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In these days of much publicized apparent surpluses of some farm
products it may seem inappropriate to even suggest, let alone dizcuss,
the signifiecance of the conservation of land resources. On the contrary,
such a discussion seems to me to be all the more necessary beeanso of
the likelihood of the pubiic in general obtaining crroneous ideas con-
cerning the real situation. It is obvious that it will be quite impossible
In the brief time at my dizposal to give this fnportant subject adequate
consideration,

I shall be forced to make some rather fweeping statements with-
ont the opportunity of fortifying these statoments with adequate sup-
porting evidence. T must agk my hearers, therefore, to be charitahle
cnough to aceept such statements as may be made on the assumption
thas there is in existence sufficient supporting evidence to warrant them.

There are a few general propositions which may be briefly, and T
trust profitably, discussoed, They are:

1} That there is not a surplus of fertile land suitable for crop-
ping parposes;

) that through the processes of nature and the ravages of man,
the extent and quality of these lands are rapidly declining;

3) that in the main good lands are perhaps the most valuable
basic natural resource that this comniry, and particularly this State,
possesses ;

4)  that methods have been developed threugh investigation and
researcin whereby these good lands may be so utilized that they will re-
main indefinitely a continuing soutrce of wealth; and

5) that the trend is strongly toward depreciation and waste of
our land regources and that unless there is a rather speedy change in
our practice relating to land use, we shall bequeath to our descendants
an nnwelcome heritage.

No surplus of fertile lands.—Tt is generally recognized that the
margin of profit in farming under normal conditions it relatively small.
Obviously, the less fertile the land, the smaller the margin of profit.
The areas of fertile land arc relatively small.

1 This paper was read for M, W, Murmlord by . L. Btewart, College of Agri-
culture, University of Iilinois.
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Tha processes of nature and the ravages of man are rapidly reducing
the catent of such land.—Let me remind you that there was a fime, and
not so mauy vears ago, when it was mistakenly believed that the fer-
tility of Illincis soils was 20 creat that it was inexhaunstible, Fortun-
atcly, the State hag been saved the disaster that would have been in-
evitable had this mistaken belief prevailed for long. The Bxperiment
Station of the University of Illinois has shown that far from being in-
exhaustible, the fertility of Illincis soils is rapidly deatroyed by un-
balanced cropping systems and by erogion. When we think of soil
conservation, it is well to recall, too, the report of scientists with re-
spect to the havoc brought by goil erosion in Illinois and throughout
the Nution. Their findings show that erosion alonc is washing away
the farm fields of the United States at the rate of .3 billion tons ot
soil material a vear, that there are in this country 35 million acres of
what was once mostly good land which is now waste in go far as crop
use is concerned because its top soil has been washed away by erosion.
In some systems of faulty eropping, as in straight corn farming, the
v inches of top soil on a slope as slight as 4 per cent can be destroyed
in as short a time as 24 years. Repairing soil damage ne serious as
this requires between 2,000 and 3,000 ycars, because it takes nature
about 400 years to build a single inch of productive, top soil from raw
suh-soil clay.

In the midst of our seeming abundance, it is well to recall that
history has recorded how vast tracts of land already have had to be
ahandoned because they were go badly eroded and otherwise so mis-
treated that they would no longer support life. If the final pages of
history do not record the abandonment of vast additional tracts and
an ever-incressing threat of a food supply shortage, it will be because
of the type of service which the University of Illinoiz and similar insti-
tutions clsewhere are rendering in soil congervation.

These are times when national and international plans for agricul-
ture are bheing much discussed. No matter what policy is adopted, if
the soils of our farms are not cared for and congerved they -will become
impoverished, and a successful agriculture and a prosperous nation can
not be built on impoverished soils.

From the soil fertility viewpoint, the history of American agri-
culture to date hag been one of exploitation. Several years ago a point
was passed unobserved by the general public and by farmers themselves,
when further exploitation of the land meant exploitation of the people
on the land. I sm net blaming farmers for exploiting the land.
Noither am I blaming other groups for exploiting the farmers, nor the
tarmoers for permitting themselves to be exploited. Much of this has
been more or less uneonscious. Only where it has been consclous and
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preventable is if. inexcusable, It is not my purpose lo atferpt to fix
the blame or responsibility. Tt is much more important to recognize
the fact and leave to agriculiural eduvcation and research tle determi-
naticn of the extent and effcet of these conditions, und tlie methode of
aleliorating them, The exploitation of the soil comes mainly from
three groups: first, those efficient and intelligent producers whe wil-
fully neglect the fertilily of their soils for the sake of immediate gain;
gezond, those who are ineflicient producers and eitker know no better,
or knowing, are too indifferent to care 5 and third, those who care and
know how, but can not figure Low they can maintain the fertility of
the =oils of their farms and survive fimancially. Perhaps if we should
attempt to classify farmers with Teference to these groups, we might
learn something of veal value.

A very practical hindrance to the general adoption of programs of
s0il maintenance is the fact that as long as fertile lands exist here or
elsewhere, there will be plenty of men who will exploit them. As long
28 mcn exploit them, the products of such tands will come into cormpe-
tition with the products of farms operated with the high purpose of
hushanding the resonvces of the land for posterity,

GFood lands, the most valuable basic natural resource of the Stote.
They may be conserved indefinitely as & continuing souvee of weaith.
So far as the future of Tllinois ig concerned, there is no more valuable
and enduring asset than the 3014 million acres in its Tarms, which com-
prise 35.6 por cent of its land. This natively fertile soil is perhaps the
one iajor natural resource of the Staie which ay be continued un-
tmpaired for future generations by the application of knowledge which
has been and can be worked out through investigation and research,

The most striking evidence of these principles has heen obtained
on the Morrew plots, Ameriea’s oldest soil experimental plots, loeated
on the Uriversity grounds at Urbana. Three different cropping systems
have been practiced uninterruptedly for 57 vears, and three soil tregt-
ment gystems have been practiced for 29 years,

Continuous corn culture, representing the old belief that the fer-
tility of Tlinois soils is inexkavstible, has so undermined the land that
the yield of corn has dropped to less than 20 bushels an sere. In con-
trast, a system of crop rotation combined with simple soil treatment,
has muintained and built vp the fertility of the soil to the point where
it is yielding approximately 70 bushelz of corn an acre.

The soil on the differcnt plots was all equal wlen the experiment
started 57 ycars ago. Today, on the basis of profitable erop produetion,
the land on the plot where a crop rotation of corn, oata, and elover hag
hoery combined with #imple soil treatment is worth 434 times as much
a8 the land where corn has been grown continuously without treatment,
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Tt is worth twice ue much ag the land where continuoas corn has been
grown with simple soil treatment. 1t is worth 214 times as much as the
land where an inferior rotation of corn and ocats has heen practiced
without soil ireaiment. It is worth 1 1/ 5 times as much a3 the land
where the corn and oats rotation has been combined with simple soil
treatment. Tt is worth 114 times ag much as the land where a rotation
of corp, outg, and clover has been practiced witbout soil freatment.

Trend toward depreciation and waste—-Tx-Governor Lowden, rec-
cognized as a thoughtiul stadent of agriculture, in a published inter-
view, is quoted as making some observations that may well form the
basis for serious deliberation. In speaking of the tremendous loss of
fertility in the Mississippi valley from crosion, he asks, “Tlow long can
the land stand this? - - - And while Nafure iz thus hammering away at
our Jand, we, ourselves, go on speeding up the process of destruction by
ineessant cropping.”

This important question is a challenge to our present generation.
I do mot wish to leave the impression that nothing iz being done to
change the trend.  As a matter ot fact, at o time in the history ol our
country have well-informed people hoen more concious of the need for
more attention being given to conservation of our land resourecs, and
it ig an encouraging sign. :

The authorities following me on this program will presumably
bring out more clearly and definitely some of the matters 1 have but
priefly referred to here. The National Government is attacking this
problem mogt vigorously, particulatly from the stapdpoint of submar-
ginal lands and the atterupt to crystalize public sentiment on the disas-
frous facts of erosion and the possibilities of its intelligent control.
Such constructive policies should be alded in every proper way by scien-
tific societies of this nature.

May I quote here, in closing, from Tiberty Hyde Bailey’s The H aly
Earth:

«8p BOUNTIFUL hath been the earth and so securely have we
drawn from it our substance, that we have taken it all for granted as
it it were ovly a gift, and with little care or cop scions thought of the
consequences of our use of it; mor have we very much congidered the
essential relation that we bear to it as living parts in the vast creation.
- . Most of our difficulty with the carth lies in the cffort to do what
perhaps ought not to he done. Not even all the land ig fit to be farmed.
A good part of agriculture is to learn how to adapt one’s work {o nature,
to fit the crop-scheme to the climate and to the soil and the facilities.
Mg live in right relation with his patural eonditions js one of the first
lessons that a wige farmer or any other wige man learns. We are ah
pains to stress the ymportance of conduct; very well: conduct toward
the earth is an essential part of it.”.
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