
Web Soil Survey
Overview and Objectives

Typical Web Soil Survey Session

• Navigating to Web Soil Survey (WSS)
• Setting your area of interest (AOI)
• Accessing your soil map
• Understanding the map unit description
• Accessing interpretations and reports

• Selecting correct methods and rating criteria
• Compiling maps, interpretations, and reports 

and “checking out”



Starting Web Soil Survey
• A simple Google search, or following the link below will get 

you to the WSS home page:
• https://websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov/App/HomePage.htm

• Click the large green “START WSS” button to begin.

https://websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov/App/HomePage.htm


Selecting Area of Interest



Selecting Area of Interest – Navigation Tools

Select and use 
these tools to 
zoom and pan



Selecting Area of Interest – Final Step



Selected AOI Will Be Shaded with Blue Stripes



Viewing the Soil Map



Important Things to Note about Soil Map Units
• Map unit definition: Areas 

defined and named the same in 
terms of their soil components

• A map unit can contain more 
than one soil (component) in it.

• The map unit description 
provides details about the 
different soil components and 
their likely locations (landform 
or geomorphic position) within 
the map unit.



Map Unit Description

The map 
unit name 
contains a 
hot link to 
the map unit 
description.



Understanding the Map Unit Description

Map Unit Name

Component Name

Overview of map unit

Typical component percentages
Component Information

Where on the landform 
will I likely find this soil?

Good comparisons 
for ground truthing



Compiling Soils Data
• Soil maps, map unit descriptions, and soil reports and interpretations 

can be a valuable reference for the field and for future planning 
purposes

• Choose reports and interpretations relevant to the current and 
proposed land uses and management practices

• Useful reports can be compiled into a single document by clicking the 
“Add to Shopping Cart” button (don’t worry, it’s free)



Accessing Soils Information



Types of Soil Information Available

1. Suitabilities and Limitations for Use: Produces map and 
report for single interpretations. 
Ex: Forest Productivity (tree site index)

2. Soil Properties and Qualities: Produces map and report for 
single property. Ex: Depth to Water Table

3. Soil Reports: Produces report and tables (no map) 
containing multiple soil properties and interpretations. 
Ex: Hydric Soils

1 2 3



Example: Forest Productivity



Example: Tree Site Index

• Set options

• Click View Rating



Setting Advanced Options: Aggregation Method

• Recommend using Dominant Condition unless you are 
certain you are working with the Dominant Component

• Why? Example: Map unit composition = 
• Soil A (poorly drained) = 30%
• Soil B (poorly drained) = 30%
• Soil C (well drained) = 40%

• Dominant Component will base interpretation off of Soil 
C data

• Dominant Condition will base interpretation off of Soil 
A and B data

• Weighted Average is generally not recommended
• Will produce a result not representative of any of 

the individual components



Example: Tree Site Index – Map 

Click Legend or 
scroll below 
map to see 
summary data



Example: Tree Site Index – Table

Scroll below 
map to view 
summary tables



Useful Interpretations and Reports (Where to Find Them)
• Suitabilities and Limitations for Use

• Land Classifications
• Ecological Site ID, Hydric Rating by Map Unit, Conservation Tree and Shrub Group

• Land Management
• Fencing, Suitability for Roads, Suitability for Log Landings, Harvest Equipment 

Operability, Soil Rutting Hazard
• Vegetative Productivity

• Forest Productivity (tree site index), Range Production

• Soil Properties and Qualities
• Soil Qualities and Features

• Depth to Restrictive Layer, Drainage Class
• Water Features

• Depth to Water Table, Flooding Frequency, Ponding Frequency

• Soil Reports
• Land Classifications

• Hydric Soils, Land Capability Class, Forage Suitability Groups
• Water Features

• Water Features, Hydrologic Soil Group and Surface Runoff



Example: Hydric Soils Report (1 of 2)



Example: Hydric Soils Report (2 of 2) 



Concluding Statements
1. Soil survey products are guides, not gospel.

1. Soil survey maps, interpretations, and reports are great references 
points, but they are not always perfect.

2. Soil surveys are a snapshot in time and are not site-specific.
3. Understanding the map unit composition and map unit description is 

critical.
4. On site observations are always necessary. You must ground truth!

2. What if the soil map and your on-site observations are strongly 
contrasting?

1. Review the map unit description. Check to see if your observations 
resemble any minor component in the map unit.

2. Contact NRCS State Soil Scientist or local Resource Soil Scientist to 
discuss the situation.



Questions? (1 of 2)

USDA is an equal opportunity employer, lender, and provider.

Mention of names or commercial products in this document does not imply 
recommendation or endorsement by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

Max Ross
Soil Scientist 
USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service
1835 Black Lake Blvd. 
Olympia, WA 98512
(360) 480-6578 (C)

max.ross@usda.gov
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