
UW Nutrient Management Education Quick Summary 

S6: SOIL TESTING AND SAMPLING PROCEDURES
Proper collection and analysis of a soil sample is essential for nutrient management.  

Follow prescribed protocols to ensure quality data. Don’t Guess, Soil Test!

 X Goals and economics of soil testing  

 Z The proper collection of soil samples and interpretation 
of soil test results assists farmers in allocating on-farm 
and commercial nutrient sources in an agronomically and 
economically efficient manner. 

 Z Proper interpretation and application of soil test results can 
result in nutrient applications that protect local surface and 
groundwater quality.

 Z Regular soil testing often provides a positive economic 
return through improved on-farm and commercial nutrient 
allocation and management.

 Z The basis of soil testing is to predict the probably of crop 
response to applied nutrients, thereby balancing crop 
productivity and profitability.

 X Sampling timing, frequency and protocols

 Z Sample collection timing can impact soil test results, so 
sample collection should be consistent between sampling 
periods. 

 Z Soil sampling is required, at minimum, every 4 years for an 
DATCP-approved NMP.

 Z Soil sampling more frequently than every four years may be 
warranted when producing high value crops, in high yielding 
corn silage and alfalfa rotations, or in fields with sand or 
loamy sand textures. 

 Z Many agricultural fields are sampled so that a single 
recommendation is provided for the whole field.  However, 
when nutrients will be variable rate applied to a field, site 
specific sampling is required.

 Z In a moldboard plow system, soil samples should be 
collected to either the depth of tillage or at minimum, 6 
inches.  Specific sampling depth protocols are recommended 
for chisel plow/offset disking, ridge till, and no-till systems.

 Z In-field soil sampling points should be based on the 
recommended collection pattern and in-field variability, 
avoiding any areas that are not representative of the field.

OPTIONAL TOPICS
What is grid point sampling?

Grid-point sampling is the process that uses a global 
positioning system (GPS) to develop equal size grids 
and sampling points for a field.  To accurately capture 
nutrient variability throughout the field, the grids are as 
small as one acre or as large as two to two and half acres 
in size.  The sample point is identified with geographical 
coordinates.  Ten cores in a ten-foot area are taken 
around this point to make a sample.  It is recommended 
to stagger the sampling points throughout the field to 
reduce bias in sampling similar areas in the field.  Instead 
of using the soil test results to make a blanket fertilizer 
application recommendation, grid-point soil test results.

SnapPlus CONNECTION

The importance of naming fields

SnapPlus has a web application called SnapMaps, 
which uses GIS and let’s you locate and draw your fields’ 
boundaries. 

It is really important that you name your fields on your 
maps and then be consistent when you submit your soil 
samples for testing. That way, your results will match-up 
when you import them back into SnapPlus!

You can also print out your maps and mark them up while 
you are sampling. That way you have a record of where the 
samples were taken! 

Drawing Field Boundaries in SnapMaps  VIDEO

Create a PDF Map Using SnapMaps  VIDEO

Importing Soil Sample Test   VIDEO
All of the SnapPlus How-To Videos are available on our 
YouTube channel or on the SnapPlus website.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HXRcY2Igq74
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hliyeIu3PjU
https://youtu.be/CjvbxeoUQe8
https://www.youtube.com/user/SnapPlusUW/videos
https://snapplus.wisc.edu/
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
• Soil Samping A2100  PUBLICATION

• Soil Testing Basics  PUBLICATION

• Bumper Crops: Fall Soil Sampling Keys to Success  VIDEO

• Soil Nutrient Basics, Soil Sampling   VIDEO

 X Taking soil samples  

 Z Recommended soil sampling equipment includes:  a field 
map with sampling areas clearly delineated, soil probe or 
auger, clean plastic bucket, and pre-labeled soil sample 
bags.  If collecting geo-referenced samples, a GPS unit will be 
required.

 Z Soil sampling tools and supplies for sample collection 
should be selected upon soil texture/parent material and soil 
moisture level to ensure consistent and proper sample depth 
and volume collection, as well as to improve ease of sample 
extraction.

 Z Field maps and management history should be used to 
identify areas for sampling.  General sampling points should 
be marked and labeled on the map post collection.

 Z Soil samples should be collected following the basic 
protocols for proper whole field soil sampling (minimum 10 
cores for every 5 acres, all samples thoroughly mixed before 
placing in sample bag).

 Z All sample bags should be appropriately labeled and the 
laboratory soil submission form should be completed 
accurately and with sufficient farm and field information to 
generate the proper recommendations and reports.

 Z You should ensure that the field name specified for the soil 
samples matches the field name in SnapPlus to allow for easy 
data import into SnapPlus.

 X Soil lab considerations

 Z If soils are wet, they should be allowed to air dry before 
storing and/or shipping to the testing laboratory. Fresh, non-
dried soils can be taken directly to the lab.

 Z Many commercial soil testing labs are available, but each 
offers different services and pricing.

 Z For a certified NMP, soil samples must be analyzed at a 
DATCP-certified lab using the appropriate protocols.

 Z When using a certified out-of-state laboratory, you should 
verify WI approved extraction methods are used.

What is zone sampling? 

Zone sampling is another process that uses technology 
to determine sampling areas.  Zone sampling uses 
information from yield maps, aerial photographs, or other 
precision agriculture maps to develop sampling areas 
that appear similar.  Sampling can be done through the 
traditional soil sampling process or using a grid-point 
sampling.  If grid-point sampling is done and the results 
show no or little difference between areas, take the 
average of the sample results to create a general fertilizer 
recommendation for the field.

How do I sample contour strips?

Contour strips should be sampled separate if the strip 
is five acres or more using the traditional soil sampling 
techniques.  If the strips are less than five acres, then the 
strips can be combined if the cropping and management 
histories are the same.  Grid-point sampling contours may 
cause unusable soil test results if the grid covers more 
than one strip and all the cores come from one strip or if 
cores are taken from the edge of a strip.

What are some basic guidelines for various 
tillage practices?

Below are guidelines to sampling soil in various tillage 
practices regardless of if using the traditional, grid-point 
or zone sampling methods:

Moldboard plow:  Sample to the depth of tillage 

Chisel plow/offset disk: Sample to ¾ of depth of tillage

Strip till or ridge till: Sample equal number of soil cores 
from ridges and furrows or the area between the rows. 
If fertilizer was not banded in the strips or ridges, collect 
cores at the six inch depth on the ridges.  In the furrow, 
take samples at four inches. Combine the cores to make a 
composite sample.

No-till: No-tilled fields of over five years may develop 
an acidic layer at the surface from nitrogen fertilizer 
applications. This acidic layer may cause triazine 
herbicides to lose effectiveness. To test the pH, sample 
at a two inch depth. It is important to note the sample 
depth on the soil submission form to be tested for pH. 
A phosphorus and potassium test can be requested to 
determine if these nutrients are also building up on 
the soil surface. A six inch sample is still required to 
determine fertilizer recommendations.

mailto:npm%40hort.wisc.edu?subject=What%20is%20the%20Wisconsin%20P%20Index
http://ipcm.wisc.edu
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