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Many of the southeastern states are experiencing rapid population growth which, in contrast to many areas of the country, has resulted in the major use of soil surveys and soil information being related to housing development. Detailed soil maps and/or morphological evaluations are used or required for activities related to housing development including onsite wastewater management system permitting, erosion and sediment plans, infiltration basin siting and design, and wastewater land application system permitting. Because to these demands for soil information, the numbers of soil scientists in the private sector exceeds numbers employed by State and Federal agencies, and this change has resulted in a shift in emphasis in programs and activities of university cooperators in the NCSS. 
Traditionally, a university pedologist’s involvement in the NCSS has included research in soil genesis, landscape relationships, and behavior, field and laboratory support of the soil survey and NCSS activities, and development and revision of standards such as Soil Taxonomy and the Soil Survey Manual.  The level of involvement in the NCSS varied among university cooperators depending on personal interest, administrative support, and funds available. 
In recent years, funds to support university faculty involvement in NCSS activities have declined considerably, and faculty positions in pedology vacated by retirement or other reasons have been redirected into other disciplines. Common criteria for justifying faculty positions include the perceived ability of the position to compete for grant funds, especially large grants, political pressure from agricultural commodity groups, teaching needs, and expertise to develop and support programs important to the State and region. Because pedologists typically are not competitive for large grants and do not have enthusiastic support from commodity groups, for a pedology position to be created or refilled, pedology must be perceived to be an essential component in programs to address issues important to the State and Nation. Examples of important issues in the southeast U.S. include animal, industrial, and residential waste and wastewater management, biofuels and other alternant uses of agricultural commodities, and agricultural and ecological sustainability. A clear linkage between pedology and one or more of these or similar issues must be shown if a viable pedology program is to maintained at a university. Furthermore, the linkage of the NCSS and its activities to these issues must also be present if the faculty is to be involved in NCSS.

In many cases, university faculty involvement in the NCSS becomes an issue of time and funding. If all of the support for faculty research and outreach activities is derived from grant funds, hard decisions must be made about time devoted to various activities. Would time spent attending a meeting of NCSS cooperators be better spent developing a grant to provide research funding? Is graduate student or technician time used to analyze samples to support the soil survey better spent on analysis that can lead to a publication? 

Direct support for NCSS activities is the exception rather than the rule. Thus, expenses associated with NCSS activities must come from grants, which in many cases are restricted to a specific use, or other sources. An emerging trend within colleges of agriculture where pedology positions often reside is academic rather than calendar year appointments. Thus, in addition to depending on grants to support research and outreach, the faculty must also pay a portion of their salary from grants. The need to support the entire program from grant funds results in extreme competition for faculty time and commitment.

It is unlikely that sufficient grant dollars will be available to encourage and support the level of university involvement in the NCSS that has been enjoyed in the past. There are other avenues that can help maintain interest and involvement in the NCSS, however. These include small grants, support for employees to pursue graduate degrees, and in-kind support such as research site location, database manipulation, laboratory support, field data collection, assistance with soil judging contests, and assistance in planning and conducting student and professional field trips. 

For many university cooperators, involvement of students and graduates in the NCSS is a major reason for participation. University faculty often develop close relationships with students in the program through classes, soil judging, and field activities and enjoy associating with former students. Internship and other temporary or part-time employment programs are an obvious way to involve students in the NCSS as is permanent employment of graduates in the soil survey program. However, as more graduates are employed in soil survey related activities in the private sector, efforts need to be made to also involve these professionals in the NCSS. Not only will their involvement help keep university cooperators involved in the NCSS, but they also can contribute knowledge and experiences to improve all aspects of the soil survey.

In spite of pressures to publish research and support their academic program through grants, university cooperators are not entirely slaves to the system. We are trained in pedology and because we enjoy the science, we will often become involved because the project is interesting and allows us to practice our profession. Development of Soil Taxonomy was an interesting mission and encouraged a great deal of university cooperator in the NCSS. Unfortunately, revision of the classification system is less interesting. A new interesting mission or missions would help encourage involvement in NCSS by university faculty. The mission does not need to be the same for everyone and may include, among other issues, dynamic soil properties, new and revised interpretations, and new mapping techniques. The encouragement for university cooperator involvement in these issues, however, should be more than “we welcome your participation”. Cooperators need to be involved from the beginning or the project, have a clear idea of their role in the project, know the outcome of their effort, and know that the data will be published with due credit to all involved. There is nothing more discouraging than to provide input on an issue or problem without seeing concrete results from the effort either as a publication or changes to improve the program.

The implementation of the “New Soil Survey” can provide a great opportunity to encourage involvement of university cooperators in the NCSS. When implemented, there will be an intelligent, energetic, and interested soil survey staff with a mission that includes, hopefully, data collection to better understand soils, their relationship to landscapes, and their interpretation for use. Direct involvement of university cooperators in planning and implementing projects initiated by these staffs is an opportunity to get people involved in the NCSS. Everyone will not be interested in all projects, but there may well be a few that directly fit into the cooperator’s long-range research goals. Being able to work with a large group with a common goal and the ability to collect large amounts of data is a strong reason for involvement.

Many university cooperators “grew up” with the NCSS, and it is part of who we are. In today’s environment, however, there needs to be a reason to invest time and resources in the NCSS. Grant funding is helpful, but there are many other ways to encourage involvement including student and graduate employment, in-kind assistance, and cooperative projects of interest to all parties involved. There are and will continue to be challenges with getting people involved. However, without everyone’s involvement, the NCSS will not reach the potential it can and should attain.
