NCSS-Regional Conferences-Highlights & Recommendations

North Central Region-Medora, North Dakota;

June 25-30th, 2006

The 2006 North Central Regional Soil Survey (NCRSS) Conference was held in Medora, North Dakota, June 25-30, 2006, in the heart of the Theodore Roosevelt National Park. The Conference theme, "Respect for the Past, Racing Towards the Future – Soil Survey in the North Central Region" was reflected in both professional and social activities during the week.

	The “West River” landscapes the participants observed on the field tour Wednesday were traversed, perforated and analyzed by Charles Kellogg and his students in the early 1930s with tools very different that those being utilized today (Fig. 1).  The National Cooperative Soil Survey must develop, refine, and embrace these new technologies because there are fewer scientists in the field, as pointed out by Mr. Mike Golden in his introductory remarks.
The keynote address, “Rationale for a 2nd generation of Soil Taxonomy: Differentiation of dynamic and pedogenic steady state properties” was delivered Dr. Neil Smeck of The Ohio State University.  The keynote topic essentially
dominated Taxonomy and Standards Committee,
	
Figure 1. Mr. Manuel Matos, soil scientist in MLRA 56, logging his position above the Little Missouri River floodplain, to the northeast of Bullion Butte. (photo courtesy of Keith Anderson) 


and was also actively discussed in the Interpretations committee (Fig. 2), which stated that soil Taxonomy needed to address the “disconnect” between human activity and historic taxonomic concepts, i.e., the “genetic thread”. Both Committees endorsed action items to bring the issue to the National Conference in Madison, WI.  This issue also was discussed at the World Congress of Soil Science, where several papers dealt with concepts regarding “dynamic change” in soil systems. Dr. Jeffrey Sachs, the WCSS keynote speaker proposed that the Holocene be renamed the “Anthropocene” to finally acknowledge that the Earth’s ecosystem processes have been modified (i.e., expropriated) by human kind. 
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Figure 2.  Tillage erosion on coarse-loamy tills, central North Dakota.  
Should the taxonomic class retain “the genetic thread” for future users?
(photo courtesy SCS)
The planning committee opted to focus on providing both a primer on the new geospatial technologies followed up by an applications session dealing with local and national projects.  Ms. Amanda Moore described the origin and goals of the National Geospatial Development Center. She demonstrated visualization tools for soil survey, and also spoke of the research opportunities that involve the NCSS partners in either technology development or ecosystem studies.  Ms. Jackie Henderson provided an excellent presentation for those in the beginning stages of the “learning curve” for digital soil survey, entitled “Footsteps into modeling”. A presentation describing IFSAR products as contrasted to LiDAR based DEMs was given by Mr. Dwain Daniels to conclude this session.
Studies that implement the new geospatial technologies were examined in the afternoon session.  These studies ranged from wetland functions and ecosystem research related to remotely sensed data (Dr. Rebecca Phillips and Dr. Ofer Beeri), to applying terrain analysis for soil survey updates (Dr. David Franzen), and use of satellite or remotely sensed data to determine trace element content at the landscape scale in Australia was described by Dr. Paul Gessler. The first full day of the conference concluded with an informal poster/social session that included over 30 posters for observation and discussion. Posters were displayed throughout the entire conference.

A Tuesday night banquet was held to honor Mr. Donald Patterson and Mr. Kenneth Thompson for their distinguished contributions to the soil survey program in North Dakota. The evening ended with a performance by a special musical guest, prairie populist, and farmer Chuck Suchy.

A mid-week field trip included a tour through the south unit of the Theodore Roosevelt National Park, lunch at the beautiful Paasch Ranch overlooking the Little Missouri River floodplain in the shadow of the locally imposing Bullion Butte. No-till farming and grazing management systems were examined on a sodium-affected soil landscape (Leptic Natrustolls). The local producer at this site has consistently raised 30-35 bu/a wheat on Class 6 soils in a county with an overall grain yield average of 28-30 bu/a. The producers concern was that he was unable to obtain crop insurance on Class 6 soils, which had clearly improved due to his management. The final geology stop was to observe an outcrop of excellently exposed paleosols from the Bear Ben Member of the Golden Valley Formation, which is late Paleocene to early Eocene in age. The tour participants scrambled over the outcrop and located fossil leaves and were generally astounded at polygonal macrostructure that may have formed as part of an ancient fragipan.
A final session was developed to highlight recent work in soil geochemistry and its importance in the soil survey program. Dr. Larry Cihacek provided an overview of soil trace metal chemistry to begin the session. Dr. Lorraine Manz described the recent North Dakota Soil Geochemistry Survey that was conducted with several cooperators throughout the state; the samples have been run by USGS.  Dr. Bud Norvell described his research on soil Zn, Cu, and Cd levels in the fine loamy till soils of northern North Dakota and focused on catena relationships.  Dr. Mike Wilson from the Soil Survey Laboratory described the emerging NRCS national program in soil geochemistry.  
This conference brought together over 85 representatives of the National Cooperative Soil Survey from the North Central States and Canada to discuss current issues and share the latest applications of soil survey information. Seasoned professionals as well as recent hires and student trainees were able to benefit from the Conference. As a result, new and continued cooperation among the representatives in the North Central Region seems assured.
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