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Look at
these
differences!

Let me
explain
to you.
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Words Explained
Soil: the upper layer of earth in
which plants grow

Soil degradation: Decline in soil
quality

Soil Fertility: the ability of soil to
sustain agricultural crop growth

Soil restoration: Increase in soil
quality (especially of degraded
soils)

Nutrients: Tiny particles in the soil
that a crop needs as food
Texture: The size and type of soil
particles
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Soils are formed as a result of
parent material, climate and
management.

!

Every soil is different because of
these factors. Soil scientists study
the formation of soil, the processes that occur in the soil and the
different functions of soil.

Look, here is an example of a deep, fine textured
soil. This type is common in many parts in Africa. It has
a great texture, but the soil fertility can be low. And here
is another one; this is a very heavy clay, when it dries
it forms deep cracks. It is very hard to manage
this soil.

4

What else can I see
from my soil?

Soil is vital for life: amongst
others, it supports plant growth,
regulates water flows, purifies
water and is the habitat for
many organisms.

!

Here you see
biological activity. That's
a good sign. There is a
lot you can see by closely looking at your soil,
but there is much more
you cannot see.
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Soil fertility consists
of 3 components: the chemical, biological and
physical component. They are all related to each
other. A healthy soil has a good structure, contains
sufficient nutrients for crop growth and has biological
activity to regulate organic matter breakdown and
aeration of the soil.
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Soil structure and biological
activity can be seen by our eyes,
but to know the chemical quality
of the soil we need to do measurements.
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Many soils are acidic.
Soil acidity is like the taste of
a lemon, it's sour. Crops cannot
grow on acidic soils. Soils in dry
areas can be alkaline, that's the
opposite of acidity. Alkalinity is like
soap. Crops can also not grow
on alkaline soils
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How can I know
whether my soil is
acidic or alkaline?

You cannot see
the acidity of your soil,
you need to test your soil
to know the acidity.

The acidity level of a soil is expressed as
pH. Almost all crops need a neutral pH, i.e.
nor acidic, nor alkaline. The pH level of your
soil can be measured, for instance with the
SoilCares Scanner.
Acid soils should be treated with lime.
Alkaline soils require improved water
management.

!
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Soil organic matter
is crucial for your soil. It is the glue
for water and nutrients. If your soil
has a good organic matter content,
it can store water and nutrients for
later use.

What can I do to
increase the organic
matter content of
my soil?

You can apply
compost or farm yard
manure to increase the soil
organic matter content of
your soil. You can also leave
crop residues in the fields,
and plough them into the
soil.

Soil with a high organic matter content can store water and
nutrients for later release. It is a
buffer for dry spells. You can see
soil organic matter contents to
some extent, but it is better to
measure it.

!
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If you don't take
proper care of your soil. It will degrade.
Soil degradation means the soil cannot perform
its normal functions anymore. It is a slow
process and hard to notice. Once you see it is
often too late and by then it is very difficult
to restore soil quality.
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Oh no, but how can I
manage what I cannot
see?

Well, you can apply good
practices and do regular tests. It is like
the human body: it is better to have
regular checks than trying to
cure when you are already
very ill.

Soil degradation causes 10 million hectares of land are taken
out of production each year. It is
a massive threat to global food
security. Soil degradation has to
be halted!

!
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To protect your soil from
degradation it is important to
take timely measures. There are
many soil conservation practices
that can protect your soil.
It is hard work,
but I now realize the
importance of soil
conservation.

I know, but I
promise you that in
some years you will
see the benefits.

I am sure of that!

Soil and water conservation
measures are context specific.
Especially on steep slopes, terracing
or soil bunds it is necessary to protect the soil from erosion. But also
on flat soils, proper care is needed.

!
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I want to be a professional farmer.
Soil is as important as other
production factors. I need to make
a soil management plan.

Ok, let’s start with soil testing
so that we know the acidity,
soil organic carbon contents
and fertility status.
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We can
already start
making soil
bunds!

And we can
apply mulch.

Soil is one of the most precious
production factors for farmers.
Take care of it. If you take care
of your soil, your soil will take
care of you.

!
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This booklet is part of the Soil Series of
SoilCares Foundation. It explains how
you can collect a good soil sample so
you can get an accurate result from
you soil test.

Through these training booklets
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you how to take care of your soil – so
the soil can take care of you.
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