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A basic soil test can tell you important things about your soil that you cannot tell just by looking at it or
feeling it. Before you add amendments to your soil it is best to know exactly what you have, so you know
what you should add to it. Soil tests are inexpensive and highly informative. Creating proper soil
conditions before you plant will increase your plants success and avoid costly problems in the future.

What is a soil test?

A soil test is a process by which elements are chemically removed from the soil and measured for their
“plant availability” within the soil sample. Typically, tests measure macronutrients (nutrients needed in
higher amounts such as phosphorus, potassium, calcium, magnesium, and sulfur), micronutrients ( aka:
trace elements such as iron, manganese, zinc, copper, or boron). Boron, lead, & aluminum can be toxic to
plants and humans at high levels. Tests are also given to determine soil pH; whether soil is acidic,
alkaline, or neutral. Additional testing can be done to determine the percent of organic material.

Why should I have my soil tested? “one soil test is worth a thousand opinions”

Plants produce their own energy using water, air, and sunlight but require fertile soil in order to obtain
essential nutrients. Healthy plants are less susceptible to disease, environmental stress, and insect
pressure. For a small investment upfront, you will know what your soil is deficient in and can add

amendments for a complete and balanced soil.

What is required for a soil test?
Clean, well-mixed soil samples from each soil plot. Individual samples are placed in a container and
shipped to the lab. Depending on which lab is used, additional forms may need to be completed and

turned in with the soil samples.

How do I obtain a soil sample?

Remove the first inch of soil before collecting your sample. Use a clean trowel, shovel, or soil probe to
obtain several samples from the same area and depth. Don’t use brass, bronze, or galvanized tools as this
will contaminate your sample. Take samples from a depth of 4”-6". Mix the samples from the same area
in a bucket to make a composite sample. The composite sample should be %2 to 1 pint of soil. Don’t mix
soil from the front yard with soil from the back yard. Place each composite sample in a separate, labeled

container. If the lab you use does not offer containers, plastic Ziploc type bags can be used.
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Mix samples to create composite sample.

Example of soil sample areas
Don't mix sample areas.

What should I request?
Minimally, you should request N-P-K + minors and soil pH results and recommended treatments. Most

labs include nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K) as well as other minor trace elements.
Usually, organic content and soil type can be tested for a little extra.
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Your plants potential growth and yield is only as good as the “most limiting factor”.

What can I learn from the results?

You can know more than anyone else about your soil. This will guide you to add the right amendments
to your soil for optimal chemical conditions, which is an important step towards plant health. The
amount of each element in your soil will be listed along with the normal ranges expected for that element.
This allows for easy comparison. Not only will you see what your soil is deficient in, but you may find
that you have excess amounts of an element that you don’t want.

What do I do now?

You need to act, to add what is missing, but remember that this is only one segment of total plant health.
Read and develop a regime for irrigation, mulching, aeration, cleaning, monitoring, and pruning. Over
watering, under watering, poor pruning, over fertilization (or fertilizing in the wrong season), incorrect
or poorly timed pesticide, herbicide, and fungicide applications may result in trees that hardly grow, pose
more of a hazard, and become more of a liability than an asset costing time and money.

By providing the nutrients the plant needs now you will increase the growth and yield of your trees. A
healthy tree is less susceptible to diseases, pests, and S
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