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SOIL LEAD INTERPRETATION SHEET 
By Dawn Pettinelli,Manager, Soil Nutrient Analysis Laboratory 
 

Lead occurs naturally in soils but areas 
impacted by human activities often have 
significantly elevated levels of lead. The 
most common sources of lead pollution 
were lead‐based paints, leaded gasoline 
emissions and lead‐arsenate insecticides. 
While these products have been taken off the 
market decades ago, their toxic legacy still 
remains. 
 
In certain situations, lead contaminated soil poses a 
risk to human health. It may not be realistic to 
remove or replace contaminated soil but if the level 
of contamination is known, measures can be taken 
to reduce the risk of exposure. 
 
The University of Connecticut Soil Nutrient 
Analysis 
Laboratory performs soil fertility analyses on more 
than 10,000 soil samples each year. Recently, our 
standard nutrient analysis was expanded to screen 
all samples for lead. The amount of lead measured 
by this analysis is a reflection of the total soil lead 
level. It is based on a laboratory determined 
relationship between the extractable lead 
measured using our standard nutrient analysis 
procedure, and the more rigorous EPA approved 
testing.The estimated concentration of lead in your 
soil will be listed on the soil analysis report. 
Estimated lead values that are greater than average 
background levels indicate the need for further 
lead testing. 
 
The U. S. Environmental Protection Agency 
established new standards for lead in soils in 
2001.The standards consider lead to be a hazard to 
human health if there are greater than 400 parts 
per million (ppm) of lead in bare soil in children's 
play areas or 1200 ppm average lead for bare soil 
in the rest of the yard. 
 

No federal standard for soil lead has been 
determined for soils where vegetables will be 
grown. It is well known that plants vary in 
their uptake of soil lead but generally lead 
will accumulate in green leafy tissues and 

in plant roots. The University of Connecticut 
Soil Nutrient Analysis Laboratory strongly 

recommends that soils containing 400 ppm total 
lead or greater should not be used for growing 
vegetables, herbs and other food crops. 
 
Use the following guidelines to interpret the 
estimated total lead level on your soil test report: 
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Table 2. Best Management Practices for Garden 
Soils Containing Lead 
 
1. Gardens should be located away from older, 

painted structures and heavily traveled roads. 
2. Give planting preference to fruiting crops like 

tomatoes, squash and peppers on soils with 
elevated lead levels. 

3. Remove outside leaves of green leafy 
vegetables, peel root crops, and wash all 
vegetables thoroughly to remove soil particles. 

4. Maintain the soil pH at 6.5 to 7.0 by applying 
limestone at recommended rates to reduce the 
availability of lead uptake by plants. 

5. Maintain soil organic matter levels between 5 
and 10 percent. Organic particles will bind with 
lead making it less available for plant uptake. 

6. Maintain soil phosphorus levels by applying the 
recommended amounts of fertilizer to garden 
plots. 

1. Phosphorus can reduce lead uptake by plants. 
7. Minimize dust and exposure to bare soil 

through use of mulches. 
8. Wash hands thoroughly after contact with lead 

contaminated soil. 
9. Do not bring food or drinks into areas of 

contaminated soil. 
10. Soil on tools, gloves and shoes will have 

elevated levels of lead also. Clean before storing 
or bringing indoors. 

11. Consider raised beds or containerized plantings 
in soils with elevated lead levels. 

 
* More extensive lead testing can be performed by 
environmental testing laboratories. A list of these 
laboratories can be found at the CT Department of 
Public Health's website, www.dph.state.ct.us/, or by 
calling (860) 509‐8000. 
 
* More information on lead and 
health risks can be found at 
www.nelcc.uconn.edu. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The information in this material is for educational purposes. The 
recommendations contained are based on the best available 
knowledge at the time of printing. Any reference to commercial 
products, trade or brand names is for information only, and no 
endorsement or approval is intended. The Cooperative Extension 
System does not guarantee or warrant the standard of any product 
referenced or imply approval of the product to the exclusion of others 
which also may be available. All agrochemicals/pesticides listed are 
registered for suggested uses in accordance with federal and 
Connecticut state laws and regulations as of the date of printing. If 
the information does not agree with current labeling, follow the label 
instructions. The label is the law. 
 
WARNING! Agrochemical/pesticides are dangerous. Read and 
follow all directions and safety precautions on labels. Carefully handle 
and store agrochemical/ pesticides in originally labeled containers out 
of reach of children, pets and livestock. Dispose of empty containers 
right immediately in a safe manner and place. Contact the 
Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection for current 
regulations.  
 
The user of this information assumes all risks for personal injury or 
property damage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and 
June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Gregory J Weidemann, Director, Cooperative Extension System, 
University of Connecticut, Storrs. The Connecticut Cooperative 
Extension System is an equal opportunity employer and program provider. 
To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of 
Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, Stop Code 9410, 1400 
Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (202) 
720-5964 
 


