
Digging Up the Soil Surveys: 
Improving discoverability and access to historic agricultural information

Helen Smith, Jen Kirk, Sandra Weingart, and Anne Hedrich

Printed soil surveys were the main 
source of soils information in the 
United States from 1900 to 2005

Soil surveys offer a unique view of 
local areas, often documenting the 

same areas over time 

A comprehensive inventory of soil 
surveys will help librarians promote 

these rich resources to users

Survey Timeline

1899
Soil Survey 
established 

1900
First surveys 
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Dust Bowl era;  Soil  
Conservation Service (SCS) 

established

1950s
Standard use of aerial 

photography
1966

Surveys published as 
monographs

1970s
Urban lands  

included 1980s
Conservation practices  

required for USDA 
programs

1990s
SCS renamed Natural 

Resource Conservation 
Service 2005

Web Soil Survey launched, 
print surveys phased out

2010s
App for mobile 

devices 

Uses
• Building site development
• Construction materials
• Engineering properties and 

classifications
• Recreational development
• Sanitary facilities
• Water management
• Woodland management and 

productivity
• Yields per acre of crops

Publication Issues
• Published and cataloged as 

both series and monographs 
• State-produced surveys

Access
• Evolving formats (print, CD, online) 
• Non-USDA Digitization 
• NRCS digitized maps are 

embedded in PDF bookmarks

Library Management
• Only 11 respondents had a finding 

aid/list

• Many interested in specific state or 
region and preserving historic 
materials

Soil Survey Inventory 
Sample section of the Soil Survey Inventory 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/soils/survey/state/?cid=stelprdb1262190
https://doi.org/10.26207/ffpd-4265


Sample map #1
From: Soil Survey of Merrimack County New Hampshire. 1908. in Field operations of the Bureau of Soils 
7th, 1906. p. 33-67 plus map #1. Department of Agriculture, Bureau of Soils. Washington, D.C.: G.P.O.  
Available online at the NRCS Soil Surveys by State website.

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/soilsurvey/soils/survey/state/


Sample map #2 From: Soil Survey of Merrimack County New Hampshire. 1965. Soil Survey Series 1961 #22. Department of 
Agriculture, Soil Conservation Service. Washington, D.C.: G.P.O. 
Available online at the NRCS Soil Surveys by State website. 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/soilsurvey/soils/survey/state/


Sample map #3
From: Soil Map—Merrimack and Belknap Counties, New Hampshire. From Web Soil Survey. Soil Survey 
Staff, Natural Resources Conservation Service, United States Department of Agriculture.. Available 
online at the Web Soil Survey website.. Accessed June 2, 2020.

http://websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov/
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