PAJARO COMPOST PARTNERSHIP SUMMARY

__________________________________________________________

Objectives -  Soil and crop response to and the economy of compost applications have been shown to be variable and dependent on a number of factors.  These include the organic material/s chemical, physical and biological properties, not only quantity applied, but the timing and placement of material, as well as, other concurrent changes in other fertility inputs.  And while compost and mulch products can provide a large range of benefits for soil stability, quality, nutrient and water availability, the majority of potential agricultural end-users still have a number of very pragmatic questions and concerns that have limited markets.  There continues to be little information that defines how compost quality impacts agronomic benefits, particularly on different soil types.

Overall project objectives are as follows:

· Characterize and contrast composts produced with yard trimmings and manure-trimmings co-composts

· Quantify the impact of compost incorporation on soil nitrogen and crop nitrogen use efficiency

· Develop specific agronomic and economic data relating organic amendment quality to potential benefits on differing soil types

· Demonstrate and analyze the cost-effectiveness of yard trimmings mulch in establishing vineyards

Project work began in the Fall of 1999 with the design and layout of two field sites on conventionally farmed blocks in the Gilroy and Watsonville area.  Additional field sites in the San Juan Bautista and Gilroy areas were established in the spring of 2000.  We began this project with fields on coarse sandy loam, fine sandy loam, sandy clay loam, and loam soils. In the Fall of 1999 and in the Spring and Summer of 2000 all compost applications were made with commercial spreading contractors and equipment.

Findings - Generally we have found that there may be some gross predictive value provided by the maturity index evaluation, particularly when supplemented by some key compost chemical and physical parameters.  We have summarized some important chemical and physical differences between chicken manure-yard trimmings co-composts and yard trimmings composts, which may influence their impact on soil nitrogen and crop productivity.  Our analyses thus far also disprove prior assumptions concerning the interpretative value of the C:N ratio and total N content of composts.

· Composts produced with chicken manure and yard trimmings appear to provide more available N in comparison to yard trimmings composts

· Manure co-composts may have a higher percentage of smaller-sized ‘reactive’ particles

· There were no differences in average total N or C:N ratio between compost types

· Immature and very mature composts may reduce inorganic soil N and have negative impact on production in conventionally farmed soils

· High ammonia-N levels associated with immature manure-based composts can reduce seed germination and crop productivity under certain circumstances

· Mature composts can provide agronomically significant N dependent on timing of applications

· Placement and timing of compost applications will have direct effect on agronomic response

· The maturity index appears to be a useful tool to assess compost quality

· Maturity status of compost may be a significant predictor of agronomic quality

· Stabilized yard trimmings mulch placed in-row may provide wed control benefits in establishing vineyards
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