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Seagrasses, especially structurally large species, affect coastal and reef water quality by trapping 

sediments and acting as a buffer between catchment inputs and reef communities. Seagrass meadows 
have the ability to modify the energy regimes of their environments, and help stabilise sediment by 
trapping and binding the sediment. However, the trapping ability of seagrass is in reality an equilibrium 
established between deposition/sedimentation and erosion/resuspension. 

Studies have shown that sediment characteristics are important in determining seagrass growth, 
germination, survival, and distribution. As part of Seagrass-Watch, field descriptions of sediment type 
collected 0-2 cm below the sediment/water interface are determined by visual and tactile inspection of 
(wet) samples and constituents (primary descriptors) differentiated according to the Udden – 
Wentworth grade scale.  

Grain size classes used, based on the Udden – Wentworth grade scale of Wentworth (1922). 

Fine-medium Clay 0 – 0.002 mm 

Coarse Clay 0.0021 – 0.004 mm 

Very Fine Silt 0.0041– 0.008 mm 

Fine Silt 0.0081 – 0.016 mm 

Medium Silt 0.0161 – 0.031 mm 

Mud 

Coarse Silt 0.0311 – 0.063 mm 

Very Fine Sand 0.0631 – 0.125 mm 

Fine Sand 0.1251 – 0.250 mm 

Medium Sand 0.2501 – 0.500 mm 

Coarse Sand 0.5001 – 1.000 mm 

Sand 

Very Coarse Sand 1.0001 – 2.000 mm 

Granules 2.0001 – 4.000 mm 
Gravel 

Pebbles and larger >4.0001 mm 
 
In Seagrass-Watch, the primary descriptors relate to the size of the sediment grains: gravel 

(>2000μm); coarse sand (>500 μm); sand (>250 μm); fine sand (>63 μm); and mud (<63 μm).  
 
The sediment Primary Descriptors are written down from left to right in decreasing order of 

abundance: e.g. Mud/Sand is mud with sand, where mud is determined as the dominant constituent (by 
volume). 

mud has a smooth and sticky texture. 
fine sand fairly smooth texture with some roughness just detectable.  Not sticky in 

nature.  
sand rough grainy texture, particles clearly distinguishable. 
coarse sand coarse texture, particles loose.  
gravel very coarse texture, with some small stones.  

Sediment type Modifiers are also commonly used, however these are recorded in the comments 
section. Modifiers include: coral, shell grit, forams, diatoms, etc. 



UNDERSTANDING SEDIMENT 

 

2 
The visual/tactile estimation method used in Seagrass-Watch is a simple yet relatively accurate 
measure of the sediment grain size which can be used for quantitative assessments (see McKenzie 
2007, http://www.seagrasswatch.org/Info_centre/Publications/pdf/371_DPIF_McKenzie.pdf). 

  
 gravel (>2mm) very coarse sand (1 – 2 mm) 

  
 coarse sand (0.5 – 1 mm) medium sand (0.25 – 0.5 mm) 

  
 fine sand (0.125 – 0.25 mm) very fine sand (0.063 – 0.125mm) 

Notes: 
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