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Protecting the soil 
All the compromises have been made 
By G.G. Runka 

Is soil conservation important enough to warrant 
political priority? Although almost everybody pays lip 
service and some profess undying allegiance to sound soil 
conservation practices and programs, as a political issue, 
let's face it, soil conservation per se lacks the glamor to 
really capture the limelight. 

What is often not understood is the fact that good 
planning of soil use and land and water use are so inter
related as to be inseparable. In dealing with the protec
tion of the soil resource, we encounter every land and 
water use conceivable - and obviously these do have 
political overtones. 

Yes, soil conservation warrants political priority. 
However, as people become more urban oriented and fur
ther removed from the soil, it becomes more difficult to 
convince society and its elected representatives to rec
ognize this. There is little real understanding of the soil 
resource, either by decision makers, special interest 
groups - whose intentions may be honorable but whose 
access to technical expertise is often limited - or the gen-

~ era! public, who must live with and pay for the decisions 
which are made. 

Unfortunately, emerging problems related to soil 
conservation are not often visible to the public at large, in 
their early stages. For example, the fact that food is being 
sold in a supermarket built on high capability food pro
ducing soils is not immediately detectable in the price. 
However, as the source of food becomes further removed 
from the population which consumes it, the price increases. 
Similarly, the process of soil erosion or organic matter 
loss is invisible to many people, unless they walk across 
a field which has lost forty tons of topsoil per acre to 
spring runoff, or they observe the discolored, sediment
loaded stream adjacent. This general lack of understand
ing and concern about soil and land use has robbed our 
conservation efforts of local and national political sup
port. 

Each year, our soil resource and land use planning 
problems become more complex. Unfortunately, our 
legislation, policies and institutions don't have the flexibil
ity to react to this increasing complexity. In many cases, 
just waiting for the political process or the courts to act , 
may ring the death knell for a significant component of 
the soil resource. Think, for example, of some current is
sues, such as prairie soil salinization or coastal forest soil 
erosion into fish spawning streams. 

Rural land use planning - a political process - is the 
most fundamental of all factors determining the fate of 
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the soil resource and the quality of our total environment. 
Misuse of rural land (soil) has been rationalized over the 
years on the basis of two short-sighted premises: that our 
supply of land (soil) is limitless; and, while an individual's 
use of his soil might be unfortunate, that it is his right to 
use it as he wishes and is of no concern to the community 
at large. Today, we know differently. We know that our 
supply of usable land is quickly diminishing and we know 
that the manner in which each acre is used is of vital con
cern to the community, because ultimately it can effect 
the quality of life for all of us. 

But, attitudes change slowly; and an even longer 
time must elapse before the political process can suc,;ess
fully translate attitudinal changes into policy. The in
evitable interdependence of man within natural systems 
has been much discussed and often written of but it has 
not, for all intents and purposes, been incorporated into 
the everyday developmental or regulatory activities which 
reflect the character of our rural land use planning and 
soil conservation practices. Neither is it truly reflected 
in the goals and policies of our various levels of govern
ment. 

In Canada, we have literally thousands of different 
governmental entities and it is far from clear which level 
of government can most effectively protect the soil re
source. In general, local governments are too close to 
the action, too preoccupied with improving the com
munity's tax base, minimizing its service costs and maxi
mizing its socio-economic benefits. Protection of the soil 
resource and its attributes is often compromised right 
out of the political decision making process. Yet, there 
are many soil-related issues which should be handled at 
the local government level. While public concern is grow
ing, the question remains, how can the soil resource be 
assured of its rightful priority in the minds of a local popu
lace? 

The federal government, on the other hand, is too far 
from the action, and often without jurisdiction. The fact 
is , however, that many soil conservation issues are inter
provincial in nature. In addition, we have some unique 
soils which should perhaps be of national concern, such 
as those in our very limited areas of soft fruit climates, 
or those in the extremely high wood-producing soil / 
climate combination areas of the west coast. If we accept 
that we all have a stake in such issues, the question is, 
how to permeate the marble cake of jurisdictions to pro
vide initiative and guidance to the provincial and local 



gov~nroent .Jevels? 
• With jurisdiction over land use, the provincial gov
ernment level offers the most positive opportunity to 
protect the soil resource. However, sandwiched between 
federal and local political bodies, provincial governments 
are often reluctant to get involved until it is almost too 
late. With a prodding public behind them, however, they 
are beginning to take on the responsibility. 

Regardless of the level of government, preoccupation 
with re-election is the most obvious political reality of any 
issue. But, it is a reality we must face and learn to work 
with in a democratic system. Left to itself, it can work 
against the solid consistent priority for respecting the 
soil resource that we may wish for. This is because elec
tions encourage short sighted policies and diminish our 
ability to see beyond the next election, past the city 
limits and behind the back five acre fence. But, there are 
means through which such effects can be neutralized. In
dependent commissions, for example - provided they are 
left to be truly independent - can help to provide stability 
of programs through changes of elected officials and 
governments. In the longer term, however, whether the 
soil-related problem is one of public education, law en
forcement or resource management, there is no substitute 
for cooperative efforts and commitment by all levels of 
government to do the job effectively. 

Characteristically, the political process is impatient 
with respect to research and inventory. It is generally 
agreed that comprehensive information is highly desirable 
before decisions are made and actions taken, but there 
is a thin line between insisting on comprehensive data col-

lection and avoiding the pitfalls of the more-inventory-is
needed syndrome. Often it takes too long to get the data 
base at a useable scale and, in the interim, negative deci
sions are irreversibly made. Decision makers, with con
flicting interests and specific biases, sometimes do not 
want to hear about the interrelated whole, because it 
deflects emphasis away from the immediate issues, the 
specific interest groups' concern, and perceived short 
term support. Even legitimate comprehensive data col
lection can sometimes be self-defeating, misused as a 
means to avoid confrontation or unpleasant situations 
through a studied retreat from decision-making. · 

The ultimate reality is that no soil, water, land or re
source use exists that is not in some way directly or in
directly associated with another use. There is a wide 
variability, depending on priorities and how practical or 
politically palatable specific approaches are in any prov
ince or region. In addition, principles and policies which 
reflect knowledge of natural systems must go hand in hand 
with guidelines, regulations and fair-to-all enforcement. 
Unless we are prepared, individually and collectively, to 
demand such strong, comprehensive political action from 
all levels of government, our soil resource will continue 
to dwindle, and along with it will go the quality and 
quantity of our water resource, and our rural and urban 
lifestyles, as we now know them . We no longer have the 
luxury of lag time. As far as the soil resource is concern
ed, all the political compromises have already been made. 

Gary Runka is president of Land Sense Limited, 
Burnaby, British Columbia. 
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Is soil conservation important enough to warrant political priority? 

Although almost everybody pays lip service and some profess undying 

allegiance to sound soil conservation practices and programs, as a pol 

itical issue, let's face it, soil conservation per se lacks the glamour 

to really capture the limelight. 

What is often not understood is the fact that good planning of soil use and 

land and water use are so interrelated as to be inseparable. In dealing 

with the protection of the soil resource, we encounter every land and water 

use conceivable - and obviously these do have political overtones. 

Yes, soil conservation warrants political priority. However, as people 

become more urban oriented and further removed from the soil, it becomes more 

difficult to convince society and its elected representatives to recognize 

this. There is little real understanding of the soil resource, either by 

decision makers, special interest groups - whose intentions may be honor

able but whose access to technical expertise is often limited - or the gen

eral public, who must live with and pay for the decisions that are made. 

Unfortunately, emerging problems related to soil conservation are not often 

visible to the public at large, in their early stages. For example, the 

fact that food is being sold in a supermarket built on high capability 

food producing soils is not immediately detectable in the price. However, 

as the source of food becomes further removed from the population that 

consumes it, the price increases. Similarly, the process of soil erosion 
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or organic matter loss is invisible to many people, unless they walk across 

a field that has lost 40 tons of topsoil per acre to spring runoff, or they 

observe the discolored, sediment-loaded stream adjacent. This general lack 

of understanding and concern about soil and land use has robbed our conser

vation efforts of local to national political support. 

Each year, our soil resource and land use planning problems become more 

complex. Unfortunately, our legislation, policies and institutions don't 

have the flexibility to react to this increasing complexity. In many cases, 

just waiting for the political process or the courts to act, may ring the 

death bell for a significant component of the soil resource. Think for 

example of some current issues, such as prairie soil salinization or coastal 

forest soil erosion into fish spawning streams. 

Rural land use planning - a political process - is the most fundamental 

of all factors that determine the fate of the soil resource and the 

quality of our total environment. Misuse of rural land (soil) has been 

rationalized over the years on the basis of two short-sighted premises: 

that our supply of land (soil) is limitless; and, while an individual's 

use of his soil might be unfortunate, that it is his right to use it as he 

wishes and is of no concern to the community at large. Today, we know dif

ferently. We know that our supply of usable land is quickly diminishing 

and we know that the manner in which each acre is used is of vital concern 

to the community, because ultimately it can effect the quality of life for 

all of us. 

But, attitudes change slowly; and an even longer time must lapse before 
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the political process can successfully translate attitudinal changes into 

policy. The inevitable interdependence of man within natural systems has 

been much discussed and often written of but it has not, for all intents 

and purposes, been incorporated into the everyday developmental or regulatory 

activities that reflect the character of our rural land use planning and soil 

conservation practices. Neither is it truly reflected in the goals and 

policies of our various levels of government. 

In Canada, we have literally thousands of different governmental entities 

and it is far from clear which level of government can most effectively 

protect the soil resource. In general, local governments are too close to 

the action, too preoccupied with improving the community's tax base, 

minimizing its service costs and maximizing its socio-economic benefits. 

Protection of the soil resource and its attributes is often compromised 

right out of the political decision making process. Yet, there are many 

soil-related issues that should be handled at the local government level. 

While public concern is growing, the question remains, how can the soil 

resource be assured of its rightful priority in the minds of a local 

populace? 

The federal government, on the other hand, is too far from the action, and 

often without jurisdiction. The fact is, however, that many soil conservation 

issues are interprovincial in nature. In addition, we have some unique 

soils that should perhaps be of national concern, such as those in our very 

limited areas of soft fruit climates, or those in the extremely high wood

producing soil/climate combination areas of the west coast. If we accept 

that we all have a stake in such issues, the question is, how to permeatethe 

marble cake of jurisdictions to provide initiative and guidance to the prov-
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incial and local government levels? 

With jurisdiction over land use, the provincial government level offers the 

most positive opportunity to protect the soil resource . However, sandwiched 

between federal and local political bodies, provincial governments are often 

reluctant to get involved until it is almost too late. With a prodding 

public behind them, however, they are beginning to take on the responsibility. 

Regardless of the level of government, preoccupation with relection is the 

most obvious political reality of any issue. But, it is a reality we 

must face and learn to work with in a democratic system. Left to itself, 

it can work against the solid consistent priority for respecting the soil 

resource that we may wish for. This is because elections encourage short 

sighted policies and diminish our abilities to see beyond the next election, 

past the city limits and behind the back 5 acre fence. But, there are means 

through which such effects can be neutralized. Independent Commissions, for 

example - provided they are left to be truly independent - can help to 

provide stability of programs through changes of elected officials and govern

ments. In the longer term, however, whether the soil-related problem is 

one of public education, law enforcement, or resource management, there is 

no substitute for cooperative efforts and commitment by all levels of govern

ment to do the job effectively. 

Characteristically, the political process is impatient with respect to 

research and inventory. It is generally agreed that comprehensive infor

mation is highly desirable before decisions are made and actions taken, but 
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there is a thin line between insisting on comprehensive data collection and 

avoiding the pitfalls of the more-inventory-is-needed syndrome. Often it 

takes too long to get the data base at a useable scale and, in the interim, 

negative decisions are irreversibly made. Decision makers, with conflicting 

interests and specific biases, sometimes do not want to hear about the inter

related whole, because it deflects emphasis away from the immediate issues, 

the specific interest groups' concern, and perceived short term support. 

Even legitimate comprehensive data collection can sometimes be self-defeating, 

misused as a means to avoid confrontation or unpleasant situations through a 

studied retreat from decision-making. 

The ultimate reality is that no soil, water, land or resource use exists 

that is not in some way directly or indirectly associated with another use. 

There is a wide variability, depending on priorities and how practical or 

politically palatabl~ specific approaches are in any province or region. 

In addition, principles and policies that reflect knowledge of natural systems 

must go hand in hand with guidelines, regulations and fair-to-all enforcement. 

Unless , we are prepared, individually and collectively, to demand such 

strong, comprehensive political action from all levels of government, our 

soil resource will continue to dwindle, and along with it will go the quality 

and quantity of our water resource, and our rural and urban lifestyles, as 

we now know them. We no longer have the luxury of lag time. As far as the 

soil resource is concerned, all the political compromises have already been 

made. 

G. Gary Runka, President 
Land Sense Ltd. 
4695 Garden Grove Drive 
Burnaby, B.C. 
VSG 3V2 



S T Y L E G U I D E 

In order to help us present your article for Agrologist in the best possible way, 
please read this guide carefully before you begin work. 

Agrologist is intended to broaden understanding of often complex agricultural 
subjects among people who have, for the most part, no training in the subject 
concerned. Many Agrologist readers, in fact, have no formal agricultural training 
of any kind. It is very important, therefore that your article be written in 
simple, non-technical language. Please bear in mind that Agrologist is not a 
scientific journal and that you are preparing a magazine article, not a scientific 
paper. Numerous references and a lot of facts and figures are notonly unnecessary, 
they often tend to confuse the average reader. What the Agrologist reader wants 
is a concise explanation of the situation, not a mass of supporting evidence. A 
clear example or two will usually be superior to a lot of figures in promoting 
understanding. 

The following points are very important: 

* All manuscripts must be typed, double-spaced on unlined 8½'' X ll" paper. 

* Pages must be numbered and securely stapled in the upper left hand 
corner. • 

/ * Put the title of the article and your name at the top of each page. 

* At the end of your article, put your name, mailing address, position 
and place of work. 

* Use Webster's Dictionary as your spelling authority. Color not colour. 
Labor not labour. 

* Use metric measurements throughout. 

* Use words wherever possible instead of symbols, i.e. "percent" not"%". 

* Write out numbers where practical such as the numbers one to ten, or 
such numbers as one hundred, one thousand, twelve hundred, one million 
or two and a half million. Limit the use of the numbers in the text 
to the absolute minimum. 

* Avoid bureaucratic jargon, "newspeak" and widely misused words such as 
hopefully, viable, liaise, interface, dialogue, area of concern, priorize, 
timeframe, disbenefit, linkage, input, output, throughput or any other puts. 

* Incorporate necessary references into .the text. Don't write "Divided we 
fall. (Smith, 1979)." Write "Recent research indicates that divided we 
fall." 

We hope that this brief guide will make your task easier. If you have any quest
ions regarding the preparation of your article, feel free to contact the Agrologist 
staff at (613) 232 9459. 


