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Soils -  A New Geology

This is an extract from our new map – “A Digital Geology of the UK” – derived from claims data and
actual investigations over a 15 year period. We record the plasticity indices at a level most relevant
to clay shrinkage claims, which is around 2mtrs below ground. At this depth the suction curve is at
its peak in cases where desiccation is of a magnitude sufficient to cause damage.

The image is not dissimilar to that provided by the British Geological Survey – which is good news.
We see the highly shrinkable areas in the North West of London, and less well defined south of the
Thames.

Bordering the Thames the soils are less shrinkable (blue), and the green areas provide an
interesting insight into the intermediate category of soils. The superficial drift deposits that contain
some clay, sometimes.

Using the graduated scale we get some idea of the thickness of these drift deposits, and the
shading tells us they pose a reduced risk.

It is easy to see the power of a map that reflects the location of claims and the interaction with the
soil beneath the house foundations. We might not know whether the soil is Oxford or London clay,
but we have an excellent idea of just how risky it is.

It can be used at several levels. Underwriters can see straight away the high risk areas and
distinguish them from the safer parts of the country. The data is in digital format and can be used
in the ‘virtual laboratory’ applications like VISCAT and OSCAR. They can assist in triage when we
first receive a claim. If it is September, and the homeowner reports a tree in the vicinity of
damage, and the map shows it to be a high risk area, why not investigate ‘day one’?

By using the slope of the soil horizon we can factor in two apparently unrelated aspects of soil. The
first is the slope of the ground, and the second is the shrink/swell characteristics. This is of
particular relevance when looking at the green shaded areas. The ones of intermediate plasticity, or
variable depth.


