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WHAT ABOUT LIME? 
 

What does pH stand for?  
The abbreviation pH stands for potential hydrogen or the measure of acidity.   
 
What is the pH scale?  
7.0 is neutral, more than 7 is alkaline or basic and will NOT require lime, less than 7 is acid and 
may require lime.   
 
How does the pH regulate soil nutrients?  
The pH acts as a bank teller for nutrient withdrawal.  At pH 8.0, a plant cannot extract potassium, 
nitrates, phosphates, iron, copper and manganese.  These may be limited in availability even 
above 7.0.  At pH 4.5, plants cannot take up nitrates, magnesium, or phosphates and aluminum 
comes out and about and is taken up—sometimes to the point of toxicity.   
 
Does an improper pH waste fertilizer?  
Yes!!!  Improper pH wastes applied fertilizer because nutrients are tied up.  Consider the 
following:  
 
pH 4.5 may mean 75% of your fertilizer is unavailable to plants 
pH 5.0 may mean 54% unavailable 
pH 5.5 may mean 33% of fertilizer unavailable 
pH 6.0 may mean 20% unavailable 
pH 7.0 may mean 0% of fertilizer wasted 
 
What kinds of pH readings are typical on Long Island?   
Our soils tend to be acid unless surrounded by concrete.  Therefore they MAY need lime…or 
may not, depending on how much concrete they are surrounded with. 
 
What are the benefits of lime?  
 Lime reduces acidic conditions that limit the availability of some nutrients but increase toxicity 
of others.  Lime helps supply calcium and magnesium essential for plant growth depending on 
the formulation you use.  Lime can even help favor conditions for efficacy of certain herbicides; 
and provide a suitable environment for organic materials to decompose.  The decomposition 
enhances soil structure which provided for better air and water exchange.  
 
What are the different sources of lime and what are their benefits? 
 
Ground dry lime (Dry). Limestone rock is crushed and ground and goes by the name of  
Aglime, Agrilime, Ag stone, Ground Agricultural Limestone, and Lime.   This is the most widely 
used liming material and is easy to transport and apply.  The calcium content ranges from 15 to 
40% and magnesium content ranges from 0 to 15%.  
-CALCITIC Limestone has less than 5% magnesium  



-DOLOMITIC Limestone has more than 5% magnesium (pure magnesium carbonate is known 
as dolomite)  
 
Fluid Lime: This product is prepared by mixing very finely ground lime (100% passing a 100 
mesh sieve and 80-90% passing a 200 mesh sieve) with either water or liquid nitrogen fertilizer 
along with a suspending agent (attapulgite clay) 
-material can be applied with a liquid fertilizer applicator.  
-lime content of the product ranges from 50-70%.  
-more uniform application can be made with the material in suspension  
-lime and nitrogen fertilization can be combined in one application trip  
-Claims are made that liquid lime will raise the soil pH faster than standard dry ground lime 
-Claims are made that much less is needed because it is ground very fine.  
-BUT within one year soil pH changes will be equal for liquid and dry material applied at equal 
rates 
 
Pelletized or granular lime: Pellets are readily dispersible in water  
-rates can be reduced from standard lime amounts by one-third to one-half because of the 
fineness of the particles.  
 
Marl: marine animal shell fragments and calcium carbonate deposited in swampy areas 
-Has some clay and organic matter as impurities  
-Two cubic yards are considered equal to one ton of ground lime  
-BUT uniform spreading is difficult unless the material is dried and ground.  
-marl contains no magnesium, deficiencies can be prevented by occasional reliming with 
dolomitic limestone.  
 
Burned Lime (Quicklime): Limestone rock is heated to drive off carbon dioxide.  
-corrosive and expensive 
-usually used in special nonagricultural situations 
 
Slacked Lime (Hydrated Lime): Addition of water to burned lime or by absorption of moisture 
from the air.  
-same characteristics and limitations as burned lime.  
 
Gypsum. NOT a liming material but is a neutral salt of calcium sulfate and WILL NOT change 
the soil pH.  
-IS a source of readily available calcium 
 
How do I know how effective a liming material will be?  
Purity and fineness determine how effective a liming material will be. 
 
What is the “purity” of lime?  
Liming materials vary in their composition and ability to neutralize acidity.  The standard for 
measuring purity is calcium carbonate equivalence, or CCE.  Minimum CCE should be 80. 
 
What is the “fineness” of lime?  
Fineness governs how quickly acidity will be corrected. Most liming materials contain dust to 
gravel-like particles.  Small particles dissolve rapidly and react quickly to reduce acidity. 



-coarse particles react very slowly and have little value in raising pH.  
 
How is the fineness of lime determined?  
Fineness is determined by sieving. 
-a minimum of 80% should pass the 8 mesh sieve and 25% pass the 60 mesh sieve.  
-Larger than 8 mesh, 0-10 % is available in 3 years 
-If particles pass through 8 mesh sieves, but are held on 60 mesh sieves, 40-50% is available in 3 
years 
-If particles are smaller than 60 mesh, 90-100% is available in 3 years 
   
 
What is the BEST technique to determine the effectiveness of the lime product used?  
First look on the lime label for the ENV, or the effective neutralizing value.  Now divide 100 by 
this number.  The result is the amount of lime needed to provide one unit of 100% effective 
neutralizing value which gives you the true measure of how much it will cost to get the right 
amount of lime to reach the pH you want.  Consider this example and how it can save you 
money:  
 
Lime #1 has an ENV of 70.  100 divided by 70=1.42.  So for every pound of lime recommended 
that you put down, you actually have to put down 1.42 pounds. 
Lime #2 has an ENV of 89.7.  100 divided by 89.7=1.11.   
Even though Lime #1 is cheaper by the pound, it will cost more to treat your property because 
you ultimately have to buy more of it. 
 
Can I apply too much lime to correct my acid soil?  
Yes.  Calcium deficiency in turf plants is rare, excess calcium from repeated amendment with 
calcium carbonate or calcium sulfate can suppress magnesium or potassium uptake, throwing the 
cation balance out of whack.   
 
What is the best kind of lime to use on a very acid soil?  
On acid soils which have a high lime requirement, you may actually be better off using dolomitic 
limestone which is calcium carbonate plus magnesium carbonate to maintain adequate 
magnesium.  Dolomitic limestone applied in conjunction with sulfur can help to reduce burning 
by converting the dolomitic lime to sulfate forms 
 
Why would you have a soil test with high calcium levels?   
Extractable levels increase with clay content and also increase as soil drainage changes from well 
drained to poorly drained.  The Ca levels of poorly drained loamy sand or sandy soils are likely 
to be higher because a clay type soil, or one with more organic matter, has more charge to hang 
on to the Ca.  If the pH is less that 5, aluminum may replace the Ca altogether on cation 
exchange sites.   
 
 


