
Protecting Our #1 Natural Resource 
 

 Christopher Columbus was one of the discoverers of the New World just more than 500 years ago. That’s 

the time it takes nature to make one inch of top soil. Our past soil managing farming efforts have been dismal in 

protecting that heritage. In the 1930's we started improving from dismal too really bad. Through the 1960's our 

efforts were below status quo, both in soil loss and in  organic matter (carbon) loss. Every bit of spider web sheet 

and rills and every gully in a field represents soil which is eroding and moving to a different location because of 

a rain event. Thankfully we don’t have the mammoth gullies of the 1930's. Thankfully terraces, waterways,  

buffer strips and no-till are setting records in reduced soil loss almost every year. We still have a ways to go. 

Eroding soil always needs to be a serious concern for every farmer and for our community as we cannot afford 

the loss of this extremely valuable natural resource. 

 I was in a part of Nebraska last week where the goal of five tons of soil loss per acre per year is still a 

goal they have not achieved. The speakers were telling us about their improvements in soil protection. Thankful-

ly most of Gage County is less than two and one-half tons per acre per year. "Move it and lose it, repeated over 

and over, is not a sustainable practice," Natural Resources  Conservation Service No-Till specialist Dan Gillespie 

said. 

 There are two important reasons to avoid gully development. Gully development results from soil eroded 

from concentrated water flow areas. When you reshape and fill gullies, they wash out again. The cause of the 

erosion and the result of the erosion is just waiting for the next rain storm to redevelop. 

 Gullies also compromise field operations, necessitating either a turnaround or creeping pace through the 

flow area to prevent equipment damage. Left unaddressed, gullies become a larger and larger problem over time. 

 I am pleased to see farmers in our area beginning to shape and seed gullies (flow areas) with cereal rye or 

oats after harvesting the crop. We have also begun to seed and heal terrace ends, pivot tracks, and fields tilled for 

leveling of combination with other field units. This is the next step in quality soil management along with learn-

ing how to use cover crops to improve crop and soil diversity. 

 There are bright spots in our era of greed. Some landlords and farmers are building soil care, conserva-

tion, cover crops, terrace maintenance, and critical area seeding into the crop management plan. It is nice to see 

care and management for the soil resource come before the greed of a lease bidding war and management  

designed for takers rather than a land improving sustainable management approach. 

 If major storm damage results in development of a substantial ephemeral gully, Gillespie recommended 

using a soil mover to get the displaced soil "from the bottom of the hill and bring it back." "Of course, reshaping 

has to be accompanied by seeding vegetation to ensure staying power," Gillespie added. "You want to pack the 

soil that's moved into the gully bottom. Let the rye grow in the flow area as long as you can in spring. Rye at boot 

stage has more lignin in the plant stalk and does not degrade quickly.” 
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