
What is ‘soil health?’ 
 

Soil health is one of those simple-yet-complicated topics and it gets a lot of attention. Here’s a 
little overview of what soil health is and why you should care about it. 
 
Soil is a mixture of living and non-living things – sand, silt and clay particles, organic matter, air, 
water, nutrients, and living organisms. The combined effects of these components give a soil its 
important characteristics – pH, nutrient content, erodability, drainage class, suitability for 
various uses and many more. We rely on soils to provide a number of different functions or 
services to support our lives. Soil typically performs five basic functions: 1) support plant 
growth, 2) purify water, 3) recycle wastes, 4) support soil organisms, and 5) physically support 
man-made structures (and plants). We rely on soil to carry out these functions for food and 
crop production, water purification, forest productivity, landscape engineering – everything.  
Soil health refers a soil’s capacity to carry out these functions. Not all soils perform these 
functions equally well, and how we manage a soil influences its ability to provide these 
necessary services. Especially healthy soils perform these functions very well and unhealthy 
soils do not. 
 
Some factors determining soil health are unchangeable, such as topography, soil type, soil 
texture, local climate, etc. Land managers have quite a bit of influence over soil health and 
function too, however. Depending on tillage and planting methods, crop rotation sequences, 
manure applications or other amendments, we can enhance soil health or cause it to 
deteriorate over time. 
 
For more information about field crop and soil management, contact your local Cornell 
Cooperative Extension office or NNY Cornell University Cooperative Extension Regional Field 
Crops and Soils Specialists, Mike Hunter and Kitty O’Neil.   
 
Kitty O’Neil Mike Hunter 
St. Lawrence County CCE Office, Canton Jefferson County CCE Office, Watertown 
(315) 379- 9192 x253 or (315) 854-1218 (315) 788-8450 
kitty.oneil@cornell.edu meh27@cornell.edu 
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