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BOOK DESCRIPTION 

World population is increasing by some 80 million a year, largely in developing countries. Can the 

food requirements of this growing population be met? How can the limited resources of available 

land be sustainably managed? Where are the worst areas of land degradation to be found? Why are 

soils a major element of the environment? 

Thin on the Ground seeks to answer these questions by reviewing the successive stages of tropical 

soils research: soil survey, land evaluation, land use planning, and the evolution of earlier attempts 

the check soil erosion into the current approach of conservation agriculture. Priorities for today 

should be soil health monitoring, and linking modern methods of conservation with agricultural 

advisory services. The author’s contention that population policy should be an integral part of 

agricultural development will not pass unchallenged. The book includes 38 photographs, many of 

historical importance. 

From reviews of the First Edition: “A well-documented, lively and informative description.....The 

author has a  magnificent capacity to synthesize large amounts of information from different 

disciplines.....Gives a strong sense of excitement....A remarkable and valuable book for anyone 

concerned with third world development.” 

FROM THE PREFACE TO THE 2ND EDITION 

The objectives of the Second Edition remain similar: to give an account of how the major advances in 

knowledge of tropical land resources and their management were accomplished, and to examine the 

legacy of these achievements for soil science today. In this revised edition the focus is on how the 

experience gained in the past has lessons for the study of soils in the field today. 

The account of soil conservation has been rewritten and expanded. What began as concern for soil 

erosion, and the failure of attempts to impose protection by coercion, evolved into a broader 

appreciation that conservation comprised retaining the soil’s physical, organic and chemical 

properties, and thereby its sustained productivity. Erosion control became, successively, soil 

conservation in this wider sense, then land husbandry and conservation agriculture. 

Also added is an account of attempts to assess relative degrees of soil and land degradation, initially 

on a controlled subjective basis and subsequently based on quantitative but indirect methods. Since 

the 1990s, monitoring of changes in soil conditions, sometimes called soil health, has become a 

leading concern. 

The final chapter is new. It is clear that, by comparison with the past, very few soil surveys are being 

conducted today. A high proportion of soils research is based on laboratory studies. This leaves the 

author with a feeling of unease. So what should be the role today of the study of soils in the field? 

Two aspects are identified: monitoring of soil health based not only on sampling and analysis but on 



interacting with the experience of farmers; and the value of soil scientists as specialist support to 

agricultural advisory services. 

The history of soil survey given in the First Edition could not be written today. I gained much from 

the personal recollections, dating back in some cases more than 60 years. Similarly, in describing of 

how conservation agriculture evolved I have been fortunate to meet many in those who took leading 

parts. I hope that by setting out the achievements of the past, as well as the mistakes made, this 

account can contribute to the role of field study of soils today. 
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