New Jersey Soil Health Assessment Guide

This guide has been created by the Ocean County Soil Conservation District and the USDA
Natural Resources Conservation Service. Funding for this publication was provided
through a Watershed Restoration Grant (#RP07-057) through the
New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection.

WHAT IS A HEALTHY SOIL?

A healthy, fully functioning soil is balanced to provide an environment that sustains and nourishes
plants, soil microbes and beneficial insects.

Soil is a living system, and healthy soil should look,
smell and feel alive. Healthy soil is darker in color,
crumbly and porous. It is home to worms and other
organisms that squirm, creep, hop or crawl.
Healthy Soil provides the right amount of air, water
and organic matter for microorganisms to thrive
and for plants to grow. Soil that is functioning at
its’ full potential is full of roots of the healthy and
strong plants that it supports.

An unhealthy, poorly functioning soil, appears
lighter in color, is compacted or has poor structure,
and contains limited roots and living things.

Soil Health and Soil Quality are terms that are becoming increasingly familiar worldwide and are
often used interchangeably.

Soil is made up of air, water, decayed plant
residue, organic matter from living and dead organisms, and minerals, such as sand, silt, and clay.
Increasing soil organic matter typically improves
soil health since organic matter affects several critical soil functions.

“Soil Health or Quality can be defined as the capacity of a specific kind of soil to function,
within natural (inherent) or managed (dynamic)
ecosystem boundaries; to sustain plant and animal productivity; maintain or enhance water
and air quality; support human health and habitation.”

WHY IS PROTECTING MY SOIL’S HEALTH
IMPORTANT?

Healthy soil gives us clean air and water, bountiful
crops, lush lawns, forests, productive grazing land,
diverse wildlife, and beautiful landscapes. Soil
does all this by performing five essential functions:
Nutrient Cycling - Soil stores, moderates the release and cycling of nutrients and other elements.
During these biogeochemical processes, analogous
to the water cycle, nutrients can be transformed into
plant available forms, held in the soil to be utilized by
plants, or even lost to air or water.

USING THE SOIL HEALTH ASSESSMENT
GUIDE: This Soil Health Assessment Guide is

based on the integration of the physical, chemical,
and biological components of the soil. It is the synergy of these components that produce a healthy
functioning soil ecosystem.

Eight Soil Health Parameters are the basis of this
evaluation. Each component of Soil Health is broken out into various parameters.

Water Relations - Soil can regulate the drainage,
flow and storage of water and solutes, which include
nitrogen, phosphorus, pesticides, and other nutrients
and compounds dissolved in the water. With proper
functioning, soil partitions water for groundwater recharge and for use by plants and soil animals.
Biodiversity and Habitat - Soil supports the growth
of a variety of plants, animals, and soil microorganisms, by providing a diverse physical, chemical, and
biological habitat.
Filtering and Buffering - Soil acts as a filter to protect the quality of water, air, and other resources.
Toxic compounds or excess nutrients can be degraded or otherwise made unavailable to plants and
animals.
Physical Stability and Support - Soil has the ability
to maintain its porous structure to allow passage of
air and water, withstand erosive forces, and provide a
medium for plant roots. Soils also provide anchoring
support for hman structures and protect archeological
treasures.

Physical Components: Surface Hardness/Soil
Compaction, Structure, Friability, Consistence &
Soil Tilth, Erosion and Drainage & Infiltration of
Rain- water.
Chemical Components: Nutrient Holding Capacity and pH
Biological Components: Organic Matter, Soil
Color & Roots, Soil Life, and Plant Growth.

Use this assessment to identify opportunities for
improvement and to monitor and track changes in
your soil over time. Land managers can use this
information along with data from soil surveys, fertility tests, and other natural resource monitoring
data to make sustainable management decisions.

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/national/soils/health
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Healthy Soil Is at the Root of Everything!
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