them.

But we humans came and broke the prairies and

cleared away the forests. We upset the balance of

nature. Today, our earth is sick.

\Ve had an abundance of resources when oui" fore-
fathers came to live in this country. We acted like the

pcople at Alice in Wonderland’s mad tea-party: when

the tea and cakes were exhausted at their places the

Mad ttatter and thc Match Hare moved on to the next
seats. When Alice asked what woutd happcn when

they came to the end of new seats, the March Hare

changcd the subject.

AI1 through the ages we have struggled to wrest the

land from nature, and our conquest has been disastrous.

Nature does not submit willingly to conquest, and

today you may read the dismal story of our "victory"

in washed-out farm land, sand-blown pastures, and

depopulatcd townships. We don’t need to go back for

examples to the deserts of Asia Minor, where 500 cities

once flourished on a good agricultural base; we can

sec the beginnings of land exhaustion in an hour’s

drive from any town in Canada.

It would be unfair to blame our early settlers, as is so

often donc. They lacked the scientific knowledge we

have. It may have been their only way of self-preserva-

tion to hcw down trees so as to reach the soil on which

to grow crops. There was atime when people believed

in thc agricultural destiny of forest land. And there

wcre times in Canada’s early history when food was

hard to gel.

That belongs to the past. Water and wind have flayed

the skin off the unprotected earth, and that this bas

continued up to our own time is chargcable to our

nç:ç~lcct and not to the actions of out forc!hthcrs.

Somc of our tilled land should never have becn

broken to the plough, and we should return it to trees

or grass. Some of our filrm land necds rcbuilding
organically if it is to continue providing its owners with

an adequate lcvel of comfort. Some needs attention just

to preserve it from dcstruction. Ail of our land necds
careful management.

And what has this to do with people who live in

cities? Merely this: a prosperous agriculture makes

possible successful business, thriving trading centres, a

high level of industrial activity, and hea[th.

Il was thirty years ago, around 1926, that articles in

the popular press about soli erosion attracted wide

public attention. Then followed the droughts of the
1930’s, making every newspapcr reader conscious of

the damage bcing donc to ouï soil and our pcople.

Erosion moved to the forefi’ont of interest when Presi-

dent Roosevelt established a soil erosion service in the

United States Department of the Inteïior in 1933 with

a mandate to stop erosion.

Ib«man erosion

Just what, in plain terres, does this deterioration of

land mean to us? One result of lack of conservation is a

lowered level of living and the development of human
erosion tobe seen in various deficiency diseases and

hidden hunger. Itis conceivable that if wastage of land
goodness continues we shall be faced, not with a struggle

for markets, but with a struggte for food.

Health is so important to us that we should be wcll

advised fo spend relatively more on knowing out soils

and seeing that they are healthy, and relatively less on

our illnesses which are fi’equently merely the outward

sign of an oftcn unrealized soli deficiency.

In considering heatth it is ïnisleading to separate

mon, animals and plants. All are part and parccl of the

saine nutrition cycle which govcrns ail living cells. The

earth’s green caïpet is the source of the food consuined

by live-ztock and mankind.



This all-embracing idea of the unity of nature is a

comparatively new field of study. A report of a select

committee on conservation to the Ontario Govern-

ment in 1950 said that there were nine stations in the

United States investigating the relationship between

the soil and human health, while "in Canada, very

little has been donc on this important subject."

Science has now turned its eyes in a direction that

may lead to betterment of the human race. Plants serve
as intermediaries, drawing chemicals out of the earth

into their sap and changing them into compounds that

can be used by animals for building flesh, blood and

bones. In their effort to aid in the production of food
of high nutritional value, scientists are pursuing a

noble objective.

Conserving soil
Conservation is the wise use without waste of our

natural resources. It is not the job of scientists alone,

nor of farmers alone, but of all of us.

On the farmer’s field, conservation consists of me-

chanical methods, such as ploughing, to slow down the

run-off of water, and chemical methods, to incorporate
materials that build up the fertility of the soil. In the

details of these practices, the farmer receives guidance

from the Department of Agriculture at Ottawa, his

provincial department, and his agricuhural repre-
sentative.

When land loses its fertility there are some simple

steps to be taken: the addition of fertilizer and organic
matter; the growth of sod crops; the adoption of rota-

tions. To save soil it is necessary to hold rainfall, retard

the flow of water, check wind erosion, and apply

vegetative and mechanical controls.

Most conservation practices are simple. They consist

only in adapting regular farming operations to nature’s

way. We don’t have to turn our country over to grass
and trees, but we do bave to use grass and trees in the

proper places and at the right times.

Hill-tops are vulnerable, because that is where water

starts running. An effective cover of grass or trees to

hold and absorb rainfall at the upper edge of a slope is

the start of erosion control and flood control.

Just how serious is what we are talking about? It is

one of the great problems of the day.

Conservation-minded authorities in central Canada

are now surveying for reclamation and protection the

land on which the first white settlers set up their homes

in 1842, only 115 years ago.

Dr. Georges Maheux, of Laval University, told a

n~.eeting of the Royal Society last June that Canada
~~ecds a conservation poticy to put an end to the "reck-

I«ss squandering" of natural resources.

Dr. B. T. Dickson, who received his early training at

Queen’s and McGill universities, said to the American
Academy for the Advancement of Science: "Today we

know that Malthus was just ahead of his time, and we

have to ask ourselves whether adequate food require-

ments of people can be provided from present sources

with all the technologie experience available to us."

And Dr. Stanley A. Cain, botanist, warned that men

everywhere must face the dual problems of the con-
servation of natural resources and the limitation of

population "or continue along the path, at an ever-

accelerating rate, toward self-destruction."

One third bas been lost
We have passed the stage of looking upon plants and

vegetation as inexhaustible resources, but we do not yet

fully realize how perishable the earth’s goodness can be.

In the Vosges mountains soil that has been washed

down to the valley during the growing season is care-

fully shovelled into baskets during fall and winter and

carried on the backs of men to be replaced on the tilled
ground. Authorities say that the United States, which

founded its civilization on nine inches of top-soil, has

lost a third of this soil.

There is, however, no need to take a gloomy view;

there is no excuse for throwing up our hands. We have

been suflïciently warned to prevent us from dismissing

the subject as unworthy of attention, but active atten-

tion it must have.

What we seek from the land is that it provide the base

of the highest possible standard of living for the people
of Canada. We are inclined, in these technological

rimes, to rely upon our ingenuity to make up for our

wastefulness. But even technologists must eat, and we

are hot yet assured that essential food needs tan be

supplied synthetically. In any event, if we have failed

to save our natural sources of food, what assurance have
we that we shall make wise or effective use of

chemical sources?

What we ean dois use technology to expand out soil

resources by increasing the soil’s productivity.

Some evidence
Much of our land is marred by deep scars, plain for

all to see as the evidence of neglect of conservation

measures. But there is other evidence, visible only to the

observing person: the hundreds of acres of stunted crops

resulting from loss of fertility from the soil.

Water erosion occurs chiefly on sloping land, remov-

ing the soil in sheets (sheet erosion), or cutting it with

many small streamlets (rill erosion), or gashing out

deep gullies (gully erosion). Wind erosion occurs 




