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Here’s what we want our soil to look 
like… 
• Crumbly 

• Lots of pores—large 
and small 

• Plant roots 

• Earthworms 

• Dark color 



What you see a lot of…. 



Urban soil=disturbed soil 

• Construction 

• Debris 

• Dumping 

• Filling and Leveling 

• Compaction 

• Erosion 





What is soil contamination? 

• Trash 

• Pesticides 

• Heavy metals 

• Lead 



How do lead (and other heavy metals) 
get from the soil into a person? 

• Mostly from  

• Breathing in dust 

• Putting fingers in 
mouth 



What about from plants? 

• Less concern than 
dust and hands! 

• Plants don’t absorb 
much lead. 

 



No matter what your site, try to 
learn about its history 

 Vacant Lots School Yards 



Research site history & status 

• What was there 
before? 

• Neighbors 

• Old maps online 

• Look for high-risk uses 

• What’s there now? 

• What’s it near? 

• Freeway 

• Old homes 



US Environmental Protection 
Agency recommends… 
• “At a minimum, the soil test should 

include pH, percent organic matter, 
nutrients, micronutrients, and metals, 
including lead.” 



Risk Related to Former Site Use  

• Lower Risk 

• Residential 

• Green space 

• Higher Risk 

• Parking lots 

• Junkyards 

• Auto repair 

• Dry cleaners 

• Gas stations 

• Railyards 

• Illegal dumping 



Research soil testing labs 



Sampling Plan 





Composite sample 









Soil test results will determine 

• Based on how much lead is in your soil, if 
gardening is: 

– Low risk  (Less than 100 ppm lead) 

– Potential Risk (100-1200 ppm lead) 

– High Risk (higher than 1,200 ppm) 

• And what are possible next steps 
 



Low Risk 

• Garden as usual 

• Grow crops you like 

• Wash your hands 
after working in 
garden 

• Wash garden produce 

• Peel root crops like 
carrots and beets 

 



Potential Risk 

• Use more compost 
and mulch. 

• Wear gloves 

• Consider gardening 
in raised beds or 
containers 

 



Potential Risk: More 
restrictions on what to grow 
• Root crops—grow 

less. 

• Leafy vegetables-
grow less 

• Fruiting crops—grow 
more 

 



Leafy vegetables-more concern 



Fruit-less concern 



High Risk 

• Soil removal and 
replace with clean 
soil 

• Or… garden only in 
containers and deep 
raised beds 

• Or… don’t grow food 
there 

• Restrict access for 
children 

 



Alternatives to In-Ground 



Best practices for working in 
urban soils 
• Add organic matter 

• Wear gloves 

• Wash hands 

• Wash produce 

• Closed-toe shoes 



Always-cover bare soil 

• Eliminate dust 

• Mulch with 

• Wood chips 

• Compost  

 



Questions about soil testing 
and remediation? 

 

• Rachel Surls 
ramabie@ucanr.edu 


