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2025 SponsorsInterpreting a Laboratory Water 
Test
The Cleanwater3 interpretation tool makes it easier for 
growers to understand water test results from an analytical 
laboratory.

Figure 1. Classic iron deficiency in 
calibrachoa. Photo: Heidi Lindberg. 

Irrigation water is one of the 
most critical inputs when 
growing crops. Well, municipal, 
rain, and pond water can all be 
used to irrigate crops and all 
have their advantages and 
disadvantages as irrigation 
sources. Ground water also 
varies widely with where in the 
country your growing operation 
is located based on the geology 
of the site. For example, in 
Michigan the bedrock is 
limestone which causes ground 
water to be highly alkaline as it 
dissolves carbonates and 
bicarbonates from the 
surrounding rock. High alkalinity 
can be a problem for growing
crops because the pH of the substrate tends to increase over time making nutrients 
unavailable to the plants. If you are seeing irrigation water challenges or crop symptoms 
(Figure 1) from irrigation water, the next step is to get your irrigation water tested by an 
analytical laboratory. 

Upon receiving the water sample test results, it can be confusing as to what they mean. 
There is an excellent interpretation tool that all growers should know about called 
“WaterQual” developed by Drs. Rosa Raudales and Paul Fisher as a part of CleanWater3 
Specialty Crops Research Initiative. Once you receive your water quality test back from a 
lab, you can simply plug in the values and the online tool which will generate an 
interpretation. 

Heidi Lindberg

wollaege@anr.msu.edu
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For example, a grower who was seeing nutrient deficiency symptoms sent in their water to 
be evaluated (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Example of a water test from a Michigan well. 
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The water quality interpretation tool can be found under the tools tab of the 
www.cleanwater3.org website (Figure 3). Growers can enter all the information from the 
lab test and it will generate an interpretation (Figure 4).  

Figure 3. Screenshot of the water quality evaluation tool on the cleanwater3.org website. 
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Figure 4. Partial result of the water interpretation using the water quality tool. 

The water interpretation tool highlights that with a high pH, alkalinity, and hardness, 
the grower will need to treat their water in order to prevent the pH from climbing in 
their substrate, prevent clogging of irrigation equipment, and leaving salt residues on 
leaves. In addition to this tool, the CleanWater3 website has other helpful 
information and tools. To learn more about water quality issues, I highly recommend 
the “Water Quality and Treatment” online course through Greenhouse Training Online 
at https://hort.ifas.ufl.edu/training/ The next course will be offered in 2026. 
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