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In Donald A. Davidson’s Foreword to this excellent reference, he reminds us that soil erosion has been an environmental concern throughout the world for millennia. Recently this topic has come on the political agenda with the Commission of the European Communities developing a thematic strategy for soil protection, and in the U.S. with debate over the 2007 Farm Bill legislation. Integral to this is the recognition that soils perform a range of key functions including the production of food, the storage of organic matter, water and nutrients, the provision of habitat for a variety or organisms, and preserving a record of past human activity. In early years the main concern about soil erosion was with reference to impacts on food production. Today the more frequent concerns relate to the reduction in soil carbon, movement of nitrogen and the removal of phosphorus, and the problems caused by sediment.

Soil erosion is a hazard traditionally associated with agriculture. It has become a problem of wider significance on land devoted to forestry, transportation and recreation. Erosion leads to environmental damage through sedimentation, pollution and increased flooding. Erosion control is a necessity in almost every country of the world under virtually every type of land use. This Third Edition has become necessary because of the higher priorities being given to the environmental issues associated with sediment. Erosion is no longer just an agricultural problem.

This edition still maintains the original philosophy of providing a text that covers soil conservation from a substantive treatment of erosion. It includes new material on the importance of tillage in moving soil over the landscape, the use of terrain analysis in erosion risk assessment, the use of tracers in erosion measurement, the validation of erosion models and problems of uncertainty in their output, defining soil loss tolerance by performance-related criteria, traditional soil conservation measures, incentives for soil conservation and community approaches to land care. Selected topics, such as erosion, population and food supply, or sediment budgets, have been removed from the main text and placed in a box at the end of each chapter. This allows topics of generic interest to be treated in a discrete way. The inclusion of many worked examples is of great assistance to a reader.

A listing of the book’s chapters will demonstrate not only the breadth of the text, but the very logical order in which the topics covered are presented. Chapter 1, Soil Erosion: the global context; Chapter 2, Processes and mechanics of erosion, Chapter 3; Factors influencing erosion; Chapter 4, Erosion hazard assessment; Chapter 5, Measurement of soil erosion; Chapter 6, Modeling soil erosion; Chapter 7, Strategies for erosion control; Chapter 8, Crop and vegetation management; Chapter 9, Soil Management; Chapter 10, Mechanical methods of erosion control, Chapter 11, Implementation; and Chapter 12, The way ahead. Every chapter is a thorough treatment of the topic and very well written.   

A key theme of this book is that a soil conservation strategy must evolve from detailed knowledge and understanding of the actual erosional processes. Morgan argues that the successful implementation of soil conservation measures is only possible through a combination of scientific, socio-economic and political considerations exemplified by the highly successful and integrated approach of the Australian Land Care Program. He says the weakest part of soil conservation programs has been the lack of effective legal frameworks.  

Some governments are reviewing their legislation relating to land degradation. Most changes with respect to erosion and sedimentation relate to developing codes of Best Management Practices (BMPs) with some financial incentives to encourage their adoption. In contrast to legislation on water quality, there are no legal definitions of soil quality or acceptable levels of tolerable erosion rates. This is because these cannot be easily defined, or cases of their violation cannot be supported by unequivocal evidence. The Natural Resources Conservation Service of the US Department of Agriculture has long used the “T” soil loss tolerance for sheet and rill erosion using a number of different soil loss prediction tools. Enforcement is either through cross-compliance or with penalties for environmental damage. [Note: This reviewer has opposed the notion of a BMP or "Best Management Practice." He argues there is no such thing as any practice that is "best" in every instance. We have learned over time that many practices need to be applied together in concert to accomplish an objective, not just one practice that is best. For example, in agricultural situations it is not uncommon to need grass waterways, terraces, diversions, contour strips, grade stabilization structures and crop rotations, all applied and working together, to accomplish an objective. Unfortunately the BMP acronym is now accepted throughout the world and that is not likely to change.]

Soil erosion has been recognized as a problem for centuries but the success rate in controlling it is poor. It has generally not proved economic for farmers to practice soil conservation, and the political will to enforce erosion control has not been there. An important section of the world’s population is still engaged in low-input agriculture and are effectively ‘mining’ the soil resource because that is the only way they can secure their livelihood. On a global basis the effects of erosion should also take into account the resulting reductions in water quality and increased flood damage. These are likely to be the main drivers for implementing erosion control measures and the justification for why costs should be borne by the community rather than the individual land user. Experience in the United States and other countries shows that financial support for soil conservation must be carefully considered. Programs can require a high level of long-term support which often cannot be sustained. As soil protection rises on the political agenda, and national governments become more aware of the substantial costs of the environmental damage caused by erosion, the political will to do something will increase.

In the interest of full disclosure, this reviewer must admit a bias for Professor Morgan’s work. In 1996, when I was president of the International Erosion Control Association, IECA held its First European Conference & Trade Exposition on Erosion Control, May 29-31, in Barcelona, Sitges, Spain. Professor Morgan gave the opening lecture, “Erosion Control in Europe: Priorities and Achievements.” Many of the themes presented in that lecture are found in this text. I was very favorably impressed with Professor Morgan’s lecture, and that impression is reinforced by this text. This excellent text should be on every soil conservationist’s bookshelf.
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