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Revealing soil science at the State Fair

FALCON HEIGHTS — A new exhibit 
being planned for the Minnesota State 
Fair aims to reveal the ways soils are 
crucial to people’s everyday lives. 
“Dig it! The Secrets of Soil” invites 
fairgoers to meet Minnesota’s soils 
and discover a new world beneath 
their feet. 

The exhibit is based on a Smithsonian 
National Museum of Natural History 
do-it-yourself exhibit of the same 
name. The Smithsonian provides 
participating organizations with 
a toolkit that contains ready-to-
display content, which organizations 

can tailor to fit their missions, 
geographic regions or exhibit 
purposes. Minnesota’s “Dig it!” 
exhibit will include nine Smithsonian 
panels and 11 Minnesota-specific 
panels including information about 
Minnesota’s soil types, conservation 
practices that promote soil health, 
and the relationship between soils 

and climate change.

“Our main goal is to make soil science 
accessible to all State Fair visitors,” 
said Mary Juhl, Minnesota Board of 
Water and Soil Resources’ (BWSR) 
communications coordinator, who 
serves on the "Dig it!" planning team. 
“We hope to spark an interest in soil 

These educational panels are part of the "Dig it! The Secrets of Soil" exhibit, which includes information about Minnesota's soil types, the relationship 
between climate change and soils, and conservation practices that enhance soil health. Graphic Credit: Minnesota Department of Agriculture
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health in people from many 
different backgrounds by 
emphasizing the ways soils 
impact people’s lives both 
here in Minnesota and on a 
global scale.”

Exhibit organizers include 
staff from BWSR, the 
Minnesota Department 
of Agriculture (MDA) 
and MDA’s Minnesota 
Agricultural Water Quality 
Certification Program 
(MAWQCP) — a voluntary 
program for landowners to 
implement conservation 
practices that protect 
water quality. More than 
1,200 producers across the 
state have been MAWQCP-
certified to date. 

Volunteers from 
research institutions 
and organizations that 
work with soil health — 
including the University of 
Minnesota (U of M), the 
USDA’s Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) 
and the Land Stewardship 
Project — will staff the 
exhibit. These volunteers 
will lead demonstrations 
and activities, and field 
questions about soils. 

Additionally, “Dig it!” will 
feature the results of a 
recently conducted “Soil 

Your Undies” experiment. 
With assistance from the 
Minnesota Office for Soil 
Health (MOSH) and the U of 
M’s Minnesota Agricultural 
Experiment Station, exhibit 
organizers buried five pairs 
of men’s white cotton 
underwear for 10 weeks 
in different fields and soil 
types. The healthier the 
soil, the more deteriorated 
the underwear should 
appear, because healthy 
soils contain bacteria, fungi 
and other organisms that 
consume materials such 
as cotton. The exhibit will 
feature the unearthed 
undies, which illustrate 
the ways in which tillage 
practices, soil types and the 
presence (or absence) of 
cover crops affects soil 
organic matter.

Find "Dig it!" in the Eco 
Experience building 
throughout the fair, 
which runs Aug. 25-Sept. 
5. The Eco Experience
is a large annual exhibit
hosted and organized by
the Minnesota Pollution
Control Agency (MPCA).
It includes hands-on
activities, demonstrations
and resources centered
on environmental and
ecological topics.

Can’t make it to the state fair this year or just want to 
learn about soil health now? Check out the following 
resources curated by one of BWSR’s soil scientists, 
Southern Regional Training Conservationist Kristin 
Brennan.

• BWSR Online Training Library: Search the keywords
"soil" or "soil health" on this webpage to access dozens
of free learning opportunities.

• Unlock the Secrets in the Soil: This video series from
NRCS offers profiles of farmers working to improve
their soils, plus tips for keeping soils healthy and
productive.

• “How Soil Unites Us,” TED Talk: Hear University of
Minnesota pedology professor Nic Jelinski discuss the
ways soil connects us all.

• BWSR Cover Crop Training Series: Explore more than
40 webinars about cover crops.

• Soillife.org: A collaboration between NRCS and the
University of California-Davis, this website aims to raise
awareness about the value and importance of soil.

• Soil Health Nexus: Partners from universities in 12
north central states collaborate to make webinars and
learning tools available on this interactive website.

• Why Soil is One of the Most Amazing Things on
Earth: In under five minutes, BBC Ideas explains the
ways soils are vital to our everyday lives.

• Soils 4 Teachers: The Soil Science Society of America
offers lessons and activities for high school and college
students.

Soil health resources

Attendees participate in activities at past years' Eco Experience exhibits. Photo Credits: MPCA
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https://bwsr.state.mn.us/online-learning
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL4J8PxoprpGbRi3gZ-fWN0dGD8bnnq3wM
https://www.ted.com/talks/nic_jelinski_how_soil_unites_us
https://bwsr.state.mn.us/cover-crop-training-series
https://soillife.org/
https://soilhealthnexus.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OiLITHMVcRw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OiLITHMVcRw
https://www.soils4teachers.org/



