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Pre-amble - Some key „principles‟ in 

communication 

 Be aware of your key audiences and their specific needs 

 Appreciate the purpose of communicating  i.e. what do we want the audience to do as a result 
of the communication? 

 Make informed choices about the appropriate communication channels 

 See communication as an opportunity for our own learning and improvement 

 Create interest and attention by being provocative, then relating and telling your story 

 Showing and not exclusively telling 

 It is their story, not yours, you want them to remember  so they need to understand 

 Tell your stories in the context of a bigger picture 

 Employ or learn from the professionals (designers, writers, experts, orators) e.g. “rule of nine” 
= 9 seconds to read, 90% image, 10% text, reading age of 9 and never have 9 bullet points 
on a slide (check this slide!) 

 

This is the theory…..I am not going to pretend that we 

follow it in all circumstances! 



Principal interaction across the UK to 

date– through BSSS  

 British Society of Soil Science has recently established an Education 
committee 

 A developing part of the BSSS culture and ethos 

 Represents a significant change in direction  

 Two components 

 „Enhancing soil education and developing soil scientists‟ 
 Provide support for potential soil scientists and those on the boundary of soil science at 

all stages of their career. 

 Support soil science and related disciplines in the UK teaching curricula through 
provision of teaching materials. 

 In collaboration with others, promote opportunities for practical field based learning at 
all levels etc 

 „dissemination beyond the scientific community and raising 
awareness with the public‟. 
 Synthesise key soil science knowledge and disseminate this to the general public, 

Government and industry.  

 Promote public engagement with soil science  

 

 



Series of downloadable leaflets and 

posters on topical soil issues 





The full series consists of: 

 Soils in the city 

 Soils and Ecosystem Services 

 Soils and Archaeology 

 Soil and the Gardener 

 Soils of Britain 

 Life in Earth 

 Future Soil Concerns 

 Soils and Climate Change 

 

 

 

Most have a strong human dimension to them 



Target audience 

 An informed adult audience, but not intended to be a specialist soils 
audience 

 Feedback on the content positive but perhaps…….. 

 Too many words and too much detail! 

 

 Interest being generated from agricultural colleges and universities. 

 Reflects the downgrading (but not the complete omission) of soils in a 
number of „environmental‟ courses? 

 Lecturers seek out less intensive material? 

 And the difficulties faced by lecturers in sourcing soils material? 

 Approach perhaps rather formal and conservative? 

 But perhaps the material is actually more suited to a different audience 
to that initially intended. 



RIGS – Regional important geological 

sites 

 Sites designated for conservation purposes do not 

include soils as a criterion 

 Based on biological, geological, zoological …. 

 Early discussions have started on the feasibility of 

establishing benchmark soils on existing geological 

designations 

 Ideas prompted by the BSSS education committee 

 Working with Scottish Natural Heritage and Natural England 

 Perhaps we can learn from experiences of „soil walks‟ in 

Germany? 

 

 



Other activities  

 Development of the „Celtic Fringe‟ – Scotland, 

Wales, Ireland (North and South) and NW France 

 Conference planned for 2012/13 in Dublin 

 Science-policy interaction key objective 

 Close scientific and policy collaboration in all 

countries (and England!) on Less Favoured Areas 

(LFA) delineation 

 We display a united front testing JRC guidelines! 

 

 



“So why are you a soil scientist?” 
 BSSS Survey of members (2010) 

Web based questionnaire - Example questions 

 How do you describe yourself e.g. pedologist, soil 

microbiologist, soil scientist? 

  Were you taught any aspect of soil in primary or 

secondary education? 

  If yes, would you say it left a lasting impression on you? 

  Was it well taught? 

  Have you any suggestions on how, as a Society we 

might make soil science more attractive as a career for 

young people? 

 



BSSS Survey of 

members 2010 

 

 

 

721 Members 

 

301 Respondents 
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Top suggestions on making soil science more 

attractive as a career for young people 

 
 Emphasise the importance of soil science in the context of the 

wider world, 

 Raise the profile of soil science among policy makers and the 

general public,  

 Emphasise the interdisciplinary nature of soil science 

 Emphasising the practical aspects of soil science, opportunities for 

„hands-on‟ field work 

  Improving the teaching of soil science at higher education level, 

making it more interesting and relevant to students 

 Improving career prospects for soil scientists 

 Introducing soil science to school children from a very young age 
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BSSS Survey of 

members 2010 

“Why are you a 

soil scientist?” 

 

 

 

Were you taught any aspect of soil in 

primary or secondary education?    

 

40% Yes, 60% No 

 

If yes, would you say it left a lasting 

impression on you?    

 

62% Yes,  38% No 

  

A challenge for awareness raising! 



Some reflections….soils and policy 

Scotland has developed a land use strategy; 

the first of its kind in Europe? 

 

It stems from  

 

• agricultural objectives? 

 

• biodiversity/conservation objectives? 

 

• energy supply objectives? 

 

• water protection objectives? 

 

• NO! 

 

• The Climate Change (Scotland) Act 

2009 

Has a profound effect on the content of 

the Strategy – e.g. expand woodland 

cover in Scotland from 18% to 25% 



• Cool, wet climate and 

low pH, relatively 

young soils contribute 

to natural 

accumulation of C 

from vegetation 

Scotland’s soils … are different 
Scotland’s soils are rich in carbon compared to Europe and rest of UK 
 

• >50% of UK carbon 

stock in Scotland‟s 

soils 

 

• Peatlands contain 

>50% of Scotland‟s 

soil carbon stock  (c. 

1.6Gt) 

UK topsoil 

carbon 



Carbon rich soils in Scotland 

Organo-mineral soils Organic soils (histosols) 



So what does the Strategy say? 

 Current Scottish Government policy interest is very focussed on 
„carbon rich soils‟ 

 

 These are the least productive soils, from a food producing 
perspective, that we have 

 

 The original purpose of our detailed peat maps and data were to 
exploit these resources as a fuel 

 Even as recently as 1990 

 

 Now we seek to protect and enhance the carbon stocks in these soils 

 Almost to the exclusion of other land uses such as agriculture and 
forestry. 

 

 We have moved from a production/exploitation agenda to a 
greater recognition of vulnerability and protection 

 



Any lessons for soil awareness? 

 Keep at it! 

 We have worked closely with Scottish Government to get this far. 

 Expect the unexpected! 

 Your expertise and data may not be used in ways that you 
imagined….. 

 Convincing the public is probably even more difficult? 

 Most people associate soils with food production 

 Use analogies that people understand, for example 

 Scottish soils contain c. 3Gt of carbon 

 UK vegetation contains c. 0.11 Gt of carbon 

 Total soil carbon storage equivalent to nearly 200 years of Scotland‟s 
total CO2 emissions 

 And novel mechanisms as a „hook‟ to engage people 

 



Meet Pete 





Approximately 

equal 

proportions of 

young 

men/women up 

to age 49. 

 

Much higher 

proportion in 

men over 50. 

Respondents by age/sex* 

age female male total

20-24 9 3 12

25-29 16 10 26

30-34 13 14 27

35-39 11 20 31

40-44 14 22 36

45-49 18 23 41

50-54 5 21 26

55-59 5 39 44

60+ 1 57 58

total 92 209 301

*N=301


