
IN-DEPTH VIEW

Irrigation Water Nitrate Testing
Irrigation Water Quality Management

Many areas in the SSJV have high levels of
nitrogen (N) in irrigation water, which is as plant-
available as fertilizer N. Testing helps growers
determine how much of this N is supplied through
irrigation, allowing them to adjust fertilizer rates.
This allows growers to adjust costs and protect
human and environmental health by preventing
N overapplication.

Summary

Nitrate test strips can be used to determine the
nitrate concentration of irrigation water quickly
and easily. Nitrate quick test strips can be
purchased on wholesale websites such as
Amazon, and directly from scientific material
suppliers. Accounting for nitrate in irrigation water
and soil can help with N management planning
and allow growers to purchase less fertilizer.

Additional details
and instructions
can be found on
the following
page.UCANR

How to Test

2. Measure N in water. This can be done with a
nitrate quick test or by sending a water
sample to a reputable laboratory.

Compute mass of N using an online
calculator, simple equation, or lookup table.
All are available at agmpep.com.

3.

Subtract N supplied by irrigation water from
crop N need to get the amount of additional
N to apply.

4.

Collect a representative water sample. Allow
your irrigation system to run for a few minutes
before collecting the sample.

1.

Nitrate Quick Test
Nitrate quick tests are a cost-effective and helpful
tool for irrigation water quality management and 
irrigation-N water accounting. 

Collect a representative water sample in a
clean bottle. Run the system for at least 15
minutes before collection to flush stagnant
water and ensure that no injected nitrogen
from the last irrigation remains. If you have a
drip system, remove the connection of one
emitter and place a clean bucket under the
open line to collect a sample. If collecting
directly from the wellhead, use the sampling
port.

1.

Instructions

4. Compare the color on the strip to the color
chart on the bottle or the enclosed instruction
packet. The color will correspond to a nitrate
concentration in ppm (mg/L). If the color is
between two values on the chart, estimate a
number between the two values.

2. Dip the test strip into the water and shake off
the extra water.

3. Wait 1 minute.

Test strips should be kept in the refrigerator
when not in use.

As test strips have an expiration date, it can be
useful to check that they are still providing
accurate readings with a nitrate reference
solution. A 10 ppm is recommended. Reference
solutions (sometimes called calibration
solutions) can usually be found where you
purchase your test strips. A 10 ppm nitrate-N
solution is recommended.

Tips for Accurate Testing



agmpep.com/resources/

Take Action
For tools, resources, and next
steps, go to agmpep.com.

Additional factsheets in the
Irrigation Water Quality
Management series.

Management Practice 
Factsheets

Fresno
Dellavalle Laboratory, Inc
1910 W. McKinley Ave, Ste 110, Fresno, CA 93728
(559) 233-6129 | dellavallelab.com
Moore Twining Associates, Inc.
2527 Fresno St, Fresno, CA 93721
(559) 268-7021 | www.mooretwining.com
Agriculture & Priority Pollutants Labs, LLC
908 North Temperance Ave, Clovis 93611
(559) 862-2118
BSK Associates
687 North Laverne Ave, Fresno, CA 93727
(559) 497-2888 | www.bskassociates.com
Safe Food Alliance, Kingsburg Lab
2037 Morgan Dr, Kingsburg, CA 93631
(559) 233-7249 | www.safefoodalliance.com

Visalia
Fruit Growers Laboratory, Inc., FGL Environmental
9411 West Goshen Ave, Visalia, CA 93291
(559) 734-9473 | www.fglinc.com
Sierra Dairy Laboratory
432 North O St, Tulare, CA 93274
(559) 686-2070 | www.sierradairylab.com

Bakersfield
BSK Associates
700 22nd St, Bakersfield, CA 93301
(661) 327-0671 | www.bskassociates.com
Dellavalle Laboratory, Inc.
3600 Pegasus Dr, Ste 8, Bakersfield, CA 93308
(559) 233-6129 | dellavallelab.com
Zalco Laboratories, Inc. 
4309 Armour Ave, Bakersfield, CA 93308 
(661) 395-0539 | zalcolabs.com
Pace Analytical Services, Inc. 
4100 Atlas Ct, Bakersfield, CA 93308
(661) 327-4911  | pacelabs.com

How to Calculate Available N
Depth of applied water (in)

12
Concentration

(ppm or mg/L) 
N conversion factor
(see conversion table)xx =N applied in irrigation water

(lbs/acre)

Available N in Irrigation Water (lbs/acre) 

This table shows lbs/acre of available N for various
water application rates and concentrations of nitrate.

This table shows helpful conversion factors
for commonly reported forms of N. 

Nitrogen Analyte Conversion Factors

Send a water sample to an ELAP-certified laboratory
for greater accuracy. 

ELAP-Certified Laboratories
More than 80% of SSJV growers test their
irrigation water for nitrate.

BY THE NUMBERS

https://www.pacelabs.com/

