
HOW TO:

Determine Your

Soil Texture

Soil texture plays a significant role in the structure of soil, which in turn effects the soil's
ability to hold water, hold nutrients, aerate and allow root growth. Knowing the texture of
your soil will enable you to adapt your watering and fertilising regimes to its particular needs.
Although soil texture cannot be changed easily, how the different classes of soil particles
interact and aggregate can be altered for better structure and to allow for better growing.

WHAT YOU WILL NEED:

- Watertight glass jar with a flat
inner base;

- Dishwasher powder/liquid;

- Piece of wood and hammer;

- Marker and ruler;

- Water.

DEFINITIONS:

Texture: The proportions of sand, silt and soil
particles making up the soil.

Structure: The interaction between sand, silt and soil
particles. Structure can be amended by
enhancing aggregate formation between the
different particle types.

Aggregates: The adhesion of soil particles together to
form larger particles or crumbs.

METHOD:

1. Take a sample of your soil, enough to fill at least one third of your glass jar.

2. Spread the soil thinly on some newspaper.

3. Pick out any stones, bark, plants, roots - anything that isn't soil. To remove

smaller stones, rub pinches of soil between your index finger and thumb - you

will be left with the non-dissovable items between your fingers to discard, while

starting to break apart the aggregates at the same time.

4. The remaining soil aggregates need to be broken up as much as possible. Place

the piece of wood over sections of the soil and hammer until you have a thin

layer of soil with no obvious aggregates, stones and like remaining.

5. Fill approximately one third of your jar with your prepared soil. Mark the outside

of the glass at the top of your soil sample.
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6. Add water to the soil/water

mixture until the jar is

approximately three quaters full.

7. Add one teaspoon of dishwasher

powder/liquid (note this is non

foaming powder/liquid normally

used in dishwashers).

8. After sealing your jar, the solution
needs to be shaken vigorously to
allow the water and detergent to
break apart and isolate the
different soil particles. Shake as
consistently as possible for 10 to
15mintues.

9. Leave the jar in a position where

it wont be disturbed for at least 3

days.

Pulverising the soil helps break aggregates and
enables easier isolation of the different particles

THE RESULTS:

After approximately 1 minute the

sand will settle at the bottom of

the jar.

After 2 hours, a layer of silt will

have formed on top of the sand

layer.

Clay, the smallest soil particles,

can take 2 or more days to settle.

However, the mark you made of

the height of the soil before adding

water will give you a good

estimate of clay content.
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CLASSIFY YOUR SOIL TEXTURE:

Carefully measure the height of each layer and the total height of your soil sample.
From these measurements you can calculate what percentage of your soil sample
consists of sand, silt and clay. The formula to calculate the percentages is:

eg. % Sand = (Sand height / Soil sample height) x 100

The percentage of silt and clay can be calculated using the same equation. By plotting

your soil's sand, silt and clay percentages you can classify your soil texture using the

Soil Textural Triangle below.

Take your sand and silt percentages and mark these on the appropriate sides of the Soil

Textural Triangle below. Follow the lines closest to your marks until the two lines

meet. You can draw a third line from this intersect to your clay content percentage.

To demonstrate this, the percentages of sand, silt and clay calculated from the photo on

page 2 have been drawn in red. The three lines intersect in the quadrant indicating the

soil texture is classified as a loam.

Alternatively, you can insert your sand and clay percentages into this texture calculator

from United States Deparment of Agriculture website-

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/soils/survey/tools/?cid=nrcs142p2_054167
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HOW TO USE YOUR CLASSIFICATION:

SANDY SOILS -

Sand particles are large and round, sandy soils leave large gaps between the particles.

These gaps allow water to drain through them quickly and air to circulate. However,

this also means that they do not hold water or mobile nutrients (such as nitrogen) well.

If you have a sandy soil, use smaller amounts of water and fertiliser but do so more

frequently. This will avoid waste and provide better growing conditions.

CLAY SOILS -

Clay soils drain poorly, reducing aeration in your soil and obstructing root growth. You

may need to work the soil well prior to planting to reduce these problems. Your soil

will hold water and nutrients well, reducing the need for added fertiliser. The soil may

need to be worked well prior to planting.

SILT AND LOAM SOILS -

These soils consist of either predominantly medium-sized particles (silt) or a combination

of sand, clay and silt particles (loam) that avoids the extremes of sandy and clay soils.

Water retention, nutrient retention and aeration are generally good.
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HELP YOUR SOIL:

You may not be able to change your soil

texture, but the negative properties of clay

and sandy soils can be overcome by

improving your soil structure. Silt and

loam soils also require maintenance.

Adding organic matter your soils will

improve your soil structure. Organic matter

helps form aggregates between soil

particles. In sandy soils, these aggregates

improve water and nutrient retention,

while in clay soils the same aggregates will

allow aeration and water drainage.
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