
UW Nutrient Management Education Quick Summary 

S7: SOIL TEST INTERPRETATION
Soil tests combined with research-based UW-Extension result interpretations can help 

determine nutrient and lime needs for a specific crop.

 X UW soil testing program overview

 Z Wisconsin’s nutrient management recommendations are based 
upon supplying crop nutrients at an economically optimal rate.

 Z Soil testing has limitations, but remains the best tool available 
for predicting lime, phosphorus, and potassium fertilizer needs. 
Additional soil and plant tissue nutrient tests are available.

 Z The basic steps of a soil testing program are to:  1) provide an 
accurate estimate of the level of available nutrients in the soil; 2) 
evaluate the degree of nutrient deficiency or excess that exists for 
the crops grown; 3) Provide recommendations for supplemental 
nutrients to correct the deficiencies while balancing crop 
productivity and economic profitability.

 Z Wisconsin nutrient recommendations are based upon more than 
100 years of research and can be found in Nutrient Application 
Guidelines for Field, Vegetable, and Fruit Crops in Wisconsin (A2809).

 X Quick tour of A2809  

 Z Nutrient Application Guidelines for Field, Vegetable, and Fruit Crops in 
Wisconsin (A2809) describes how to collect soil samples, interpret soil 
test results, and determine nutrient application rates and nutrient 
credits for most crops grown in Wisconsin.  A2809 also provides 
guidelines for nutrient applications to improve nutrient uptake 
efficiency and reduce environmental risk.  A compliant Wisconsin 
NMP follows the nutrient application guidelines outlined in A2809.

 Z The chapters in A2809 are grouped as such:  1) soil sampling 
protocols, 2) required soil testing procedures, 3) base soil and 
crop information from which recommendations are based, 4) 
lime and nutrient recommendations, 5) nutrient crediting for 
manure, organic wastes, and legumes, 6) starter fertilizers, and 7) 
supplemental information.  You are quickly able to find information 
using the PDF bookmarks.

 Z A2809 is revised periodically.

 Z A2809 is available online through UW-Madison Division of 
Extension.

 X What soil test lab results represent

 Z Soil phosphorus and potassium recommendations in Wisconsin 
are tailored to specific soil types based upon soil texture and soil 
organic matter content. 

 Z Soil phosphorus and potassium recommendations are impacted 

OPTIONAL TOPICS
What micronutrients are commonly deficient 
in Wisconsin?

Micronutrients are required in very small amounts by the 
crops. In fact, high levels of some micronutrients may 
become toxic to plants.  Deficiencies of boron, zinc, and 
manganese are often the most common micronutrient 
deficiencies experienced by Wisconsin farms.  Farms 
that apply manure may not experience micronutrient 
deficiencies, as the manure contains several to all the 
micronutrients.

How do I test for micronutrient deficiencies?

Soil testing: Currently, Wisconsin has reliable soil tests 
for boron, manganese, and zinc.  Wisconsin also has tests 
for copper, iron, and molybdenum, but these tests do not 
provide nutrient recommendations.

Plant analysis: If the crop is showing deficiency 

SnapPlus CONNECTION

Importing Soil Sample Test Results 
It is important to request your soil test reports from 
the laboratory in the SnapPlus import format (.csv). 
Additionally, you should verify that the field names in your 
soil test reports match the field names in SnapPlus exactly 
or you will have errors when importing results. If you 
had additional soil tests run outside of those considered 
routine, be sure to review the soil test reports, as you may 
miss some guidance comments that will not import into 
SnapPlus. 

Importing Soil Sample Test Reports  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=CjvbxeoUQe8
https://www.youtube.com/user/SnapPlusUW/videos
https://snapplus.wisc.edu/
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• Nutrient Management Fast Facts  PUBLICATION
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Management  VIDEO  

• Fundamental Soil Fertility Strategies for Success 
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by:  1) existing levels of soil fertility as measured by soil test results, 
2) the P and K demand level of the crops grown, 3) the amount of 
P2O5 and K2O removed with crop harvest, and 4) the yield goal of 
the crops grown. 

 Z A target soil pH is crop specific and is used to determine lime 
requirements and other pH adjustments.

 Z Nitrogen guidelines are not directly based on a soil test 
measurement of nitrogen, but determined by integrating soil 
conditions with the potential economic return to applied N. N 
recommendations to corn and wheat use the maximizing economic 
return to nitrogen (MRTN) approach, which bases nitrogen 
recommendations on soil texture, soil yield potential, average 
growing season GDDs, crop grown and a nitrogen to grain price 
ratio. All other crops, with the exception of potatoes, adjust N 
recommendations based solely upon soil organic matter level.

 X Understanding UW soil lab results 

 Z A soil test report provides the current soil fertility status of the 
sampled field along with recommendations for supplemental 
nutrients and lime. 

 Z A routine soil test indicates the plant-available levels of phosphorus, 
potassium, and any additional soil nutrients you have asked to 
be analyzed, like sulfur, or soil micronutrients such as boron, zinc, 
manganese, and others. It also includes measurement of soil pH, 
which is the acidity of the soil.

 Z The soil test report can be broken into three main sections: 
1) Nutrient Recommendations, 2) Test Interpretations, and 3) 
Laboratory Analysis.

 Z The top left corner of the report identifies the location (by county) 
of the sample, date received and processed by the lab, soil series 
name, field ID, along with field acreage, slope, and plow depth. The 
previous crop is also listed.

 Z In the Nutrient Recommendations section, the crop nutrient need, 
manure and/or legume nutrient credits, and the recommended N, 
P2O5 and K2O rates are shown for each crop provided in the planned 
crop rotation. In addition, the tons of lime required to meet the 
target pH for the rotation are listed.

 Z Nitrogen recommendations for corn or wheat, based upon the 
Maximum Return to Nitrogen or MRTN approach, are listed in the 
second table (if applicable).

 Z In the Additional Information area, additional recommendations 
based upon the submitted field information are listed. 

 Z The Test Interpretations section displays a graphic interpretation 
of soil fertility levels relative to nutrient demands of the intended 
crops with optimum soil test levels highlighted in grey. Also, the 
optimum pH for the crop rotation is illustrated.  

 Z The Laboratory Analysis section lists the individual soil test results 
from each sample to the lab average values. Results for soil pH, 
organic matter, P, K. etc. are found here along with any secondary or 
micronutrients if requested.  

 Z If planning on using SnapPlus to write a NMP, request that the lab 
provide an electronic file (Excel spreadsheet). 

symptoms, a plant analysis is often the best way to 
determine which micronutrient may be deficient.  At 
times it may be necessary to do a plant analysis to 
confirm a soil test result of a deficient nutrient.

How do I handle pastures in my nutrient 
management plan?

Pastures need to be included in a nutrient management 
plan if one or more of the following applies to the farm:

• The pasture receives nutrients such as fertilizer or 
manure applied by tractor and spreader

•  The pasture has an average of more than one animal 
unit (1,000 pounds of animal) per acre throughout the 
grazing season. 

• The pasture has a herd present during winter for 
feeding activities such as bale grazing and the pasture 
is not considered a feedlot.

Pastures do not have to be included in a nutrient 
management plan if the pasture does not receive 
applications of nutrients and one of the below applies:

•  The pasture is a feedlot or an area that is considered a 
barnyard, exercise area, or other area where livestock 
are concentrated, and vegetation is not maintained for 
forage.

• The pasture has an average of less than one animal unit 
per acre throughout the grazing season.
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