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Soil infiltrability, together with rainfall characteristics, is the most important hydrological parameter for the
evaluation and diagnosis of the soil water balance and soil moisture regime. Those balances and regimes are
the main regulating factors of the on site water supply to plants and other soil organisms and of other important
processes like runoff, surface and mass erosion, drainage, etc, affecting sedimentation, flooding, soil and water
pollution, water supply for different purposes (population, agriculture, industries, hydroelectricity), etc. Therefore
the direct measurement of water infiltration rates or its indirect deduction from other soil characteristics or
properties has become indispensable for the evaluation and modelling of the previously mentioned processes.
Indirect deductions from other soil characteristics measured under laboratory conditions in the same soils, or in
other soils, through the so called “pedo-transfer” functions, have demonstrated to be of limited value in most of
the cases. Direct “in situ” field evaluations have to be preferred in any case.
In this contribution we present the results of past experiences in the measurement of soil water infiltration rates in
many different soils and land conditions, and their use for deducing soil water balances under variable climates.
There are also presented and discussed recent results obtained in comparing different methods, using double
and single ring infiltrometers, rainfall simulators, and disc permeameters, of different sizes, in soils with very
contrasting surface and profile characteristics and conditions, including stony soils and very sloping lands. It is
concluded that there are not methods universally applicable to any soil and land condition, and that in many cases
the results are significantly influenced by the way we use a particular method or instrument, and by the alterations
in the soil conditions by the land management, but also due to the manipulation of the surface soil before and
during the measurement. Due to the commonly found high variability, natural or induced by land management,
of the soil surface and subsurface hydrological properties, and to the limitations imposed by the requirements
of water for the measurements, there is proposed a simple and handy method, which do not use high volumes
of water, adaptable to very different soil and land conditions, and that allow many repeated measurements with
acceptable accuracy for most of the purposes.
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