Compost Use on Peaches—�Fresno County�
Project Background


The Fresno County demonstration project was undertaken to assess the impact of composted yard trimmings (i.e., green material) in a commercial Elegant Lady peach orchard.  The composted green material was compared to other standard fertilizer materials used by commercial tree fruit growers.


In 1994 the California Integrated Waste Management Board (CIWMB) contracted with the University of California and local governments to use compost or mulch in five multiyear agricultural demonstrations.  The focus of the projects was to promote the use of yard trimmings in California commercial agriculture. The projects ran through the 1996-growing season.


Harry Andris, Fresno Farm Advisor, led the project team, which included university researchers, private industry representatives, and Wawona Orchards, a commercial fruit grower in Clovis.


Tree fruit is typically grown on better quality soils and requires seasonal irrigation and supplemental nutrition for continued healthy growth and production.  Commercial tree fruit growers have had little experience with the use of composted yard trimmings as a soil amendment.  This demonstration provided an opportunity for observation of composted yard trimmings applied to peach trees.


Materials and Methods


Compost and Other Materials


The Fresno project compared these materials:


Ammonium nitrate.


Steer manure.


�Composted steer manure.


Pelletized chicken manure.


Green material compost.


All materials were applied with commercial equipment at a rate of 100 pounds of nitrogen per acre.  Two additional treatments, one of ammonium nitrate and one of steer manure, were applied at a rate of 300 pounds of nitrogen per acre.  These two treatments were evaluated for potential nitrate leaching.  


All treatments were compared to unfertilized control trees in a randomized complete block design, with four replications of 49 trees per treatment plot.  Once applied, the material was disked into the soil and the plot was irrigated within 24 hours of application.


Field Trials


Data was taken from four trees per treatment plot to determine:


Number of fruits per tree.


Weight per fruit.


Yield per tree.


Leaf nutrient levels.


Soil nitrate levels.


Soil moisture content.


Leaf water potentials.


Disease incidence.


The trees were also examined for insect identification and damage evaluation.


Soil moisture content and leaf water potentials were monitored throughout the growing season.  Soil moisture was monitored with gypsum blocks placed in the berm and furrow areas.  Leaf water potentials were monitored with a plant moisture stressmeter.


Overview of Project Findings


The project team found that use of composted green material compares favorably to other fertilizing materials tested, and may provide suppression of brown rot of peaches.  Compost is recommended as an alternative soil amendment in commercial production of tree crops in California.


Green material compost is comparable with the other materials tested.  Data from the Fresno project shows that compost made from yard trimmings can furnish the necessary level of nutrients to commercial peach trees and compares favorably to other fertilizers used for stone fruit production.  


Fruit yields, size, quality, and postharvest parameters were not significantly different among the treatments.  In 1994, evidence showed that brown rot disease was significantly reduced when compost was used.  Brown rot levels during the following two years were so low that validation of this observation was not possible.  No increase in disease (brown rot) or insect damage was noted where compost was used.


A consumer taste test performed on some of the peaches grown in the demonstration project showed consumers could not detect differences among the treatments as far as sweetness, color, or aroma.  A consumer preference test also indicated that consumers prefer to purchase a product fertilized with natural materials such as green material compost, rather than with synthetic fertilizers.


Farm Advisor Harry Andris says in the compost demonstration video Two Green Thumbs Up, "…material from yard trimmings should be acceptable as an alternative.”  To order a copy of the video call Pat Jones of the CIWMB at (916) 341-6300.


�New CIWMB Activities


The CIWMB, the City of San Diego, the City of Los Angeles, and the County of Santa Barbara are financing an agricultural demonstration using yard trimmings mulch and compost on avocado and citrus trees in a four-county area of Southern California.  The two-year study will evaluate avocado orchards for disease suppression of Phytophthora cinnamomi.  Both avocado and citrus crop yields will be evaluated during 1997 and 1998.


The CIWMB is working with the United States Department of Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) to promote agricultural use of compost and mulch made from urban generated organic materials.  NRCS is considering the use of compost and mulch products to improve soil health and erosion control in conservation projects.





�


The CIWMB is also working with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA) to publicize the results of the CIWMB-funded demonstration projects and to promote the use of urban compost as a soil amendment.  The development of this fact sheet was funded through a cooperative agreement with US EPA, Region IX.


For More Information


The final report for this project, Compost Demonstration Project, Fresno County: A Comparative Analysis of Soil Amendments Used in Peach Production (pub. #422-96-051), can be downloaded from the CIWMB web site at www.ciwmb.ca.gov/mrt/mrktrsch/�organics/compostpubs.htm.  Copies are also available from the CIWMB Recycling Hotline at (800) 553-2962 (California only) or �(916) 341-6593  (outside California).


For more information, please call Pat Paswater at (916) 341-6593.
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