The Importance of Soil Testing
I would like to start this month by recognizing Nan
Blue as the author of the great article on lilies last
month. Thank you Nan!
Now to our subject for this month: soil testing.
Around this time last year, I sent several soil samples from my garden to the Agricultural
Extension at UMass Amherst for soil and nutrient testing. When the results came back
a week or so later, it explained why some of my plants were not flourishing. The
primary problem was not pH, which can be tested at home, but the levels of
macronutrients in the soil.
I discovered that the organic compost I bought and used liberally to mulch flower beds
and fill my raised vegetable beds contained excessive amounts of phosphorus, and the
levels of potassium, calcium and magnesium were high. You can see this in the
attached “VEG” soil report along with advice on what to do to improve the soil. As a
result, I planted winter rye, removed it in the spring, and mixed the "compost" in with the
underlying soil. I still have a way to go but my vegetables were better this year.
On the other hand, the lawn, which I had not fertilized, was low on calcium and the
report provided recommendations on how much lime, phosphorus, nitrogen and
potassium to apply. Take a look at the “LAWN” soil report below.
I came to the conclusion, before applying any fertilizer or compost, it is really important
to know what the soil is lacking otherwise one is entirely in the dark with unpredictable
results. The soil additives you use may be doing more harm than good if the nutrient
balance is not right.
Here is the URL to get you started:
http://ag.umass.edu/services/soil-plant-nutrient-testing-laboratory/ordering-information-f
orms
Good luck!
Mary Moorby

