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Going for Great
Farmers, Scientists See Soil Health 
Strengthen Across Illinois

Washington County Farmer Gerald Kuberski’s soils 
are as full of life as he can remember. Earthworms 
thrive. Soil feels soft and smooth in his hands. The 
land percolates, welcoming water and nutrients 
to reach the roots of crops rather than run off the 
surface.

“My soil health is as good as it’s ever been,” says 
Kuberski, who started farming out of high school 
in 1979 and today farms the land of his ancestors 
from 100 years ago. “I am leaving my soil better for 
the next generation. Our corn, soybean and wheat 
yields have doubled in 30 years. We’re doing a way 
better job – and not that my dad didn’t. My dad did 
the best with the technology he had at that time.”

While the phrase “soil health” makes headlines 
today, Kuberski has focused on improving his 
farm’s soil for decades. The soil’s available nutrient 
content to feed plant growth, the way soil looks and 
feels, efforts to protect it and the soil’s ability to 
perform collectively determine soil health. And soil 
scientist Andrew Margenot finds no better judge of 
its health status than its caretaker.

“I firmly believe that we researchers should take a 
back seat and see what farmers are seeing,” says 
Margenot, an assistant professor of soil science at 
the University of Illinois. “A researcher will never 
understand a piece of ground better than someone 
who has worked it all their life.”

Soil Assessed for Health Indicators
Similar to a doctor’s order for bloodwork, Clinton 
County farmer Mark Litteken tests his fields every 
three years to monitor the health of his soil.

“Our biggest concern for livestock on our farm is 
not what we have above the ground but what we 
can’t see below the ground,” says Litteken, who 
farms with wife, Jenny, to feed beef cattle and hogs 
with the crops they grow, including forage, barley 
and corn. They sell the farm’s pork and beef at their 
retail store, Sugar Creek Valley Meats in Breese. “If 
we can produce healthy bacteria and stimulate the 
natural biology in the soil, we can produce more 
nutrient-dense plants, which makes more nutrient-
dense meat and more nutrient-dense crops. The 
more nutrients we can provide for our animals, the 
more we can provide for humans  
and the healthier we can live.”

Margenot uses observations from 
farmers as one of three 
ways to assess the 
health of soils in 
Illinois. This farmer 
testimony combined 
with researcher 
observation and 
a panel of tests 
determine the 
health status of 
soils. Farmers 

often assess levels of nutrients important for plant 
development, such as phosphorus, potassium, 
zinc and magnesium. Tests for organic matter help 
determine soil structure, and pH levels indicate the 
soil’s ability to supply nutrients to food crops.

“We are seeing relative increases in biological 
indicators that are encouraging when they come to 
soil conservation and soil health,” Margenot says. 
“Adoption of conservation tillage and cover cropping 
leads to detectable improvements in soil health 
indicators.”

Practices Aid Soil Health, Performance
Kuberski tills minimally to not at all, leaving most 
soil unturned and protected by a blanket of crop 
residue from the previous harvest. Like a growing 
number of farmers throughout Illinois, Kuberski 
has adopted the use of cover crops, a groundcover 
planted between primary crops to hold soil in place, 
keep the soil active, store nutrients, retain moisture 
and improve the soil structure from late fall to early 
spring. 

Environmental benefits abound, including reduction 
of both soil erosion and nutrient loss into rivers and 
streams. By spring, farmers terminate the cover 
crop and plant corn and soybeans directly into the 
residual blanket that naturally gives yield-robbing 
weeds less space to grow.

Kuberski took on these practices voluntarily, 
motivated by both environmental stewardship 
and better cropping practices that boost farm 

revenue. Kuberski this spring hosted a field day 
for neighboring farmers to share their experiences 
with improving soil health, including the lessons 
Kuberski has learned from six years of growing 
cover crops through the Illinois Nutrient Loss 
Reduction Strategy. The science-based initiative 
reduces nutrient loss to Illinois waters and the Gulf 
of Mexico.

Young Farmers Commit to Improve Soils
In Knox County, 25-year-old Carl O’Connor 
farms some of the same land his great-great-
grandparents farmed. 

He takes the responsibility seriously. 

“Soils are my livelihood,” says O’Connor, who raises 
beef cattle and grows corn and soybeans with his 
dad, Tom, and brother, John. “Beyond raising cattle, 
we’re growing grass and growing crops. Grass 
needs good soil and crops need good soil to thrive. I 
want it to stay here for me and future generations.”

A member of the Young Farmers Committee of the 
Knox County Farm Bureau, O’Connor earned a grant 
to help plant 20 acres of cover crops on the family’s 
land through the Illinois Nutrient Loss Reduction 
Strategy. The practice provides an added benefit 
to the cattle operation, allowing the family to graze 
on fall-seeded cover crops into the winter when 
pasture grass is limited.

Before planting the cover crop the first year, 
O’Connor took soil tests to set a baseline for organic 
matter, nutrient availability and other factors 
when the project started three years ago. He looks 
forward to the comparison in the fifth year, when he 
expects improvements.

“We’re looking for the next thing that we can do,” 
O’Connor says. “Why strive for good when we can 
get great?”
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“�I FIRMLY BELIEVE that we
researchers should take a back seat 
and see what farmers are seeing. A 
researcher will never understand a piece 
of ground better than someone who has 
worked it all their life.”

– Andrew Margenot, Soil Scientist, University of Illinois




