Soil Testing Instructions

Soil testing is a simple, inexpensive procedure that can greatly improve your crop and pasture yields while saving you money (see example on next page). Without a soil test, addressing your crops’ nutrient needs is a guessing game, and you run the risk of either sacrificing crop yields by under-applying nutrients, or wasting money on overapplying nutrients that are not needed by your crops and leach into streams. The procedure below explains how to properly sample your soils and send them to Penn State for analysis. 

1) Equipment: We have purchased a soil probe that Ed Evans will keep at the cheese plant and lend out for soil sampling. You may use this probe or your own trowel or shovel.
2) Sampling Procedure: Before taking any soil samples, you should decide how to divide up your fields. Fields having different soil types, previous fertilizer, manure, or lime treatments, or cropping history should be sampled separately. The fewer acres you include in one soil sample, the better. One sample can not cover more than 20 acres. For each field or pasture, take thin slices or borings of a soil from at least 13 different areas in the field (the more the better) and collect in a clean bucket. Spread these 13 areas out across the entire field (meaning, for example, don’t take all 13 samples from only half the field). See the diagrams on the next page for guidance on how to spread out your sample areas. Sample to plow depth in crop fields, and 3 to 4 inches in permanent pastures. 
3) Sample Preparation: Mix all of the soil taken from one field into one sample, removing any plant material and rocks, and breaking up clumps of soil. Be careful not to contaminate the sample with any manure, fertilizers, or any other material. Spread the soil on newspaper in a warm room to air dry overnight. Place about one cup of the sample in a plastic ziplock bag or other sealable container. Label the bag with a Field ID that you will easily be able to recognize. 
4) Soil Test Information Form: One form can be used for up to 10 samples; use additional forms if needed. First fill out your personal information at the top of the form. For each field, enter the Field ID (exactly as you labeled the ziplock bag), and all of the information the form asks for. The back of the form lists the crop codes that correspond with various crops. Enter the crop code for your planned crops for the next 3 years, if known. If last year’s crop was a legume (alfalfa, soybeans, crownvetch, clover, or trefoil), enter the appropriate crop code in the space for “Last year’s crop code, if legume.” 
5) Sample Submission: Mail your samples, completed form(s), and payment of $9 for each sample to: 

Penn State Agricultural Analytical Services Laboratory, Tower Road, University Park, PA 16802. Checks should be made out to Penn State University. Cash is also acceptable. 
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If you need assistance with your soil sampling or have any questions, please Emily Bloom at 724-463-8547, or Kevin Fry (Penn State Extension) at 724-545-3643. Farmers in Armstrong County may also contact Jessica Schaub (Armstrong Conservation District) at 724-548-3425.

Prepared by Emily Bloom, Nutrient Management Specialist, January 2009

Financial support for purchase of the soil probe is provided by the Pennsylvania Association of Conservation Districts, Inc. through a grant from the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection under Section 319 of the Clean Water Act, administered by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.
