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Abstract 

Because of its effects on nutrient availability, microbial activity, and the solubility of hazardous 

elements, all of which can have a substantial impact on crop productivity, soil pH is a crucial factor 

determining plant growth and development. Understanding how different pH levels affect the 

vegetative growth of crops is crucial for optimizing agricultural practices. This study examines the 

impact of soil pH – acidic, neutral, and alkaline – on the vegetative growth of wheat (Triticum 

aestivum var. PBW-502) and maize (Zea mays var. PMH-12) from the seedling stage to maturity. The 

research was conducted under both pot and field conditions to gain a comprehensive understanding 

of the relationship between soil pH and crop development. The investigation, carried out during the 

Rabi seasons of 2022–2024, included preliminary germination tests in petri dishes across a pH range 

of 4 to 10, followed by plant growth in soils with pH values of 4 (acidic), 6 (neutral), and 10 

(alkaline). Acidic soil was sourced from a village in Haryana (a state of India) known for its acidic 

soil history, while alkaline soil was created by treating garden soil with calcium hydroxide. The 

results showed that both wheat and maize performed best in neutral pH conditions, although maize 

demonstrated better tolerance to alkaline soil compared to wheat. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Agriculture has always been driven by the available technology and the need to meet humanity’s 
food requirements. In recent decades, however, a third factor has emerged in this equation: the 

environment. Historically, agricultural development has often led to environmental pollution and the 
unchecked exploitation of natural resources. To address these issues, new global regulations are 

being introduced to protect the environment and foster a sustainable economy. A prime example is 
the European Union (EU) Green Deal, which aims 

to make Europe the first climate-neutral continent 
[1]. A key component of this initiative is 

sustainable agriculture, which emphasizes 
resource conservation, recycling, ecological 

practices, and the latest technological innovations. 

Additionally, it is crucial to shift our perception of 
soil, recognizing its central role in agricultural 

development and food security. As a non-
renewable natural resource, healthy soil is 

essential for sustainable agriculture [1]. 
 

Soil pH is a critical chemical factor influencing 
soil health, soil nutrient availability, nutrient 

uptake by plants, and plant growth [1–3]. 
Fertilizers, whether synthetic or organic, will not 

be effective if soil pH is not properly managed. 
Soil pH also impacts nutrient availability, soil 
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biology, and pesticide efficacy. However, due to the variation in soil types and crop needs, there is no 

single ideal pH. While most crops thrive in a pH range of 6.0 to 6.5, producers can optimize yields by 
better understanding soil characteristics and how crops respond [4]. The pH scale (ranging from 0 to 

14) measures hydrogen ion concentration, which determines acidity. A pH of 7 is neutral, while lower 
values are acidic and higher values are alkaline. Although a neutral pH of 7 might seem ideal, plant 

toxicity from hydrogen ions does not occur until the pH drops below 4.5. Toxicity in acidic soils is 
more often caused by elements like aluminum, iron, and manganese. With increasing variety and 

hybridization, it becomes more difficult to predict variability within crops. The uptake of nitrate by 
plants is most efficient at lower pH levels, while ammonium is absorbed better at neutral pH. 

Phosphorus availability is optimal at pH 6.5. Below this, phosphorus becomes less available as it 
binds with aluminum/iron minerals or adsorbs to soil oxides and clay. Above pH 6.5, Phosphorous 

combines calcium, forming solid minerals like Ca-phosphate fertilizers. Potassium, calcium, and 

magnesium become less available in acidic soils because they are leached out, rather than due to 
solubility issues [4–5]. 

 
In alkaline soils, calcium is often present in the form of calcium carbonate, but micronutrients 

generally decrease in availability as pH increases [4]. Elements, like zinc, copper, and manganese, 
decrease dramatically in concentration with every one-unit increase in pH. These nutrients bind to soil 

surfaces, making them unavailable to plants. Severe deficiencies of these micronutrients can cause 
noticeable symptoms in crops. If micronutrient deficiencies are detected in acidic soils, it is likely due 

to lower concentrations and the leached nature of the soil [4]. 
 

The pH buffering capacity of soil can vary significantly depending on its composition and the 
distribution of substances, like organic matter or calcium carbonate, which play key roles in 

stabilizing pH levels. Although few studies have assessed the effects of pH in soil-grown plants, it is 
understood that pH affects nutrient availability [6]. When planning new gardens or landscapes, 

checking soil pH is essential, as different plants have different pH requirements for optimal growth. 
For most crops, a pH between 6.0 and 7.5 is ideal, as it ensures that most nutrients are readily 

available [5]. 
 

Wheat and maize are two of the most widely cultivated crops and, hence, fulfill the food 

requirements of the world’s growing population. Maize is the world’s leading cereal in terms of 
production, and wheat ranks as the third most produced cereal globally, after rice [7]. Despite the 

well-established significance of both crops in fulfilling worldwide food demand, they face numerous 
challenges in terms of production. In 2023, a group of scientists sought to determine the effect of 

using acidified biochar on the growth of maize. Their findings suggest that the yield of maize could be 
increased by reducing the soil pH of alkaline soils through the application of biochar. This is because, 

in highly alkaline soils, nutrient availability is limited [8]. A detailed analysis of the effect of acidic 
soil pH on the growth of maize has been reported [9], which suggests that acidic soil could lead to a 

yield loss of maize production by up to 69%. Wheat production is also severely affected by acidic pH, 
a fact proven by studies conducted in Ethiopia, one of the largest wheat-producing countries in Africa 

[10]. 
 

This paper focuses on the impact of soil pH on the growth and yield of wheat and maize under both 
acidic and alkaline soil conditions. By reviewing recent studies and employing field and experimental 

research, this paper aims to assess the influence of various pH levels on plant growth. The present 
research seeks to offer insights into improving crop productivity in suboptimal soil conditions and the 

sustainable agricultural practices required to support the ever-growing population. The current 

investigation will provide a deeper understanding of how soil pH affects the growth and health of 
wheat and maize and suggest viable solutions for improving crop yields in affected regions, 

particularly in India. 
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MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Problem soil samples were collected from a specified location in Garhwal village, Sonipat district, 
Haryana state of India. The site was intentionally selected for its history of reported acidic locations 

scattered in the region. The pH level of each soil sample was measured with a portable soil pH and 
EC meter. The soil sample procured was prepared following standard procedures before being used 

for the experiments. Stones, dry leaves, or any other particulate matter were removed manually. The 
soil was then allowed to pass through sieves to collect fine soil particles. The resulting soil sample 

was used as the problem soil. Acidic solutions were prepared using aluminum sulfate, and alkaline 
solutions were prepared using calcium carbonate. The pH of the prepared solutions was determined 

using a digital pH meter. 
 

The first stage of the study, which started in December 2019, involved planting wheat and maize 

seeds in experimental pots. The soil sample was collected from the garden of Shivaji College, 

University of Delhi, Delhi, India and the same treatment was applied as was done for the problem 

soil. A total of four solutions were prepared with pH values of 4.295, 8.425, 10.030, and 12.424, 

which were used to prepare experimental soil samples. Duplicate pots of each soil type were prepared, 

and each pot was planted with an equal number of wheat seeds. Similar duplicate pots were prepared 

for sowing maize seeds. The planting instructions provided on the seed packet were followed. The 

plots were watered regularly, including at critical stages, for both plant types. NPK fertilizer and 

compost were applied as per standard methods. 

 

The second stage of the study was initiated in December 2020, which involved the use of crates 

sized 14 inches x 21 inches x 11 inches. The planting process was like that of the first stage. Watering 

and use of fertilizers were the same as in the first stage. 

 

The quality of soil samples with pH values of 4.000 (problem soil), 6.000 (control soil), and 

10.030 (experimental soil) were sent to the Central Laboratory for Soil and Plant Analysis, Division 

of Soil Science and Agricultural Chemistry, ICAR-Indian Agricultural Research Institute, New Delhi, 

for testing. 

 

The third and final stage spanned two seasons: December 2022–April 2023 and December 2023–

April 2024. In the last stage, only three soil samples were used, and their testing was done. Again, 

crates were used, which could emulate small experimental fields. Growth, in terms of shoot length of 

wheat and maize plants, was monitored and recorded regularly throughout all stages of the study. 

 

RESULTS 

The growth and yield of plants are significantly influenced by soil pH, as it affects various 

physiological, chemical, and biological processes occurring in the soil. Triticum aestivum (wheat) and 

Zea mays(maize) are the two major cereal crops grown worldwide, and their growth and productivity 

are significantly influenced by soil pH. In this paper, we discuss the effects of soil pH on the growth 

of T. aestivum and Z. mays and provide insights into the optimal soil pH range for their growth. 

 

The experiment was conducted in three stages. The first stage involved planting wheat and maize 

seeds in small pots. In the second stage, seedlings were grown and monitored in small crates with 

dimensions of 14 inches x 21 inches x 11 inches. The growth of both types of seeds was 

monitored, and the length of seedlings of both wheat and maize was noted across two seasons: 

December 2019 to April 2020 and December 2020 to April 2021. For these two stages, the problem 

soil was collected from the Sonipat area of Haryana (as mentioned in the previous section), and its pH 

was found to be 4.0 using a handheld soil pH meter. A control soil sample was collected from the 

gardens of Shivaji College. The control soil was treated with pH solutions of 4.295, 8.425, 10.030, 

and 12.424 to prepare different experimental soil samples. Seeds of wheat and maize were planted 
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in duplicate pots of each experimental sample, as well as the problem and control soils. The same 

procedure was followed for the second stage, with the only difference being that, in this stage, crates 

of size 14 inches x 21 inches x 11 inches were used instead of earthen pots. In both stages, the 

maximum shoot length was found for the highly basic experimental soil sample with a pH of 12.424, 

which produced 13 wheat pods. No growth was observed for either of the crops in the problem soil. 

To further expand the research work, the control soil, problem soil, and experimental soils with 

pH values of 4.000 (Soil-2), 6.000 (Soil-1), and 10.030 (Soil-3) were examined for their exact pH, 

salinity, and nutrient contents. The results are given in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Soil test report of various soil samples by Central Laboratory 

for Soil and Plant Analysis, division of Soil Science and Agricultural 

Chemistry, ICAR-Indian Agricultural Research Institute, New Delhi. 

S. N. Soil Sample pH EC (dS/m) 

1. Soil 1 7.48 0.32 

2. Soil 2 8.62 38.0 

3. Soil 3 8.28 0.14 

Note: Soil 1 represents control soil, Soil 2 represents problem soil, and Soil 3 

represents alkaline soil. EC = electrical conductivity. 

 

The results obtained were contradictory to our measurements. The pH of the control soil was 

slightly higher than what we had determined (6.000). The pH of the problem soil was found to be 

alkaline rather than acidic, and the pH of the experimental soil was found to be lower than what we 

measured. This could be attributed to certain key factors that we might have overlooked while 

performing our studies. The mismatch in the pH of the problem soil could be due to an inaccurate 

reading of the handheld soil pH meter. The problem soil was found to be alkaline as well as highly 

saline judging by its quite high electrical conductivity (EC) value of 38.0 dS/m (Table 1). Alterations 

in soil quality leads to changes in a plant’s biochemical, physiological, and molecular characteristics, 

which can disrupt its metabolism and nutrition. Soil salinity hampers root growth and the 

development of aboveground parts, causing symptoms, such as leaf browning or burning, reduced 

flowering, diminished vigor, dehydration of plant cells, and, in some cases, the death of species less 

tolerant to salt stress [11]. This presents a significant challenge to achieving the required agricultural 

productivity, as salinity negatively impacts crop yields. Crops, like maize and wheat, are particularly 

sensitive to salinity. Depending on the level of soil salinity, the yields of maize and wheat can drop by 

as much as 50%. However, some crops, such as barley and cotton, are more resistant to salinity [12–

13]. It is important to note that salt sensitivity varies throughout the plant’s life cycle, being most 

vulnerable during the seeding and reproductive stages [1]. 

 

The lower pH value of the experimental soil could be attributed to the fact that soil resists changes 

in its pH, so the soil was not as alkaline as initially measured. Regular monitoring of pH and 

consistent watering of the soil with the prepared pH solution were not performed. The slightly higher 

pH value of the control soil could be attributed to the lack of regular monitoring of its pH. Although 

the results obtained in the first two stages were not fruitful, they provided us with the right direction 

for further studies, especially in terms of the factors to consider when performing additional 

experiments. Also, it became clear that alkaline soil would yield better results, but saline soil would 

not. 

 

The third and final stage was conducted over two seasons: December 2022 to April 2023 and 

December 2023 to April 2024. The studies were performed in crates measuring 14 inches x 21 inches 

x 11 inches, to emulate small fields. This time, the problem soil was not used. The control soil (pH 

6.0) was used, and solutions of pH 4.0 and 10.0 were used to prepare two experimental soil samples. 

Each of these was planted with an equal number of wheat and maize seeds in duplicates. NPK 
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fertilizer was also used, the soil was watered regularly with the respective pH solutions, and the pH of 

the soil was monitored regularly. The shoot length of wheat and maize was measured regularly for all 

soil samples, and the results of both seasons are presented in Tables 2 and 3. 

 

Table 2. Length of various seedlings of wheat and maize grown under different conditions 

(December 2022 to April 2023). 

S. N. pH of Soil Seed Grown Average Length of Seedlings (in cm)  

   December 2022 January–February 2023 March–April 2023 

1 4.000 Wheat (Ta) – – – 

  Maize (Zm) – – Few saplings 

2 6.000 Wheat (Ta) 11.0 19.5 26.0 

  Maize (Zm) 7.7 19.9 More than 30 

3 10.030 Wheat (Ta) 12.1 18.2 22.0 

  Maize (Zm) 7.7 20.3 More than 30 

 

Table 3. Length of various seedlings of wheat and maize grown under different 

conditions (December 2023 to April 2024). 

S. N. pH of soil Seed Grown Average Length of Seedlings (in cm)  

   December 2023 January–February 2024 March–April 2024 

1 4.090 Wheat (Ta) – – – 

  Maize (Zm) – – Few saplings 

2 6.000 Wheat (Ta) 14.1 25.7 More than 30 

  Maize (Zm) 18.4 28.3 More than 30 

3 10.060 Wheat (Ta) 11.0 23.7 29.4 

  Maize (Zm) 19.7 More than 30 More than 30 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

No growth of wheat and negligible growth of maize in acidic soil were observed in both types of 

experiments (Tables 2 and 3). In neutral and slightly alkaline soils, significant growth of both wheat 

and maize was observed (Tables 2 and 3). In case of wheat, seeds were obtained in wheat pods for 

the soil having neutral and alkaline pH. This could be attributed to soil pH and nutrient availability, 

which significantly influence the availability of essential nutrients to plants. 

 

 
Figure 1. Growth of wheat and maize plants at different soil pH. 
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The shoot length growth data was analyzed using Python for better understanding. Figure 1 shows 

that neutral soil pH (~6.0) supports the highest seedling growth, while extreme acidic (4.0) and 

alkaline (10.0) conditions lead to reduced growth. Maize consistently grows better than wheat across 

all pH levels, indicating its higher adaptability. This suggests that maintaining soil pH near neutral 

levels can significantly enhance plant growth and agricultural productivity. 

 

 
Figure 2. Yearly comparison of growth at different soil pH levels. 

 

The grouped bar chart in Figure 2 shows that seedling growth in 2023–2024 is consistently higher 

than in 2022–2023 across all soil pH levels, indicating improved environmental conditions or farming 

techniques. Growth is highest at neutral pH (~6.0) in both years, reinforcing the importance of 

maintaining optimal soil pH for maximum yield. The increase in growth from the previous year 

suggests advancements in soil management, irrigation, or climatic factors that favor better crop 

development. 

 

 
Figure 3. Box plot: Growth distribution at different soil pH levels. 
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The boxplot in Figure 3 reveals that growth is most stable and consistent at neutral pH (~6.0), with 

less variability and higher median growth. In contrast, extreme pH levels (4.0 and 10.0) show greater 

variation and lower median growth, indicating that highly acidic or alkaline conditions negatively 

impact plant development. The presence of outliers in both acidic and alkaline pH suggests that some 

plants struggled significantly under these conditions, reinforcing the importance of maintaining a 

balanced soil pH for optimal growth. 

 

   Our results for maize are similar to those found in the soils of Nigeria [16] and Thailand 

[17]. Additionally, our results for wheat are similar to those found in Mexican soils [14]. A 

study conducted in China to investigate the effect of alkaline and saline soils on wheat 

production yielded results similar to those reported in our study. Saline soil inhibits the 

process of photosynthesis in wheat by decreasing chlorophyll content and also induces ion 

toxicity [15]. 
 

CONCLUSIONS 

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that extremely acidic soil (pH 4.000) is detrimental to the 

vegetative growth of wheat and maize plants (sown in soils of India). A neutral pH (around 6.000) 

appears to be more favorable for their growth. Slightly alkaline soil could also yield positive results, 

but the soil should not be saline, as saline and highly alkaline soils are detrimental to wheat growth. It 

is essential to note that this conclusion is specific to the wheat and maize plants studied and may not 

apply to other plant species. Furthermore, additional research could investigate the exact mechanisms 

by which soil pH affects the growth of wheat and maize plants, as well as potential mitigation   

strategies to enhance plant performance in acidic soil conditions. Therefore, it is essential to maintain 

the appropriate soil pH range to ensure optimal crop growth and productivity. Regular soil testing and 

implementing appropriate soil management practices can help support the optimal soil pH range and 

enhance crop productivity. The pH level of the soil has a significant impact on the growth and yield 

of wheat and maize crops. The results of this experiment can help farmers and agricultural scientists 

understand the importance of soil pH and take appropriate measures to maintain the ideal pH level for 

optimal crop growth and yield. 
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