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 Visual assessment provides an
 immediate effective diagnostic
 tool to assess soil quality, and
 the results are easy to interpret
 and understand. Compare a soil
 under well-managed pastoral
 grazing (on the right of the palm),
 and poorly managed long-term
 continuous cropping (on the left).



P O O R C O N D I T I O N V S = 0

S o i l d o m in a t e d b y e x t re m e ly c o a r s e , v e ry f i r m

c lo d s w it h v e r y f e w f in e r a g g re g a t e s

G O O D C O N D I T IO N V S = 2

G o o d d is t r ib u t io n o f f r ia b le f in e r

a g g re g a t e s w it h n o s ig n if ic a n t c lo d d in g

M O D E R A T E C O N D I T I O N V S = 1

S o i l c o n t a in s s ig n if ic a n t p ro p o r t io n s o f b o t h

c o a r s e f ir m c lo d s a n d f r ia b le , f in e

a g g re g a t e s

FIGURE 1: Visual scoring (VS) of soil structure and consistence under cropping



P O O R C O N D I T I O N V S = 0

N o s o i l m a c ro p o re s a re v is u a l ly a p p a re n t

w it h in c o m p a c t , m a s s iv e s t ru c t u re le s s c lo d s .

T h e c lo d s u r f a c e is s m o o t h w it h f e w c r a c k s o r

h o le s , a n d c a n h a v e s h a r p a n g le s

G O O D C O N D I T I O N V S = 2

S o i ls h a v e m a n y a c ro p o re s b e t w e e n a n d

w it h in a g g re g a t e s a s s o c ia t e d w it h re a d i ly

a p p a re n t g o o d s o i l s t r u c t u re

M O D E R A T E C O N D I T IO N V S = 1

S o i l a c ro p o re s b e t w e e n a n d w it h in

a g g re g a t e s h a v e d e c l in e d s ig n i f ic a n t ly b u t

a re p re s e n t o n c lo s e e x a m in a t io n o f c lo d s

s h o w in g a m o d e r a t e a o u n t o f

c o n s o l id a t io n

FIGURE 2: Visual scoring (VS) of soil porosity under cropping



P O R O N D O N V S 0

e y f i m t o d , w ll d v e l p e t i l l g e

p a in t e l w t o s o i l , s h w i g s v e

c o s o lid a t io n w it n o s t u t u , n

a c p e a n d f e w o o c c k

G O O D O N D T N S = 2

N t i l l e a n it h f i b le , c le l y

a p a e t s t u c t e n d o il o

t o u h o t t h t o s o i l

M O E R T E O D T N S = 1

F i m , o d a t ly e v e lo p t i l la g e p a in

t h e l w e t o s o i l s h o in c le z n e s f

c o s o l i a t i n b t in lu d in g e a w it

w a k l d e e lo e d t u t u , c c k ,

f i s s u e s n d fe m o o e

FIGURE 6: Visual scoring (VS) of the presence of a tillage pan under cropping



Compaction



GOOD
CONDITION
VS = 2
No evidence of
surface ponding after
1 day following heavy
rainfall on soils that
were already at or
near saturation

MODERATE
CONDITION
VS = 1
Moderate surface
ponding can occur
up to 3 days after
heavy rainfall on soils
that were already at
or close to saturation

POOR
CONDITION
VS = 0
Significant surface
ponding can occur
for longer than 3
days after heavy
rainfall on soils that
were already at or
close to saturation

FIGURE 15: Visual scoring (VS) of surface ponding under cropping



P O O R C O N D I T I O N V S = 0

S o i l d o m in a t e d b y c o a r s e , v e r y f ir m c lo d s

w it h f e w e r f in e r a g g re g a t e s . C lo d re s is t a n c e

i s h ig h a n d t h e w in d o w f o r c u lt iv a t io n is

v e r y n a r ro w

G O O D C O N D I T I O N V S = 2

G o o d d is t r ib u t io n o f t h e fr ia b le , f in e r

a g g re g a t e s w it h n o s ig n if ic a n t c lo d d in g . A

g o o d s e e d b e d is re a d ily p re p a re d

M O D E R A T E C O N D I T I O N V S = 1

S o i l c o n t a in s s ig n i f ic a n t p ro p o r t io n s o f

b o t h c o a r s e f i rm c lo d s a n d f r ia b le , f in e

a g g re g a t e s . I f c u lt iv a t io n is n o t c a re fu l ly

t im e d , c lo d s s h o w s ig n if ic a n t t i l la g e

re s is t a n c e

FIGURE 7: Visual scoring (VS) of the degree of clod development under cropping



GOOD CONDITION VS = 2
Good emergence and plant
establishment, with few
gaps along the planting
row and crop showing an
even height

MODERATE CONDITION
VS = 1
Moderate emergence and
plant establishment, with a
significant number of gaps
along the planting row and
a significant variation in
seedling height

POOR CONDITION VS = 0
Poor emergence and plant
establishment, with a large
number of gaps along the
planting row and a large
variation in seedling height

FIGURE 9: Visual scoring (VS) of crop emergence under cropping



FIGURE 5: Visual scoring (VS) of earthworm counts under cropping



P O O R C O N D IT I O N V S = 0

S o il h a s a b u n d a n t t o p ro fu s e (> 5 0 % ) m e d iu m

a n d c o a r s e o ra n g e a n d p a r t ic u la r ly g re y

m o t t le s

G O O D C O N D IT I O N V S = 2

M o t t le s a re g e n e ra l ly a b s e n t .

M O D E R A T E C O N D I T I O N V S = 1

S o il h a s c o m m o n (1 0 – 2 5 % ) f in e a n d m e d iu m

o ra n g e a n d g re y m o t t le s

FIGURE 4: Visual scoring (VS) of number and colour of soil mottles under cropping



GOOD CONDITION VS = 2

Wind erosion is not a concern:
only small dust plumes
emanate from the cultivator
on windy days. Most wind-
eroded material is contained
within the paddock. Water
erosion is not a concern as
there is only a little rill and
sheet erosion. Topsoil depths
in footslope areas are <15 cm
deeper than on crests

MODERATE CONDITION VS = 1

Wind erosion is of moderate
concern where significant dust
plumes can emanate from the
cultivator on windy days. A
considerable amount of
material is blown off the
paddock but is contained within
the farm. Water erosion is of
moderate concern with a
significant amount of rilling and
sheet erosion. Topsoil depths in
footslope areas are 15–30 cm
greater than on crests, and
sediment input into drains/
streams may be significant

POOR CONDITION VS = 0

Wind erosion is a major
concern. Large dust clouds can
occur when cultivating on
windy days. A substantial
amount of topsoil can be lost
from the paddock and
deposited elsewhere in the
district. Water erosion is a
major concern, with severe
rilling and sheet erosion
occurring. Topsoils in footslope
areas are more than 30 cm
deeper than on the crests, and
sediment input into drains/
streams may be high

FIGURE 8: Visual scoring (VS) of susceptibility to wind & water erosion under cropping



P O O R C O N D I T I O N V S = 0

S o i l c o lo u r h a s b e c o m e s ig n if ic a n t ly p a le r

c o m p a re d w it h u n d e r t h e f e n c e l in e

G O O D C O N D I T I O N V S = 2

D a r k c o lo u re d t o p s o i l t h a t is n o t t o o

d is s im i la r t o t h a t u n d e r t h e fe n c e l in e

M O D E R A T E C O N D IT IO N V S = 1

T h e c o lo u r o f t h e t o p s o il is s o m e w h a t

p a le r t h a n u n d e r t h e f e n c e l in e , b u t n o t

m a r k e d ly s o

FIGURE 3: Visual scoring (VS) of soil colour under cropping



P O R C N D I I O N S =

S o i l c lo u r h a s e c o e ig n if ic a n t ly p a l r

u e t o le y i g b c a u o f e r is t e t

p g g in g

G O D C O N I T I N V = 2

D r k c o l u re t o o il i d ic t in g w e ll-

a e r t e d s i l w it h a o o d t u r n v e r f

o rg n i m a t t e r

M O E R T E O N I T I O V S 1

T h c l r o f t h e t p s i l i s m e h a t

a le r d u e t t h e a r ly s t e s f g le in g

b c a u o f m d e r t e u g in g

FIGURE 3: Visual scoring (VS) of soil colour under pasture



P O O R C O N I I N V 0

S o i l d m in a t b y e x t r e ly c a rs e , v ry f ir m

c lo d s w it v e r y f w f in r a g g r t e s

O O D C D I T I V S

o d d is t r ib u t i n o f f r i le f i e r

a g re g a t e s w it h n s ig n if ic a n t c l d in g

M O A T E C O I T IO V S = 1

i l c o t in s s i n if ic a n t p ro p r t io n s o f b o t h

c o a r s e f ir m c lo s a n d fr i le , f in

r g a t s

FIGURE 1: Visual scoring (VS) of soil structure and consistence under pasture



G O O D C O N D T O N V S = 2

S o s h a v e m a n y m a c o p o e s b e w e e n a n d

w h n a g g e g a e s a s s o c a e d w h e a d y

a p p a e n g o o d s o s u c u e

M O D E R A T E C O N D T O N V S = 1

S o m a c o p o e s b e w e e n a n d w h n

a g g e g a e s h a v e d e c n e d s g n c a n y b u

a e p e s e n o n c o s e e x a m n a o n o c o d s

s h o w n g a m o d e a e a m o u n o

c o n s o d a o n

P O O R C O N D T O N V S = 0

N o m a c o p o e s o c o a s e m c o p o e s a e

v s u a y a p p a e n w h n c o m p a c m a s s v e

s u c u e e s s c o d s h a y p c a y s h o w

s m o o h a c e s w h s h a p a n g e s a n d h a v e

e w c a c k s o h o e s

FIGURE 2: Visual scoring (VS) of soil porosity under pasture



P O C O N D I I O N V S = 0

P a s tu re s a re o fte n d o m in a te d b y s p e c ie s th a t

a re m o re to le ra n t o f p o o r a e ra t io n a n d

w a te rlo g g in g d u e to p u g g in g , b y s p e c ie s s u c h

a s ry e g ra s s th a t a re m o re to le ra n t o f s to c k

tre a d in g , a n d s p e c ie s s u c h a s w h ite c lo v e r th a t

q u ic k ly c o lo n is e b a re g ro u n d c re a te d b y s e v e re

tre a d in g . W e e d s a re a ls o v e ry c o m m o n a n d

a y in c lu d e p e n n y ro y a l, b u tte rc u p , d u c k w e e d

a n d d o c k . a s tu re c o p o s it io n h a s lit t le

re la t io n s h ip to th e o rig in a l s e e d ix

G O D C O N I T I O N V S = 2

P a s t u re c o m p o s it io n h a s a g o o d m ix o f

h ig h p ro d u c in g p a s t u re s p e c ie s (e . g . ,

r y e g r a s s , w h it e c lo v e r a n d c o c k s f o o t ) a n d

s p e c ie s in t o le r a n t o f p o o r a e ra t io n a n d

w a t e r lo g g in g ; fe w e e d s . P a s t u re

c o m p o s it io n re f le c t s t h e o r ig in a l m ix

M O D A T E C O N I I N V S = 1

P a s t u re s p e c ie s it h a ra n g e o f to le ra n c e s

t o w a t e r lo g g in g a n d s t o c k t re a d in g a re

p re s e n t , a n d p a s t u re s m a y c o n ta in a

n u m b e r o f w e e d s a n d fo ra g e h e rb s

in c lu d in g d o c k , m a y w e e d , p e n n y ro y a l a n d

p la n t a in . a s t u re m ix d iffe rs s o e w h a t

fro t h a t o r ig in a lly s o w n

FIGURE 7: Visual scoring (VS) of pasture composition



FIGURE 5: Visual scoring (VS) of earthworm counts under pasture



P O R O N T N V S = 0

u f c e is e b o e n n d d e e ly i c is d b y

e v e p e t e d t e a in g . h e t e in i

d if f ic u lt t o w lk o a n c a e m u s t e

t a n t a v id t w is t in g a k le

O D C N D O V S 2

S fa c is la t i e ly s m o t h n d

u b k e n

M O E R T E O N T N S =

u f e t a i is o m w h a t b k e n u p n d

in c is d b o c a s i n a l e a y t a d i g

e v e t s u t it is o t d if f ic u lt t o a l o v

FIGURE 6: Visual scoring (VS) of surface relief under pasture



R C T S 0

L a e e s o b a e g o u n d c u e c u s e

o e a in d g e a n h s u s e u n

e u io in h e e s i a n v ig o o

p s u e la s h i e lo v a d le s

e s i a b le p a s u e e ie s a n w e d s y

a v in a d d e g a d e d n d a a e a

D C D T S = 2

P s u e o h is v ig o o u s a n c v e s

a l s h e h o le s c e e

E A T E C D T V S = 1

P a u s h w s i n i ic a a e a o a

g u n d a d p o a d i g w h w i h h e

i g s s io o w e d a d w h i c lo v e

c u s d y e a in d a a e

FIGURE 10: Visual scoring (VS) of area of bare ground
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