
  
 

 
 
26th March, 2026 

 

 

Re: BSSS President-Elect  

A copy of my full CV accompanies this letter, and in combination they comprise my application to be 
considered for the position of BSSS’s President-Elect. 

In my capacity as current Chair of the Society’s Professional Practice and Development Committee (PPDC) 
I am a Trustee, committed to the Society and its objectives, and pleased to volunteer my time to further its 
Mission and Vision during (and well beyond) PPDC, Council and Board meetings. This role has provided me 
with ample opportunity to understand the legal duties, responsibilities and liabilities of trusteeship – and I 
hope that, through my contributions during committee meetings, I have demonstrated my willingness to 
express an opinion, always with a view to making a constructive contribution that facilitates collective 
decision making. I am a consensus-builder by preference, and both welcome and value a variety of 
perspectives – but have also occupied management positions that vested me with the final responsibility 
(and accountability) for decision making, and I have no qualms about exercising that responsibility. I 
confirm that I have the full support of my manager (Stuart Moss) in making this application – but we have 
only worked together since the beginning of 2026, and he may feel uncomfortable providing a professional 
reference. I have therefore (separately) provided contact details for Matt Smyth and Rupert Hough, both of 
whom have known me in a professional capacity for more than a decade. 

My Soil Science journey might be considered unusual – particularly as I currently work in a Water team at a 
large engineering consultancy – but soil science has been the foundation of my multi-disciplinary 
professional activities. A final year undergraduate project exploring nutrient deficits in eroded tropical soils 
led to a PhD using Malaysian tin mining residues (and mycorrhizae) to create artificial soils for land 
rehabilitation, and when combined with a Post-Doc working on compost quality and market development 
for South Somerset District Council led to my first significant role at WRAP (the Waste and Resources 
Action Programme) – where I was in the privileged position of being handed £2million of public money to 
procure and manage 20 projects using composts on brownfield land. This provided experience in 
everything from drafting contracts to processing invoices, although the most enjoyable aspect was – 
naturally – visiting the many sites across England, Scotland and Wales where the projects were deployed, 
meeting the soil scientists behind the schemes, and witnessing the changes from barren to vegetated land. 
As part of this programme, I represented WRAP on the technical committee updating the British Standard 
for Topsoil (BS3886) in 2007, which we also sponsored.  

Having successfully delivered WRAP’s Brownfield programme I was handed a thorny compost-related 
problem in Scotland – where Quality Meat Scotland (QMS) had banned their members from using the 
material due to concerns about its safety. Although seemingly niche, compost markets were (and are) a key 
upside from the banning of biodegradable materials from landfill. Should the ban have extended further in 
Scotland or the UK it would have risked our EU recycling obligations and the viability of public sector 
investments in the infrastructure to collect and process biowastes. Again, I was fortunate to be provided 
with a budget and spent the subsequent six years procuring work that sought to address stakeholder 
concerns. This provided extraordinarily privileged exposure to policy makers, regulators, trade body 
representatives and technical professionals across many disciplines – particularly in environmental risk 
assessment and standards for land-applied materials. This remains a professional focus, and I am 
currently supporting colleagues delivering risk assessments on composts and digestates (residues from 



biogas systems) and have very recently participated in Defra ‘domain expert’ workshops on sewage sludge 
quality and risks to agriculture. 

In addition to the technical aspects of the compost programme, I was also provided with many 
opportunities to facilitate ‘townhall’ meetings during which stakeholders were encouraged to share their 
own specific concerns about composts (and later, digestates). Perhaps due to my naivete, I wasn’t afraid of 
opening Pandora’s Box to try to understand these concerns as deeply and broadly as possible in one go – so 
that the corresponding programme of projects could address these as systematically as possible and leave 
the fewest loose-ends. In retrospect, this programme was my first foray into a “Systems” problem and 
ultimately led to my current position in the Bio- and Circular Economies. It also provided valuable lessons 
in communicating complex problems and the importance of listening before acting. 

The culmination of the programme provided a final lesson: that the evidence only goes so far. The final 
hurdle to lifting the Scottish compost ban was the presence of plastic residues in composts, and a feeling 
that the allowable limits were too high. So, knowing this (and limits applicable in other jurisdictions) I took it 
upon myself to sprinkle plastic fragments on an office floor and pick them up until the remaining density 
looked acceptable to the key stakeholders. The existing limits were reduced in line with this and were 
subsequently adopted into regulation by SEPA. In 2025 they were finally adopted by the EA.  

Since then I have worked as a technical consultant and manager in two global businesses, retaining a focus 
on biowastes and standards whilst stretching into wastewater and sewage sludges. Working with water 
companies has also provided exposure to catchment management / integrated water management – and 
the crucial roles that soils play within these systems. The potential to leverage the services delivered by 
soils – whether they are supporting infrastructure, storing carbon, storing and filtering water, supporting 
biodiversity or contributing to climate resilience – is of ever-increasing corporate interest and should 
provide significant future opportunities for BSSS. 

Taken collectively, these experiences have helped me to identify my preferred operating space in the 
intersection of Policy, Regulation, Science and Industry – and this is the space within which I would like to 
help the Society operate during my term as President, should I be elected. 

My ambition for the Presidency is – fundamentally – to support the Exec team and Board in increasing the 
relevance and reach of the Society from this point of intersection. In practice this means helping to ensure 
that BSSS becomes the scientific consultee of choice when Policy, Regulatory and Industry stakeholders 
have questions about soils – valuing the Society’s insights for their objectivity and scientific rigour.  

Awareness of – and interest in – soils is ever increasing, and the Society’s voice can be lost. This partly 
reflects the multi-disciplinary nature of Soil Science and the many professions it touches, but it also 
reflects the prior lack of a Policy focus – which I’m very pleased to see has now changed. Our Policy and 
Advocacy activities provide a firm foundation for my Presidential ambitions. The scientific knowledge of our 
members and contributions from our journals should become increasingly essential as we seek to address 
climate change and ecosystem collapse whilst simultaneously enabling economic sustainability and social 
equity. 

I hope the above goes some way to explain my soil science journey, my interest in and ambitions for the 
presidential position, and my ongoing commitment to BSSS. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Dr David Tompkins 




