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Why is being down to Earth important? Many 
people might say it’s because you’re humble, 

people like you more, or you make more friends. 
However, being down to Earth has a more literal 
meaning to some, particularly those working in 
agriculture. Although we may not see it in our 
day-to-day life, agriculture plays a huge part in 
saving and preserving our planet. Farmers use good 
agricultural practices, modern technologies and 
carbon sequestration techniques to help protect the 
environment while providing necessary resources.

What exactly is agriculture doing for our 
environment? First of all, have you ever heard of 
erosion? You probably have heard about it in science 
class. Erosion is when parts of the Earth’s crust are 
gradually worn away by natural causes, such as water, 
wind, or ice.  Although erosion just seems like a 
natural part of the Earth, it can be very detrimental to 
the environment, especially our freshwater resource. 
When erosion happens close to a freshwater source, 
such as a river or stream, it pollutes the water 
more and more over a long period of time. How do 
agriculture and farmers help prevent this? They plant 
crops to cover the soil, and the roots keep the soil 
together to help it erode significantly less. They can 
also plant trees or other plants near these resources to 
stop the soil from eroding into the river. This puts less 
soil in our freshwater sources overtime. Also, as they 
try to lessen the amount of erosion, they are providing 
animal habitats by planting trees and crops. 

What are agricultural technologies exactly? 
According to the National Institute of Food 
and Agriculture, “Today’s agriculture routinely 
uses sophisticated technologies such as robots, 

temperature and moisture sensors, aerial images, 
and GPS technology.” How are these technologies 
contributing to the environment? Farmers use these 
technologies to try to figure out what the best option 
is for growing their crops. They monitor every detail 
from weather patterns to the condition of the soil. 
They are also using these technologies to find ways 
to benefit the environment. For example, they want 
to make sure that they are growing enough crops to 
sustain themselves and their farm, while also making 
sure that whatever they do has positive impacts on the 
environment, such as reducing erosion. 

First of all, what is carbon sequestration? This is 
something not many people have heard of. Carbon 
sequestration simply is the entrapment and storage 
of carbon. How are agriculture and forestry helping 
with this? Let’s start with something everyone knows. 
When we breathe, we breathe out carbon dioxide, and 
take in the oxygen that trees and plants emit. These 
said organisms then take in the carbon dioxide we just 
emitted and store it there. However, when there are 
forest fires or when forests are cut down, this stored 
carbon dioxide is released back into the environment, 
and we’re back to square one. This is why forests are 
so important in carbon sequestration. The same is true 
for agriculture. When farmers plant large amounts of 
crops, these crops take in carbon dioxide and store it. 
Therefore, forestry and agriculture have some of the 
most positive effects on climate change because of the 
role they play in carbon sequestration. 

As you can see, agriculture, along with forestry, 
plays a huge part in protecting our environment. 
Erosion is decreasing, and we are saving our water. 
Climate change is getting better, slowly but surely, and 
carbon sequestration is helping with that. Any plant, 
whether it be a seedling or a tree, has a very positive 
impact on our environment. The next time you drive by 
a farm, forest, or any plants, think about how they are 
helping the environment, one step at a time. n
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Down to Earth – Agriculture Sustains Alabama 
By Leeanna Burkhalter 
Fayette County High School, Fayette County

Sustainability is a buzzword that is often heard 
within agriculture circles. But, what exactly is 

sustainability? According to Webster’s Dictionary, 
sustainability is relating to, or being a method of 
harvesting or using a resource so that the resource 
is not depleted or permanently damaged or relating 
to a lifestyle involving the use of sustainable 
methods.  According to U.S. Code Title 7, Section 

3103, sustainable agriculture means an integrated 
system of plant and animal production practices 
having site-specific applications that will over the long 
term: Satisfy human food and fiber needs, enhance 
environmental quality and the natural resource base 
upon which the agriculture economy depends, make 
the most efficient use of nonrenewable resources and 
on-farm resources and integrate, where appropriate, 
natural biological cycles and controls, sustain the 
economic viability of farm operations, and enhance 
the quality of life for farmers and society as a whole. 
This term to Alabama farmers can mean several 
different things from the way crops are rotated, 
to what types of pesticides are used, to even how 



trees are harvested or replanted. There is a shared 
responsibility among every citizen of a community 
to help protect their natural resources through 
agriculture and forestry management. By managing 
these successfully every citizen is contributing to the 
health of the environment that they live in. The Farm-
City essay topic, Down to Earth – Agriculture Sustains 
Alabama, encourages one to look at the true nature of 
farming today within the state. It provides a forum to 
understand the importance of sustaining farms and 
forestland for future generations of Alabamians. In 
today’s ever-growing world, there are three key factors 
to look at when discussing sustainability, feeding a 
growing population and providing a livelihood for 
farmers while still protecting the environment. 

Farming in Alabama today focuses on how to 
provide for an ever-growing population while still 
trying to farm sustainably. Sustainability rests on the 
idea that citizens must meet the needs of the present 
generation without compromising the ability for 
future generations to meet the needs of its citizens. 
So, if sustainable agriculture is the new buzz term for 
farmers, then what exactly does that mean? How does 
farming have to change to meet the demands that 
have been placed on it and what does this new form of 
farming look like? The citizens of not just Alabama, but 
the United States have relied on industrial agriculture 
to provide their food sources. This means that most 
of their food has been mass produced on a farm that 
specializes in raising usually one product, with little 
variation, large amounts of fertilizer, and pesticides 
to sustain production. Proponents of this type of 
agriculture production believe that this is often the 
cost that we must pay to feed the world. Scientists 
today believe industrial agriculture is not a process 
that is built to last. Instead, they believe that there is a 
more sustainable; environmentally, economically, and 
socially productive way to farm. This process is more 
science-based, the practice maximizes productivity 
while still maintaining a profit for the farmer and 
minimizing environmental damage. Environmental 
sustainability means good stewardship of natural 
systems and resources that farmers rely on. Various 
innovations, like sensor technology, machine learning, 
wireless communication, positioning systems, and 
data visualization tools, have been adopted to create 
value and increase productivity in the farming sector. 
They have also implemented the use of drones, smart 
irrigation, mapping, and self-driving/GPS enabled 
tractors. All of these new technologies in agriculture 
have helped to not only modernize agriculture but 
they also helped to make farming more sustainable. 

Just like the farmers of past generations, farmers 
today are hardworking, deep rooted, and determined 
to preserve in the face of an ever-changing 
environment. Around 90 percent of farms in the 
United States are considered family owned operations 
that are rural and gross less than $250,000 a year in 
profit. These farmers though are still concerned with 
how to continue to farm like past generations, but in 
a still sustainable way while still providing livelihood 
for their families. The ultimate goal of sustainable 
agriculture is to protect the environment by conserving 
natural resources through farming. Farmers must be 
good stewards of both natural and human resources 
to be able to provide for the generation that is 
to come in the future. In an ever changing world 
climate, farmers are looking for new inventive ways 
to farm not only effectively, prosperously, but also 
sustainably. Farmers looking to farm sustainably often 
do the following: rotating crops, planting cover crops, 
reducing or eliminating tillage, applying integrated 
pest management, integrating livestock and crops, 
adopting agroforestry practices, and managing whole 
systems. These small farms are vital to our economy as 
a whole. Not only do they support the competitiveness 
and sustainability of rural and farm economies, 
they serve to: protect the environment and natural 
resources create new marketing systems, and help to 
maintain rural populations. The federal government 
currently offers different incentives or insurances 
to farms/farmers that look at new ways to make 
the production of crops, raising of livestock, or the 
harvesting of lumber more sustainable. An example 
of this would be the Agriculture Resilience Act (ARA) 
that passed in 2020 that invests in farmers’ abilities to 
promote soil health. Hopefully, most incentives will be 
provided to help farmers move forward effectively and 
successfully. 

Agriculture today is focused on being sustainable 
through feeding a growing population and providing  
livelihood for farmers while still protecting the 
environment. The Farm-City essay topic, Down to 
Earth – Agriculture Sustains Alabama, encourages 
students and community members to look at the 
sustainable nature of farming today within the state. 
Farmers must be good stewards of our environment 
and natural resources. Through their efforts to create 
more sustainable ways to farm, they will be able to 
protect our natural resources for generations to come. 
By farming more efficiently, we encourage the whole 
of society to be better stewards of our resources by 
reducing the waste in the homes, restaurants, and 
stores. n
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