
Soil Sampling for Trace (Heavy) Metals 
  

When you submit soil samples for laboratory analysis for trace metals, you need and 
expect reliable results. The reliability of the soil test, however, can be no better than the 
sample you submit. For results you can depend on, it is vitally important that you take 
samples in a way that accurately represents the soil in the fields. 

This publication tells how to obtain representative soil samples and to submit them for 
heavy metal analysis. 

Where to Take Samples 
Every soil sample you submit for testing should consist of about 15 to 20 cores taken at 
random locations throughout one field or area. A sample should include cores from no 
more than about 20 acres even if the soil appears to be uniform over a larger area. 

Keep in mind that each sample should represent only one general soil type or condition. 
If the field you are sampling contains areas that are obviously different in slope, color, 
drainage, and texture and if those areas can be fertilized separately, submit a separate 
sample (consisting of 15 to 20 cores) for each area (Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1. Within each field, collect a separate sample from each area that has a different type of soil. 

 



When collecting samples, avoid small areas where the soil conditions are obviously 
different from those in the rest of the field—for example, wet spots, old manure and 
urine spots, places where wood piles have been burned, severely eroded areas, old 
building sites, fencerows, spoil banks, and burn-row areas. Sample these areas 
separately.   

When to Take Samples 
Collect samples early enough to get them analyzed before planting time. Do not collect 
samples when the soil is too wet because it will be difficult to mix the cores. As a rule, if 
the soil is too wet to plow, it is too wet to sample. 

How to Collect a Good Sample 
Tools. Collect your samples with stainless steel or chrome-plated sampling tools and 
plastic buckets to avoid contaminating the samples with traces of chemical elements 
(micronutrients) from the sampling tools. Avoid brass, bronze, or galvanized tools. A 
suitable soil probe is shown in Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2. Use proper tools to collect the soil sample. 

Make sure that the buckets and sampling tools are clean. Collect samples to the same 
depth that the field is tilled (usually about 8 inches).  

Submitting the Sample 
Soil samples are analyzed by the EATS lab at NC State University in the Crop and Soil 
Sciences Department. Each sample (~1 cup in volume) can be submitted in a standard 
soil sample box or a ziplock plastic bag.  The samples must be accompanied by a 
completed copy of the EATS Analytical Request Form-Hemp.pdf.  Signing this form 
indicates you have read and agreed to the terms in the Hemp Testing Service 



Agreement located at the same url.   Both forms are available to download from 
https://eats.wordpress.ncsu.edu/hemp .  The boxes are available from your county 
Extension Center, NCDA&CS regional agronomists, local agribusinesses, or the 
NCDA&CS Agronomic Division, 4300 Reedy Creek Road, Raleigh, NC 27607-6465. 
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