
30 

subsequent discussion says nothing about "soil life." Instead he describes 

how heavy use of nitrogen fertilizer can increase soil acidity, with adverse 

yield effects, but notes that this is easily corrected by liming. He also 

asserts that on a heavy clay soil continuous cropping, made possible by 

substitution of inorganic fertilizer for organic sources, can cause drainage 

problems and build up of a subsurface hardpan. He then points out, however, 

that subsoiling equipment to break up such hardpans and improve drainage are 

available at "modest expense." Whatever these problems, they do not seem to 

involve soil biota nor do they appear to be a threat to long-term 

sustainability.  

Poincelot (1986, p. 117) asserts that there is a "direct relationship" 

between organic matter in the soil and the population and distribution of 

beneficial soil biota. This relationship is generally accepted in the 

literature we have reviewed. It also is generally accepted that with soil, 

climate, and other relevant conditions the same, organic farmers typically 

achieve higher organic content in their soils than conventional farmers do 

(Oelhaf, 1978, p. 25). It would follow that the soils of organic farmers 

typically would be richer in soil biota than the soils of conventional 

farmers. However it is not clear that the difference raises an issue of 

long-term sustainability. It is extensively documented (Crosson and Stout, 

1983) that badly eroded, biota impoverished soils can be restored to rich 

fertility over a period of some years by adoption of management techniques

-such as those of alternative agriculture--which build soil organic matter.  

The process takes time and involves some expense, but it is not rare.  

Consequently, where conventional agriculture severely reduces soil organic 

matter and related biota--which it may but does not necessarily do--the 

losses need not be permanent. If economic conditions favor it, the soils can 

be restored. No sustainability issue arises.


