SEDIMENTARY ROCKS

There are several processes that result in the production of loose rock materials that are small enough to be picked up and transported to other sites by agents such as wind, gravity, water, and ice. These small particles are called sediments. Examples of sediments include sand, gravel, and mud. Sediments can also be organic, such as pieces of shells and leaves. 

Transported sediments settle and accumulate in places where the energy is no longer sufficient to carry them farther. Water is the most effective transport tool so most depositional sites are associated with slow-moving or standing water. Lake bottoms, the ocean floor, and most other basins are examples of depositional environments. Where deposition of sediments occurs over an extended period of time, layers, called strata, form. If accumulation is rapid, thick accumulations of sediment are collected and result in the deep burial of the lowermost sediments. This deep burial generates a lot of pressure which compacts the sediments. Water circulating through these compacted sediments deposit, through precipitation, chemicals that cement the compacted sediments together. Eventually this process produces sedimentary rock. 

The sediments from which sedimentary rocks form vary in size, composition, and in the manner in which they were formed. As a group, sedimentary rocks are the softest and least brittle of the 3 major categories of rock. They are also the most widely distributed of the 3 categories of rock on the Earth's surface. 

Sedimentary rocks are further broken down into 2 major groups, clastic and non-clastic. 

  CLASTIC SEDIMENTARY ROCKS 

Clastic sedimentary rocks are composed of pieces of other pre-existing rocks. These pieces are called clastic, so clastic rocks are composed of clasts. Clasts are derived from the weathering of the parent rock (the pre-existing rock) which were later transported, deposited, and lithified (turned to rock). Individual types of clastic sedimentary rocks are grouped according to clast size. 

· Conglomerates contain large particles such as rounded pebbles, cobbles or boulders. The largest clast size must be at least gravel size to be a conglomerate.

· Sandstone consists of sand-sized particles. Quartz grains are some of the most chemically stable minerals known. 

· Siltstone, mudstone, and shale are composed of silt-sized, mud-sized, and clay-sized particles. These are extremely small clasts that are almost exclusively deposited on the bottom of a standing body of water. These rocks are easily eroded. 

  NON-CLASTIC SEDIMENTARY ROCKS INCLUDE: 

· ORGANIC SEDIMENTARY ROCKS are produced from the remains of plants and animals. This includes limestone (calcium carbonate), coal, and peat. Limestone forms in warm, clear water as a result of marine organisms which synthesize the calcium carbonate they need for their shells or exoskeletons. When they die, their remains accumulate on the sea floor and are buried, compacted and lithified into limestone. You can usually see fossil remains in the organic sedimentary rock limestone.

· CHEMICAL SEDIMENTARY ROCKS are formed from the precipitation of chemical in water. In order for precipitation to occur, the water must become supersaturated in the chemical substance. Chemical precipitates are also important in their role as cementing agent for the coarse-grained clastic rocks. Some limestones are chemical sedimentary rocks.

· EVAPORITIVE SEDIMENTARY ROCKS or Evaporites are produced by the evaporation of saline bodies of water. Halite (NaCl) or rock salt is one of the most common evaporites. The Borax, or 20 Mule Team fame, mined in Death Valley is another example of an evaporitive sedimentary rock.

