
In this final article on rangeland soil 

health, I want to focus on the nutrient 

cycle. How would you know if a pas-

ture is showing signs of an efficient or 

good nutrient cycle? In the diagram to 

the right, we monitor the nutrient cy-

cle by looking for signs of living or-

ganisms (at both small and large 

scales) and how the litter builds up or 

decays.  

 

First, letôs look at the living organ-

isms themselves or signs that they are 

around. We can evaluate such 

things as dung, from both live-

stock and wildlife. If the dung is 

decaying relatively quickly you 

know the nutrients are cycling 

(see photo to the right). If the dung patties take 

several years to decay, the nutrients are likely 

going into the atmosphere rather than into the 

soil.   

 

Higher order lev-

els of life benefit 

from the cycling 

of nutrients. Bene-

ficial insects such 

as dung beetles 

and pollinators 

provide valued 

services to the 

ecosystem. Diversity in plant life will promote higher 

level diversity in insect (see photo on the left) and bird 

life.  
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Ecosystem processes and monitoring diagram 

(modified after Pyke et al. 2002; Pellant et al. 2005; 

Orchard 2013). 

Roller type dung beetle (upper right cor-

ner) and holes from other burying type 

dung beetles (Photo: A. Smart, 2014). 

A bee feeding on dotted gay-

feather  (Photo: A. Smart, 

2015). 


