
Rebuild Soil 
Health to 
Restore 
Ecosystems



Large parts of agricultural land in the southern Indian state of Karnataka are 
undergoing degradation, affecting crop yield and farmers’ incomes. 

We need to look beyond high-input monocropping systems and towards agroecological 
systems such as Akkadi Saalu. This traditional form of intercropping is all about 
diversification. Farmers grow a mix of millets, oil seeds, pulses, medicinal herbs and 
flowering plants.

The use of multiple plants boosts nutrients, soil carbon and soil moisture.

• Akkadi Saalu works to preserve life in the soil and do away with pesticides. Earth-
worms and other organisms act as tractors, keeping the soil porous and allowing 
rainwater to infiltrate. 

• Plants are specifically chosen for their diversity in rooting systems. These different 
root systems aid in filtration and spreading of soil moisture.

• Castor is a common crop under Akkadi Saalu. It grows tall, its large leaves casting 
shade on the ground during harsh summer months, reducing soil evaporation.

Boosting Soil Health Through Akkadi Saalu
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Prabhakar B. next to his plot of rainfed land in Nangali village in Karnataka’s Kolar 
district, where he practices Akkadi Saalu.

The Revitalising Rainfed Agriculture Network (RRAN) has played a critical role in 
promoting traditional intercropping methods. They provided Prabhakar with financial 
and technical support for two years to carry out Akkadi Saalu in Mulbagal, Kolar district.

Read more about their work here: www.rainfedindia.org

Scan to read the full article by Veena 
Srinivasan, Sandeep Hanchanale and 
Manjunatha G on Mongabay India.
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'If we build our soils, our crops will 
grow themselves while helping the 
climate crisis,' write Veena 
Srinivasan, G. Ravikanth and P. 
Srinivas Vasu.
Scan to read the full article on 
Mongabay India.

Write to us at arest@atree.org

To Address Climate Change,
Grow and Restore Soil

PC: Syamkrishnan P. Aryan.

There is a massive push toward tree planting to draw carbon from the atmosphere. But 
this won’t work in semi-arid tropics where scrub forests and savannah grasslands thrive. 
Here, it is the soil that can hold far more carbon than vegetation.

Soil organic carbon is important for climate change mitigation, but it is equally import-
ant for farmers and biodiversity. Increasing soil carbon improves soil structure, health, 
fertility; and crop yields; water retention and aquifer recharge.

To Address Climate Change,
Grow and Restore Soil

Did you know the earth’s 
soils contain more than 
three times the amount of 
carbon in the atmosphere 
and four times the amount 
stored in all vegetation?

Indian smallholder farmers could benefit from being able to avail of carbon credits 
for shifting to regenerative practices. But there are gaps that must be addressed:

Cost:
Soil carbon credit 

markets are based on 
measurement, data and 

certification systems, 
which are expensive.

Data:
Need reliable, 

publicly-available data 
to provide incentives 
to farmers to boost 

soil carbon.

Knowledge:
Soil health programmes 
with farmers crucial to 

helping them 
understand and improve 

soil quality.
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Six Myths About Planting Trees
to Counter Climate Change

Most tree-planting 
programmes do not 
account for water that is 
lost by trees to the 
atmosphere. This can 
deplete groundwater.

FACT: A eucalyptus tree 
consumes up to 90 litres 
of water/day.

1
Plant Trees to End 

Water Scarcity

2
Plant Trees to 

Conserve Biodiversity

While most efforts focus 
on planting saplings, little 
is done to monitor their 
survival.

FACT: Studies show that 
when saplings that are 
not conducive to the 
area are planted, the 
rate of survival is very 
low.

3
Once Planted, Trees 
Grow on Their Own

Afforestation appeals to the popular imagination. But they can be 
counterproductive and sideline the importance of grasslands.

The right species at the right place and at the right 
density. Karishma Shelar and Anuja Malhotra write 
about how indiscriminate tree planting must be 
replaced by ecological restoration.

Scan to read the full article published by Scroll.
Write to us at arest@atree.org

While trees attract birds, 
insects and wildlife, they 
are not suitable habitats 
for all species. 

FACT: The Great Indian 
Bustard is on the brink 
of extinction because 
their grassland habitats 
are shrinking.
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4
All Fires Are Bad, Plant 

Trees to Curb Them

5
Tree Planting is Cost 

Effective

6
Plant Trees to 
Store Carbon

The right species at the right place and at the right 
density. Karishma Shelar and Anuja Malhotra write 
about how indiscriminate tree planting must be 
replaced by ecological restoration.

Scan to read the full article published by Scroll.
Write to us at arest@atree.org
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Six Myths About Planting Trees
to Counter Climate Change

Fire is actually used by 
agro-pastoralists to sprout 
grasses for their livestock 
ahead of summer.

FACT: Studies show that 
planting the wrong 
species at wrong 
densities in the wrong 
places can instigate 
forest fires.

Indiscriminate tree 
planting without 
considering the local 
context can lead to a 
waste of public funds.

FACT: In India’s 
Himachal Pradesh, 
long-term monitoring 
has shown that only 
14% of the tree-planting 
expense was effective.

Preventing deforestation 
is important, but new 
trees need to keep 
growing for a long time to 
be effective carbon stores.

FACT: Open natural 
ecosystems like 
grasslands are more 
reliable carbon sinks.



Degraded soil is hungry and thirsty. It’s severely damaged and dry. There is an 
immediate need to address soil health. 

P. Srinivas, popularly known as ‘Soil Vasu’ is the founder of SOIL, a trust that focuses on 
protecting and rebuilding soil health. CSEI-ATREE and Rainmatter Foundation are 
collaborating with him to run farmer field schools to build awareness on India’s soils.

Rebuild Soil Health with
Farmer Field Schools

PC: Manjunatha G

What are the current gaps?

Knowledge:
There is a lack of 
awareness on the 
importance of soil 
health and quality.

Resources:
There are locally-available 
materials to heal damaged 

soils but these are not 
widely known. 

Extension:
Government services to 

advise farmers and 
demonstrate best practices 
are absent in some regions.

There are about 10 million 
hectares of degraded 
agricultural land in India.

Soil 
components

DetailsModules Methodology
Understand soil structure (sand, 
silt, clay, organic material) using 
the bottle-and-feel method

Presentation and discussion 
followed by a hands-on exercise  

Soil 
properties

Identifying healthy soils by their 
physical and biological properties

Display of soil samples along 
with an interactive discussion

Soil 
qualifiers

Learn the importance of the 3 Ms 
for productive soils – matter, 
moisture and microbes 

Practical, interactive session on 
observing the effects of 3Ms 

Soil 
builders

Introduce methods of adding 
organic material to the soil with 
locally available resources, such as 
manure, tank silt and oil cakes

On-field demonstration of 
making and applying various 
organic inputs

Rebuild Soil Health with
Farmer Field Schools

• Build awareness among rural youth on soil health, improve their skills in assessing 
soil quality & support them in becoming trainers. 

• Introduce quick and reliable soil assessment techniques. This should help rural 
communities understand how soil affects crops.

• Demonstrate corrective measures to heal damaged soils using locally-available 
resources.

• Promote agroecological farming systems based on diversity.

What is our strategy?

The Farmer Field School will have four modules

Boosting soil organic carbon is farmer friendly and 
benefits both biodiversity and water. 
Partner with CSEI-ATREE and SOIL to run farmer 
field schools and train rural youth to become 
champions in soil management. 

Write to us at arest@atree.org



Anuja Malhotra and Abi Vanak 
write about how ecological 
restoration is a clear and 
identifiable way to tackle the 
global disease burden and improve 
public health.

Scan to read the full article on 
Project Syndicate. 
Write to us at arest@atree.org

Ecosystem Restoration Is
Good for Your Health

Extensive studies across ecosystems show that deforestation and extinction of species 
will increase the incidence of diseases and make pandemics like COVID-19 more likely. 
Restoring natural ecosystems could reverse some of the effects of climate change and 
ease the global chronic-disease burden. It can protect people from extreme climate 
events and related public-health crises. Rising public-health costs strengthen the 
economic case for ecological restoration. 

Ecosystem Restoration Is
Good for Your Health

Reversing threats to soil, 
biodiversity, water and 
other ecosystem services 
can deliver major health 
benefits.

We Need:

Structured,context- 
specific planning:

This requires 
mainstreaming 

collaboration between 
scientists and practitioners 
from the ecological, medical 
and sustainability domains.

Alliances and a sense of 
ownership:

The coming together of 
core governance structures 

of public health and 
ecosystem restoration with 

the common aim of 
improving zoonotic-disease 

control is crucial.

A unifying framework:
This can maximise the 
synergy of ecological 

restoration and human 
health. Policies designed to 

address one should not 
exclude the other.



Write to us at arest@atree.org


