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Directors Desk
The Future of Soil Science

The study of soil will endure as long as the soil and the civilization
that depend on the soil endure. Soil science is, however losing its primary
focus in the recent years. In the developed world, soil science department are
changing 1ts name to one in which the word “soil” no longer appears. Human
civilization is deeply rooted in the use of soils, but soil science as a discipline 1s
quite young, less than two hundred years. Soil science is closely linked to
chemistry, geology and also with geography and botanical sciences. The role of
soils as a medium for plant growth and food grain production soon became the focus of soil science,
establishing one of the pillars of agricultural sciences. Soil science was in part integrated more
closely with the science of agronomy and plant nutrition. During last 100 years, great advancement
was made within the many sub discipline of soil science, such as in soil chemistry, soil physics, soil
mineralogy, soil genesis, soil conservation, soil biology and plant nutrition - and food security was
achieved in the developed countries. Sufficient food production was also ensured by diverting
other national resources to agriculture through various forms of subsidies in many developing
countries. This effort has not ensured food for all people; probably because of distribution and
storage problems. It leads to negative effect on agriculture in many less developed countries,
because of imbalanced use of inputs.

The role and status of soil science as an independent discipline is currently a major
concern. There are perhaps reasons for concern; the number of students entering agricultural
university programmes is declining in many states. Subjects that require knowledge of soils in
various water/hydrology and environmental sciences, and tasks are being addressed by experts
other than soil scientists. A sign of a negative spiral has emerged in universities, a dwindling
number of students with a decreasing number of soil science faculties.

When food production was no longer a security issue in the western countries, the crop-
oriented soil science programmes were slow to respond. Soil science as a profession has not shown
sufficient dynamism to adjust to changing needs. In part at least; soil science was slow to embrace
its role as an environmental scicnce. As many belicve Soil science has somewhat been stuck in the
agronomic paradigm, perhaps understandably so, crop production being by far the biggest
expertise in the world and one of the foundations of our culture and society. Soil science,
however, regards the soil as an entity in itself, rather than as a part of ecosystems that provide
servicesto mankind, such as the clean water and air.

It is worth noting how the soil as a resource is poorly cared for under international
conventions, such as UN Convention on desertification (CCD), in spite of its importance. Soils arc

extremely important in the global cycle of carbon. Still, consideration of soils was slow to emerge |
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in the context of the UN Framework Convention of Climate Change (UNFCCC). Soil scientists | / /

will undoubtedly play an increasingly important role in understanding the global carbon cycle and
to point out ways to reduce carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere by sequestering carbon in
ecosystems. But the soil science community needs also to increase the visibility of soils in
international environmental and climate change context.
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