Saving the Planet Begins in the Soil!

Visionary cosmologist Thomas Berry reflects that “To garden is to touch the deepest mysteries of the universe.” Indeed, if we are willing, our life in the garden can bring us into a profound partnership with the natural world in which we become healers and nurturers of eco-systems rather than exploiters of them.

An organic and ecologically sustainable model of gardening or small farming recognizes that there is a multiplicity of life processes occurring above and, especially, below the ground. Our role as gardeners is to ensure that these life processes are able to flourish and continue. We support overall ecosystem health by contributing to bio-diversity, and bio-diversity necessarily begins in the soil.

By composting, using brewed compost teas, cover cropping and using no-till or low-till methods, we are feeding and supporting the incredibly complex soil biology that is the foundation for all life (i.e. plants, crops, insects, birds, etc.). Consider the fact that one tablespoon of healthy soil is estimated to have over 5 billion bacteria (more than 25 thousand different species!), 20 million fungi, and 1 million protozoa. One acre of healthy soil contains over two tons of worms, spiders, mites, springtales, and beetles. All of these soil organisms exist in complex relationships with each other within the soil environment, constantly recycling nutrients, building good soil structure, retaining water, keeping disease and pathogens in check, and developing synergistic relationships with the plant communities that they support.

Nurturing the “soil food web”, as Elaine Ingham calls it, is a radical departure from the dominant paradigm that views soil as essentially a sterile medium into which nutrients (synthetic or organic inputs) are applied and crops (outputs) are harvested. Such a “factory farming” mindset, whether on the farm or in the backyard, ultimately results in the depletion of soil, the leeching out of excess nutrients and toxic pesticides, and the loss of habitat for other species. 

An ecological approach to gardening builds long term soil fertility that in turn nurtures healthy plant and animal communities above ground. Soils high in organic matter below ground and bio-mass above ground can sequester phenomenal amounts of carbon, making an enormous contribution to reducing greenhouse gasses. Our farms and urban landscapes can become havens for bio-diversity, positive contributors to our local watersheds, and the source of our own health, pleasure, and well-being. 
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