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Introduction  
To be good farmers we need to be conscientious of soil biology, chemistry, and physics. 
Begin to get to know your soil type by finding your farm on a soil map – these are 
available through your local agricultural ministry. These maps will tell you if you have a 
sandy soil, or a clay soil etc, and help you determine what crops are suitable for your 
land. Once you know you soil type and suitability you still need to understand and plan 
for fertility if you are to be productive on the land. The best way to understand what 
nutrients are available for your plants is to test your soil in a lab. Understand that when 
we talk about soil test results we are really talking about a snapshot in time of the top 6 
inches.  
 
You can do simple physical tests at home to determine the type of soil you have, but 
you have to send soil samples to a lab to really know what nutrients are available to 
your plants. Plants need nutrients to grow, and those nutrients have to be in a form the 
plant can use. Your soil test is a good indicator of what is there, what you need to add. 
 
A few points:  

• How to do your own physical simple soil tests: use your hands, get a feel for 
the soil. You can also put it in a jar (see slide Jar Testing for soil type). 

• How to take a soil test (see photo of soil probe)  
• You want about 5% organic matter, composed of humus, roots, and 

organisms 
• The reason you want lots of biological activity is ensure nutrients are cycling. 
• pH – you will have better nutrient uptake with a lower pH 

 
 
Macro Nutrient Basics 

• Phosphorus (P) is commonly low in soils. There are ways to add this back to 
your soil (see 13 in the slides below).  

• Potassium (K, or K2O the form available to plants). You want P & K in a 2:1 
ratio to elevate sugar in plants, and help deter pests. A great source of K is 
seaweed, urine (for rates see 16 in the slides below). Neptune Harvest is a 
great product source of K. 

• Calcium and Magnesium are also important to have in the right balance, 8:1 
(see 14 & 15 in slides below for application rates and sources). 

• P availability: bone meal, wood ash, CalPhos, animal manure, buckwheat 
• Remember you want balance for optimal production! 
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Remember all soil tests in the Maritimes show you not the potential of your soil - they 
show what the plant can take advantage of. Your soil actually has a huge bank of 
nutrients, and soil labs use a mild acid to mimic what a plant can use. We are typically 
low in sulphur in our soils, but you can add it with pelleted gypsum (see 12 in slides 
below for max yearly applications).  
 
Micro Nutrients & Trace Mineral Basics 
 

• (see 6 in slides below), e.g. copper, zinc, boron, etc - taken up at low pH (17-19 
in slides below for application rates). If you have high organic matter, or pH 
around 6 this will make sure your plants are not pulling up heavy metals like lead 
that you don’t want! 

• If you are brewing any plant teas with Alliums it will contain sulphur 
• Some trace minerals are found in manure, compost, and other inputs you are 

already adding. 
• Albrecht’s Ratio – a way to determine what balance of nutrients you need – 

google it! 
 

 
Cation exchange capacity (CEC)  
 
CEC tells you your soils ability to hold nutrients. This is something you can’t change. 
Anything under 10 is low, probably you have a sandy soil. Anything >10 means you 
have some clay. Understanding CEC will affect the production techniques you choose 
(i.e. raised beds vs no-till etc). 
 
Finally it you can tell a lot about your soil health through observation. Look at it, smell it, 
and feel it. Get down dig a hole in your field, and begin to observe what is going on, 
especially during rain events, etc.  A chemical soil test is useful, but only one part of the 
whole picture. 
 
Recommended Resources 
 

1. Building Soils for Better Crops  
2. Building Soils Naturally  
3. Roxbury Farm Crop Manual – Jodi Courtant, Available online. 
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