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Benefits of using home-made compost

Adds fertility Adding compost gives plants nutrients they need to grow well and have more resilience
to pest and disease. This applies whether digging in, mulching or using compost in potting
mixes. Using too much compost though is not helpful, as it overfeeds plants, producing soft
growth more vulnerable to attack by pests.

Improves soil Compost improves soil structure and encourages worms and micro-organisms that aerate
soil and keep it biologically active. There are lots of benefits that include the following.
e Creating a crumbly, airy, less compact soil where roots can establish easily and
find nutrients.
e Improving drainage in wetter soils and moisture retention in free draining soils.

These effects on soil are long term, and get better the longer you add compost - unlike
using artificial fertilisers. This is essential to good organic growing.

When to use compost

Spring is the best time for digging in or mulching. Don’t use in autumn @
and winter so fertility doesn’t leach out of the soil, wasting nutrients and How much compost to use
potentially causing pollution. One wheelbarrowful of
compost per 5m? of soil
per year.

s

Spreading compost around crops as a mulch (A39). Digging c;mpost in a new vegetable bed (A6).

Lancaster School pupils deciding where to use the
lovely compost.




Priorities for using compost

Few gardeners ever have enough compost for everything theyd like,
so have to use it where most needed. It can also take time for your
school to build up a regular supply of home-made compost, so it may
be necessary to use substitutes at first. See table below.

Adding to soil or raised beds

® Dig in compost or mulch around the most ‘hungry’ vegetables, such
as members of the potato, cabbage and cucumber family. See A7 for
a list of families and S3.2 for how this fits into crop rotation.

® Planting fruit trees and bushes, and then as a mulch (A36). Potting on a young aubergine plant.

Using as growing media
® Potting on young plants into larger pots and trays (A21)
® Potting plants in larger containers (Al l).

These uses are handy and can save money, especially for larger containers, but alternatives are easily
bought. Home-made compost for potting needs to have a finer texture than needed for digging in/
mulching, so may need to be sieved if it contains lots of twiggy bits. Don’t use home-made compost on its
own for sowing seeds because it is too high in nutrients.

Substitutes for home-made compost

Substitute | Improves | Fertility relative to homemade compost
structure

Leafmould Yes Very low. Use 2-3cm deep. See S4.4 for how to use. Apply year round.

Green waste™ Yes Lower and variable. Use one wheelbarrow to 3m?2 Due to slightly different
ingredients from typical home-made compost, there is often more potassium,
useful for fruit. Can be applied year round, since nitrogen is slow release.

Well-rotted Yes Higher. Use one wheelbarrowful to 10m?. Often more nitrogen, useful for leaf
manure** growth. Apply spring/summer.
Liquid feeds  No Varies. Use to boost fertility for plants growing in pots or containers. See $4.5

for how to use.

*From kerbside collections by Local Authorities.
**Be VERY careful to ensure manure is herbicide-free as this can otherwise severely damage your crops, ie ensure the supplier hasn’t used any weedkillers
in growing or via animal feeds/bedding, such as commercially used ‘Aminopyralid’.
Health & Comepost is safe to handle if the usual garden hygiene rules are followed. Keep cuts covered,
Safety wash hands after handling and keep tetanus vaccinations up to date. Follow Manual Handling
guidelines (SG1.3) when moving heavy loads.

See also Health and Safety Guidelines (Section SG1.2)

A\ I A26 Digging
DVD

A38 Making potting mixes

A39 Mulching plants
Further B5.7 Making compost

information S4.4 Using leafmould

S4.5 Using additional feeds

Garden Organic home composting www.homecomposting.org.uk




S4.3 Using mulches

Benefits and different mulches

Conserve
moisture

Suppress
weeds

Feed soil

Mulch provides an insulating blanket that protects the soil surface
from drying sun and wind, maintaining a more even/cooler
temperature beneath and reducing water loss. This is especially useful
during school holidays where mulching can cut down maintenance
time on watering. Use particularly for the following.

e New fruit trees, bushes, canes and vines vulnerable to water
shortage.

e Crops that particularly dislike interruptions to growth, eg when
growing fruit or expanding new leaves, such as cabbage, cauliflower,
courgette, leaf beet, potato, runner bean, sweetcorn, etc. See Food
Growing Instruction Cards.

Mulching smothers weeds by excluding light to stop/reduce
regrowth. Mulch also reduces the number of weed seeds germinating. '
Choose mulch depending on the severity of weeds, eg grass clippings
will deter small annuals, while damp newspaper or plastic sheeting
can clear tougher perennial weeds after six to twelve months.

Degradable mulches release plant nutrients as they break down on
the soil surface. This gives plants an extra boost, eg comfrey leaves
are rich in potassium that helps fruit development, while compost
gives a more balanced boost of major plant nutrients. Degradable
mulches also improve soil structure.

Health & Follow Manual Handling guidelines (SG1.3) when moving heavy bags and wheelbarrows full of
Safety

mulch and spreading materials around plants.

See also Health and Safety Guidelines (Section SG1.2)

A\ 71a (G B8 A39  Mulching plants

DVD
Further

information

G4.3 Gardening without digging

G4.4 Using green manures (as living mulches)



Leafmould is a lovely, crumbly dark material made from fallen leaves
of deciduous trees. It’s less nutritious than compost and well-rotted
manure, but still offers opportunities for improving soil and is an
invaluable ingredient for potting mixes.This section looks at the role
of leafmould in organic food growing in school. A40 shows you how to

make leafmould.

Benefits and different uses

e

Dig in (A26) or as
mulch (A39) after
12 months, up to
a 3cm deep layer

e Develops soil structure, eg better drainage/water retention, etc. See S3.2 for how
this fits into crop rotation.

e Since low in nutrients, it can be spread in autumn without risk of nutrients leaching
out and being wasted/polluting, unlike compost and well-rotted manure.This is
useful for protecting otherwise bare soil and for crops that benefit from an autumn
mulch, such as over wintering cabbage.

Making potting

mixes (A38)

dfter 24 months

e Adds bulk to support plants in range of potting mixes, together with good structure
for drainage and air content.

e Low in nutrients for using on its own for seed sowing.

e Rich in micro-organisms helpful in suppressing diseases, but can contain weed seeds.

Stages of decomposition

Fresh leaves in autum. ) alfway there: after 12 months. Fully done: after 24 months. .

Health & Be careful when handling leafmould; cover cuts and wash hands afterwards. Ensure appropriate
Safety adult supervision.

See also Health and Safety Guidelines (Section SGI.2)

PGS A26 Digging
DVD

A38 Making potting mixes
A39 Mulching plants

A40 Making leafmould

Further $3.2 Planning crop rotation
information [P

Using mulches



Types of additional feed

Liquid feeds

Granular feeds

Main uses

General boost

Restricted
space

Extra nutrients
for particular
crops

To correct
deficiency

These provide plant nutrients quickly by watering on to roots/leaves.You'll often see
plant growth improve rapidly after feeding, but unlike organic matter, they do little to
improve the soil structure and life. They are particularly useful though if you're still
building up your own supplies of organic matter.

Granular fertilisers release similar nutrients to liquid feed, but at a slower rate.They may
improve the soil, but are still no substitute for good soil treatment with organic matter.

Plants not growing as well as hoped, despite organic
matter added to soil, eg cabbage, sweetcorn, pumpkin,
etc. Use a general fertiliser™ during the growing season.
This is not best practice, so should not be relied

on regularly.

Plants in pots, containers and greenhouse/polytunnel
borders use up nutrients quickly in the small amounts of
soil or compost. These plants also benefit from

general fertiliser*.

Certain crops that benefit from more of a specific
nutrient, eg comfrey and organic tomato feed provide
extra potassium for better fruiting of tomatoes, while
liquid manure offers extra nitrogen for leafy crops.

Plants suffering from too little of a specific nutrient,

eg raspberries develop yellowing between veins when
short of magnesium, corrected by ‘Epsom salts’ (short
term only). Correct identification of a deficiency before
treatment is essential.




Useful background notes

e *General fertilisers contain fairly balanced amounts of the three
major plant nutrients, ie nitrogen for leaf growth, phosphorus
for roots, and potassium for flowers/fruit, described as NPK
respectively. Some fertilisers favour one of these three, eg bone
meal is high in phosphorus, useful when planting trees.

e Other fertilisers have ‘trace minerals’ needed for good plant
function and uptake of other nutrients. The best general source
is seaweed (liquid or granular). Others provide specific trace
elements, such as ‘borax’. This treats boron deficiency,a common
disorder in cauliflowers.

e Buy concentrated fertilisers with an ‘organic’ symbol when possible . .
o . ) ) Diluting home made comfrey feed to give tomatoes
as their ingredients are from certified organic sources. extra potassium for good fruiting.

Three easy to make liquid feeds

I Worm liquid  Drain this feed from a ‘wormery’. See A53 for how
wormeries work by composting mostly kitchen waste. F
Dilute liquid with water about 1:10.The feed is not i
reliably nutrient rich, but a good general fertiliser for »
established plants. >

ES

2 Liquid manure Soak a shovelful of manure in a bucket of water for four
weeks and use diluted |:10; or hang a shovelful in a net
in a waterbutt filled with water and use undiluted. Liquid
manure is a rich feed, especially high in nitrogen, useful
for leafy crops.

3 Comfrey or Cut leaves of these easy to grow plants and soak in
nettle water for a few weeks. See A41 for instructions about to §
make and use. Nettle feed is well balanced and comfrey

especially high in potassium for better flowers and fruit.

Be careful when mixing and applying liquid feeds, washing hands and face afterwards. Comfrey,
nettle and manure feeds can smell and stain clothes. If applying dusty granular fertiliser, wear
a mask and gloves. Crops fed with liquid manure must be restricted to those that are cooked
before eating, ie not salad crops.

See also Health and Safety Guidelines (Section SG1.2)
DN\ Y A41 Making liquid feed

DVD A53 Using wormeries
Further B4.4 Building soil fertility

information Organic Gardening Guidelines (see DVD)

Organic Gardening Catalogue www.organiccatalogue.com



Keep managing the organic essentials
The essentials (from B5.10)

® Grow strong plants more resilient to attack, eg right aspect, good soil treatment (A9), correct watering
(B5.6), growing strong seedlings (Al8), etc.

It’s normal for plants to have problems.The solution is correctly
identifying the problem and then deciding whether treatment is
necessary. Prevention remains the first choice, but occasionally
you’ll need to intervene. This section follows on from B5.10 to look
at more techniques for dealing with pests, diseases, deficiencies or
disorders. A42 gives more diagnostic techniques.

® Encourage natural predators/wildlife to create rich biodiversity (B5.11,S4.7). Learn the difference between

pests and creatures doing no harm. See A28 for friend and foe game.

® Inspect your plants often for any problems and act immediately, if needed. Small amounts of damage can
be tolerated.

® Grow resistant varieties with natural plant defences, eg potatoes more resilient to potato blight.

® Avoid contamination by good garden hygiene, eg keep tools clean (B3.2), be careful what you compost
(B5.7), clean greenhouses/polytunnels (A45), buy certified disease free fruit trees and bushes.

® Provide defences so pests and disease don’t have the opportunity to attack, eg barriers.

@ If all else fails, sometimes you have to give in gracefully!

Deficiency

Cause Plant nutrient is missing or not available.

Prevention See A9 to ensure soil is properly fed and use additional
feeds for plants in containers; see 54.5.

Cure Feed as above, or apply a specific nutrient as a remedy,
eg those available in the Organic Gardening Catalogue
(www.organiccatalogue.com).

Example  Tomatoes with hard, brown base - calcium deficiency.
Make sure plants don’t dry out so calcium remains
available to plants.

Example  Raspberries with ‘bleached’ looking leaves with prominent

green veins - magnesium deficiency. Apply ‘Epsom salts’
(short term) and spread compost over soil surface as a
mulch (long term).

= Qe
Keep plants fed to avoid nutrient deficiencies, here
magnesium deficiency in raspberry.



Disorder

Cause Environmental and human causes. Disorders are not caused by pests or diseases, but these
can cause secondary damage.

Prevention ldentify cause and prevent if possible.
Cure Plants may recover depending on severity and duration of problem. See examples below.
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Frost damage

Typical symptoms Top growth brown/purple or all growth destroyed.Vulnerable plants include potato,
tomato, sweetcorn, courgette, squash, pumpkin, runner bean, French bean, and other
cold sensitive crops.

Prevention Protect plants if frost is forecast by covering with horticultural fleece (available from
garden centres) or old net curtains.

Cure Leave damaged growth to protect new emerging shoots, but remove if rotting.

Wind damage
Typical symptoms Brown leaf edges. Plant debris scattered around garden.

Prevention Grow in sheltered location. Construct windbreaks if needed to slow wind, eg plant
hedges or use slatted fences.

Cure Established plants usually recover.Young plants may not, but can be protected with
cloches or horticultural fleece.

Too dry
Typical symptoms Wilting, brown/curled leaf edges.

Prevention See B5.6 for improved watering techniques and A23 about creating a watering rota.
Follow techniques in A9 to develop soil moisture retention, eg by adding compost.

Cure Water immediately and thoroughly. Plants should recover unless drought prolonged.
Too wet

Typical symptoms Wilting, pale leaves, mouldy flowers. Soil/potting mix may be waterlogged, possibly
foul smelling.

Prevention See B5.6 for improved watering techniques. Follow techniques in A9 to develop soil
drainage and free draining potting mixes in A38, eg those with added grit.

Cure Stop watering, allow pots to drain, monitor carefully. Most plants should recover.
Not ‘hardened off’

Typical symptoms  Stunted growth after transplanting.

Prevention Properly acclimatise plants to different growing conditions before transplanting, eg
from hotter greenhouse to colder outdoors. See A22 for technique.

Cure Time. If plants were moved outdoors, cover with horticultural fleece or cloche for
two weeks, gradually removing to increase exposure to outdoor weather.

Herbicide damage, ie weedkiller
Typical symptoms Distorted and discoloured leaf growth, sometimes fern-like; damage patchy around plots.

Prevention Identify and eliminate source of herbicide, eg from use on adjacent land, or
chemicals imported in manure, eg Aminopyralid (see 54.2).

Cure Plants may recover from mild damage, otherwise remove. If soil/manure
contamination suspected, regularly cultivate soil to expose to air and light to hasten
degradation of chemical by microrganisms; similarly add compost. Test contamination
periodically with sample germination of quick growing seeds such as lettuce.



