Soil-Net: Introduction to soils
Section I i v3 What is soil
Soil is one of the world’s most important natural resources. Together with air and water it forms the basis for life on planet earth. Without soil the world’s population would not survive. We therefore need to look after it, understand it and appreciate it.
Soil means different things to different people:

· To the vast majority of the population, particularly the urban population it is synonymous with dirt or mud that gets on clothing, dirties things and is a nuisance and by these people it is not held in much esteem.
· To the engineer it is the unwanted material that needs to be moved in order to reach strong enough foundations to support buildings, roads and railways.

· To the farmers, it is a very precious commodity in which their crops will grow and which forms the basis for his farmland. Farmers generally have a great respect for their soils as they are the basis of their livelihood.

· To the gardeners, their interest in soils is brought about from their interest in growing flowers and vegetables.
Just as in chemistry, physics, biology, the basic life sciences, there are also those who study soil science and undertake research into it in order to understand how it forms, what it is composed of, what it can produce and how it can be protected. Soil scientists take a more composite view of soils than do the specialists listed above, realising its importance to the wider world and bear a responsibility to ensure that it is well looked after for this and future generation.

Soil is a truly amazing substance. It forms a thin ‘skin’ over the landscape of the world, around a metre or so thick, but is some parts of the world may be thicker and in others may be just a few centimetres. But although it is just a thin skin on a global scale it has remarkable properties that enable it to support many vital functions without which the world would be a very different place.

Soil consists of a mixture of mineral grains that have been derived from the rock deposits of the earth, organic matter derived from the decomposition of vegetation, living organisms of great diversity and numbers, varying amounts of water containing nutrients in solution, and finally varying amounts of air. The amounts of each of these components varies in time and across the landscape. This is a magical concoction that allows the soil to perform many vital needs of life
Some of its roles include:

· The medium for crop production, and hence food production throughout the world. With world population continuing to rise at a great rate it becomes more and more imperative to look after our soils for future generations.

· The medium in which the forests of the world grow and hence is a source of world timber.

· The medium for our astonishingly varied flora, both natural in the landscape and within the garden environment.

· The habitat for soil organisms. Most animals that live above the surface of the soil depend on the soil for food. The range and numbers of organisms within the soil itself is truly astonishing. One spoonful of good quality topsoil can contain as many organisms as there are people in the whole world, namely several billion.

· The regulator of water movement across and within the soil surface. Within all soils there is a store of water for plants and animals. Most of the water in rivers, lakes and aquifers has either passed through or over the surface of the soil.
· Soil acts to clean up contaminants that enter the soil as part of impure water or as unwanted refuse – but the soil should not be looked on as a dumping ground for our excesses. It needs to be unpolluted to maintain its vital natural roles.

· Soil as a foundation for buildings, roads, railways and other infrastructural needs. Although soils may be considered a hindrance in some engineering situations, nevertheless most structures rest on and in the soil.

· Soil protects our buried heritage of archaeological and historic remains. The reason that many of our interesting and priceless remains of previous centuries still exist is that they have been preserved within the soil mantle.

· Finally, but perhaps most importantly, soil occupies the interface between the solid rock core of the earth (lithosphere), air (atmosphere), water (hydrosphere) and is a primary factor in the major global cycles that make life possible. It plays a major role in the recycling of air, water, nutrients, and other natural cycles, ensuring that there will be a basis for life in generations to come.
Soil is thus a remarkable but unsung hero of life on earth. It is now under pressure as never before as population increases exponentially, putting more and more pressure on the land. Soil-net.com is being established so that everyone in whatever walk of life can begin to learn more about the soil, and in appreciating its importance, help to ensure that it can be protected for use by future generation.
SUMMARY
Main points to be emphasised in text, illustrations, graphics and animation:

· Soil is one of the three most important natural resources alongside air and water

· Soil means different things to different people. Compare mother whose child gets covered in mud, civil engineer who needs to remove soil before building, the farmer or gardener who uses soil to cultivate crops
· Soil scientists have a more holistic approach to soils

· Soils form a thin skin over the landscape 

· The types of soil vary in different parts of the world. There are several thousands of soil types in the world

· Concoctions of mineral grains, organic matter, air and water alter the substance of soils

· Soils has a variety of roles – food producing, haven for organisms, the substance supporting flowers, shrubs and trees, support for buildings, interface between the lithosphere, atmosphere and hydrosphere

· Soils are now increasingly under pressure as the world population increases rapidly
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