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IF THE CALCIUM LEVEL is high in
your soil test, is that a problem?

What is the acceptable pH range
for petunias or for geraniums?

Should you be worried about a
low pH for calibrachoa?

What about a high pH on
marigolds?

Here's your chance to learn what
test results are really important.

Soil tests are just a tool and
should be checked for errors. When
pH or electrical conductivity tests
look very different from the week
before (there is a sudden jump or
drop in results), check the testing
meter and the sampling method
before concluding that there is
something wrong with the crop. If
the test numbers have suddenly
changed across all crops, the meter
may be broken or poorly calibrated,
or it could be a real problem, for
example, with the fertilizer injector.

If soil samples are taken from the
top part of the growing medium in
containers of at least a 4-inch diam-
eter, then salt levels will be artificial-
ly high and not represent the lower
electrical conductivity in the root
zone. Check your bio-indicator crops
to confirm you have a problem. If in
doubt or the results don't make
sense, test again.

Soil tests are inexact, so don't
overreact. Based on our trials, a
reasonable estimate of precision for
correctly-taken soil tests on five pots
is £0.25 pH units and + 0.5 milli-
Siemens per centimeter electrical

conductivity units. In other words, if
a electrical conductivity test indi-
cates 2.0 mS/cm, the true average
electrical conductivity for the crop is
probably between 1.5 and 2.5
mS/cm. Smaller changes than these
levels simply can't be measured

without taking more samples and
averaging results.

An electrical conductivity test
only measures total salt concentra-
tion of the extracted solution. It does



not give an indication of the concen-
tration of plant nutrients. The only
way to determine exactly what ions
make up the electrical conductivity
is to use a more extensive commer-
cial laboratory analysis.

A soil test is a snapshot in time —
one solid leaching with clear water
may totally change the electrical
conductivity level and not be repre-
sentative of the conditions under
which the crop was growing. Soil
tests can be out of sync with how
the crop is looking, because current
crop growth is the accumulation of
growing conditions over the past
weeks. In contrast, tissue tests repre-
sent nutrient accumulation over the



entire growth period of the leaves
being sampled.

Electrical conductivity tests of
plugs and liners are less reliable
compared to larger pots because vig-
orously growing seedlings or cut-

tings can quickly take up nutrients.
A low electrical conductivity may
not indicate a problem.

For plugs and cuttings, it can be
most important to pick an appropri-
ate water-soluble fertilizer concentra-
tion, determine if the injector is work-
ing properly and make adjustments
based on observed plant growth.
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