
Hydric Soils - Overview 

The Hydric Soils section presents the most current information about hydric soils. It updates 

information that was previously published in "Hydric Soils of the United States" and coordinates it 

with information that has been published in the "Federal Register". It also includes the most recent 

set of field indicators of hydric soils. 

Four types of technical information about hydric soils are presented. 

1. The current definition of a hydric soil -- This definition has been consistent in the overall 

concept that hydric soils are those soils that are sufficiently wet in the upper part to 

develop anaerobic conditions during the growing season. 

   

2. The criteria for hydric soils and the lists which are generated from them -- The criteria are 

selected soil properties that are documented in Soil Taxonomy and were designed primarily 

to generate a list of hydric soils from soil survey databases. These criteria CANNOT be 

used in the field to determine hydric soils. The purpose of the criteria is to generate a list of 

soil map unit components that are likely to meet the hydric soil definition. Caution must be 

used when comparing the list of hydric components to soil survey maps. Many of the soils 

on the list have ranges in water table depths that allow the soil component to range from 

hydric to nonhydric depending on the location. Lists of hydric soils along with soil survey 

maps are good off-site ancillary tools to assist in wetland determinations, but they are not a 

substitute for observations made during on-site investigations. 

   

3. The list of field indicators of hydric soils -- The field indicators are morphological 

properties known to be associated with soils that meet the definition of a hydric soil. 

Presence of one or more field indicators suggests that the processes associated with hydric 

soil formation have taken place on the site being observed. The field indicators are essential 

for hydric soil identification because once formed, they persist in the soil during both wet 

and dry seasonal periods. 

   

4. The Hydric Soil Technical Notes -- Contain National Technical Committee for Hydric Soils 

(NTCHS) updates, insights, standards, and clarifications.  

Next item -- Introduction 

 

http://soils.usda.gov/use/hydric/intro.html


Hydric Soils - Introduction 

Definition 

The definition of a hydric soil is 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. 

Field Indicators 

Field Indicators are soil characteristics which are documented to be strictly associated only with 

hydric soils. Field Indicators are an efficient on-site means to confirm the presence of hydric soil. 

The Field Indicators are designed to identify soils which meet the hydric soil definition without 

further data collection. Some hydric soils exist for which no Field Indicators have yet been recorded 

and documented, and to identify these soils as hydric, evidence must be gathered to demonstrate 

that the definition is met. Additional Field Indicators are being developed and tested.  

Concept 

The concept of hydric soils includes soils developed under sufficiently wet conditions to support the 

growth and regeneration of hydrophytic vegetation. Soils that are sufficiently wet because of 

artificial measures are included in the concept of hydric soils. Also, soils in which the hydrology has 

been artificially modified are hydric if the soil, in an unaltered state, was hydric. Some series, 

designated as hydric, have phases that are not hydric depending on water table, flooding, and 

ponding characteristics. 

Hydric Soils Lists 

The lists of hydric soils were created by using criteria that were developed by the National Technical 

Committee for Hydric Soils. The criteria are selected soil properties that are documented in Soil 

Taxonomy (Soil Survey Staff , 1999) and were designed primarily to generate a list of hydric soils 

from the National Soil Information System (NASIS) database. 

Hydric soil lists have a number of agricultural and nonagricultural applications. These include 

assistance in land-use planning, conservation planning, and assessment of potential wildlife habitat. 

A combination of the hydric soil, hydrophytic vegetation, and hydrology criteria defines wetlands as 

described in the National Food Security Act Manual (Soil Conservation Service, 1994) and the Corps 

of Engineers Wetlands Delineation Manual (Environmental Laboratory, 1987) which is currently 

being regionalized. Therefore, an area that meets the hydric soil criteria must also meet the 

http://soils.usda.gov/use/hydric/ntchs/index.html
http://soils.usda.gov/use/hydric/ntchs/index.html


hydrophytic vegetation and wetland hydrology criteria in order for it to be classified as a 

jurisdictional wetland.  

The national list of hydric soils is maintained in a computer file and is updated yearly. The most 

current national electronic list of hydric soils may be obtained directly from this website. State lists 

of hydric soils are also available electronically from this site or as hardcopy from the NRCS State 

Conservationist in each state. The NRCS also maintains, for each conservation district in the United 

States, lists of map units that contain, or may, in some delineations, contain hydric soils. These 

detailed lists are available by contacting your NRCS State Conservationist and are recommended 

only for preliminary use in making wetland determinations. Field Indicators must be used for on-site 

determinations of hydric soils. 
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Next item  -- Criteria 

 

Hydric Soils - Criteria 

 The following NASIS criteria reflect those soils that may meet the definition of hydric soils. Criteria 

1, 3, and 4 serve as both database criteria and as field indicators for identification of hydric soils. 

Criterion 2 serves only to retrieve soils from the database. In addition, the wording of criteria 1 and 

2 were changed in 2000 to incorporate recent changes in Soil Taxonomy ( Soil Survey Staff, 1999). 

Please note that these changes did not cause any soils to be added or deleted from the 

list. 

1. All Histels except Folistels and Histosols except Folists, or 

   

http://soils.usda.gov/use/hydric/criteria.html


2. Soils in Aquic suborders, great groups, or subgroups, Albolls suborder, Historthels great 

group, Histoturbels great group, Pachic subgroups, or Cumulic subgroups that are:  

a. Somewhat poorly drained with a water table* equal to 0.0 foot (ft) from the surface 

during the growing season, or 

b. poorly drained or very poorly drained and have either: 

   

i. water table* equal to 0.0 ft during the growing season if textures are coarse sand, 

sand, or fine sand in all layers within 20 inches (in),  

 

or for other soils 

   

ii. water table* at less than or equal to 0.5 ft from the surface during the growing 

season if permeability is equal to or greater than 6.0 in/hour (h) in all layers within 

20 in, 

 

or 

   

iii. water table* at less than or equal to 1.0 ft from the surface during the growing 

season if permeability is less than 6.0 in/h in any layer within 20 in, or 

   

3. Soils that are frequently ponded for long duration or very long duration during the growing 

season, or 

   

4. Soils that are frequently flooded for long duration or very long duration during the growing 

season.  

Glossary 

anaerobic: a situation in which molecular oxygen is virtually absent from the environment. 

artificial hydric soil: a soil that meets the definition of a hydric soil as a result of an artificially 

induced hydrologic regime and did not meet the definition before the artificial measures were 

applied. 

biologic zero: the soil temperature, at a depth of 50 cm (19.7"), below which the growth and 

function of locally adapted plants are negligible. 



drained: a condition in which ground or surface water has been removed by artificial means. 

flooded: a condition in which the soil surface is temporarily covered with flowing water from any 

source, such as streams overflowing their banks, runoff from adjacent or surrounding slopes, inflow 

from the high tides, or any combination of sources. 

frequently flooded, ponded, saturated: a frequency class in which flooding, ponding, or 

saturation is likely to occur often under usual weather conditions (more than 50 percent chance in 

any year, or more than 50 times in 100 years). 

growing season: the portion of the year when soil temperatures are above biologic zero at 50 cm 

(19.7"). The following growing season months are assumed for each of the soil temperature 

regimes of Soil Taxonomy: 

Isohyperthermic 
Hyperthermic 
Isothermic 
Thermic 
Isomesic 
Mesic 
Frigid 
Isofrigid 
Cryic 
Hypergelic 
Pergelic 
Subgelic 

January-December 
February-December 
January-December 
February-October 
January-December 
March-October 
May-September 
May-September 
June-August 
July-August 
July-August 
July-August 

hydrophytic vegetation: plant life growing in water or on a substrate that is at least periodically 

deficient in oxygen as a result of excessive water content. 

long duration: a duration class in which innundation for a single event ranges from 7 days to 1 

month. 

permeability: the ease with which water passes through a bulk mass of soil or a layer of soil. In 

the Map Unit Interpretation Record (MUIR) database, permeability is expressed as the number of 

inches per hour that water moves downward through the saturated soil. 

phase, soil: a subdivision of a soil series based on features that affect its use and management 

(e.g. slope, surface texture, stoniness, and thickness). 

ponded: a condition in which water stands in a closed depression. The water is removed only by 

percolation, evaporation, or transpiration. 

poorly drained: water is removed from the soil so slowly that the soil is saturated periodically 

during the growing season or remains wet for long periods. 

saturated: a condition in which all voids (pores) between soil particles are filled with water. 

soil series: a group of soils having horizons similar in differentiating characteristics and 

arrangements in the soil profile, except for texture of the surface layer. 

somewhat poorly drained: water is removed slowly enough that the soil is wet for significant 

periods during the growing season. 



very long duration: a duration class in which innundation for a single event is greater than 1 

month. 

very poorly drained: water is removed from the soil so slowly that free water remains at or on the 

surface during most of the growing season. 

*water table: the upper surface of ground water where the water is at atmospheric pressure. In 

the Map Unit Interpretation Record (MUIR) database, entries are made for the zone of saturation at 

the highest average depth during the wettest season. It is at least six inches thick and persists in 

the soil for more than a few weeks. In other databases, saturation, as defined in Soil Taxonomy 

(Soil Survey Staff. 1999), is used to identify conditions that refer to water table in Criteria 2.  
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