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Soil health refers to the capacity of a soil to function. Soil functions include maintaining
biodiversity and productivity, partitioning water and solute flow, filtering and buffering, cycling
nutrients and providing physical support. We use certain soil properties as indicators of a soil’s
health and its ability to perform these functions. Generally, these are “dynamic” or “use
dependent” soil properties that are sensitive to changes in soil functions as a result of
management, are easily measured and reproducible, and respond to management changes in a
relatively short time period.
To assess the effects of farming practices on soil health, selected properties (indicators) should
be monitored on a site over a number of years and compared to a baseline condition. Another
option is to compare management systems to a reference site on the same soil.
Soil health cards have been developed and used since the mid-nineties to evaluate differences or
changes in soil quality. This field tool is generally developed collaboratively by local farmers,
NRCS, universities, conservation partners, and others. Indicators and ratings are selected using
regionally appropriate properties and terminology. The card can be used to assess the current
status of soil quality or, when used over time, can help determine changes in soil quality that are
affected by field management. For best results, the evaluation should be performed by the same
person, at the same time (or times) of year and under the same general moisture conditions.
Evaluating several areas in a management unit will provide more meaningful results.
In 2003, development of a soil health card was initiated in Maine. A template from another state
was adapted to fit conditions in the northeast and used as a sample card to generate input. The
card was trialed and circulated at training sessions, field days, trade shows, and via email lists in
order to generate comments and suggestions. A survey was included with the card which asked
questions about the wording, ratings, indicators, format, and potential uses for the card. Most
comments and suggestions came in jotted on the card itself. Over a period of 2 years the card
was continuously adapted in response to these comments.
The Maine soil health card combines whole field observations (drainage, moisture holding,
erosion, and crop vigor) and soil evaluations (crusting, color, tilth, structure, compaction, and
organisms). Descriptive ratings: describing the best (1), worst (10), and intermediate (5)
conditions for each indicator are included to help users evaluate their site on a scale of 1 to 10.
The card has instructions for use and room to keep brief records on field activities.
More on soil health cards is available at http://soils.usda.gov/sqi/assessment/sq_card.html

A soil health card offers a qualitative assessment of soil response. It is an inexpensive,
accessible, and practical way to understand a soil’s response to management. Other evaluation
tools are available that provide a more quantitative analysis.
Soil quality test kits allow measurement of chemical, physical, and biological indicators such as
pH, bulk density and aggregate stability, respiration and number of earthworms. Like the health
card assessment, soil quality kit evaluations used to monitor changes due to farm practices shoul
be completed over a number of years, at the same approximate time and soil moisture level, and
replicated throughout a management unit. Additional information on the soil health kit can be
found at http://soils.usda.gov/sqi/assessment/test_kit.html
Soil testing programs that expand beyond chemical properties are available. One recently
developed program is at Cornell University. In addition to nutrient testing, several physical and
biological properties are also measured. See http://soilhealth.cals.cornell.edu/ to learn more.

Maine Soil Quality Assessment Card
Questions or Comments?
Contact Lisa Krall, Soil Scientist
U.S.D.A. Natural Resources Conservation
Service
344 Merrow Road, Suite A
Tolland, CT 06084
(860) 871-4051

Instructions
How to Use the Card
Tools Required
 A shovel, a wire flag, and a pencil!

Soil Quality Assessment







Select a field for evaluation and record the field and/or farm ID and the date on an
assessment sheet.
Soil erosion, drainage, and infiltration are “whole field” observations and can be recorded via
“windshield surveys” during rain events.
Keep track of your crop’s health throughout the growing season. Pay attention to responses
to water stress to assess your soil’s ability to maintain adequate moisture.
Pick a day when the soil is somewhat moist to examine the soil and record what you see.
Turn over a shovel full of soil about 6”- 8” deep.
On the Assessment Sheet, rate each indicator by marking an X or shading out the box that
best represents the value for that indicator. Refer to the explanations for ratings of 1,5, and
10 for help in determining your choice. Enter additional observations and comments (such
as weather conditions and additional dates of observations) in the space provided for
“observations”.
Do this yearly and track progress towards your soil quality goals.



This card is most effective when filled out by the same user over time and under similar soil
moisture levels.



Using the card in more than one spot per field will improve accuracy.

Other activities, comments, observations

Additional records about this field
Use this space to record planting, tillage, and soil amendments as well as additional
activities and observations that are significant. This will help you determine
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