
18 Glossary of Soil Science Terms

capillary potential (no longer used in SSSA publi-
cations) As originally proposed by E. Buckingham in 
1907, the definition was unconventional with respect 
to sign, being the negative of the matric potential. Com-
pare Table 1. Soil water terms.
capillary rise Phenomenon that occurs when small 
pores which reduce the water potential are in contact 
with free water.
capillary water (no longer used in SSSA publica-
tions) The water held in the “capillary” or small pores of 
a soil, usually with a tension >60 cm of water. Compare 
soil water, soil water potential.
carbamoylurea Refer to biuret.
carbon budget Accounting of inputs and outputs of 
carbon in the soil and ecosystem.
carbon cycle The sequence of transformations 
whereby carbon dioxide is converted to organic 
forms by photosynthesis or chemosynthesis, recycled 
through the biosphere (with partial incorporation into 
sediments), and ultimately returned to its original state 
through respiration or combustion.
carbon/nitrogen ratio Refer to carbon/organic ni-
trogen ratio.
carbon/organic nitrogen ratio The ratio of the 
mass of organic carbon to the mass of organic nitrogen 
in soil, organic material, plants, or microbial cells.
Carolina Bay Any of various shallow, often oval or ellip-
tical, generally marshy, closed depressions in the Atlantic 
coastal plain (from southern New Jersey to northeastern 
Florida, especially developed in the Carolinas). They 
range from about 100 m to many kilometers in length, 
are rich in organic matter, and under native conditions 
contain trees and shrubs different from those of the 
surrounding areas. Also called Grady ponds (colloquial: 
Georgia and Alabama) and Delmarva Bays (colloquial: 
Maryland). Refer to pocosin (Jackson, 1997).
cartographic unit Refer to map unit, soil; soil map.
cat clay (obselete) Poorly drained, clayey soils, com-
monly formed in an estuarine environment, that be-
come very acidic when drained due to oxidation of 
ferrous sulfide.

catabolism The breakdown of organic compounds 
within an organism.
catch crop (a) A crop produced incidental to the main 
crop of the farm and usually occupying the land for a 
short period. (b) A crop grown to replace a main crop 
that has failed.
category Any one of the ranks of the system of soil 
classification in which soils are grouped on the basis of 
their characteristics.
catena (USA) A sequence of soils of about the same 
age, derived from similar parent material, and occurring 
under similar climatic conditions, but having different 
characteristics due to variation in relief and in drainage. 
Compare toposequence.
cation An atom or atomic group that is positively 
charged because of a loss in electrons.
cation exchange The interchange between a cation 
in solution and another cation in the boundary layer 
between the solution and surface of negatively charged 
material such as clay or organic matter.
cation exchange capacity (CEC) The sum of ex-
changeable bases plus total soil acidity at a specific pH 
values usually 7.0 or 8.0. When acidity is expressed as 
salt extractable acidity, the cation exchange capacity is 
called the effective cation exchange capacity (ECEC) 
because this is considered to be the CEC of the ex-
changer at the native pH value. It is usually expressed in 
centimoles of charge per kilogram of exchanger (cmolc 
kg) or millimoles of charge per kilogram of exchanger 
(mmolc kg). Compare acidity, total.
catstep (not preferred, refer to terracette) A terracette; 
especially one produced by slumping of loess deposits 
as in western Iowa ( Jackson, 1997).
cavitation The formation of gas or water vapor-filled 
cavities in a liquid volume when the pressure is reduced 
(tension is increased) to a critical level. In water sys-
tems, cavitation typically occurs at about 0.08 MPa 
of water tension. In confined systems, cavitation can 
create discontinuity of water columns preventing the 
nonelastic transmission of pressure along the column 
across the cavitation.

Table 1. Soil water terminology.

Type Source Destination
Osmotic Pool of pure water at specified elevation and 

atmospheric pressure
Pool identical to the source pool but 
containing soil solution

Gravitational Pool of soil solution at specified elevation and 
atmospheric pressure

Pool identical to the source pool but at the 
elevation of the point under consideration

Matric  
(above water table) Pool of soil solution at the elevation and 

external air pressure of the point under 
consideration

Soil water at the point under consideration  
(above water table)

Hydrostatic  
(below water table)

Soil water at the point under consideration 
(below water table)

Air External air pressure (atmospheric) at the 
elevation of the point under consideration

Soil air at the point under consideration.


