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Natural Drainage Classes 

Natural drainage class refers to the frequency and duration of wet periods under conditions similar to 
those under which the soil developed. Alteration of the water regime by man, either through drainage or 
irrigation, is not a consideration unless the alterations have significantly changed the morphology of the 
soil. The classes follow:  

Excessively drained. Water is removed very rapidly. The occurrence of internal free water 
commonly is very rare or very deep. The soils are commonly coarse-textured and have very high 
hydraulic conductivity or are very shallow.  
Somewhat excessively drained. Water is removed from the soil rapidly. Internal free water 
occurrence commonly is very rare or very deep. The soils are commonly coarse-textured and 
have high saturated hydraulic conductivity or are very shallow.  

Well drained. Water is removed from the soil readily but not rapidly. Internal free water 
occurrence commonly is deep or very deep; annual duration is not specified. Water is available to 
plants throughout most of the growing season in humid regions. Wetness does not inhibit growth 
of roots for significant periods during most growing seasons. The soils are mainly free of the deep 
to redoximorphic features that are related to wetness.  



Moderately well drained. Water is removed from the soil somewhat slowly during some periods 
of the year. Internal free water occurrence commonly is moderately deep and transitory through 
permanent. The soils are wet for only a short time within the rooting depth during the growing 
season, but long enough that most mesophytic crops are affected. They commonly have a 
moderately low or lower saturated hydraulic conductivity in a layer within the upper 1 m, 
periodically receive high rainfall, or both.  

Somewhat poorly drained. Water is removed slowly so that the soil is wet at a shallow depth for 
significant periods during the growing season. The occurrence of internal free water commonly is 
shallow to moderately deep and transitory to permanent. Wetness markedly restricts the growth of 
mesophytic crops, unless artificial drainage is provided. The soils commonly have one or more of 
the following characteristics: low or very low saturated hydraulic conductivity, a high water table, 
additional water from seepage, or nearly continuous rainfall.  

Poorly drained. Water is removed so slowly that the soil is wet at shallow depths periodically 
during the growing season or remains wet for long periods. The occurrence of internal free water 
is shallow or very shallow and common or persistent. Free water is commonly at or near the 
surface long enough during the growing season so that most mesophytic crops cannot be grown, 
unless the soil is artificially drained. The soil, however, is not continuously wet directly below 
plow-depth. Free water at shallow depth is usually present. This water table is commonly the 
result of low or very low saturated hydraulic conductivity of nearly continuous rainfall, or of a 
combination of these.  

Very poorly drained. Water is removed from the soil so slowly that free water remains at or very 
near the ground surface during much of the growing season. The occurrence of internal free water 
is very shallow and persistent or permanent. Unless the soil is artificially drained, most 
mesophytic crops cannot be grown. The soils are commonly level or depressed and frequently 
ponded. If rainfall is high or nearly continuous, slope gradients may be greater.  

 

Material Moved and Deposited by Water 

Alluvium.—Alluvium consists of sediment deposited by running water. It may occur on terraces well 
above present streams or in the normally flooded bottom land of existing streams. Remnants of very old 
stream terraces may be found in dissected country far from any present stream. Along many old 
established streams lie a whole series of alluvial deposits in terraces—young deposits in the immediate 
flood plain, up step by step to the very old deposits on the highest terraces. In some places recent 
alluvium covers older terraces. 

Lacustrine deposits.—These deposits consist of material that has settled out of bodies of still water. 
Deposits laid down in fresh-water lakes associated directly with glaciers are commonly included as are 
other lake deposits, including some of Pleistocene age that are not associated with the continental 
glaciers. Some lake basins in the Western United States are commonly called playas; the soils in these 
basins may be more or less salty, depending on climate and drainage. 

Marine sediments.—These sediments settled out of the sea and commonly were reworked by currents 
and tides. Later they were exposed either naturally or following the construction of dikes and drainage 
canals. They vary widely in composition. Some resemble lacustrine deposits. 

Beach deposits.—Beach deposits mark the present or former shorelines of the sea or lakes. These 
deposits are low ridges of sorted material and are commonly sandy, gravelly, cobbly, or stony. Deposits 
on the beaches of former glacial lakes are usually included with glacial drift. 
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