
Physical, biological and chemical 

soil assessments to guide farm 

management decisions. 

 
 
The Soil Quality Project is a collaboration 
with Oregon State University Central 
Analytical Lab to provide farmers with a 
package of physical, biological and chemical 
soil assessments to guide farm management 
decisions.  The tests include: Texture, 
Aggregate Stability, Surface and Subsurface 
Hardness, Organic Matter, Active Carbon, 
Potentially Mineralizable Nitrogen, pH, 
Calcium, Phosphorous, Potassium, and 
Magnesium.  
 
Assessment Fee 
The cost of a SQP Assessment is $100.  You 
will be billed by the Oregon State University 
Central Analytical Lab. 
 
Sample Collection Equipment 
A team of two sample collectors will use the 
following equipment: 
 2 CLEAN Sharpshooter shovels or soil 

probes 
 2 CLEAN buckets 
 CLEAN sample mixing bin 
 Shipping box or cooler 
 Frozen ice packs 
 One (1) gallon polyethylene freezer bag per 

sample 
 Sharpie – to label soil samples 
 GPS unit 
 Sample Submission Form (one per sample) 
 Clipboard 
 Pencils 
 Compaction Tester 
 Water and scrub brush – to clean shovels, 

probes and buckets if multiple composite 
samples will be collected. 

 
 
When to collect soil quality samples 
 
The Soil Quality Project will accept samples 
between: 

February 15th and June 15th.  
 
Collect soil samples in the late winter or 
spring when soil is moist but not saturated.  
Field capacity moisture content is ideal, 
typically 2-3 days following precipitation, 
when the soil has dried a bit. 
 
Collect samples before spring soil 
disturbance and prior to application of 
amendments, such as manure, fertilizer or 
compost.    
 
Collect and ship samples early in the week 
so they do not sit at the courier over a 
weekend.  Some soil quality assessments 
change rapidly over time. Efficiently 
handled samples will provide more 
accurate results.  
 
Submission of a representative soil quality 
sample involves five steps described in this 
brochure: 
 
1. Complete submission form.  

2. Label the sample container. 

3. Collect soil, geolocation and 

compaction data. 

4. Properly handle the sample. 

5. Submit sample to the lab. 

 

 
 
 

Soil Quality Project 
 

Sample Collection and 

Handling Guide 

 
This publication recommends  

collection timing and techniques 
for the submission of samples to the  

Soil Quality Project (SQP).  
 

Adhere to these guidelines to ensure 
that lab results represent  

field soil quality. 

4. Properly Handle the Sample  
Combine 10 subsamples or 125 cores 
and mix thoroughly in a tub or 5-gallon 
bucket to create the composite sample.  
 
After thorough mixing, fill one (1) 
labeled polyethylene one-gallon freezer 
bag with the composite sample. Seal the 
bag and place them in a shipping box or 
cooler with the sample submission 
form for transport.   
 
Keep samples cool to prevent changes 
in soil quality assessment results.  If the 
outside temperature is warm, include 
frozen ice pack in the shipping box to 
keep samples cool.  Discard the 
remaining soil. 
 
5. Submit Sample to the Lab. 
Submit the following items for each Soil 
Quality Project assessment: 
 One (1) Sample Submission Form, 

complete with: (1) field history, (2) 
compaction data and (3) GPS 
coordinates. 

 One (1) labeled gallon polyethylene 
freezer bag filled with a well-mixed 
composite sample. 

 
Place the bagged soil into a shipping 
box or cooler with frozen ice pack and 
transport or mail immediately to: 
 
OSU Central Analytical Lab 
3079 Ag Life Science Bldg. 
Corvallis, OR  97331-7306 
 
For more information, email  
tmatteson@bentonswcd.org or call  
541-753-7208 ext. 204. 

1 2 7 



 Sampling Equipment 
Use a push probe or sharpshooter shovel 
to collect Soil Quality samples. 
 
Soil corer or push probe:   

Push the probe vertically into the 
soil to a depth of about 8 inches.  
Collect 25 cores at each of the five 
collection points of the “M” for field 
samples.  Collect 125 cores for row 
samples.  Place all cores from one 
field (125 cores) into the buckets 
which will be combined before 
mixing.  Use two buckets for ease in 
handling – soil is heavy! 

 
Sharpshooter shovel:   

With a clean shovel, collect two 
slices of soil at each of the five field 
collection points on the “M”. Dig a 
square hole with side dimensions 
equal to the shovel blade width (5.5 
inches) and approximately 8 inches 
deep.  From the least disturbed side 
of the hole, cut a 1.5 – 2 inch thick 
slice of soil that is even thickness 
through the entire 8-inch depth.  
Place the slice into the 5-gallon 
bucket.  Ten slices from one field (2 
slices from 5 sampling points) make 
one composite sample.  For row 
sampling, 10 slices taken along a 
row are combined for the 
composite sample. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Field Sample Method 
Use the field method for a large, 
uniformly-managed area.   
 
In the field, visualize 5 points in an “M” 
pattern across the uniform area. At 
each point on the “M” take:  
(1) one GPS reading (record on the 

sample submission form),  
(2) two soil samples at least 15 feet 

apart 
(3) two sets of compaction readings at 

two depths, 0-6 inches and 6-18 
inches.   

All sample points should be at least 15 
feet inside the field margin.  
 
Row Sample Method  
The row method is for farms with 
multiple rows that receive different 
management.  For example, market 
farms that grow a variety of row crops 
and manage each differently should 
sample according to the row method. 
 
For row sampling, instead of the “M” 
pattern, select 10 points along the 
length of the row. Avoid the wheel row 
or alleyway.  At each point take:  
(1) 12-15 probe samples or one 

shovel slice 
(2) one compaction reading at two 

depths, 0-6 inches and 6-18 
inches.   

Combine 10 sharpshooter slices or 
about 125 probe subsamples to make a 
composite sample for the row.  Avoid 
sample collection close to the margins 
or ends of the row.  Record one GPS 
reading at each end of the row. 
 
 

1. Complete the Submission Form 
Complete both sides as thoroughly as 
possible and submit with sample.  
 

2. Label the Sample Container 
Before sample collection, label one (1) 
gallon polyethylene freezer bag with 
the following information: 
1. Collection date (mm/dd/yy) 
2. Farmer name 
3. Field identification 
 

3. Collect Soil, Geolocation and 
Compaction Data  
 

Caution!   
Locate underground pipes, irrigation 

and wires prior to digging for the 
safety of the sample collection team 

and to prevent damage to farm 
infrastructure. 

 

The following soil characteristics add 
variability to a field. Consider these 
characteristics to avoid mixing varied 
subsamples into one composite 
sample: 
 Row versus inter-row 
 More than one soil type 
 Management history 
 Wheel tracks 
 Poor crop growth 
 Chemical or salt affected areas 
 Eroded areas 
 Differences in slope 
 Wet areas (poor drainage) 
 

Remove all surface organic debris 
before collecting the subsample. 
Combine subsamples from a field to 
make a composite sample that 
represents one management unit.  
Take samples from the crop row and 
not the wheel row or alleyway.    

Compaction Data 
Near each of the soil sample collection 
points (10 total per field or row), 
take compaction readings at two 
depths:   0-6 inches  and 6-18 inches. 
For each depth, record the maximum 
compaction reading on the Sample 
Submission Form.  
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