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The ground is modified and enriched by the plants growing on it. Making a section of soil (figure 4), you can observe different layers: a layer rich in organic matter, the humus (O); a layer rich in roots and living organisms (A); a layer less rich in life, but still used by roots (B) and an inert soil (C). 

1 - With a shovel, dig a hole of at least 40 cm deep in a meadow. Describe the layers of soil which you see, perhaps take some pictures.
[image: image2.png]Figure 4 - Scheme of a soil profile.




2 - Do the same in other kinds of soil, for example in a wood, or near a river. 
Make comparisons and try to explain the differences you observe.
It is easier to do these excavations when the ground is moist, rather than dry or muddy.
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The grouping of identifiable layers of different components and characteristics that make up a soil in a given area is referred to as a soil profile. Each individual soil layer is referred to as a horizon, termed 0, A, B, and C. 

• The 0 Horizon, is usually a thin top layer of organic material—dead leaves, plants or grasses that have collected and begun to break down. 

• The A horizon, or "topsoil," is dark-colored, rich in nutrients, and lies directly below the 0 horizon. Most soil-dwelling animals and plants are found in this layer, and their presence helps loosen and aerate this horizon. 

• The B horizon, or "subsoil," lies beneath the A horizon. Although this  horizon can contain sandy or silty layers, it is mostly characterized by clay-sized particles. This layer is usually much more compact than the A horizon. If a B horizon is thin or missing because weathering processes have not been at work long enough, a soil is said to be immature. If a soil profile contains at least three layers above the unweathered bedrock, it is said to be mature. 

• The C horizon exists beneath the B horizon. The C horizon has no properties typical of the overlying horizons, but it has been affected by weathering processes such as oxidation. It is composed of unconsolidated material that may or may not be like the material from which the soil presumably formed. Directly underneath this horizon, and therefore beneath the entire soil profile, lies consolidated bedrock. 

• Water and air are also critical components of soil, sometimes comprising up to 40 percent of the soil volume. Water, because of its cohesive characteristics, helps hold soil particles together. Plants and other organisms living in soil need both air and water to survive. 

• Water's ability to sort sediment according to size provides an effective means by which the components of a soil can be analyzed. 




                          http://www2.nrcs.usda.gov/teachers/soil_profil.htm An Illustration of a Soil Profile



                                                        http://library.thinkquest.org/J003195F/newpage5.htm Soil profile










 
