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Which tests to use to assess the health of your soil?

Farmers and growers are concerned about the current health of their soils (compared to 30 or 40 years ago),
and some of these concerns are supported by soil analysis data collected over the same period. Most farmers
and growers understand the importance of soil health for the productivity, sustainability and profitability of
their business, but many face significant challenges when interpreting results from laboratory analysis or when
choosing suitable tools or methods for assessing the health of their soils beyond the standard pH, P, K, Mg
analysis. To be of value to growers and farmers, methods for soil assessment should not only measure soil
health, but should also provide information that can be used to inform decision making in relation to soil
management. This review aims to provide an informative overview of the various tools and methods currently
available.

The functioning of soil depends upon a complex interaction between organisms large and small, chemical
reactions in solution and on surfaces of clay particles, within a structure determined by natural processes and
modified by soil management. A broad range of appropriate indicators of soil health is therefore needed to
evaluate the effects and sustainability of agricultural practices. The most commonly agreed and used indicators
can be grouped in the three categories of (1) biological, (2) chemical and (3) physical parameters.

A list of the most commonly used indicators for soil health:

Biological indicators Chemical indicators Physical indicators

. . Nitrogen (N): mineralised N (N-min), . .
Soil organic matter (SOM) . . Soil structure (e.g. aggregate stability)
ammonium (NH4+), nitrate (NO3-)

Number and diversity of macro- and Macro-nutrients: phosphorus (P), .
. . . . Compaction
microorganisms potassium (K), magnesium (Mg)
Number and diversity of Mycorrhiza (AMF), Micro-nutrients: e.g. iron (Fe), copper (Cu), Erosion
i
and root colonisation boron (B), manganese (Mn), etc.
Number and diversity of earthworm .
. pH Water-logging
populations
Respiration rates Electrical conductivity (EC)
Enzymatic activity Cation exchange capacity
Microbial profiling Salinity

During a series of grower consultations in autumn 2015, regional grower groups in the UK discussed different
approaches to soil assessment; what methods they find useful and reasons why others are not very commonly
used. They were asked to rate a list of categorised soil assessment methods, and the results can be seen on the
reverse. Links to the various methods are listed at the bottom of the page.
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This project is funded by AHDB Horticulture and is a collaboration of the Soil Association, The Organic Research Centre and Earthcare Technical. This
leaflet is an extract of the project’s literature review of soil assessment methods, conducted in 2015 by Anja Vieweger, The Organic Research Centre.



Soil assessment methods evaluated and rated by growers
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Useful links and references
e.g. SRUC VESS Tool http://www.sruc.ac.uk/info/120062/crop and soils systems/412/visual evaluation of soil structure
e.g. Eblex-DairyCo.Tool http:
www.opalexplorenature.org/earthwormguide www.opalexplorenature.or;
Food-web tests, enzymatic activity, basal respiration etc. e.g. www.laverstokepark.co.uk/soil-foodweb-tests.aspx
NRM www.nrm.uk.com/services.php?service=soil-health
Publication on the tool: orgprints.org/12077/1/Brock 12077 ed.doc
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