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Soluble salts are the total dissolved salts in the root
substrate (root medium) at any given time and is
measured by electrical conductivity (EC).  Most
fertilizer materials, except urea, contribute to the EC
content of the medium, and the most common are
nitrates (NO3), ammonium (NH4), phosphates (PO4),
potassium (K), calcium (Ca), magnesium (Mg),
sulfates (SO4), sodium (Na), bicarbonate (HCO3),
and chlorides (Cl).  Organic materials (i.e. urea) also
contribute to the EC content after they have been
changed from an insoluble to soluble form.  In some
areas, irrigation water can elevated substrate EC levels.

One must be aware of substrate EC levels because
excess salts can accumulate when leaching during
irrigation is insufficient , too much fertilizer is applied,
or when the irrigation water contains a high amount of

dissolved elements.  Excessively high EC readings
are associated with poor plant growth.  If the substrate
is allowed to dry down, plants may exhibit wilting
symptoms because of root tip dieback.  When the
substrate EC is too low, plant growth may be stunted
from lack of fertilizer.

It is important to monitor the substrate EC to detect
trends over time.  Samples can be analyzed either
within the operation or sent to a commercial lab.

Electriculal conductivity units can vary among
commercial labs, making interpretation and
comparisons difficult.  Table 1 helps compare the
different units used to express EC and Table 2 contains
conversion factors among the various units.
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Low EC of poinsettias (left)
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High EC of ornamental
cabbage
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