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Healthy soils form the foundation of sustainable food systems and play a central role in addressing global challenges around 

climate change, food security, biodiversity loss and environmental health. Soils are complex ecosystems that support plant 

growth, regulate water flow, cycle nutrients, and store carbon. Globally, soil degradation threatens food security and ecosystem 

resilience. In Ireland, soils underpin agricultural productivity and biodiversity, yet they remain poorly understood by many 

communities outside specialist circles. GroundTruth was designed to address this gap by enabling people—from secondary 

school students and teachers to farmers and local community members—to gain hands-on experience in assessing soil health 

using simple, DIY methods. In response to growing concerns regarding soil degradation, GroundTruth was a citizen science 

initiative delivered across Ireland that invited members of the public to participate in soil health and biodiversity observation 

activities. It aimed to improve soil literacy, foster environmental stewardship, and generate valuable data to inform research 
and sustainable land management. 

Summary

GroundTruth was a one-year citizen science project funded 

through Research Ireland’s Discover call and co-funded by the 

Department of Education. The project's main aim was to raise 

awareness of soil health, and to give participants the tools and 

confidence to assess the health of soil in their garden, on their 

farm or the local school grounds. The project focused on creating 

resources for simply DIY tests that required no specialist skills or 

equipment beyond a spade. 

Key Impacts: 

• Teachers reported using the resources in the 

classroom, and students used them as part of their ag 

science projects

• Students included some of the tests in their project for the 

Stripe Young Scientists exhibition

• 94% participants felt confident in interpreting their soil 

health data after taking part in the project 

• Farmers reported reducing soil disturbance as a result of 

the project 

• Increased awareness of citizen science among participants

GroundTruth operated through three interlinked strands:

Participation and Engagement Model: The project adopted a citizen 

science approach that broadened participation and encouraged 

learning by doing. Participants were recruited through schools, 

farming networks, and community groups, emphasising inclusivity 

and accessibility. 

Resource Development: Participants received a user-friendly 

resource pack that included factsheets, step-by-step instructions, 

logs, and supporting media for carrying out soil health tests. These 

resources aimed to build confidence and ensure consistency in 

data collection across diverse settings. 

Data Integration and Sharing: Citizen scientists submitted their 

observations and photos online. Submissions were collated by the 

project team and presented to participants during the final event on 

World Soil day. 



50+
Number of events during the year 

>230
Participants register for the project 

KEY STATISTICS

RELATED UN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
GOALS

14,000
Number of people engaged through events 

24 
Number of counties that took part in the 

project 

GroundTruth served as an impactful model for public engagement in 

environmental science. The project’s resources and activities were accessible 

to a broad audience, from school communities to farmers, and helped shift 

perceptions of soils from an “invisible” resource to a visible foundation of 

healthy landscapes and sustainable food systems. By leveraging collaborations 

across research, education, and community networks, the initiative expanded 

capacity for soil health monitoring and stimulated interest in science-based 

environmental stewardship.

For more information contact: 

vistamilk@teagasc.ie or www.vistamilk.ie 
Links to resources: https://teagasc.ie/environment/soil/soil-health/ground-truth/ 

Furthermore, the knowledge and data 

generated through GroundTruth contributed 

directly to the missions of both Teagasc and 

VistaMilk, whose broader research agendas 

encompassed soil health, carbon cycling, 

and sustainable agricultural innovation. 

VistaMilk’s integrated approach, combining 

soil science with advanced technologies and 

data analytics, positioned GroundTruth 

within a wider ecosystem of soil and 

environmental research. The project 

enhanced soil literacy by improving 

participants’ understanding of soil 

ecosystems and building practical skills in 

soil assessment, thereby meeting its core 

educational objectives. 

GroundTruth demonstrated that citizen science can be a powerful tool for 

building soil literacy, advancing research, and fostering community engagement 

with environmental issues. Through structured activities, accessible learning 

resources, and strategic partnerships with national scientific organisations, the 

project not only generated valuable data but also empowered participants to 

understand and care for the soils that sustain food systems and ecosystems 

alike.

By actively involving community members in research activities, GroundTruth 

demonstrated the value of citizen science in broadening participation and 

reinforcing the societal relevance of environmental research. In addition, the 

submission of data to the National Biodiversity Data Centre strengthened 

national biodiversity records, aligning public contributions with established 

scientific repositories and supporting longer-term biodiversity monitoring and 

policy development.
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