
Healthy Grassland Soils – 
Four quick steps to assess soil structure

Step one: Surface assessment
Look at sward quality to identify potentially damaged areas which require further assessment.

Step two: Soil extraction

Step three: Soil assessment

structure identify the layer with the poorest structure
limiting layer

Step four: Soil scoring
Break up the soil with your hands into smaller structural units 

descriptions and photos overleaf
1 or 2 is Good; a score of 3 Moderate; and  

4 or 5 is Poor and requires management action

Good Moderate Poor

Tip: When starting out it is useful to dig in an area where you know there may be a 
problem (eg a gateway) and get familiar with signs of soil structure damage.

Remember: Sample when the topsoil is moist – if the soil is too dry or too wet it is 
difficult to distinguish signs of poor soil structure.
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Soil structure 
features

Description

Score 1 
Crumbly 

with fingers

Options
 

every two years.

Score 2
Intact 

apart
aggregates

Options
 

annually in spring.

Score 3
Firm

Options to minimise traffic in marginal weather conditions. 

Score 4 
Compact

aggregates
aggregates

Options
reseed if required.

Score 5 
Very compact

to pull apart and 
platy

 

 
surface or clustered down large 
pores or cracks

 

Options

round

some are angular

angular

Large initially 

Based on the VESS method of soil structure assessment (www.sruc.ac.uk/vess)
See Healthy Grassland Soil Pocketbook for more information. It is available at healthygrasslandsoils.co.uk.
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