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Poor soil fertility is one of the most limiting constraints 

to crop and pasture growth in KwaZulu-Natal.   Soil 

tests indicate the amount of nutrients in the soil which 

are available for crop growth and reflect soil acidity 

levels.  It can be thus be determined which nutrient is 

the most limiting and this one can then be corrected 

first.  This can be illustrated by considering a bucket 

with holes in it.  Unless the hole at the bottom is closed 

first, the bucket will never be filled up.  And soil tests 

show us which hole is the one in the bottom of the 

bucket! 

 
Figure 1:   Soil testing lets a person understand what  

 is happening in the soil.  It shows us which holes 

 are in our bucket so we can close them. 

 

Soil testing lets us understand what is happening in the 

soil and consequently it is possible to correct problems 

for the current season, before yield losses are incurred.  

Soil testing enables more efficient use of fertilizers and 

lime, thus avoiding unnecessary expenditure.  Where 

capital for purchasing fertilizers and lime are in short 

supply, soil tests enable the farmer to direct 

expenditure to those factors which are most limiting 

and it enables a farmer to apply up-to-date research 

information on his fields.  

The usefulness of soil analysis, however, depends on 

representative samples being supplied to the 

laboratories. Even in small areas and apparently 

uniform fields, soil properties can vary.  We thus need 

to use the correct soil sampling procedure to ensure 

that a good soil sample is submitted to the laboratory.   

The sampling procedure outlined below is designed to 

minimize the effects of soil variation and help you 

collect a representative sample. 

 

How to take a good soil sample 

To take a good soil sample we must do it properly.  

Always follow sampling instructions provided by the 

laboratory, including sampling techniques for problem 

areas.  The following guidelines will assist you to take a 

good soil sample. 

 

Use the right equipment 

To take a good soil sample, you need to use a beater 

soil sampler.  This will allow you to accurately control 

the depth of the soil sample and to easily take sufficient 

sub-samples to obtain a good representation of the 

field being tested.  Use a clean plastic bag or bank bag 

on the sampler to collect the soil.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2:  Using a beater soil sampler with a 15 cm bit to 

  take a soil sample. 
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Take sufficient sub-samples 

Take cores from at 30 to 40 points evenly distributed 

over the field.  Take the points in a zigzag pattern 

across the field, mix the cores thoroughly and submit 

the composite sample.  Don’t take a point on the edge 

of a field, start a little way into the field.  For a small 

garden this may be 1 to 2 meters and for a big field this 

may be 10 meters.  This is to avoid areas where 

fertilizer spillage may have occurred.  For row crops, 

take the soil sample from between the rows, not where 

the fertilizer was banded last season.  If the soil gets 

stuck in the bit, remove the bag before pushing 

something down it to get the soil out, then put the bag 

back on again.  Once the sample has been taken and 

adequately mixed, it must be poured into a soil sample 

box (freely obtainable form Cedara) and submitted to 

the laboratory at Cedara. 

 

Figure 3:   Use a zig-zag pattern for sampling the field. 

 

Sample to the correct depth 

For the establishment of crops, soil samples need to be 

taken to 15 cm depth.   When sampling cultivated land 

or new crops the soil may be "fluffed-up". Ensure that 

you get cores that are a full 15 cm depth by firming the 

soil with your foot prior to sampling.   This is the depth 

where most of the feeding roots will be found, the 

depth to which fertilizer would be incorporated and the 

recommendation given are based on field trials with 

samples to this depth.  For the topdressing of pastures, 

soil samples need to be taken to 10 cm depth.  This is 

due to the fact that the fertilizer will not be incorporated 

and most of the feeding roots in pastures are 

concentrated in the top 10 cm. 

Sampling to the incorrect depth can have serious 

implications, as shown in Table 1.  The soil sample 

taken to 23 cm depth had lower amounts of P and K 

due to the inclusion of the subsoil.  This would result in 

more than required fertilizer being applied at an 

increased cost of R70 per hectare.  However, the 

undetected acidity in the topsoil would have decreased 

the yield of maize by 2.5 t/ha.  Sampling to the wrong 

depth has thus cost more money and resulted in less 

yield! 

 

 

Figure 4:  This picture shows 3 different sampling depth bits.  

 The bit in the middle is the 15 cm depth that is 

 required for taking samples for the establishment 

 of crops.  The bit on the left has being reduced to 

 10 cm depth with a spacer for the sampling of 

 pastures for top-dressing.  The bit on the right is 

 23 cm depth – which is the incorrect depth for 

 topsoil samples. 

 

Table 1:  Soil sampling of no-till maize on Cedara 

Sampling 

 depth (cm) 

P 

mg/L 

K 

mg/L 

Acid sat 

% 

15 18 78 51 

23 12 67 28 

 

Fertilizer cost diff.  per ha for 15 vs 23 cm depth: 

R70 

Yield loss due to undetected acidity: 

2.5 t/ha 

 

For the establishment of most fruit crops cores should 

be taken from 0-15 cm (topsoil) and in 15 cm 

increments to 90 cm depth (subsoil samples).  For the 

sampling of bearing orchards, from each of the index 

trees (used for leaf sampling) collect two sub samples 

(cores) midway between the stem and dripline from 

both the sunny and shady sides of the tree.  Samples 

should be taken to 30 cm depth, with at least 30 sub 

samples per sample 

(For more details on soil sampling for fruit crops see 

Agri Update:  Soil sampling for fruit crops). 



 

 

Figure 5:  Where problem areas are encounted within a field, 
 a separate sample of these areas should be 
 taken.  The area in the foreground had high soil 
 acidity causing the poor maize growth. 
 

Sample heterogeneous areas separately 

Soils are tested for many reasons and there is no 
single rule for determining which areas should be 
sampled. Even in small areas and apparently uniform 
paddocks, soil properties can vary and thus a soil 
sample should be taken for each different area – if they 
are large enough to be fertilized separately.  These 
could be differences due to slope, soil colour, past 
cropping practices and previous fertilizer application 
varying.  Sometimes soil testing is used to investigate 
specific problems. In these cases it is often helpful to 
contrast the situation by taking a sample from both the 
problem and a non-problem area. 

 
Maintain records 
As areas are re-sampled the effects of land 
management on soil fertility can be assessed.  In this 
way a case history can be developed for each 
sampling area and adjustments can be made to 
recommendations on a site specific basis.  
Furthermore, if problems arise during the season, the 
soil analyses are available to assist with trying to 
diagnose the problem.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6:  This is an example of a print-out of the result from

 a soil analysis..  These should be kept as a record 

 of that particular field to build up a case history for 

 each individual field. 

Timing of the taking of soil samples 

When deciding to take soil samples, it must be 

remembered that it takes a minimum of three weeks for 

the analysis to be completed, recommendation made 

and results returned.  Fertilizer and lime then needs to 

be purchased and, if lime is required, a further waiting 

period of 6 weeks is required from the application of 

the lime to the planting of the crop for the lime to 

neutralize excess acidity.  Soil samples must thus be 

taken sufficiently early to allow for these waiting 

periods before the planting of the desired crop.  For 

agronomic crops samples are normally taken between 

seasons in winter.  For pastures, samples can be taken 

at any time of the year, provided they are always taken 

at the same time in subsequent years to be able to 

monitor fertility trends.  Where soil samples are to be 

taken in problem areas in a field, the sample must be 

taken while the crop is still on the field or locating these 

low fertility patches becomes problematic.   
 

Information required by the laboratory 

Make sure that your name and the sample name is 

clearly recorded on the sample box.  The submission 

form must be correctly completed.  This includes 

having the same name and sample number as 

recorded on the box and a valid address to which the 

results can be posted.  Results can also be e-mailed or 

faxed if this information is supplied.  A choice of three 

crops can be given for fertilizer recommendations.   It 

must be noted that fertilizer recommendations are only 

given for topsoil samples. 

 

 (For more details on filing in the submission forms see 

Agri Update:  Completing soil sample submission 

forms). 

 

Figue 7 & 8:   These show the beater soil sampler being 

 thrust into the soil and the forcing of the 

 subsample (core) from the sampling bit into 

 the plastic bag. 
 

Further Information 

For more information on soil fertility or soil testing, 

contact: 

Bright Mashiyana, Alan Manson, Victor Roberts or 

Guy Thibaud at Cedara 033 355 9515



 

  


