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The Site Investigation comprises:
• the Desk Study,
• the Walk-Over Survey, and
• Direct Investigation

The success of all building projects
starts with a detailed understanding
and appreciation for the ground
immediately below the structure.
In order to properly understand the
ground intended to support the
building, a proper and systematic
site investigation is required. The
extent of the site investigation
depends on the scale of the
proposed project and of the
complexity of the site.
Once the site investigation is
completed the project can be
planned and managed with the
confidence and certainty afforded
by the other engineering disciplines.
However, all site investigations,
regardless of how simple, should be
carefully planned and professionally
undertaken, and should involve
a) a Desk Study,
b) a Walk-Over Survey, and
c) Direct Investigation.
This short guide is intended to assist
in delivering a complete site
investigation by explaining the
requirements of these three stages.

The Desk Study
The Desk Study is the basis of a successful site
investigation. Involving the collection and
examination of all available documentation
relating to the site, the desk study will
establish the requirements of the Walk-Over
Survey and any Direct Investigations.
BS 5930 Code of practice for site
investigations suggests that the following
should be established in the Desk Study:
• accurate location of site on maps,
• location of site boundaries and building
lines,
• identification of contours,
• check for records of changes of use of the
site,
• check on the indications of the site for
flooding,
• check for indications of existing and
earlier construction.
Reference to geological maps can be used to
establish general identification of the nature
and type of the subsoil. Historical maps,
where available, can be used to establish
whether the site has been filled or
remediated. This element of the Desk Study
will provide information on
• the nature of the ground below the site,
• the possibility of filled ground within the
site,
• the possibility of solution features,
• the possibility of ground contaminants,
• the possibility of soft compressible ground
The information resulting from the Desk
Study is best presented on a large scale plan
of the site. This drawing should also contain
photographs of the site taken during the
Walk-Over Survey.
The Walk-Over Survey
The primary goal of the Walk-Over Survey is
to confirm the information gained through
the Desk Study, and to document any features
not picked up in the Desk Study.
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Careful consideration of vegetation on the
site can provide information such as if there
are locally wet areas (where rushes and
willow grow) and prevailing wind direction
and force (if shrubs and trees are growing at
a common angle to the vertical).
Other information to be noted in this stage
are any depressions in the ground (indicating
solution features), services present on the site
(overground and underground), and evidence
of filled ground or tipped rubbish.
Direct Investigation
The final stage of the site investigation
involves Direct Investigation. There are various
techniques available, the most common of
which are Trial Pit Excavation, Dynamic
Probing and Boreholes.
The choice and extent of the Direct
Investigation will depend on the complexity
of the structure and the knowledge gap
following the initial stages of the site
investigation. The direct investigation should
be carefully planned and should be precisely
identified on the site plan.
Information required from the Direct
Investigation
• detailed description of soil type
• bearing capacity of soil with depth, and
• water table level
More detailed information such as soil density,
organic content, shear strength, permeability,
water content and chemical analysis can be
obtained from laboratory testing where
required.
The site investigation contractor will advise on
suitable technique but, following
consultation, the supervising engineer should
provide a clear and precise specification for
the direct investigation.

A site investigation will
• Prove the suitability of the site
• Decide whether ‘rule of thumb’
design is sufficient
• Provide information for an
engineered solution
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