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BSI Standards Publication  
BS 3882:2015 Specification for topsoil 
 
BS 3882:2015 was published by BSI Standards Limited, under licence from The British 
Standards Institution. This document is Normec DETS’ interpretation of BS 3882:2015. 
 

Topsoil Classification and Composition Requirements for Landscaping and 
Specialist Applications  
 

This British Standard outlines the classification and composition requirements for natural 

and manufactured topsoils that are moved or traded for building soil profiles to support 

plant growth. It excludes subsoil and topsoil intended to remain in place but allows the use 

of on-site topsoil if it suits the project needs. The standard includes specifications for two 

types of topsoil: multipurpose topsoil, which meets general landscaping needs, and specific-

purpose topsoils with specialised properties (low fertility, acidic, or calcareous) for specific 

applications. Additionally, it sets guidelines for topsoil sampling and analysis. 

 

Essential Role of Topsoil in Landscaping and Plant Support  
 

Topsoil is crucial in landscape projects, such as gardens, civil engineering, sustainable 

drainage systems (SuDS), and reclamation sites, because it supports plant growth. It provides 

plant roots with stability, gradually releases nutrients, supplies oxygen, drains excess water, 

retains moisture, and reduces runoff. Beneath topsoil, subsoil or other substrates can add 

further rooting depth, store moisture, and enhance drainage. 

 

Natural vs. Manufactured Topsoil: Formation, Fragility, and Handling  
Considerations  
 

Topsoil can be natural or manufactured. Natural topsoil forms over time through chemical, 

physical, and biological processes that act on weathered minerals and integrate organic 

matter, typically from decaying plants. Manufactured topsoil, created by blending organic 

and mineral components with fertilisers or lime, mimics these properties. The soil’s surface 

layer is typically darkened due to organic content, while the subsoil below has less organic 

matter and fertility. Human activities, such as cultivation and fertilisation, can also modify 

natural topsoil formation. 

 

However, topsoil is fragile and easily degraded by improper handling. If not lifted, 

transported, stored, and spread carefully, its functions can deteriorate, especially if it is 

compacted. Transporting soil involves various mechanical processes that some natural 

topsoils cannot withstand without significant structure loss, which can take years to recover. 
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Topsoil Classification: Multipurpose vs. Specific-Purpose Types and Applications 
 

Topsoil is classified as either multipurpose topsoil, suitable for most applications, or specific-

purpose topsoil, which is further divided into categories based on specialized properties: 

acidic, calcareous, low fertility, low fertility acidic, and low fertility calcareous. Multipurpose 

topsoil meets general landscaping needs, while specific-purpose topsoils are designed for 

specialised planting requirements, such as supporting specific plant communities. When 

choosing between these types, users should consider the site’s intended use. For low-fertility 

soils, which are complex to specify, consulting a specialist is recommended. 

 

 

Topsoil characteristics  

Reference Table 1 of the BS 3882:2015 

 

Parameter Multipurpose 

topsoil 

Specific purpose topsoil 

  Acidic Calcareous Low  

fertilityA 

Low  

fertility  

acidicA 

Low  

fertility  

calcareousA 

Soil Texture % m/m  See area of permitted soil textural classes in Figure 1 

Maximum coarse 

fragment content  

% m/m 

 

>2 mm 

>20 mm 

>50 mm 

 

 

 

 

30 

10 

0 

 

 

 

 

30 

10 

0 

 

 

 

 

30 

10 

0 

 

 

 

 

30 

10 

0 

 

 

 

 

30 

10 

0 

 

 

 

 

30 

10 

0 

Mass loss on ignition 

%B 

 

Clay 5% to 20% 

Clay 20% to 35% 

 

 

 

3 to 20 

5 to 20 

 

 

 

3 to 30 

5 to 30 

 

 

 

3 to 20 

5 to 20 

 

 

 

2 to 20 

2 to 20 

 

 

 

2 to 30 

2 to 30 

 

 

 

2 to 20 

2 to 20 

Soil pH  

(measured in  

water) 

5.5 to 8.5 3.5 to 5.5 7.5 to 9.0 

 

3.5 to 9.0 3.5 to 5.5 7.5 to 9.0 

 

Carbonate % m/m - - >1 - - >1 

Plant nutrient  

content 

 

Total nitrogen % m/m 

Extractable  

phosphate mg/l 

Extractable  

Potassium mg/l 

Extractable  

magnesium mg/l 

 

 

 

>0.15 

 

16 to 140 

 

121 to 1500 

 

51 to 600 

 

 

 

>0.15 

 

16 to 140 

 

121 to 1500 

 

51 to 600 

 

 

 

 

>0.15 

 

16 to 140 

 

121 to 1500 

 

51 to 600 

 

 

 

 

-C 

 

<20 

 

- 

 

- 

 

 

 

 

-C 

 

<20 

 

- 

 

- 

 

 

 

 

-C 

 

<20 

 

- 

 

- 
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Reference Table 1 of the BS 3882:2015 continued 

 

Parameter Multipurpose 

topsoil 

Specific purpose topsoil 

  Acidic Calcareous Low  

fertilityA 

Low  

fertility  

acidicA 

Low  

fertility  

calcareousA 

Soil Texture % m/m  See area of permitted soil textural classes in Figure 1 

Carbon : 

nitrogen ratio E 

<20 :1 <20 :1 <20 :1 <35:1 <35:1 <20:1 

Electrical 

conductivity µS  

cm -1 F 

3300      

Potentially  

phytotoxic  

elements (by 

soil pH) (mg/kg 

dry solids) 

Multipurpose 

and specific 

purpose 

topsoil’s 

     

 Soil pH <6.0 Soil pH 6.0 

to 7.0 

Soil pH > 

7.0 

   

Zn (Nitric acid 

extractable) 

<200 <200 <300    

Cu (Nitric acid 

extractable) 

<100 <135 <200    

Ni (Nitric acid 

extractable) 

<60 <75 <110    

Visible 

contaminants % 

m/m 

(air-dried soil) 

…- of which 

plastics 

 

 

<0.5 

 

<0.25 

     

Sharps, number 

(air dried soil) 

Zero in 1 kg 

air-dried soil 

     

 

 

A. Information on low fertility topsoil is given in Annex B of the standard. 

B. Mass loss on ignition gives a measurement of the soil organic matter content (see 3.5).  For more demanding 

landscaping applications (e.g. ornamental shrub planting, rootballed trees), minimum soil organic matter 

content 1% greater than the minima shown might be beneficial. 

C. The total nitrogen concentration in a low fertility topsoil is not critical; however, a concentration >0.15% can aid 

the initial establishment of plants. 

D. The carbon nitrogen ratio gives an indication of the potential for soil to release nitrogen for plant growth.  The 

potential to release or immobilize nitrogen also depends on the bioavailability of the carbon and the nitrogen.  

E. Excluding very acidic soil (pH<5), the carbon : nitrogen ratios of temperate topsoils normally fall within the 

range from 10 to 14.  A ratio of 12 is typical. 

F. The electrical conductivity is related to the concentration of soluble ionic constituents, particularly ammonium, 

calcium, chloride, magnesium, nitrate, phosphate, potassium, sodium and sulphate. 
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Topsoil Sampling Guidelines for Suitability and Analysis 
 

Topsoil sampling involves thoroughly evaluating the soil’s suitability for its intended use. For 

natural topsoil that won’t be stockpiled, sampling should occur before stripping, following a 

soil resource survey per DEFRA guidelines. Different soil areas and sub-areas with varying 

land uses require separate composite samples, created by mixing at least 10 incremental 

samples from a grid or W-pattern across each area. For stockpiled soil, samples must be 

taken from both the surface and core at regular intervals, with each composite sample 

representing no more than 5,000 m³. All samples are prepared for analysis according to 

standard procedures. 

 

Figure 1: Textural classification (limiting percentage of sand, silt and clay 

  

 

_ 

This document is Normec DETS’ interpretation of BS 3882:2015. Normec DETS shall not be liable for any costs, charges, or 

loses sustained by any of its customers that arise directly or indirectly from the use of this document
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Contact  
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normecdets.com 


