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confuse the user or run the risk of creating significant negative unintentional
outcomes in other functions.

There is regional and taxonomic bias in the concept. This is obvious from the
models and maps that have been produced by the soil quality infrastructure that
fail to account for documented regional agricultural inputs, environmental
damages and economic production. An indexing system that devalues the least
subsidized and most profitable soils while ignoring environmental problems in
highly-rated soils does a disservice to American agriculture, our environment and
the health of citizens. Andrews and Moorman (2002) implied that these criticisms
are about regionalism and that because soil quality experiments have now been
conducted in several states the criticism has been dealt with. They are wrong. The
criticism is about the failure of the soil quality paradigm’s indexing approach,
which simply becomes obvious when evaluated on a regional scale. It was not our
choice to model the nation’s soil quality to a single relative scale. Soil scientists
cannot be expected to ignore analysis of the model output given its implications
and given its failure to explain production or input requirements. We stress the
importance of management, because that is what agricuiture and soil science and
land stewardship embody. That set of values by its very nature is about erasing
regional constraints through management. It de-emphasizes regional setting,
initial conditions and indexing and looks to performance and outcome. To us
every hectare is important. We eschew the labeling of soils as low quality, with
the risk of marginalizing their importance. If the soil quality paradigm is
pusitive potential-based, then we suggest placing less emphasis on identifying
and classifying relative soil limitations and returning to emphasis on researching
the management requirements to eliminate them.

Soil performs a multitude of functions simultaneously. Only management can
address the simultaneous needs of soil function. Integrated indexing of
simultaneous functions has not been achieved. If it is, again, it will require
estublishment of response thresholds and index deconstruction to individual
inputs for interpretation. What will the index do if the assessed status can only
meet the criteria for one function by interfering with another? Ultimately the
answer will lie in management to cope with the simultaneous and contradictory
needs. It will be u pity if that need cannot be et because research resources were
absorbed by indexing efforts instead of finding management solutions.

To meet our obligations to the future, we feel we should prioritize the targeting
of our research toward known discrete problems, that are clearly identifiable and
defensible, and whose solution can be clearly pointed to with easily measured
impact and cost benefit analysis. If we expect to be supported in the work toward
solution of known important problems, we need to stay on message, not confuse
the public by constantly renaming the problems we are attempting to solve, nor
watering down their specific individual importance by homogenizing them in
ambiguous teel-good vocabularies that imean all things and nothing to the tax
paying public.
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The philosophical basis of the soil quality paradigm would lead one to believe
that an entirely new and highly complicated soil assessment construct is needed
to identify the planet’s or individual farmers’ most critical problems impacting
food and fiber production, economic return and environmental protection.
Nothing could be further from the truth. The problems are obvious. The
expression of the problems is anything but subtle, and sadly, their impacts on
production and the environment are often egregious, not veiled. The key
deficiency in natural resource based research is not the ability to locate, identify,
and rate problems. The deficiency is our inability to solve them, affordably,
promptly, effectively, permanently, sustainably and using approaches, technol-
ogies and communication techniques that can be understood by, are practical for
and that will be accepted by managers. We do not need investment in developing
new yield plateau plots; we need new management to raise the plateaus. The
challenge of our generation is to achieve this while simultaneously continuing to
improve our protection of the environment.

In the not so distant future, a generation or two, when the authors of this
chapter are already achieving the status of mere anecdotal asterisks, the
Malthusian projections alluded to in the earlier paragraphs will either be realities,
or potential problems that were averted. The latter scenario demands that we
make significant choices now about how we choose to prioritize our research and
invest our research dollars and energy. We submit that choosing to elevate the
direct solution of known critical problems is a wiser path than the development of
subjective indices for debatable assessment of subtle soil status variations.
The next generation of soil scientists, agronomists and environmental stewards
and our children and grandchildren will be better served by full stomachs, clean
water, clean air and preserved wild lands than by incremental improvement in an
arbitrary soil rating.
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