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CONSERVING OUR SOIL

sOME people are shocked by the idea of the need
for conservation of resources. They are still
attuned to the thought of wide open spaces m all

the West to fill -- Canada the granary of the world
and all that.

Their sort of thinking marches alongside the old
idea that man’s chief end is to conquer nature. Today,
we realize as never before that man can only remain
top of creation by working with nature.

The fact that agricultural soil resources in the world
are limited makes it necessary to use and conserve
them to our best ability. Dr. E. S. Archibald, director
of the Experimental Farms Service at Ottawa, and now
an executive in the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion of the United Nations, estimated in 1949 that we
have only two acres to support each person in the
world.

That is not much soil to supply all our food needs,
but when proper development and conservation are
used we can make it do. This is why farmers are in-
troducing new practices, and learning to use tech-
nology and science.

Conservation may be embraced as a way of life,
designed to promote better and more enduring values
for the human race. The human element is the very
foundation of every conservation programme, as well
as being the reason for it.

There is no need for hysteria about conservation.
While accomplishments up to now in relation to
needs give no cause for complacency, the great strides
that have been made in research in a few years are
truly impressive. The work looks small against the
backlog of things undone. It lagged in its early days
because of the too-great enthusiasm of its crusading
supporters who killed public interest by their exag-
gerations. Now we are starting to catch up with the
realities.

What IS Conservation?

Conservation is the informed, conscientious man-
agement of resources. It is development as well as
protection. It is use as well as saving.

Conservation means more than putting the brakes
on use of field crops, trees and minerals. The con-
servationist is not a hoarder, but a person who
makes judicious choices.. He has three general prin-
ciples. In the first place, he applies resources primarily
to those uses for which they possess particular quali-
fications: for example, crude oil can either be burned
under a boiler in competition with coal or, when re-
fined into gasoline, be used in ways with which coal
cannot compete. In the second place, he prefers to use
continuing or recurring resources instead of fund
resources: vegetation, water and sunshine instead of
minerals, when such a substitution is economically
feasible. And in the third place, he tries to protect his
sources of supply.

Conservation may be summarized as meaning "We
will use without using up." It also means the restora-
tion to sustained productivity of worn or damaged
resources, and it means selection of land for use
according to the best it is capable of giving.

A report of the United States Soil Conservation Ser-
vice in 1948 said: "Of the approximately 450 million
acres now classified as cropland, about 60 million
should be taken out of cultivation altogether." That
land is too steep, too shallow, too poor, or too "sus-
ceptible to erosion to be cultivated successfully.

In our economic system, wherein farmers are free
agents, there is no authority to "take" their land out
of cultivation. Use and care of their land is the respon-
sibility of owners and users. They may, however, call
upon government authorities to help them.

Agriculture in Canada

It will be realized that how to use our land resources
is at once a national problem, a local problem and an
individual problem.

Canada has, said last year’s census, a total farm area
of 174 million acres, about 7~ per cent of our total
land area. Our grain exports reached an all-time high
record in the crop year which ended on July 31st,
1952: 509 million bushels, including 357 million
bushels of wheat and flour, 72 million bushels of oats,
and 70 million bushels of barley.



How much more farm land have we? Dr. Archibald
told a UNESCO conference in 1949 that estimates of
the total potential acreage in Canada suitable for culti-
vation ranged from some 350 million acres to about
130 million acres. The higher figure represents land
which is physically arable, and the lower figure repre-
sents land which on present day economic and tech-
nical levels would support a self-sustaining agriculture.
"Unsettled, tillable land in Canada suitable for pres-
ent-day agriculture," he said, "would probably not
exceed some 40 million acres, much of which is as
yet inaccessible."

Canada’s continued prosperity in agriculture re-
flects the fact that many of the practices which are
basic in a planned soil conservation programme have
been followed for years by our more progressive
farmers.

Some farms which have been under cultivation since
long before Confederation are producing far above
the average yields of farm crops. Their owners have
appreciated the fact that the maintenance of soil
fertility is the key to successful land use and preserva-
tion. They have not mined their soils, but have con-
sistently put something back into the soil as a capital
investment.

The changes that have taken place since those farms
were first ploughed, and the changes which are in
prospect daily, make farming a many-sided business.
Young men who look forward to farming as an occu-
pation will need to learn the skills associated with
mechanization, how to conduct a complex business
enterprise, and the chemistry and physics of conserva-
tion. Those who are well adapted for a business of
this kind are likely to find in agriculture opportunities
for gracious living and a sense of achievement as
good as in any other occupation.

The Needy World

That is Canada. But beyond Canada there is a needy
world. Since the beginning of the industrial revolu-
tion there has been an explosive upsurge in world
population. We have increased in number fourfold in
the last two hundred years, and experts do not predict
a slackening in the rate of increase for at least fifty
years. Every day there are 60,000 more people to feed
and clothe from the resources of the earth than there
were the day before.

About half of the world’s people, a billion of them,
are under-nourished or near starvation, declares
Dr. O. M. McConkey in his book Co~zservation in
Canada published this year. His estimate is confirmed
by an article in the Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science, where Dr. H. L. Shirley,
acting dean of the State University of New York, says:
"In a world where half the people are poorly fed and
housed, needless waste of resources is viewed as a sin
against mankind." Sir John Orr (now Lord Boyd-Orr),
who was director general of the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations, said in 1947
that we must double the world’s food production if

all the people in the world are to enjoy an adequate
diet. If we keep increasing our population at the
present rate we are heading toward a food crisis.

Some people in the well-endowed western world
think that public men and writers are unduly pessi-
mistic. In our own interests we should not deride the
thoughtful students of resources who point out that
there is a limit to how much the land can produce, and
that the day can come when, as it was phrased by the
conservation director of the Izaak Walton League of
America: "there will he a smaller cut of the pie for
each to have."

There remain few appreciable areas of unused fer-
tile topsoil on earth except in regions where produc-
tion is impractical because of climatic conditions or
lack of water. However far apart the "prophets of
doom" and the optimistic "cornucopians" may appear,
both groups agree that, if man is to escape want, all
known methods of decreasing present waste and of
increasing production and productivity will have to
be much more widely understood and applied during
the next fifty years.

Three books which go deeply into the problem
have been published within the past few years. They
are: Fairfield Osborn’s Our Plundered Planet; William
Vogt’s Road to Survival, and Egon Glesinger’s The
Coming Age oJ Wood.

Since our space for growing crops is limited, the
problems of resource adequacy in future years will
involve primarily human wisdom. Conservation calls
for co-operation of city and country, of agriculture
and industry.

Because all wealth derives primarily from the earth
and water, industry has an enormous stake in con-
servation. It can prosper only if there is a bounty of
raw materials from which to fabricate the products it
sells. Our homes, our incomes, our food and our
clothing come, at some stage or another of their
existence, from natural resources. There is, indeed, a
very human element in conservation.

"’Water" is a Key Word

Water, a basic resource, has suffered because of
man’s lack of understanding. We have accepted it
casually. Because it is so readily available, we have
wasted it; we have allowed it to run wild on our farm
lands.

Waste of water by unnecessary runoff, by exces-
sive use in industry, in the home, and in irrigation, can
lower the underground water level over wide areas
and may deplete the resource dangerously. In some
places water has become the earth’s most precious
resource.

Animals and plants are tied, by their life cycle, to
water. Most crops require between 300 and 400
pounds of water for every pound of dry matter they
produce.




