Soil-Net: Introduction to soils
Section I ii v1 Why Does Soil Matter.doc
Soil is extremely important because it supports several vital functions allowing life as we know it on earth to develop and prosper.

The activity people most associate with soils is farming and food production. In the past 50 years in many countries of the world food production has increased enormously to support rapidly growing populations. In these countries soils have been more intensively cultivated than ever before and with the help also of improved varieties of crops, large amounts of fertilisers, chemicals to control pests and improved mechanisation, yields have increased greatly. Unfortunately there are still countries, for example many in Africa, which because of the poverty, adverse and unpredictable climate and political instability, such improvements in crop production have been unable to take place. Nevertheless, even here, although the soils are not managed for food production on the same scale as in the more developed countries, climate and soil make the crucial difference between food for their nation and starvation. Soil scientists are working worldwide to improve knowledge of soils and to improve their productivity so that soils can achieve better productivity. (Picture needed here of crop production in the affluent western world and from Africa showing the difference in food producing conditions, with emphasis on the soils).
Soils together with climate are responsible for the major forests of the world, a source of timber and fuel in all parts of the world. The major forest areas include the tropical rainforests in the hot, moist conditions of the Amazon Basin and central Africa, the taiga

in the cold, damp conditions of northern Europe. In these two areas the soils are very different to each other but it is this difference in the soils around the world which make them suitable for a wide range of trees to meet the needs of the world population. In all parts of the world, except the desert areas, the soil and climate combine to produce trees for use by the local populations. (Need pictures of the tropical rainforest, the tundra and scrub and trees in a Mediterranean type area)

One aspect of soil that is very dear to people is the fact that it is responsible largely, together with climate, for the wide variety of flowering plants around the world, the shrubs and the trees that help to make our landscapes so beautiful. The nature of the soil at any point in the landscape is important in determining what will grow. Thus we have plants that love the chalk soils and those that do not; we have plants, such as heather, that like the wet, acid soils of the uplands; and we even have flowering plants in which the colour of the flower depends on the nature of the soil in which it is growing. Think of the beautiful range of flowers, shrubs and trees that we have in our countryside and think of the soil that is a major reason for it. (Need pictures of flowers, shrubs and trees on different soils).
Soils provide the home for a huge number of organisms. It is estimated that there will be several billion organisms in just a teaspoonful of good soil and these live and spend their life in the soil. They are important in the supply chain of nutrients to plants, the mixing the soil, and creating pores through which water can move. They play an important part in the development of the soil architecture. As well as the organisms that live entirely in the soil, there are also animals which live part of their day/ life in the soil such as the mole and badger, and there are animals that, although they spend their life on the surface of the soil depend on it for nourishment. (Pictures of organisms, both small and large)

Soil acts to store water and to regulate the flow of water from the surface of the earth through to the aquifers down in the earth where much of our water is stored. It also helps to regulate the flow of water through to the lakes and rivers. Much of the rain falling on the surface of the soil will be retained in the soil for a time. It will fill the soil pores and from which it is a source of moisture for plant roots and the soil organisms. Eventually some of the water will drain from the pores and pass down into the rocks and sediments below. This role of holding water and regulating its flow is an important attribute of soils worldwide. In some low rainfall countries where irrigation may be needed to supplement the water supply for crops, soils are also important in storing this added water long enough for the crops to make use of it. (Diagrammatic representation of soil water movement in relation to incoming water). 
Soil acts as a foundation to many of our buildings, roads, railways and other parts of the infrastructure. Many of our towns and cities are built on or in the soils. The stability of the soil, i.e its behaviour under changing conditions of moisture and drought, is very important to the stability of the structures on and in the soil. For example, clay soils will shrink when very dry and swell when wet. This puts various pressures on the foundations of these engineering structures. In the recent years, when the summers have been warmer than usual, clay soils have been subject to more shrinkage than usual and cracks have developed both in the soils and the structures that they are supposed to support, with the result that the foundations of houses have become unstable. Although for many engineering constructions soil is ‘scraped away’ there are many that need soil stability for the stability of the engineering structures. 
It is important also to realise that when we build on soils then they are lost for ever. The spread of towns and cities, roads and factories swallows up 5000 hectares of land each year, the equivalent of a new city the size of  Norwich.

Soil can play an important part in modifying pollutants that enter the soil. Polluted materials can be broken down in the soil and their risk to humans, plants and animals abated.
Over many centuries the soil has acted to preserve archaeological sites and the objects made or used by man over different periods of history. The soil can be a safe haven for objects that find their way into it and has been responsible in part for the wealth of material that has been preserved from past centuries. (Archaeological remains).
Over the past two decades there has been increasing concern about climate change. It is now apparent that the soil can play an important part in helping to alleviate or slow down the effects of climate change. The soil stores very large quantities of carbon in its organic matter. How this stock of carbon is managed can influence whether climate change continues to increase or whether by careful management of the soil it impact can be slowed down or modified.(Graph showing various sources of carbon stocks).
There are thus many reasons why soils matter, why we should appreciate them and why we need to look after them. Let’s try to understand them better and have fun in doing so.

SUMMARY
Main points to be emphasised in illustrations, graphics and animation:

· Soil has so many valuable uses

· We are dependent on it for the world’s food supply

· The world’s timber supply and the variety of forestry depends on it

· Soil governs what plants will grow where and is at the heart of our wonderful diversity of flora

· It is important to remember the role of the millions of organisms that live below the surface, and those that live on it

· It helps to regulate our water supply and the water needed for our plant and animal life

· Soil is an important in the building of houses, roads, etc (our infrastructure).

It is also important to recognise that when soil is built on, it is lost for future generations

· Soil can play an important part in modifying pollutants
· Soil has been very important over the centuries in preserving archaeological remains

· Soil is now recognised as being a major potential influence in the rate of climate change
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