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GEOTECHNICAL & ENVIRONMENTAL

DEFINITIONS OF ENGINEERING GEOLOGICAL TERMS 
 
This classification system provides a standard terminology for the engineering description of rock. 

DEGREE OF WEATHERING 1 
 

TERM SYMBOL DEFINITION 

Residual Soil 
 
 

RS Rock is converted to soil.  The mass structure and material 
fabric are destroyed.  There is a large change in volume, but 
the soil has not been significantly transported. 

Extremely 
Weathered 
 
 

EW Rock substance affected by weathering to the extent that the 
rock exhibits soil properties - i.e. it can be remoulded and can 
be classified according to the Unified Classification System, 
but the texture of the original rock is still evident. 

Highly Weathered 
 
 
 
 
 

HW Rock substance affected by weathering to the extent that 
limonite staining or bleaching affects the whole of the rock 
substance, and other signs of chemical or physical 
decomposition are evident.  Porosity and strength may be 
increased or decreased compared to the fresh rock, usually as a 
result of iron bleaching or deposition.  The colour and strength 
of the original substance is no longer recognisable. 

Moderately 
Weathered 
 
 

MW Rock substance affected by weathering to the extent that 
staining extends throughout the whole of the rock substance, 
and the original colour of the fresh rock is no longer 
recognisable. 

Slightly 
Weathered 
 
 
 

SW Rock substance affected by weathering to the extent that partial 
staining or discolouration of the rock substance, usually by 
limonite has taken place.  The colour and texture of the fresh 
rock is recognisable. 

Fresh (stained) 
 
 

Fs Rock substance unaffected by weathering.  Weathering is 
limited to the surface of major discontinuities, for example an 
iron-stained joint. 

Fresh 
 

F Rock substance unaffected by weathering. 
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GEOTECHNICAL & ENVIRONMENTAL

ROCK STRENGTH 2 
Rock strength is defined by the Point Load Strength Index (Is (50)), and refers to the strength of the 
rock substance in the direction normal to the bedding. 
 

TERM Is (50) FIELD GUIDE APPROX. 
qu  MPa * 

Extremely Weak  
(EW) 

 Easily remoulded by hand to a 
material with soil properties. 

 

 0.03  0.7 
Very weak  
(VW) 

 May be crumbled in the hand.  
Sandstone is "sugary" and friable. 

 

 0.1  2.4 
Weak  
(W) 

 A piece of core 150mm long x 
50mm dia. may be broken by hand 
and easily scored with a knife.  
Sharp edges of core may be friable 
and break during handling. 

 

 0.3  7 
Medium Strong 
(MS) 

 A piece of core 150mm long x 
50mm dia. may be broken by hand 
with considerable difficulty.  Readily 
scored with a knife. 

 

 1  24 
Strong  
(S) 

 A piece of core 150mm long x 
50mm dia. cannot be broken by 
unaided hands, may be slightly 
scratched or scored with knife. 

 

 3  70 
Very  Strong    
(VS) 

 A piece of core 150mm long x 
50mm dia. may be broken readily 
with hand held hammer.   Cannot be 
scratched with pen knife. 

 

 10  240 
Extremely Strong 
(ES) 

 A piece of core 150mm long x 
50mm dia. is difficult to break with 
hand held hammer.  Rings when 
struck with hammer. 
 

 

 
* The approximate unconfined compressive strength (qu) shown in the table is based on an assumed  
 ratio to the point load index of 24:1.  This ratio may vary widely and should be calibrated on site. 
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GEOTECHNICAL & ENVIRONMENTAL

STRATIFICATION SPACING 2 
 

TERM SEPARATION OF STRATIFICATION PLANES 

Thinly laminated < 6mm 

Laminated 6mm - 20mm 

Very thinly bedded 20mm - 60mm 

Thinly bedded 60mm - 200mm 

Medium bedded 200mm - 600mm 

Thickly bedded 600mm - 2m 

Very thickly bedded > 2m 
 

DISCONTINUITY SPACING 3 

 

TERM SPACING 

Very widely spaced > 2m 

Widely spaced 600mm - 2m 

Moderately widely spaced 200mm  600mm 

Closely spaced 60mm - 200mm 

Very closely spaced 20mm - 60mm 

Extremely closely spaced < 20mm 
 

APERTURE OF DISCONTINUITY SURFACES 4 
The degree to which a discontinuity is open, or to which the faces of the discontinuity have been separated and 
the space subsequently infilled (such as in a vein, fault or joint). 
 

TERM APERTURE THICKNESS 
(Discontinuities, veins, faults, joints) 

Wide > 200mm 

Moderately wide 60mm - 200mm 

Moderately narrow 20mm - 60mm 

Narrow 6mm  - 20mm 

Very narrow 2mm - 6mm 

Extremely narrow > 0 - 2 mm 

Tight Zero 
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GEOTECHNICAL & ENVIRONMENTAL

BLOCK SHAPE AND SIZE 4 

The following descriptive terms define shape: 
 

Blocky - approximately equidimensional. 

Tabular - one dimension considerably shorter than the other two. 

Columnar - one dimension considerably larger than the other two. 

 
Block sizes are defined by the following descriptive terms: 
 

TERM BLOCK SIZE EQUIVALENT 
DISCONTINUITY SPACINGS 

IN BLOCKY ROCK 

Very large   > 8m3 Extremely wide 

Large > 0.2m3  -  8m3 Very wide 

Medium > 0.008m3  -  0.2m3 Wide 

Small > 0.0002m3  -  0.008m3 Moderately wide 

Very small ≤0.0002m3 Less than moderately wide 
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