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Ritz et al. 2009. Selecting biological indicators for 
monitoring soils: A framework for balancing scientific and 
technical opinion to assist policy development. Ecological 
Indicators. 9:1212-1221. 
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How do we measure soil health? 
 
Frameworks 

Steinitz, 1993 

MacEwan, 1998 

Ritz, 2008 

Soil Management Assessment Framework (SMAF) 

Haney Soil Health Test (HSHT) 

Cornell University’s comprehensive soil health assessment (CASH) 

Soil Health Institute (SHI) (Tier 1 and Tier 2) 

Soil Health Assessment Protocol and Evaluation (SHAPE) 
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How do we measure soil health, locally? 
 
Local Tools: Nemlab, Sporatec, LabServe 
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Microbial community analysis 
 
Enzymatic analysis 
 
N-fixing bacterial analysis 
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"farmers are in the dubious position of   
 
responding to the effects of climate change while  
  
simultaneously being blamed for climate change,  
 
and yet are positioned to mitigate and militate some of the 
worst effects of climate change – anthropogenic or 
otherwise (Mubiru et al., 2017).  
 
What are farmers to do?  
 
What advice and support can investigative science with 
respect to Soil Health provide that is feasible and 
consequential?" 

Coyne et al. 2022. Soil health – It's not all biology. Soil Security, 6, 100051. 

 

Challenges 

Conflict 

Capacity 



Baas-Becking (1934). everything is everywhere. the environment 
selects. 

"Soil is a “field of dreams” - if you build it, they (the biology: plants, 
microbes) will come. It is inevitable. The biology does not need 

training to occupy the ecological niches it inhabits. As with any real 
estate – location, location, location.  

 
 Good infrastructure (aggregation) and  

 good services (aeration, hydration, nutrition, etc.)  
 make for a good neighbourhood.  

 
While we debate the necessity of Soil Health to preserve the many 
soil functions that enable us to live, we must not forget that no 
amount of biology and particularly microbiology can restore an 

environment that no longer exists.” 
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Why Measure? 
To Meet, and To Know. 
 
 
Using soil biology to support our 
expressions and rhythms of care. 

Can we even use the term Soil Health? Only an organism can be healthy. 

‘[health is] true of complex systems exhibiting emergent properties such as resilience in the 
face of perturbation’.   Harris et al. 2022. A new theory for soil health. EJSS. 73:4.  

 

Caring for an organism: caring for a child or caring for an aged parent. 

Story time: personalised medicine. 
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Personalised medicine and cancer. 

Prof Anna-Mart Engelbrecht and the Tumour Board. 



Why Measure? 
To Meet, and To Know. 
 
 
Using soil biology to support our 
expressions and rhythms of care. 

So, practically, how do we care for a child, or aged parent? 

Someone under our responsibility? 

And how do we use these parameters? 

 

Personalised Health Strategy 
 

EXPERTS AND RHYTHMS 
Yearly (?) check ups 

 
Relational Engagement with experts (desire: wine or 

coffee) 
 

PARAMETERS 
Know your own child and his/her health 

 
Observation – learning from the environment 

 
Celebrate 

 
Play – Regenerative farming 
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Thank you for listening! Now over to you. 
 
 What measures of health have you been   using? 
 
 Do you feel like you are in relationship with the health of your land? 
 
 Who are the advisors you are speaking to? 
 
 Do you trust them? Is it a partnership of care? 
 
 How much are you willing to play/experiment? 
 
 Is it a process of desire or confusion? 
 
 Or do you prefer to leave soil biology it to chance, to progress without 
your measurements? 
 
 


