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Soil in Recreation
Like building sandcastles? Sand is a component of soil. Like playing soccer or baseball? Athletic fields, with natural 
grass surfaces, need healthy soils to support the grasses that support recreation.  It takes just the right soil to make 
a great sports field. The site has to be level, water has to drain so there aren’t puddles, and the soil has to support 
a lush grass surface. Soil scientists are needed to ensure the quality of good sports fields. The people who manage 
golf courses, football fields, baseball fields, soccer fields, festival grounds and even tennis courts have to know a lot 
about soil.

Grass isn’t the only plant that soils support. What about forests and gardens? Those grow in soil and make 
wonderful places to take relaxing walks. Can a walking trail be placed just anywhere? No, soil conditions need to be 
considered so that the trail isn’t so rocky that people trip, or so soft that our feet sink into mud, or so easily eroded 
that it requires constant maintenance. Sometimes park managers will compact soil on a trail to keep it in place.  
They may also add wood chips which helps protect the soil surface and gives hikers and runners a softer surface 
with more traction. Park managers might also add plants like clover on the trail which can survive being walked 
on, but still helps prevent the soil from being eroded. When trails run through wetlands, often boardwalks will be 
installed so hikers won’t sink in and damage the plant life; but the supports need to be placed in the subsoil so the 
whole walk doesn’t sink in.
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Can a walking trail be placed just anywhere? No, soil conditions need to be considered.

Soils are an important component of every 
golf course. Photo: M.B. Adams.



Forests are also home to many wild animals. The best forests are on soils that are deep and have lots of organic matter to 
provide nutrients for large and diverse plant and animal communities. In other words, healthy soils lead to healthy wildlife 
populations, which we seek out for sightseeing or hunting.

If you like hunting, perhaps you also enjoy fishing or boating. Those occur in water, so does soil matter for these types 
of recreation? Yes!  Soil is responsible for keeping bodies of water clean and capturing water, which helps in delivering a 
sustainable water supply so that lakes and streams neither dry up nor flood.

How else does soil support recreation?  Soil filters pollutants out of air, much like it filters water. Soils contain and 
exchange many gases with the atmosphere. Soil uses and releases both oxygen and carbon dioxide. Soil can pull nitrogen 
gas out of the air to make plant nutrients, and it releases various forms of nitrogen back to the air too. The soil helps 
stabilize our air quality, so that we have healthy lungs to take part in the many recreational activities we enjoy.

Humans and Soil
Sometimes humans can damage the soil while they are playing in the great outdoors. One of the most important ways 
to reduce our impact is to stay on trails when walking, horseback riding, dirt biking, running, etc. The trails we use may 
become compacted and eroded from such high usage, but it is better for the environment to limit compaction to one 
area while leaving the rest untouched. Of couse, being very careful with fires and not polluting/disposing of waste is 
also important.

Another important way to reduce our impact is to maintain diversity of the environment. If one part of the food chain is 
altered there are effects all the way to the soil and back. For example, the overhunting and loss of a predator may increase 
the population of its prey. These prey may eat a lot of one kind of plant, reducing vegetative diversity. When the plants 
aboveground are less diverse, the microorganism population in the ground becomes less diverse, as some have lost 
their food source. This loss of soil diversity may allow a particular plant disease organism to flourish and take over the 
soil community. This in turn can reduce the population of some aboveground plant, which will reduce the population of 
animals that feed on that plant, which will reduce the population of predators who feed on that animal. There’s a famous 
example of this happening in Yellowstone National Park. When wolves were eradicated, the elk population soared, and in 
turn the elk overgrazed stream banks. The combined loss of plants and elk walking on the banks caused them to become 
severely eroded. The excess soil in the stream was very unhealthy for the fish. Eventually scientists were able to restore 
the stream banks by expensive restoration efforts and reintroducing wolves.

Recap
Soil is important to every part of our life, even recreation. Healthy soils lead to healthy air, water, plants, and animals. 
Having healthy air, water, plants, and animals lets us enjoy our surroundings and maintain our overall health and well-
being. Maintaining healthy soils is an important part of keeping ourselves healthy.
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