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Earth is running out of soil. At least that's the conclusion of a new study
supporting the long-held belief that current farming practices are causing soil to erode
more quickly than new soil can be produced.

The best way to measure the effects of farming is a before-and-after comparison of soil
erosion on the same kind of land, looking at both cultivated and wild-growing areas. David
R. Montgomery of the University of Washington compiled the data and published his
findings last August. On average, he found, plowed land erodes at slightly more than 1
millimeter per year, while new soil builds up at about 0.2 millimeter per year. Montgomery
calculates that cultivated soil becomes exhausted, depending on original thickness, within
500 to severa! thousand years-a number correlating reasonably well with the life spans of
civilizations around the world.

"Soil erosion is one of the least appreciated but most important environmental challenges
we face,"” Montgomery says. "It's every bit as important as global warming. And part of
the problem with both these things is the slow timescales over which problems
accumulate.”

Fortunately, there is a solution: no-till agriculture, a method in which crop stubble remains
in place (instead of being plowed under) and a special drill inserts the seeds into the soil.
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As of 2000, however, only about 16 percent of cultivated areas in the United States used
the method, and worldwide, only 5 percent of cultivated land is managed this way. If
Montgomery is right, civilizations around the world will continue to disappear like
clockwork as their soil goes blowing in the wind.

——————— —— — —

By Nicholas Bakalar
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