Start with a Soil Test

How much fertilizer do you use on your lawn, garden, and flower beds? Did you know that
fertilizing too much can cause serious issues for your local water quality? In addition, excess
and/or improperly applied fertilizer does not benefit your plants and wastes money. Start with
a soil test to avoid over-applying fertilizer.

What is a soil test?

A soil test is a chemical analysis of your soil. The basic test provides information on the
nutrients available to plants that are in your soil. Some plants, such as blueberries, are pH
sensitive, and a soil test can help determine if your soil’s pH is appropriate for the particular
crop you want to grow.

Soil samples are analyzed for important plant nutrients such as phosphorus (P), potassium
(K), calcium (Ca), magnesium (Mg), and zinc (Zn). Soil test results help inform fertilizer
recommendations for your lawn, garden, or flower beds and are made based on the type of
plant you are growing and growing conditions.

Soil Testing in 5 Easy Steps!

Stepl - Gather Sampling Materials

Grab a shovel/garden trowel or a soil probe (available for loan at many county Cooperative
Extension Service offices), a clean dry bucket, a sharpie, and clean, spill-proof bags.


https://knox.ca.uky.edu/files/agr_57_-_soil_testing_what_it_is_and_does.pd_.pdf

Step 2 — Identify Sampling Locations

Identify areas of your lawn, vegetable garden, or flower beds with plants requiring specific soil
conditions such as blueberries, azaleas, and rhododendrons. Look for different environments in
your yard and collect separate samples from areas that are mostly sunny versus those in deep
shade, or dry areas versus wet areas.
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*Do not sample (in red) compost areas, under the dripline of trees, or near sidewalks and
driveways.

Step 3 - Collect Samples

Work by area (e.g., lawn, vegetable garden, flower bed, etc.) and collect samples from 6-8
random locations within that area, keeping the soil from each area separate (i.e. in one bucket).
Collect about 2 cups of soil for each area (e.g., lawn, vegetable garden, flower bed, etc.) that
you sample. For example, in different locations in your vegetable garden, you would take eight
separate, % cup samples to make up a total of 2 cups of sail.

For lawns and untilled areas, insert your sampling instrument (soil probe or shovel/trowel) to a
depth of about 4”. If using a shovel or trowel, move the blade back about an inch and again
insert it into the soil. Collect soil from in-between your two shovel marks. For an area that has
been tilled or turned, such as a vegetable garden, you will want to sample to a depth of 6" to
8". Remove turf, rocks, sticks, and plant debris from your sample and place debris-free soil in
the bucket.



Step 4 - Mix Soil by Area

After collecting 6-8 soil samples for one area (e.g., lawn, vegetable garden, flower bed, etc.),
mix the soil in the bucket by breaking up large clods. If the soil is wet and difficult to mix, allow

it to air dry for a day or two. Once well mixed, remove a portion of the sample and placeitin a
labeled sample container (i.e., clean spill-proof bag).



*Air dry wet soil cores before mixing.

Repeat the mixing step for each area sampled.

*Note: You may transport your samples in your container/containers and transfer them to soil
test bags available at the County Extension office. You will need about 2 cups of soil to reach
the "fill" line of the soil test bag.

Step 5 - Label your Samples

Label each soil test bag with your name and address and provide a unique 4-character name for
each location. For example, if you collect a sample from your front yard (FY) you might choose
FYO1. A sample from your vegetable garden (VG) might be called VG0O1. Remember, each soil
test bag is a mixture of 6-8 samples from one location on your property. The soil test bag,
labeled with your unique code, is what you bring to your Cooperative Extension Agent. Note
where each sample was collected, plant type grown (grass, perennials, annuals, evergreens,
trees, or shrub) and growing conditions (shade or sun). This information is important to match
nutrient recommendations with plant needs.



Fold top down three times and secure

Take soil samples to your County Extension Office

DO NOT ENCLOSE WRITTEN MATERIAL IN THIS CONTAINER!
Division of Regulatory Services
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*Soil Test Bag

Deliver your soil samples to your county Cooperative Extension Service office. Cost varies by
county but is usually less than $10 per sample. To find your county Cooperative Extension
Service office visit the following University of Kentucky CAFE website

page: http://extension.ca.uky.edu/county

Suggested Social Media Text:

A soil test is a chemical analysis of your soil. It provides information so you can make an
informed decision about how and when to apply nutrients or other amendments to meet the
needs of your plants. Excess and improperly applied fertilizer will not benefit your plants and
wastes money. This also increases the risk for fertilizer runoff to water bodies which degrades
water quality.

Sample bags and instructions for collecting your samples are available at your local Cooperative
Extension Service office.

References and Resources:

Taking Soils Samples for Horticulture Crops

AGR-16: Taking Soil Test Samples



http://extension.ca.uky.edu/county
https://bullitt.ca.uky.edu/files/taking_a_soil_sample.pdf
https://bracken.ca.uky.edu/files/agr16_taking_soil_test_samples.pdf

AGR-57: Soil Testing: What It Is and What It Does

Soil Testing and Fertilizers for Home Lawns (YouTube Video)



https://knox.ca.uky.edu/files/agr_57_-_soil_testing_what_it_is_and_does.pd_.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eTlVnAyR_rw
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