
SO
IL M

ATTERS …
…

 in recent years understanding has 
grow

n
Soil is the upper layer of the solid Earth and, like 
biodiversity, it is the product of m

illions of years of 
evolution. 
Like m

uch of our w
orld, it is co-created by the life that it 

supports.
[D

r Tony Kendle, soil scientist, ex of Eden Project and Reading U
niversity]
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3 aspects of soil:
•

Structure
•

pH
 balance (acidity or alkalinity)

•
N

utrients



Soil structure test
-sedim

ent layers in 
the jam

 jar:

W
ater

Coarse sand and gravel

Fine sand

Silt

Clay

Floating organic m
atter

Scrape aw
ay the top 1cm

, then part-fill a jar w
ith the 

exposed soil. Add plenty of w
ater and shake very 

vigorously. Leave to settle for 24 hours.

Quick ’hand’ test: pick up a sm
all handful of dam

p soil, and roll it 
betw

een your hands to m
ake a ’w

orm
’. If it holds its shapes, it is rich 

in clay; if it just crum
bles, it is sandy.

Note that these are at different m
agnifications
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Soil structure types

Sand
Silt

Clay

Silt is granular m
aterial of a size 

betw
een sand and clay and 

com
posed m

ostly of broken 
grains of  feldspar and quartz



Soil pH
 –

a sim
ple test

Neutral soil is pH 7
6 and below

 is acidic soil
8 and above is alkaline soil

A quick soil check that indicates if soil is far off neutral:
> Put sam

ples of soil in tw
o clear containers

> Add w
hite vinegar to one, and shake or stir. If it bubbles, the soil is alkaline

> Add baking pow
der dissolved in w

ater to the other, and shake or stir. If it 
bubbles, the soil is acidic
If there is no distinct reaction to either, your soil is probably close to neutral



Soil is full of life

ü
A teaspoon of healthy soil contains betw

een 
100 m

illion and 1 billion bacteria and hundreds 
and thousands of fungi .…

a ton of m
icroscopic 

bacteria m
ay be active in each acre of soil. 

ü
Soils are not just for grow

ing, they are w
here 

essential things happen.



BBC Ideas 
in partnership w

ith the Royal Society

W
hy soil is one of the m

ost 
am

azing things on earth
https://w

w
w.bbc.co.uk/ideas/videos/w

hy-soil-is-one-of-the-m
ost-

am
azing-things-on-eart/p090cf64?playlist=m

ade-in-partnership-w
ith-

the-royal-society



Key lessons
•Like m

any sm
all, precious and com

plex things the detailed 
m

icro structure of soils is easily destroyed.
•

Soil is an essential carbon store. Turning the soil and 
exposing it to air can oxidise the soil carbon allow

ing it to 
escape to the atm

osphere as carbon dioxide.The m
ore w

e 
disturb soil, the m

ore carbon w
e release.

•[NB: BO
G is low

-dig but not no-dig]
•

Plant roots and soil m
icro-organism

s live in a sym
biotic 

relationship, each feeding the other. Throw
ing artificial 

fertilisers and pesticides into the system
 ruins that delicate 

balance.



D
id you know

 that there’s a natural antidepressant in soil? 
M

ycobacterium
 vaccae

is the substance under study w
hich has been 

found to m
irror the effect on neurons that drugs like Prozac provide. 

The bacterium
 is found in soil and m

ay stim
ulate serotonin production, 

w
hich m

akes you relaxed and happier.
M

ost avid gardeners w
ill tell you that their landscape is 

their ‘happy place’ and the actual physical act of gardening 
is a stress reducer and m

ood lifter. Lack of serotonin has 
been linked to depression, anxiety, obsessive-com

pulsive 
disorders, and bipolar disorders. The bacterium

 appears to 
be a natural antidepressant in soil and has no adverse 
health effects. These antidepressant m

icrobes in soil m
ay 

be as easy to use as just playing around w
ith your soil. 

Read m
ore at G

ardening Know
 H

ow
: A

ntidepressant M
icrobes In Soil: 

H
ow

 D
irt M

akes You H
appy 

https://w
w

w
.gardeningknow

how
.com

/garden-how
-to/soil-

fertilizers/antidepressant-m
icrobes-soil.htm


