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A SOIL-POLITICAL ANNOUNCEMENT

Thank you again for including the private sector soil scientists in your agenda.  First, a political announcement – I hope by the end of the year that Montana will be the first state to have a soil scientist as Governor.  Brian Sweitzer is running for governor and is a graduate of Montana State University in soil science.

INTRODUCTION

I am happy to report that the National Society of Consulting Soil Scientists (NSCSS) is doing well.  We currently have about 200 members.  We had a great meeting in San Diego in January and next January will be meeting in Hawaii.  For those not familiar with our organization we have a Registered Professional Soil Scientist program similar to ARCPACS but in addition to technical skills we require ethics training.  NSCSS includes members who consult as individuals and others who have grown large consulting firms.  We offer seminars in how to start and grow consulting businesses and I encourage anyone thinking of consulting to join and attend our annual meetings.

WHAT PRIVATE SECTOR SOIL SCIENTISTS DO

I was asked to review what private soil scientists are up to these days and will use my own company to illustrate.  I started Land and Water Consulting Inc. 25 years ago and now have 50 employees and five offices.  Our staff includes soil scientists, hydrologists, botanists, wetland scientists, biologists, water rights specialists, engineers, surveyors, GIS specialists, technicians and support staff.

Our wetland projects this year include wetland delineation on over 10,000 acres.  We will restore over 60 wetlands impacted by ski area and golf course development.  We will design several dozen wetland mitigation projects and will monitor over 100 wetland projects constructed as mitigation for highway project impacts.  

Our vegetation projects this year include several thousand acres of vegetation mapping for EIS studies, vegetation management plans for ski areas and vegetation TES inventories for project sites.  We will also conduct weed and riparian area inventories on private, state and federal lands.  

Our streambank and shoreline projects include restoration along hundred of miles of streams and lakes.  We are working on removing a 100n year old dam on a large river within the largest superfund site in the country.  This work include channel design, wetland rehabilitation and riparian area enhancement.  We will also conduct watershed analyses and implement TMDLs (Total Maximum Daily Loads) for dozens of streams.

I do a lot of expert witness work and soil survey often has a role in the cases.  My oldest case has been going on for over 30 years and the focus is the definition of Peat.  The 1911 soil survey got it right in describing the site as “high organic content silt loam.”  However, the 1959 soil survey called the site peat.  The owner sold the “peat” and has been arguing over the definition of peat ever since with the peat miner who purchased it.  In another expert witness case, a friendly NRCS soil scientist tried to do a countyu planner and a developer a favor and produce a wetland map.  Unfortunately this person had insufficient training in wetland delineation.  The developer filled up to the wetland line and built a parking area before the ---- hit the fan.  The spent $250,000 on lawyers, experts, fines and restoration activities to correct his mistakes and is now considering sending NRCS the bill.  I am also involved each year in a half dozen wet basement lawsuits and in almost every case there is a soil survey covering the site that predicted the problem if anyone would have known to look.

We are also involved in numerous reclamation projects for mine sites, pipelines and other projects.  If you want to evaluate soil survey accuracy there is nothing like a 300 mile long pipeline trench across the landscape. 

LACK OF SOIL SURVEY WORK FOR CONSULTANTS

You will note that I have not mentioned soil survey as one of my activities for this year.  In the southeast US, private sector soil scientists do a lot of first order soil survey for septic system suitability.  In the west we do a little first order soil survey for site developments, golf courses, irrigation systems and similar projects but these efforts are outside the NCSS program.  Despite attempts by NSCSS to participate in the NCSS,  no contracting opportunities are on the horizon.  The NRCS did announce contracts for soil survey work in the past two years but these were structured more to prove contracting can’t work than to genuinely  attempt to involve the private sector in soil survey.  I personally have been ribbed by colleagues and partners for attending NCSS meeting since no work ever comes of it.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE SOIL SURVEY 

I continue to attend NCSS meetings because I believe in the program.  The soil survey is the most visible program in the soil science profession and the only contact most of the public has with soil scientists.  The only reason most people know what a soil scientist is can be attributed to soil survey.  The decline of the soil survey program is leading the decline of the soil survey profession.  The NCSS program needs improvement to meet its potential as a natural resource management tool in the new century.

I believe that private sector soil scientists can make some essential contributions to soil survey activities of the NCSS.  First, we have an additional workforce.  There are too many acres to map and not enough soil scientists to do the job.  Second, the private soil scientists are much closer to the end users, these are our clients who we work with every day.  We see the use and misuse of soil information and can help tailor soil survey products and interpretations so they are more useful and therefore more valued.  

We also need to become real partners in the NCSS so our employees can gain soil survey experience.  Many potential employees today can describe a soil in a pit or talk about a specific site but lack the skill to put it into a landscape perspective.  The soil survey experience is an extremely valuable apprenticeship for a good soil consultant.

More than any other reason, it is time for all soil scientist to pull together and support each other and our profession.  With declining numbers in government, academia and the private sector, we need to educate society about the value of soil information, how to access it and how to use it.

I appeal to you to make a greater effort to include private sector soil scientists in NCSS activities.  I also encourage you to consider consulting yourselves.  Don’t throw away your shovel when you retire.  Continue to make a contribution by working part time for an established consulting firm or by starting your own firm.  If not, at least use your soil expertise as a conservation district member, planning board member or even as a soil scientist governor.  

Thank you.

