Human Impact on Soils and Landforms

With all the fuss over deforestation, loss of biodiversity, ozone holes and global warming, soils may seem a dull subject by comparison. However the fragile layer of soil that covers some of the land surface of the earth has taken thousands of years to form and we are as dependent upon that soil to support the terrestrial systems on which we depend as we are upon the water that we all accept is vital for life. 

Revolutions in agriculture may have allowed human population to boom but perhaps the most significant invention, the plough, by pulverising soil and weakening its cover of plants has drastically increased the vulnerability of soil to erosion and in the view of soil scientist Daniel Hillel. . . . 

"In the history of civilisation, contrary to the idealistic vision of the prophet Isaiah, the ploughshare has been far more destructive than the sword". 
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Agriculture and the exploitation of mineral resources may increase the rate of erosion of soil beyond that of its formation. In areas that are deemed too wet for the agriculture we choose to pursue the soils are drained, in areas too dry they are irrigated, both these practices alter the chemistry and ecology of the soil system and unless carefully managed may result in degradation of the soils they were designed to exploit. 

For an introduction to erosion and soil degredation try this site. 
Desertification of Arid Lands is an excellent article which considers all aspects of this complex subject and summarises the nature of the problem in different countries. 
For some rather worrying statistics read desertification in SE Asia. 
The US Agricultural Research Service has a very good short tutorial on salinization due to irrigation. 
 

The photograph shows the approximate location of maximum subsidence in United States identified by research efforts of Joseph Poland. Signs show approximate position of land surface in 1925, 1955, and 1977. Subsequent surface water use  greatly reduced the rate of subsidence but renewed ground-water pumping during drought from 1987 to 1992 has resulted in additional subsidence. Illustration from an article by the US Geological Survey on subsidence. World Soil Resources - US Department of Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service. 

