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What is soil? 
 
Soil is a dynamic resource that supports plant life. It is 
made up of different sized mineral particles (sand, silt, 
and clay), organic matter, and numerous species of 
living organisms. Thus, soil has biological, chemical, 
and physical properties, some of which are dynamic and 
can change in response to how the soil is managed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What does soil do for us? 
 
Soil provides several essential services or functions:  
 
Soil supports the growth and diversity of plants and 
animals by providing a physical, chemical, and 
biological environment for the exchange of water, 
nutrients, energy and air.  
 
Soil regulates the distribution of rain or irrigation water 
between infiltration and runoff, and regulates the flow 
and storage of water and solutes, including nitrogen, 
phosphorus, pesticides, and other nutrients and 
compounds dissolved in the water.  
 
Soil stores, moderates the release of, and cycles plant 
nutrients and other elements.  

Soil acts as a filter to protect the quality of water, air, 
and other resources. 
 
Soil supports structures and protects archeological 
treasures.  
 
What is soil quality? 
 
Soil quality is the capacity of a specific kind of soil to 
function, within natural or managed ecosystem 
boundaries, to sustain plant and animal productivity, 
maintain or enhance water and air quality, and support 
human health and habitation. Changes in the capacity of 
soil to function are reflected in soil properties that 
change in response to management or climate. 
 
Why is soil quality important? 
 
Management that enhances soil quality will benefit 
cropland, rangeland, and woodland productivity. 
Enhanced soil quality can help to reduce the onsite and 
offsite costs of soil erosion, improve water and nutrient 
use efficiencies, and ensure that the resource is 
sustained for future use. It also benefits water quality, 
air quality, and wildlife habitat.  
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