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     Soil is Awesome!     
      

Why is Soil Awesome? 
1. Provides habitat for billions of creatures. Approximately 20% we can see (worms, beetles, ants, 

gophers, woodchucks, spiders . . .), and 80% invisible to naked eye 
2. Acre of soil contains >2 tons of living creatures, a handful (of fertile soil) contains billions of individual 

microscopic creatures 
3. These microscopic creatures do the dirty work, they are the original + ultimate recyclers as they 

convert OM (organic matter) into plant food (nutrient)  
4. Without soil . . . life on earth doesn’t exist! AND, almost all of this activity takes place within the 

upper 6”– 12”!! 
 
Soil Care (nurturing the microbes) 

1. Watering  
When rainfall is in short supply ‘responsible’ watering will keep plants happy. If plants are happy the 
microbials are likely happy too. 
 

2. Mulch (soil cover) with organic sources   
Fewer weeds was the original primary reason to mulch, however, far more important is the reduction 
in soil heating, drying, cooling and erosion. This protects microbial habitat and adds nutrient as 
decomposition takes place   
  

3. Reduce tillage  
  Traditionally (zero-till or reduced till) focused on farmland, but is applicable to small scale gardening. 

Power garden tillers severely disrupt microbial communities 
•  Broadfork — The Market Gardener  (Jean-Martin Fortier) . . . a tool to gently facilitate garden 
tilling in larger gardens. A garden fork will work as well. 
 

4. Fall Clean-up (clear-cut)  
Clearing out garden beds is a particularly negative practice wrt retaining/recycling OM. Leaving the 
frosted and dead plat materials in place has advantages: 

    • insulates roots  
 • collects snow (snow fence effect)  
 • offers habitat for beneficial creatures  
 

5. Adding/replenishing OM  
Come spring, what to do with over-wintered plant material? Why not consider chopping it up for 
return to the soil? 

• soil is a bank account for nutrients 
• think about it . . . what does Mother Nature do? 

 
Supplemental Notes 

1. Soil pH – NOT reasonably changed. Dictated primarily by annual precipitation. Can effect nutrient 
availability. Iron is an example, less available in alkaline soils resulting in yellowing leaves (with bright 
green veins). 

2. Tree Roots – grow out and wide, typically well beyond the drip-line, not down (with a few 
exceptions). Feeder roots are found in the upper 6”-12” where the microbial activity is most robust. 

https://www.themarketgardener.com/broadfork/
https://www.themarketgardener.com/broadfork/


3. Power Raking – an equally negative practice wrt retaining/recycling OM. It should be outlawed! 
If lawn thatch was as big a problem as the lawn care companies would like us to believe, why are we 
not seeing all our turf areas in City parks and boulevards decimated by this crippling condition (they 
never get dethatched)? 
Aeration is a better cultural practice to improve and support a healthy lawn. 

4. Fertilizers Organic vs. Inorganic 
Inorganic sources . . .          Organic sources . . .  

  + plant response much quicker     + long term slow nutrient addition  
 + more concentrated nutrient percentage  + add water holding capacity  
    + work at lower temperatures     + nutrient holding capacity        
    + easy to handle (less material / different forms)  + improve soil structure/texture 
    - byproduct of petrochemical industry   + contribute to microbial needs  
    - can ‘burn’ plants (overdose)    - no ‘burning’ effect  
    - bypasses microbial community!   - warmer temps required 
           - lots of volume required 

 
Conclusions and Summary 
When I started teaching soils – found it complicated. The chemistry, nutrients, pH, 
texture, biology, testing . . . it was rather overwhelming.    
However, after about 4 years the dots suddenly connected, I realized there’s a 
reasonably short list of practices to follow. Over many years Mother Nature has set 
up the system, we just have to get with the program – ‘support it’ rather than 
‘manage it’. The microbiology is in place to do the dirty work, if we support them . . .  
there will be little else to worry about!  
 

1. Return OM - remember the bank account 
2.  Favorable environment – drainage, compaction, sunlight    
3.  Maintain cover – free range soils are rarely bare 
4.  Don’t thrash their world – minimize tillage and disruption of microbial 

environment 
5.  Crop rotation – variety is the spice of diversity 
6.  Water responsibly 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


