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SURFACE SURVEY

Also known as ground reconnaissance and field walking, surface survey is undeniably 
the most usual way in which archaeologists discover sites. It involves physically walk-
ing over the ground surface looking for evidence of past human activity.

Despite the vast changes in landscapes as a result of industrial and other activities, 
it is still common for archaeologists to identify features and artifacts on the ground 
surface, particularly in areas where there has been little or no deposition of natural 
sediments.

In places where cultural deposits are likely to have been buried by natural processes, 
archaeologists sometimes incorporate one or more of the ground-based remote sensing 
techniques into their survey. Because human occupation alters soil properties, those 
doing site surveys usually pay very close attention to changes in vegetation patterns.

Surface survey also involves examining natural or culturally created soil profiles for 
subsurface deposits. These commonly include, for example, eroding river banks and 
cuts made into the sediments for road building.

An archaeologist doing a survey typically covers several miles per day, often in dif-
ficult terrain. Survey work is frequently done in groups, with people evenly spaced 
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