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Applying Hydric Soil Indicators
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▪ What is a hydric soil?
▪ Describing Soils

▪ Layers vs Horizons
▪ Color
▪ Texture
▪ Redoximorphic Features
▪ Fragments

▪ What are the hydric soil indicators?
▪Applying Indicators

▪ Reading and understanding the indicators
▪ Review of common indicators

Topics



FARM PRODUCTION AND CONSERVATION
FSA | NRCS | RMA | Business Center

A soil that formed under conditions of saturation, 
flooding, or ponding long enough during the 
growing season to develop anaerobic conditions 
in the upper part

“Changes in Hydric Soils of the United States, 60 
Fed. Reg. 10349,” 1995
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Why are we looking at hydric soils?
Regulatory Protection of Wetlands

▪ Clean Water Act- 
▪ Those areas that are inundated or saturated by surface or ground 

water at a frequency and duration sufficient to support, and that 
under normal circumstances do support, a prevalence of 
vegetation typically adapted for life in saturated soil conditions. 
Wetlands generally include swamps, marshes, bogs, and similar 
areas. 

▪ Wetlands must have
▪ A prevalence of hydrophytic vegetation
▪ Hydric soil
▪ Wetland hydrology
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Describing Soils
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Layers vs Horizons
Layer(s). A horizon, subhorizon, or 
combination of contiguous 
horizons or subhorizons sharing 
the properties required by the 
indicator.

Horizon. A layer, approximately 
parallel to the surface of the soil, 
distinguishable from adjacent 
layers by a distinctive set of 
properties produced by soil-
forming processes. See “Soil 
Taxonomy” (Soil Survey Staff, 
1999) for a complete definition
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Color
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Color
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Redoximorphic Features
• Color
• Percent
• Type

• Concentration
• Depletion
• Reduced Matrix
• Masked Sand Grains

• Location
• Pore lining
• Matrix
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Texture- Mineral Soils

Loamy/Clayey- Loamy very fine sand and finer

Sandy- Loamy fine sand and coarser
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Texture- Mineral Soils
▪ Mucky modified

▪ A USDA soil texture modifier, e.g., mucky sand. 
Mucky modified mineral soil material has 
between 5 and 12 percent organic carbon. Where 
the organic component is peat (fibric material) or 
mucky peat (hemic material), mucky mineral soil 
material does not occur.

▪ Greasy
▪ Light in weight
▪ Still has enough mineral material that it does 

meet the cut off for an organic soil
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Texture- Organic Soils

Tables 5 and 6 from the Regional Supplement to the Corps of 
Engineers Wetland Delineation Manual: Northcentral and Northeast 
Region 
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Fragments
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Hydric Soil Indicators
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Why do we use hydric soil 
indicators?

Hydric Soil Technical Standard



FARM PRODUCTION AND CONSERVATION FSA | NRCS | RMA | Business Center

What are the hydric soil indicators?
▪ Observable soil morphologies that have developed over time 

as a result of the chemical and physical processes of 
saturation, flooding, or ponging long enough during the 
growing season to develop anaerobic conditions in the upper 
part. 

–Field Indicators for Identifying Hydric Soils in New England, Version 4

▪ The presence of a hydric soil indicator is proof positive of the 
presence of a hydric soil
▪ BUT this does not guarantee you are in a wetland
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A11.-Depleted Below Dark Surface
A11.—Depleted Below Dark Surface. For use in all LRRs, except 
for W, X, and Y; for testing in LRRs W, X, and Y. A layer with a 
depleted or gleyed matrix that has 60 percent or more chroma 
of 2 or less, starting at a depth ≤30 cm (12 inches) from the soil 
surface, and having a minimum thickness of either: 

a. 15 cm (6 inches), or 
b. 5 cm (2 inches) if the 5 cm consists of fragmental soil material. 

Organic, loamy, or clayey layer(s) above the depleted or gleyed 
matrix must have value of 3 or less and chroma of 2 or less 
starting at a depth <15 cm (6 inches) from the soil surface and 
extend to the depleted or gleyed matrix. Any sandy material 
above the depleted or gleyed matrix must have value of 3 or less 
and chroma of 1 or less starting at a depth ≤15 cm (6 inches) from 
the soil surface and extend to the depleted or gleyed matrix. 
Viewed through a 10x or 15x hand lens, at least 70 percent of the 
visible sand particles must be masked with organic material. 
Observed without a hand lens, the sand particles appear to be 
close to 100 percent masked.
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A11
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A12.- Thick Dark Surface
For use in all LRRs. A layer at least 15 cm (6 inches) thick with a 
depleted or gleyed matrix that has 60 percent or more chroma 
of 2 or less starting below 30 cm (12 inches) of the surface. The 
layer(s) above the depleted or gleyed matrix and starting at a 
depth  <15 cm (6 inches) from the soil surface must have value of 
2.5 or less and chroma of 1 or less to a depth of at least 30 cm (12 
inches) and value of 3 or less and chroma of 1 or less in any 
remaining layers above the depleted or gleied matrix. In any 
sandy material above the depleted or gleyed matrix, at least 70 
percent of the visible soil particles must be masked with organic 
material, viewed through a 10x or 15x hand lens. Observed 
without a hand lens, the particles appear to be close to 100 
percent masked.



FARM PRODUCTION AND CONSERVATION FSA | NRCS | RMA | Business Center

A12
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F3.- Depleted Matrix
For use in all LRRs, except W, X, and Y; for 
testing in LRRs W, X, and Y. A layer that has a 
depleted matrix with 60 percent or more 
chroma of 2 or less and that has a minimum 
thickness of either 

1. 5 cm (2 inches), starting at a depth of 10 cm (4 
inches) or less from the soil surface, or 

2. 15 cm (6 inches), starting at a depth of 25 cm (10 
inches) or less from the soil surface.
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F3



FARM PRODUCTION AND CONSERVATION FSA | NRCS | RMA | Business Center

F6.- Redox Dark Surface
For use in all LRRs, except W, X, and Y; for 
testing in LRRs W, X, and Y. A layer that is 10 
cm (4 inches) or more thick, starting at a 
depth of 20 cm (8 inches) or less from the 
mineral soil surface, and has 

1. matrix value of 3 or less and chroma of 1 or less 
and 2 percent or more distinct or prominent 
redox concentrations occurring as soft masses 
or pore linings, or 

2. matrix value of 3 or less and chroma of 2 or less 
and 5 percent or more distinct or prominent 
redox concentrations occurring as soft masses 
or pore linings.
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F6
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Tools for Office 
Investigation
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Web Soil Survey
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SSURGO Portal
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SSURGO Portal 



FARM PRODUCTION AND CONSERVATION FSA | NRCS | RMA | Business Center

SSURGO Portal
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Questions?
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