
Soil Biology:  Your Unseen Workforce 
 

The world of soil biology is one of the last frontiers that scientific investigation is yet to explore.  

For every unit of knowledge we have on soil biology there is an estimated over 10,000 units of 

knowledge that we don’t know.  How could this be the case?  To find this answer, it is worth 

asking the question.  “What biology is in a healthy teaspoon of soil?”  You could have 

100,000,000 bacteria, 50,000 metres of fungal hyphae (fungi feeder shreds) 100’s of beneficial 

nematodes and even a baby (egg) earthworm.  When I first pondered this question, I was not 

ready for the quantity and complexity of the answer.  The soil ecosystem and its services are 

dynamic, complex and have many self regulating mechanisms.  Another good way of thinking 

about soil biology is that generally you have more “livestock” below the ground than above it.  

Farmers often ask the question; “So how quickly does biology breed?”  A Gippsland farmer told 

me this story.  “One day, I wanted to go fishing, so I went and bought twelve large worms.  The 

big thick, five inch ones.  We only used four and took pity on the others and took them home.  I 

filled up a rubbish bin with soil and put them in it.  A few weeks later I went and checked on 

them and they were all gone!  So I gave up on them, thinking the conditions weren’t right.  

Anyway, a few months later, I found them happy in the garden.  They then escaped into the 

paddocks and in two years they had migrated [downhill] two kilometres away!” 

 

The above example illustrates that if the conditions are right, soil biology can and will breed up 

quickly in your soils.  So should we buy in biology or let it occur naturally?  To make a point, 

consider the following question?  When was the last time you went and bought Capeweed seed 

or Patterson’s Curse seed and put it on your pastures?  Your answer could be something like – 

“Don’t be stupid, I have never done nothing like that deliberately.”  My further question is 

“Where did the seed come from?”  The answer is often that it arrived or invaded naturally and 

the same can be said for soil biology.  So a simple choice has to be made.  Do you aim to create 

the beneficial conditions to encourage beneficial soil biology or do you buy it in with the aim to 

compress time?  How many people have bought soil biology and applied it to their soil?  From 

my experience the answer is very few, but the numbers are growing.  Those that have are often 

initially pleased with the results; yet adverse weather conditions have greatly slowed the much 

awaited results.  The good news is that many commercial bugs have survived the last two 

droughts.  So, what are the practical ways I can improve my exciting biology and create a 

suitable environment to encourage a greater biodiversity, hoping that new ones will arrive?  A 

good place to start is to maintain groundcover.  Dr Maarten Stapper [Ex – CSIRO Plant Industry] 

reminds us that groundcover is like the roof that is on the house of the soil biology.  

Groundcover gives; insulation, improved moisture retention, a food warehouse and minimises 

the adverse effects of wind and rain erosion.  Stocking rates and grazing management are closely 

linked to groundcover management and after adverse weather conditions paddocks with a 

minimum of 70% groundcover appeared to recover a lot quicker than those with lesser cover.  

The management systems that encourage a diversity of plant species with different root depths 

and seasonal growth is beneficial, however, there is increasing evidence to suggest that perennial 

plants, with their longer growing season and nutrient cycling, should be encouraged.  Beneficial 

soil biology can also be encouraged with the correct use of fertiliser, soil conditions and 

stimulates.  The appropriate use of Lime can stimulate the reproduction of Nitrogen fixing 

bacteria, which inturn aids the decomposition of raw organic matter as Carbon to Nitrogen ratios 

become closer.  There is a new trend to stimulate different forms of soil biology with the use of 

humic acid, molasses, sugar, seaweed and even Vitamin B12.   

 

We are approach changing times with the weather, is it also time to review and potentially 

change our attitudes to soil biology - the unseen workforce of agriculture? 

 

  What is a good Australian book on soil biology?  - Earth Alive! by Mary E. White. 

Rosenberg Publishing [02 9654 1502],  2003.   ISBN  1 877058 05 X 


