
Contact Us

MOSES Rural Women’s 
Project (WI)

lisa@innserendipity.com
715.778.5775

They help each other when times get 
rough. But you may not know your 
closest neighbors — the millions of 
creatures that make up the 
community in your soil. 

Just like the neighbors you can see, 
these hidden neighbors will take care 
of you if you take care of them. 

Missouri Department of 
Natural Resources
contact@dnr.mo.gov

800.361.4827

Renewing the Countryside (MN)
info@rtcinfo.org
612.910.7601

Center for Rural Affairs (NE)
kathies@cfra.org
402.687.2103

WFAN
info@wfan.org
515.460.2477

Iowa NRCS
Marty.adkins@ia.usda.gov

515.284.4370

Indiana NRCS
jill.reinhart@in.usda.gov

317.290.3200
Funding for development of this brochure was provided 
by the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
through a Conservation Innovation Grant, and by the 

Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship, 
Division of Soil Conservation.

American Farmland Trust 
(IL, IN)

info@farmland.org
815.753.9347

How Big is the Soil 
Community?

Women landowners know that keeping their land in good    condition is part of their legacy. Healthy soil is as alive as the crops that grow in it. These hidden communities within the soil welcome crops with extra nutrients, protect against erosion and improve water movement. 
Have you met your closest neighbors?

The neighbors that live in one 
tablespoon of your soil outnumber 

the entire human race. 
Five times over! 

Neighbors 
are Important

Meet Your Neighbors

Microbes are the 
farmers, providing 

food for plant roots.

Fungi are the 
transporters, shipping 

food around and 
maintaining pipelines 
by gluing soil particles 

in place. 

Earthworms 
are the builders, 

constructing the holes 
that bring water and 
air to the community. 

All three break up crop residue 
and pull it down into the soil. 

Meet

Your

Closest
Neighbors



The Four Principles of Healthy...
Structure: Organic Matter: Infiltration: Life:

Neighbors need places to live. Healthy 
soil structure offers lots of nooks and 
crannies for homes and for roots to 
stretch out. 

Neighbors need food and water. Roots 
and leftover plant material provide food 
and holds water through dry spells. 

Neighbors need drainage systems. 
Healthy infiltration lets water percolate 
down to the roots when needed and 
drain it away when there’s too much.
 

Neighbors need each other. Communities 
work best when all members do their jobs 
well. The neighbors in the soil depend 
on each other to keep the community 
healthy for crops. 

Some common farming practices 
unfortunately devastate soil 
communities. Tilling destroys the 
community’s structure. Removing 
too much residue limits the organic     
matter left for the soil community.
 

Unnatural Disasters

Returning the Favor
Healthy soil neighbors are not stingy 
about returning the favor when we are 
considerate to them. They improve soil 
structure, aeration, water retention, 
drainage and nutrient availability for 
crops. They increase profits by 
requiring fewer inputs and reduce 

Neighbor StorySick Healthy

labor with fewer passes over the 
fields. They also reduce runoff and 
keep fertilizer and pesticide from 
waterways. Soil communities can 
rebuild quickly under comfortable 
conditions, and the benefits last 
for years. 

Leaving soils bare after harvest 
erodes away working 
neighborhoods. Heavy use of 
pesticides and other chemical inputs 
kills the very neighbors trying to 
keep the soil community running.

 These white 
threads are the 
fungi roads that 
transport air and 
water to the soil 
communities. 

“Anything can have quality, but only 
                   a living thing can have health.” 

husband use no till and 
buffer strips to protect their 
soil communities and 
monitor its health with 
occasional soil tests. She 
says, “The bottom line is that 
soil gives back more to us 
when we give more to it.”

Debbie Carter and her 
husband Phil have protected 
the soil community on their 
Indiana farm for 20 years 
and have reaped the
benefits. Her neighbors often 
ask how they can do the 
same. Debbie and her 

Compaction 
pulverizes 
structure. 

Spaces allow 
movement 

of life 

Farm Superintendent, North Carolina A&T State University
-Leon Moses,


