Northern California Compost Demonstrations


�
Agricultural Markets


During 1994 the California Integrated Waste Management Board (Board) contracted with the University of California (U.C.) and local governments to use compost or mulch in five multi-year agricultural demonstrations.  Numerous growers, farm advisors, and compost/mulch producers are also participating.  In addition to the $488,500 total funding provided by the Board, cooperators for the five demonstrations donated over $500,000 in-kind contributions.  These demonstrations have received significant media coverage during the past two years including recent articles in California-Arizona Farm Press, California  Agriculture, California Farmer, Farmer To Farmer, U.C. Sustainable Agriculture, Farm-Scale Composting, Resource, MSW Management, and BioCycle along with news clips on numerous television stations.  The focus is promoting the use of urban yard trimmings in California commercial agriculture.


Cooperating farmers in Alameda, Fresno, Monterey, San Benito, Santa Clara, Stanislaus, and Tulare counties established agricultural trials using yard trimmings compost or mulch.  Commercial crops of apricots, broccoli, cauliflower, cotton, grapes, green peppers, hay, jalapeno peppers, lettuce, onions, peaches, radicchio, strawberries, sweet corn, tomatoes, watermelons, Christmas trees, and nursery stock were grown in soil amended or mulched with materials made primarily from yard trimmings.


The agricultural demonstrations were originally funded using moneys that required completion by June 1996, but it was clear that meaningful data would need to be collected for three growing seasons to be creditable for California agribusiness consideration.  As a result, the contracts were amended to facilitate the completion of the 1996 growing season.


The additional contractual funds and a nine-month time extension, approved by the Board in 1995,  enabled the cooperative teams to continue their original activities plus initiate new tasks, such as, a peach taste testing.  Findings based on the analyses of data collected from three growing seasons for most of the crops included in these demonstrations will be submitted to the Board by March 31, 1997.  These findings will be made available to the general public the following summer. 


Farmers can realize several benefits from the use of compost in the commercial production of various crops.  An increase in soil organic matter and the diversity of the soil's microbial population are anticipated benefits associated with regular compost amendment to most California soils.  Some of these demonstrations are attempting to evaluate other potential advantages, such as, an increase in soil moisture infiltration and retention, a reduction in commercial fertilization applications, and a reduction in nitrate leaching.


Project Design (effective July 1995)


Fresno County


U.C. Cooperative Extension, Fresno County, initiated a compost trial with Wawona Orchards during 1993 using funding sources other than the Board.  Following that season, researchers casually observed a slight reduction of brown rot disease among some of the stored fruit.  Harvest evaluation during 1994 indicated significantly less brown rot in plots receiving urban yard trimmings compost.  The cooperative team was unable to verify less disease in these plots during 1995 or 1996 because brown rot levels were extremely low overall.  A taste test panel was conducted in 1995 to �
determine if flavor differences are evident in peaches grown using different fertilization materials.  Consumers noted significant differences in peach texture.  For additional information, contact Harry Andris at (209) 456-7557.


Tulare County


U.C. Cooperative Extension, Tulare County is continuing its demonstration at the Bergman Ranches notwithstanding a crop change.  Cotton was planted in April 1995 as a trial that had applications of compost or chicken manure alternately applied to adjacent strips at a rate of five tons per acre.  Preliminary data indicates no significant difference in the cotton yields.  Farm management decisions during the following winter necessitated a crop change to corn in 1996.  Two additional strips of compost were applied at a 15-20 tons per acre rate on either side of the original trial.  Single year yields and other parameters will be evaluated for each growing season to compare effects and cost-benefits of a single, high rate application versus annual, low rate applications.  For additional information, contact Carol Frate at (209) 733-6363.


Stanislaus County


Stanislaus County's cooperative team will continue the vegetable crop portion of their demonstration through December 1996.  The nursery portion of their demonstration was completed in June 1996.  The two-year nursery trials on various species of containerized plants at Grover Nursery and Modesto Junior College should be of interest to the nursery industry.  Preliminary data from the Grover Nursery trials suggests that fertilization of containerized plants may be reduced if 50 percent or more compost is used in the potting mix of containerized plants.  Data collected during the three years of watermelon, sweet corn, and tomato production on the C.J. Rumble Ranch will be analyzed and disseminated to row crop farmers.  For additional information, contact Kevin Williams at (209) 525-4160.


�Monterey Bay Region 


The U.C. Santa Cruz demonstration added agricultural cooperators and expanded their list of crops grown with compost in San Benito and Monterey Counties in 1995.  Broccoli, onions, lettuce, and cauliflower will be produced using compost in 1996.  Pat Herbert produced on-farm compost for use on the Herbert Ranch, Felice Ranch, and Tonascia Ranch in the Hollister area.  Monterey County Waste Management District procured compost for use at Jefferson Ranch and the Rural Development Center.  Jefferson Ranch was inundated by floods in 1995, but reapplied compost and replanted their demonstration trial with cauliflower shortly thereafter.  For additional information, contact Marc Buchanan at (408) 459-6857.  


San Jose Area


The City of San Jose's Agriculture In Partnership Program (AIP) expanded their group of agricultural cooperators and their extensive list of crops grown during 1995.  Wente Brothers Winery, Perry Farms, Frazier Lake Farms, Chiala Farms, Hoey Ranch, Van Dyke Ranch, Hain and Sons, Dan Rich Farms, and Ravizza Ranch located in Alameda, San Benito, and Santa Clara Counties are AIP grower participants.  The cooperative team is working with three on-farm composters to develop information for other farmers interested in composting yard trimmings.  A Christmas tree farm and apricot orchard near Gilroy joined Wente Brothers Winery in the mulch trials of the demonstration during 1995.  A new activity involves the small-scale introduction of night crawlers to the mulched apricot orchard.  Weed germination studies were conducted at the Bay Area Extension Experiment Station to address farm advisors' concerns regarding the possible introduction of various species of noxious weeds as a result of applying uncomposted material.  For additional information, contact Jo Zientek at (408) 277-5533.





For further information, please contact Pat Paswater at  the Board (916) 341-6593.
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