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Introduction

Plants require 14 mineral nutrients for proper 
growth and reproduction. For the most part, soil can 
supply sufficient amounts of these nutrients. 
However, in some cases, soils may not have enough 
of one or more essential nutrients to sustain plant 
growth. Soil testing is the most effective way to 
determine the nutrient status and pH of the soil in a 
home landscape or vegetable garden. Soil test results 
are useful to determine whether fertilizer or lime 
applications are needed. This publication provides 
information about taking a soil sample and how to 
understand the soil test report.

Taking a Soil Sample

In order to obtain reliable results from a soil test, 
the soil sample must be taken correctly. The soil 
sample should accurately represent the area that will 
be planted and managed. The items needed to take a 
soil sample include a plastic bucket, a shovel (or soil 
probe), and a paper bag or newspaper. Follow these 
steps to properly collect a soil sample:

1. Identify the area to be sampled. Turf areas, 
vegetable gardens and ornamental beds should all 
be sampled separately. Also, any problem areas 
(such as depressions, rocky areas, etc.) should be 
sampled separately to avoid contaminating 
samples from good areas.

2. Using a shovel (or soil probe), remove soil from 
10 to 15 locations within the sampling area.  Soil 
should be removed from the top 6 inches. Walk 
in a zigzag pattern, stopping occasionally to 
remove soil for the sample. 

3. After taking each sub-sample, remove any plant 
material or mulch and deposit the soil into the 
plastic bucket. Mix the soil in the bucket to 
ensure it is well blended.

4. Spread the soil out on a newspaper or paper 
grocery bag and allow it to dry thoroughly.  

5. Once dry, pack approximately 1 pint of soil (fill 
to the dotted line) into a soil sample bag 
(available free from your county Extension 
office).  Alternatively, you may pack soil into a 
zip-top plastic bag.  
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Submitting a Soil Sample for 
Testing

Soil samples should be analyzed at the 
University of Florida/IFAS Extension Soil Testing 
Laboratory (ESTL; http://soilslab.ifas.ufl.edu) or 
other reputable laboratory. The ESTL uses soil test 
methods that were developed specifically for Florida 
soils. The lab determines soil pH, lime requirement 
(“Adams-Evans” buffer test), and an index of 
available soil nutrients (the “Mehlich 1” soil test). 
These test methods have been calibrated across 
Florida and other Southeastern states for many years 
to ensure that the results are valid under Florida 
conditions. Private laboratories may or may not use 
soil tests that are calibrated for our region; therefore, 
if you choose to have your sample analyzed by a 
private laboratory, it is important that you know 
which tests are offered. Additionally, UF/IFAS 
fertilizer recommendations are specific to the soil 
tests offered through the ESTL, which is important 
when interpreting the results. For this reason, 
UF/IFAS fertilizer recommendations may not be 
valid if other soil test methods were used, which may 
be the case with soil test results obtained from a 
private laboratory. 

Soil samples being submitted to the ESTL should 
be accompanied by a completed Landscape & 
Vegetable Garden Soil Test Information Form (EDIS 
publication SL136 http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/SS187) and 
the associated test fee should be paid by an enclosed 
check or money order.  Cash may be used if soil 
samples are delivered to the ESTL in person. The 
ESTL offers two soil tests for the home landscape and 
vegetable garden.  Test A ($3) includes soil pH and 
lime requirement analyses; Test B ($7) adds analysis 
of phosphorus (P), potassium (K), calcium (Ca), and 
magnesium (Mg). The ESTL does not test soils for 
nitrogen (N). A reliable N soil test does not exist 
because the chemical forms of N in the soil are 
constantly changing due to Florida's warm and humid 
climate. For more information about how N reacts in 
the soil, see EDIS publication SL254 Nitrogen in the 
Home Landscape (http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/SS479). If 
using another soil testing lab, you should contact it 
first to obtain instructions on how to submit soil 
samples.

Soil Test Results

Once the soil analysis is complete, a soil test 
report will be mailed (usually within 7 days after the 
ESTL receives the sample).  For a quicker response, 
provide an email address and report(s) will be sent 
immediately upon completion of analysis.  A copy of 
the soil test report will also be sent to your local 
county Extension agent, who you should contact if 
you have questions or need assistance interpreting the 
results. Figures 1-3 show an example of a soil test 
report from the ESTL.

The report includes information about the pH 
and nutrient availability index (as applicable) for 
each soil sample. In addition, the soil test report 
includes lime and fertilizer recommendations for 
selected lawn and landscape plants (Table 1). 
Fertilizer rate recommendations for N were 
determined by scientific research on plant response to 
N, whereas recommendations for P, K, Ca, and Mg 
are determined based on the index of nutrient 
availability (e.g. “low,” “medium,” “high,” 
etc.) measured in the soil sample. The lime 
recommendation is based on the results of the pH and 
lime requirement test and the optimum pH for the turf 
or landscape plant species. Be sure to read the soil 
test report carefully and thoroughly (including all 
footnotes). Also, avoid comparing reports from ESTL 
with those from private laboratories. Private labs may 
use different analytical procedures, which may or may 
not be calibrated to conditions in Florida.  
Remember, your county Cooperative Extension 
office can answer questions related to soil test results 
(http://solutionsforyourlife.ufl.edu/map/).
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Table 1. The ESTL provides lime and fertilizer 
recommendations for seven turfgrass species and nine 
categories of landscape plants.

Turfgrass Ornamentals/Vegetables
Bahiagrass Azaleas

Bermudagrass Blueberries

 Carpetgrass Camellias

 Centipedegrass Dooryard citrus

 Ryegrass Gardenia
 St. Augustinegrass Hibiscus

 Zoysiagrass Ixora

 Woody ornamentals or trees 
(general)

 Vegetables



UF/IFAS Analytical Services Laboratories

Extension Soil Testing Laboratory

Wallace Building 631 PO Box 110740 Gainesville, FL 32611-0740

Email: soilslab@mail.ifas.ufl.edu    Web: soilslab.ifas.ufl.edu    Phone #:352-392-1950

Albert Gator

100 Gator Way

Gainesville, FL 32611

Phone: (352) 392-xxxx 

County Cooperative Extension

Landscape & Vegetable Garden Test

Offices Statewide

TO:  

For further information contact:

Set Number:

Crop:

Lab Number:Client Identification:

Report Date:

 0001  0001

These interpretations and recommendations are based upon soil test results and research/experience with the 

specified crop under Florida's growing conditions.  We do not test soil for N as there is no meaningful soil test  

for predicting N availability.  Thus, the N recommendation was developed from research that measured response

of the indicated crop to applied N fertilizer.  If you expect significant nutrient release from organic sources such as 

crop residues or organic amendments, estimate the amount mineralized and subtract that amount from the 

fertilizer recommendations given below to arrive at crop needs.

Gator

Woody orn / trees in the landscape Jan-09

 5.4

 7.95

SOIL TEST RESULTS AND THEIR INTERPRETATIONS

Target pH:

pH (1:2 Sample:Water)

A-E Buffer Value:

 6.0

PHOSPHORUS

POTASSIUM

MAGNESIUM

CALCIUM

(ppm P)

(ppm K)

(ppm Mg)

(ppm Ca)

MEHLICH-1 EXTRACTABLE V LOW LOW MED HIGH V HIGH

 1

 3

 0

 44
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100 Gator Way

Albert Gator

County Cooperative Extension 

Landscape & Vegetable Garden Test

Gainesville, FL 32611

Offices Statewide

TO:  

For further information contact:

Tel: 352-392-XXXX

LIME AND FERTILIZER RECOMMENDATIONS

Footnotes are printed wherever applicable. These footnotes are an integral part of fertilization recommendations. 

Please read them carefully.

Crop:

Lime:

Nitrogen:

Phosphorus: (P O )

                 

Potassium: (K O)

650 653 654 802

Woody orn/trees in the landscape

lbs per 1000 sq. ft.

lbs per 1000 sq. ft.

4.3

0.70 lbs per 1000 sq. ft.

1.40

2.30

See Footnote(s): 

    2 

lbs per 1000 sq. ft (1 Ton = 2000 Lbs)

Magnesium: (Mg) 35 lbs per acre

(Dolomitic Lime Recommended)

  2   5
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Description Note #

Foot Notes

 650 Indicated fertilizer amounts, coupled with nutrients already in the soil, will satisfy 

the crop-nutrient requirement for this growing season. Fertilizer and water 

management are linked.  Maximum fertilizer efficiency is achieved only with close 

attention to water management.  Supply only enough irrigation water to satisfy plant 

requirements and minimize leaching conditions.

 653 Established trees (more than three to five years since transplanting) do not need 

routine fertilization.

For recently-planted trees, broadcast fertilizer within a diameter of 1.5 times the 

dripline diameter.

 654 Broadcast P2O5 either in one application or as half the recommended amount in 

each of two applications during the growing season.  To minimize leaching losses, 

broadcast N and K2O in small increments throughout the growing season.  Schedule 

one application every 12 weeks (three times per growing season), adding 33% of the 

recommended amount of N and K2O at each application.  To insure equal coverage 

when fertilizer rates are small, blend all compatible fertilizers.

 802 Recommendations are based on the Adams-Evans lime requirement test which 

is run on all mineral soils. When the recommended amount of lime is incorporated 

in the surface 6 inches of soil, soil pH should adjust to a level above which 

additional liming benefit is not expected. Excessive  applications of lime can result 

in nutritional disorders.

This data report has been issued on the authority of Dr. Rao Mylavarapu, Laboratory Director,

 and Mr. Pete Straub, QA Officer, in support of Florida Cooperative Extension Services.
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