
 

 
September 14, 2018 
 

 
HEALTHY SOILS/HEALTHY FOOD 

 
 

   This past week I worked at the University of Nebraska Extension tent at Husker Harvest Days 
for three days helping Brad Lubben, UNL Extension Associate Professor, with farm policy and 
farm bill issue updates.  Then I attended an evening function at Glacial Till Vineyard between 
Palmyra and Bennet called “From the Ground Up, Developing Connections with Nebraskan’s.”  
Jimmy Emmons from Oklahoma had the keynote speech that evening. 
   Jimmy and his wife Ginger farm 2,000 acres in Leedey, Oklahoma.  He is an award winning 
farmer, rancher and conservationist.  He currently is president of the Oklahoma Association of 
Conservation Districts and collaborates with General Mills and the Noble Foundation.  He 
traveled to Nebraska after attending the Climate Smart Agriculture Summit in Wine Country in 
Sonoma, California. 
   One theme Jimmy talked about was how the topsoil is the skin of the earth and the earth is 
pretty thin skinned these days.  We need to ask ourselves “why” when we see conservation 
problems on our farms.  
   There were several Southeast Nebraska farm operations that are doing farm direct sales of meat 
and farm produce that catered at the activity.  Local food or buying fresh local is all about keeping 
the food chain shorter, sustainable and transparent and that market in Nebraska continues to grow.   
   Emmons referenced two USDA studies on mineral depletion of food we are eating over time 
compared to our grandparents.  From 1940 to 1991 the average of 10 kinds of meat, copper 
declined by 24%, calcium declined by 41%, iron declined by 54%, magnesium declined by 10% 
and potassium declined by 16%. The reference is David Thomas “A Study on the Mineral 
Depletion of the Foods Available to Us as a Nation Over the Period 1940-1991.”  Nutrition and 
Health 2003; 17:85-115.   
   With 43 crops and vegetables similar USDA data from 1950 to 1999 shows calcium has 
declined by 16%, iron declined by 15%, Riboflavin (Vit B2) declined by 38%, Ascorbic acid 
declined by 15%, Phosphorus declined by 9%, and protein declined by 6% (American College of 
Nutrition 2004; 23:669-682). So the big question is Why? 
   Depleted soils with intensive tillage history, lower organic matter content, poor soil health 
criteria and eroded soils is one reason cited for the declines in plant nutrition over time.  Others 
cite the past and ongoing efforts to increase yields with modern hybrids has perhaps changed 
nutrient concentrations or the ability of the plant to uptake nutrients may not be keeping pace with 
rapid growth rates in modern hybrids.  
   No-till farming, adding cover crops, adding more crop diversity, adding compost or livestock 
manure or planned grazing systems, together are very powerful approaches to increase soil health. 
Whether you are an organic farmer or conventional farmer using less tillage and the ability to 
bring back living fungal ecosystems in the soil, retain water and organic matter, and sequester 
carbon is a very big deal.  
 
 
 



 

   I believe buying fresh-buy local will continue to increase in popularity and the idea of healthy 
soils/healthy food.  For more information on local foods, check out our website at UNL at: 
https://food.unl.edu/buyfreshbuylocalnebraska  
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