
 
Turbidity 

Turbidity is a measurement of how ‘cloudy’ the water is in a 
given water body. ‘Cloudiness’ in water can occur from 
suspended sediment, dead organic matter or algal blooms. 
Turbidity is measured in nephelometric turbidity units 
(NTU’s)which is a comparison of the amount of light scattered 
by the suspended particles in the water.   

Why is Turbidity relevant to Aquaculture? 

Aquatic and marine plants do not grow as well if light levels in water are reduced. This is a major 
problem, as less plants photosynthesising in water means less oxygen in the water, which in turn 
affects fish and other organisms needing the oxygen. Furthermore, reduced plant life in water 
affects the local ecosystem as animal populations that feed off the aquatic plants are reduced. 

An even worse problem is that increasing turbidity can indicate high nutrient levels which are a 
growth factor for blue-green algae (cyanobacteria). This 
algae is very toxic and competitive against other 
microorganisms, ruining river systems. 

The Secchi Disk 

The Secchi disk was created in 1865 by Angelo Secchi.  
Originally it was a plain white, circular disk 30 cm (12 in) in 
diameter used to measure 
water transparency or turbidity in bodies of water. The disc 
is mounted on a pole or line, and lowered slowly down in 
the water. The depth at which the disk is no longer visible 
is taken as a measure of the transparency of the water, or 
a measure of how deep light can travel in water (turbidity). 
This measure is known as the Secchi depth.  

The disk has been used in a modified with a smaller 
(20 cm/8 in) diameter, with a black and white design, to 
measure freshwater transparency. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Angelo_Secchi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transparency_(optics)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turbidity


 
Steps in Building a Secchi Disk 

1.  Paint the round piece of wood or plastic white. 
  
2.  When dry, paint a big X on the top and then paint alternating quadrants black. 
  
3.  Make a hole through the center of the circle using the drill or knife. The hole should be 
about the size of the diameter of the tubing. 
  
4.  Place the tubing into the hole and glue it into place. 
  
5.  Secure the weight to one end of the long rope. 

6.  Run the rope through the tubing so that the weight is hanging from the bottom of the 
disk. 
  
7.  Mark 50-cm sections of the rope using a permanent marker. 

 

Measuring in the Field with the Secchi Disk 

 

1. Choose a testing site where the water is at least 
a few meters deep. A Secchi disk measurement 
should always be taken off the shady side of a 
boat or dock 

   
2. Gently lower the disk into the water until it is 
just no longer visible, and record its depth. 
  
3. Now slowly raise the disk until it reappears. Record this depth (in cm) 
  
4. Average the two depths. This is the "Secchi depth," or the depth to which light can 
penetrate the water. 

 



 
The Secchi disk readings do not provide an exact measure of transparency, as there can be errors 
because of the sun's glare on the water, or one person may see the disk at one depth, but 
another person with better eyesight may see it at a greater depth. However, it is an inexpensive 
and straightforward method of measuring water clarity. Because of the potential for variation 
between users, methods should be standardized as much as possible. 

 


