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Peek into Your 
Soil Community

Pledge
to

Structure: Good soil structure 
offers lots of nooks and crannies 
for soil neighbors to live and for 
roots to stretch. 

Organic matter: Good 
amounts of plant residue provide 
food and hold water through dry 
spells.

Infiltration: Good infiltration 
lets water percolate deep into the 
soil, making it available during dry 
spells. 

Life: : Bustling life within soil 
neighborhoods creates conditions 
for crops to thrive. 

 
Healthy soil is as alive as the 
crops that grow in it. The 
millions of creatures that 
make up the community 
inside your soil work 
together to welcome crops 
with extra nutrients, protect 
against erosion and 
improve water movement. 

Yet, many farming practices can 
smother, burn, or rip apart these 
neighborhoods, turning a thriving 
community into a ghost town. 
Are your hidden soil neighbors 
struggling? 

Peek into the health of your soil 
community with nothing more 
than a shovel and a few 
household items. 

Healthy Soil Has:

Simple tests for 
healthy soil 



How Healthy is Your Soil Community?

Contact Us

Structure check

Organic Matter check

infiltratiOn check

life check

Detach and mail this pledge card to 
receive additional information and a 

free gift.

I pledge to test the health of my 
soil community using some of the 
activities in this brochure.

I pledge to talk to my family or 
tenant about testing the health of 
my soil community.

I pledge to contact my local 
NRCS Field Office to ask about 
other ways to test the health of 
my soil community.Call in the Professionals

Street:
City/State:
Zip:

Phone:

Name:

Email:

Rub a handful of dry soil 
between your hands. If 
your soil clumps together 
like coarse bread crumbs, 
you likely have good soils. 

If your soil sifts through 
your fingers like cocoa 

powder, your structure has 
likely been pulverized. 

Poke a few nail holes in the bottom of a 
plastic cup and lightly pack soil. Pour 
water on top. If the water drains through 
the soil quickly and runs out the bottom, 
you have good infiltration. If the water is 
slow to drain or puddles on the top slowly, 
you probably have poor infiltration. 

Most of your neighbors 
are too small to see, 
but not all. Turn over 
a generous shovelful of 

soil and break it apart to 
count earthworms. If you 

find ten or more neighbors, 
your soil is teeming with life. If you 
find fewer than ten, your soil 
community might be struggling. 

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

MOSES Rural 
Women’s Project (WI)
lisa@innserendipity.com
715.778.5775

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

Funding for development of this brochure was provided by the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service through a Con-
servation Innovation Grant, and by the Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship, Division of Soil Conservation.

WFAN
info@wfan.org
515.460.2477

Iowa NCRS
Marty.adkins@ia.usda.gov 
515.284.4370

Indiana NCRS
jill,reinhart@in.usda.gov 
317.290.3200

American Farmland 
Trust (IL, IN)
info@farmland.org
815.753.9347

Missouri Dept. of 
Natural Resources
contact@dnr.mo.gov
800.361.4827

If these activities suggest that your soil community 
is not healthy, you may want to do a more thorough 
test to figure out how best to help. Contact your local 
NRCS Field Office and ask about any of the 
following soils tests. 
  •Infiltration Test 
 •Bulk Density Test 
 •Slake Test 
 •Microbial Activity Test (Solvita test) 
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Carefully break apart a handful 
of soil and look carefully for 
networks of tiny fungal roads, 
pictured here. If you see them, 
your soil likely has ample 
organic matter and is able to 
transport nutrients and water 
throughout the community. 

Peek Into 
Your Soil 
Community


