
Learn more 
at Dirt Alert! 
Scan below.

DID YOU KNOW?
King Conservation District offers lead and arsenic testing for $38 each. 

Community gardens in KCD’s service area are eligible for free testing.

Visit kingcd.org or contact soiltests@kingcd.org for more information.

Background levels are the expected soil contaminant

levels from natural sources.

In the Puget Sound the background levels are 24ppm

(parts per million) of lead and 7ppm of arsenic.

Cleanup levels are 250ppm of lead and 20ppm of

arsenic (WA State Department of Ecology).

Learn about contaminant risks 

in your area at the QR code, 

or take a soil contaminant test 

to find out levels in your soil. 

In King County, the Tacoma 

Smelter Plume (TSP) caused 

increased levels of lead, 

arsenic, and other heavy metals

in some areas. This map shows 

predicted TSP arsenic levels.

A soil contaminant is an element or chemical in the soil at a level that could pose a health risk.

Growing food in urban soils may expose us to soil contaminants. 

Learn about your soil and take precautions to protect yourself and your community.

WHAT’S IN MY SOIL?

Sources of heavy metals in soil include:

Former industrial activity and smelters

Lead in old paint, gasoline, or plumbing 

Arsenic in pressure-treated wood pre 2004

Lead arsenate pesticide in historic orchards

Heavy Metal
Soil Contamination

WHAT IS HEAVY METAL
CONTAMINATION?

Lead and arsenic are heavy metals found

in soil. They can have harmful long-term

health effects, especially for children.

Short-term effects are less common, but

can still occur at high levels.



The most common exposure from produce is eating dirt or dust stuck to your fruit

or vegetables. Plants can also take up contaminants at different levels:

Seed and fruit crops take up less contaminants

Root crops have higher levels in their skin

Leafy greens & herbs can pick up contaminants through dirt on their surface

Take these precautions to limit risk:

Wash all garden produce thoroughly

Discard outer leaves of leafy greens

Peel or scrape root vegetables

LIMIT EXPOSURE FROM PRODUCE

The greatest exposure risk is from getting soil in your mouth or

breathing in dust. Take these precautions to limit direct exposure:

Wear gloves and wash hands after gardening

Shake off excess dirt from veggies while outside

Take care to not track dirt inside

Supervise children to prevent them from eating soil

Minimize dust by keeping soil moist, mulching, or wearing a mask
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Only you can decide what is safe for you and your family. 

These precautions can help limit exposure while continuing to grow healthy food!

PLAN YOUR GARDEN TO MINIMIZE RISK
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Test your soil for contaminants before deciding where to garden

Garden away from roads, railways, and buildings built before 1978

Consider a fence or hedge to reduce windblown contaminants

Garden in containers or raised beds 

Use clean, tested topsoil from a verified source

Mix in a tested compost or manure to dilute contaminants 

Maintain healthy soil and pH to reduce soil contaminant mobility

COVER BARE SOIL
Reduce contact with contaminated soil by covering bare

patches. Here are some strategies to cover bare soil:

Use natural landscape material to create a physical barrier

Add six inches of mulch, topsoil, or organic matter

Grow cover crops, grass, or groundcover

2 LIMIT DIRECT EXPOSURE FROM SOIL
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Gardening in Contaminated Soil


