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Cadmium accumulation in our agricultural soils

- is it a problem yet?

Hawke’s Bay Regional Council contracted AgResearch to evaluate
cadmium levels in soils of the Hawke’s Bay region. Data was assessed
from 28 Hawke’s Bay farms sampled as part of a national cadmium survey
of pastoral soils; 26 of the farms were sheep and beef farms and 2 were
dairy farms.

Cadmium is a heavy metal present as a contaminant by-product in
fertilisers (mainly phosphate but also lime to a lesser extent). Concerns
have been raised in parts of New Zealand regarding the accumulation
of cadmium in agricultural soils with the ongoing application of fertilisers.

Cadmium is a concern because:

it is a heavy metal which is non-biodegradable, so it builds up if
regularly applied to soils

cadmium is one of the more toxic heavy metals

cadmium is readily taken up by plants, accumulating to highest
levels in the edible portion of crops, so it readily enters the food
chain

it has a widespread source (fertiliser) which results in widespread
occurrence.

Because of the above factors, there is a limit to the amount soils can
assimilate before environmental guidelines are exceeded.

Figure 1 shows that average cadmium levels in Hawke’s Bay soils are
lower than the national average (the “All Soils” component of the graph),
mainly because levels in Pumice and Allophanic soils are higher nationally.
However, cadmium levels in some other soil types in Hawke’s Bay (such
as Pallic soils) do exceed the national average, although the levels in
these soils are still close to naturally occurring levels.
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