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Humans take up a lot of land. We need land to live on—to build our towns, cities, and roads. We also take from 
the land. We chop down forests to get wood and dig huge mines to get materials from the Earth. Even when 
we have finished building, we still need more land. We need land to grow our crops and raise the animals that 
we eat. We also produce a lot of waste, and need a place to put it. As we build and grow and produce waste, 
we change the land we use. If these changes damage or destroy the land, then that land has suffered from land 
pollution. Land can be polluted in lots of different ways.

Fertilizers and Pesticides

Fertilizers and pesticides can be useful because they help crops grow, but they are also a major cause of 
land pollution.
Plants need a healthy mixture of nutrients to grow. If the soil where farmers are growing their crops doesn’t 
contain enough nutrients, they can add more using fertilizers. Fertilizers are very popular in agriculture because 
farmers generally use the same soil to grow their crops every year. As crops grow, they remove nutrients from 
the soil, and so when the crops are harvested the soil is left with fewer nutrients. Using fertilizers allows farmers 
to replace the lost nutrients so that they can grow more crops in the same soil.
While the crops are growing, many farmers protect them from being eaten by insects using pesticides. 
Pesticides are chemicals that are sprayed over crops. These will kill any insect trying to eat the plant. Some 
pesticides also kill other plants, such as weeds, so the crops don’t have to compete with other plants for space 
or nutrients from the soil.
However, pesticides don’t just stay on the crops they are sprayed on. They can be picked up by the wind and 
carried long distances. This means they can damage or kill other plants—and if animals eat these contaminated 
plants, they may be poisoned. Pesticides also seep into the soil along with fertilizers. Rain can then wash 
fertilizers and pesticides into rivers, lakes, and oceans. This can kill animals living in the water and animals that 
drink the water. If fertilizers and pesticides get into human drinking water supplies, they can make people very ill.
To try to stop pesticides and fertilizers doing so much damage, environmental scientists check the levels of 
certain chemicals in the soil in many agricultural areas. If they find that the levels are too high, then farmers 
will be asked to reduce or even stop their use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides.
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Waste and Landfill

Mining

Another way that humans pollute the land is with waste. We throw away a lot of trash. In the United States, 
over 700,000 metric tons of garbage is produced every day! Some waste, like glass, can be recycled and made 
into something new. Other waste, like paper and food, is biodegradable, which means it can be broken down in 
the environment. However, a lot of waste can’t be recycled and isn’t biodegradable, such as trash bags, bubble 
wrap, takeout food containers, juice boxes, and polystyrene foam packaging. This waste is dumped and buried 
in landfill sites. Because humans produce so much waste, landfills can get very big, and very smelly! Most of 
the waste that ends up in landfill sites takes a long time to break down. As it does so, it can release dangerous 
chemicals into the soil, polluting the land.
There are three ways we can reduce the amount of 
land pollution caused by waste.
The first is to reduce the amount of waste we 
produce—for example, by only buying food we know 
we will eat and buying products wrapped in little or 
no packaging.
The second way to cut down the amount of waste 
we throw away is to reuse. You can reuse items 
yourself—for example, by refilling water bottles from 
the faucet instead of throwing them away. If you have 
items that you can’t reuse, like old clothes that don’t 
fit you anymore, you could give them to someone else 
to reuse, or donate them to a charity.
The third way to reduce the amount of waste that 
ends up in landfill sites is to recycle. A lot of waste 
can be recycled, including paper, glass, soda cans, 
and plastic bottles.

Mining is another major cause of land pollution. 
Mining involves digging large, wide holes, or drilling 
deep down into the Earth, to reach useful materials 
such as metals and minerals. This can damage plant 
and animal habitats. It also removes the fertile top 
layer of soil, which means plants can no longer grow 
there.
But these aren’t the only ways mining pollutes the 
land. To extract metals from rocks, we often have to 
use chemical processes. The chemicals used and the 
waste products produced can also pollute the soil, 
meaning it can no longer be used for other purposes 
such as farming. Wild plants and animals won’t be 
able to live there either.
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As with fertilizers, pesticides, and chemicals released by decomposing waste, chemicals released into the soil 
as part of mining processes can be washed into water supplies by rain, and so can harm plants, animals, and 
humans.
To try to limit the damage done by the chemicals used in mining, hydrologists (water scientists) and geologists 
(earth scientists) take samples of water and soil around mines to check for chemical contamination. If chemicals 
have leaked into the environment, cleaning up the soil can be very costly—especially if the soil is heavily 
contaminated, as it will need to be removed and replaced. However, regularly checking for contamination is 
important, as cleaning the soil can stop the chemicals spreading further, protecting local plants and animals 
from being harmed.

Cleanup Efforts

Another, perhaps less obvious, cause of land pollution is deforestation. Cutting down trees can cause a lot of 
damage to the land. The huge machinery used to cut down trees rips up the forest floor, damaging plant and 
animal habitats. Removing trees can also damage the soil, because tree roots hold soil in place. Removing 
trees leaves the soil exposed, so wind and rain erosion can damage it even more. This means it is very difficult 
for new trees and plants to grow after an area has been deforested.

One way of reducing the damage done by deforestation is a technique called selective logging. This is when 
only a small number of trees are taken from an area, rather than a big patch. Only taking a few trees at a time 
reduces the amount of disruption to the land, because it leaves most of the tree roots in an area in place and 
only exposes small areas of soil to erosion.
Humans pollute the land in lots of different ways, through processes involved in farming, waste, mining, and 
deforestation. Land pollution damages natural habitats, harms plants and animals, and can lead to water 
pollution. If we don’t stop polluting the land, plants may not be able to grow there in the future. Without plants, 
many animals would lose their homes and their food source. Without plants and animals, we would have 
nothing to eat. If we don’t start taking better care of the Earth, one day it might not be able to take care of us.
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biodegradable—a material that can be broken down over time
deforestation—clearing away a wide area of trees
erosion—the removal of surface soil and rock by ice, wind and water
fertilizers—nutrients added to soil to help plants grow
geologist—an Earth scientist
hydrologist—a water scientist
land pollution—changes to the land that damage or destroy it
landfill site—a site where waste is disposed of by burying it
mining—digging holes in the Earth, or drilling deep down into the Earth, to get to the useful materials 
under the surface such as metals and minerals
pesticides—chemicals sprayed over crops to kill insects that try to eat the crops, or weeds growing 
around the crops
recycle—turn used materials into new, useful things
reduce—use less
reuse—use again
selective logging—only cutting down a small number of trees in an area, rather than a big patch

Glossary


