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High crop yields and efficient production bring
the highest net incomes. However, high-yielding
crops require large amounts of plant nutrients
that must be supplied from the soil and from com-
mercial fertilizers. Soil tests measure the relative
nutrient status in the soil and serve as the best
guide to profitable use of commercial fertilizer
materials.

One of the major objectives of soil testing is to
bring about the more efficient and economical use
of fertilizer by the farmer.

What is a soil test?

A soil test is a chemical method for determining
the nutrient-supplying power of a soil. Not all soil-
testing methods are alike, nor are all fertilizer
recommendations based on soil tests equally re-
liable.

Reliable fertilizer recommendations are de-
veloped by calibrating or correlating laboratory
soil test values with crop responses from fertilizer-
rate experiments conducted in the field. These cor-
relation test plots are conducted for several years
with a particular crop growing on a specific type of
soil. If calibration has been incomplete, fertilizer
recommendations based on soil-test results still can
only be best guesses.

Soil tests do not measure the total amount of
specific nutrients in the soil. Why? Because not all
the nutrients in the total supply are in a form readi-
ly usable by plants. Thus, there is little relation-
ship between the total amount of nutrients in the soil
and the amount of nutrients that plants can get from
that same soil.

Then, what do soil tests measure? Basically,
present soil-testing methods measure a part of the
total nutrient supply from the soil. This is the part
that is available for plant use.

A low soil-test value for a particular nutrient
means that plants won’t get enough of that nutrient
to produce the highest yield possible for the pre-
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vailing soil and climatic conditions. The nutrient
deficiency can be corrected by adding fertilizer.
The amount of the nutrient that needs to be added
for a given soil-test value is determined by cor-
relation test plots as mentioned earlier.

Soil testing can be divided into three catagories:
(1) taking the sample, (2) making the analysis, and
(3) interpreting the results and making the fertiliza-
tion guide recommendations.

Taking the sample and natural soil variability
are probably the most inaccurate of these three
categories.

One of the most important steps in a soil testing
program is to collect the soil sample that repre-
sents the area to be tested. If the sample is not rep-
resentative of an area, the test results and recom-
mendations can be misleading for the area tested
and the nutrients tested for. Thus, it is essential
to obtain a representative sample.

Also, remember that soil-test values apply only
for the depth of soil sampled.

When should | take my soil samples?

Soil samples can be taken at any convenient time
of the year, but are easiest to take when the soil is
workable.

Fall is probably the most practical time of year
to sample. Soil moisture conditions are usually
favorable and the fields are open. The fall sampling
also means the soil test results are returned in time
to plan fall and spring fertilizer purchases well in
advance of the fall or spring crop.

Spring samples should be taken as soon as pos-
sible after the spring thaw so that fertilizer pur-
chases may be planned before planting.

Sampling very dry or very wet soils will not af-
fect soil test results, but it is difficult to collect
the soil samples under these conditions. Don’t
sample snow-covered or frozen ground because it is
difficult to get a representative sample.

Take the samples about three weeks before you
plan to buy fertilizer and/or plant. It usually takes
about one week for the results to get back to you
from the laboratory.
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