1.1 Plant Tissue Testing

For most of the same reasons as for soil testing, sampling method is critical for proper interpretation.  In the case of plant tissue testing, the type of leaves or area of shoot sampled can be important as can the time of year and crop growth stage.  In this document, a number of useful testing methods that suit various situations will be discussed.

Pasture Herbage Testing

Use stainless steel scissors and try to avoid soil contamination (often difficult and indicated by high iron readings – soil also gives false high readings of cobalt, aluminium and to a lesser extent of copper and zinc).

There are two main strategic types of herbage test, mixed pasture and white clover only.

Mixed Pasture

An overall sample of what the livestock will be grazing for animal nutritional value assessment.  For plant requirements the clover only test is recommended as this is the plant that will generally show nutritional deficiencies first.  (If mixed pasture sample is desired for testing plant requirements then it is best to standardise the sampling to include 25% white clover as the levels of many elements are very different from white clover to grasses).   

White Clover Only

A way of assessing what nutrients are limiting this plant that (through nitrogen fixation) pushes the whole pasture along.  Sample during vegetative growth, not when flowering or when not growing.  Sample poor performing plants rather than healthy plants to heighten chance of seeing limiting factors.

Plant Tissue Testing of Crops

A strategic method is to sample from poor performing plants or areas and from good performing ones and compare.   This has the added advantage of not relying so much on recommended levels (which may not even have been established for some crops).

With some crops (e.g. many tree crops), plant tissue testing may be more suitable than soil testing because the root system is deeper than the soil sampling depth (can be very significant for potassium and elements affected by potassium level.

