Understanding your

SOIL TEST

Have your soil tested before planting a vegetable or flower garden, trees, and shrubs, or starting or renovating a
lawn.
Soil test results give you baseline information on soil pH, nutrient levels, and organic matter content. You will
get recommendations on how to improve your soil for the plants you want to grow.
Soil testing helps reduce overfertilizing, keeping excess nutrients (nitrogen and phosphorus) out of Maryland's
groundwater and surface waters.
For more information go to extension.umd.edu and search "Soil Testing."
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Test

Soil pH affects the availability of
nutrients for plants and soil
microbes. The soil pH number is
the actual pH reading and
measures "active" soil acidity.
The buffer pH is a measure of
the "stored" acidity and
determines how much lime
needs to be added to change
soil pH.

B

Methods

It’s best to use the same lab each time
because testing methods can differ between
labs giving slightly different results.
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Results are reported using a variety of units
such as pounds per acre (lbs./acre) and parts
per million (ppm).
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A graphical representation of nutrient
levels. “Optimum” and above indicate
nutrients are more than adequate. Excess
nutrients do not generally harm plants and
cannot be removed from soil.
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P, K, Ca, Mg, and S are
macronutrients required by
plants in large quantities.
B, Zn, Mn, and other
micronutrients are needed in
very small quantities and may
sometimes be deficient in MD
soils.
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Nitrogen is needed in relatively
large quantities but it is not
measured because it
continuously moves between
organic forms (not available for
plant uptake) and inorganic
forms (available for plant
uptake).
Soil organic matter (OM) is
reported as a percentage of
weight. Usually, a sample is
weighed and ignited to burn off
the carbon compounds, leaving
only the mineral soil. The
sample is reweighed to
determine the OM%. A 2%-4%
organic matter level is good for
lawns and most garden and
landscape plants.
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SOIL FERTILITY GUIDELINES

CEC
Cation Exchange Capacity
(CEC) measures the capacity of
a soil to hold and release
nutrients and is determined
largely by soil texture, pH, and
organic matter level. Most
Maryland soils are in the 5.025.0 range.

GUIDELINES
Fertilizer and lime (or sulfur)
recommendations (usually
given in pounds per 1,000 sq.
ft.) are based on the test results
and the plants/crops you
indicated on the soil test
submission form.
Nitrogen recommendations
are based on the N need of the
particular plants you are
growing for the upcoming
season. For turf, always follow
UME’s N recommendations.

