Urban Compost Makes Soil Sense


�
Why Use Compost?


Compost has long been a useful soil amendment in gardens and farms, but the drive to use chemical amendments and fertilizers after World War II pushed grandfather’s methods aside in favor of “scientific” farming. Several years ago organic farmers began the turnaround to “natural” methods to replenish soils with microbiological activity found in compost. 


Just as farmers are looking to add organic material to the soil, cities are turning to composting to reduce the tons of yard trimmings that are now being landfilled.


A potential five million tons of urban compost and mulch products will be produced to meet the state's goal of 50 percent reduction in the waste stream by the year 2000. Additional markets are needed for urban compost. Although agriculture is the largest potential market, farmers need assurance that compost will be beneficial for their crops. Product quality guidelines would help to assure the quality and safety of compost made from municipal sources.


Compost Agricultural Steering Committee


In 1994 the California Integrated Waste Management Board invited agricultural groups including the California Department of Food and Agriculture, farmers, grower associations, farm advisors, and compost producers to form a Compost Agricultural Steering Committee (CASC) to encourage increased use of urban compost by agriculture.  


Their goal was to develop compost product quality guidelines. CASC prepared guidelines, which are now being implemented, following industry workshops.


Implementing Compost Guidelines


A coalition of nonprofit organizations, led by California Organics Recycling Council (CORC), California Certified Organic Farmers (CCOF), and the California Refuse Removal Council (CRRC), took up CASC's challenge to implement compost quality guidelines, forming the California Compost Quality Council. Compost producers whose products meet the new quality guidelines may be displaying a “quality seal” in 1996, and providing product information to agricultural users. Assured of the quality of beneficial compost made from municipal feedstock, farmers will use urban compost to enrich California's vineyards, nurseries and farms. Quality guidelines will help to assure farmers that using compost makes soil sense.


Outreach to Increase Compost Use


A series of workshops, cosponsored by the CIWMB and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, is planned to discuss the characteristics and benefits of urban compost. Exhibit booths will be on display at several established farm shows and conferences including Eco-Farm in January 1996, the Tulare Farm Show in February 1996, and the Committee for Sustainable Agriculture's crop specific meetings throughout 1995-96.


Compost Product Quality Guidelines


The guidelines in the table on page 2 were prepared by the Technical Subcommittee of the Compost Agricultural Steering Committee, and presented to the IWMB’s Market Development Committee on July 27, 1995. The guidelines are proposed for general agricultural use and will require verification. 


For More Information


To be added to the CASC mailing list, or to receive workshop announcements, contact Margie Zapata at (916) 341-6530.


For further information, please call Patricia Jones at (916) 341-6300, fax (916) 319-7624, or e-mail pjones@ciwmb.ca.gov.


The California Compost Quality Council is implementing the guidelines. Contact CRRA, �(916) 652-4450. �
Compost Product Quality Guidelines


Parameters�
Reason�
�
Feedstock materials and percentage by weight or volume at the beginning of composting, and the quantity of any additives or amendments in the finished product�
To help determine appropriate use of product and provide insight as to what analyses may be important.�
�
Average temperature during composting, peak temperature, and length of time at or above average temperature�
To determine whether weed seed and pathogen reduction has been accomplished.�
�
Composting method (static pile, windrow, in-vessel, other), frequency of turning or aeration, and length of curing phase�
To help determine consistency in composition and biological stability.�
�
Moisture content (% water, wet weight basis) at time of transport to use site�
Moisture content will affect dust during spreading and transport, and the value of compost per unit weight; e.g., knowledge of moisture content would help in comparing the price of two composts with different moisture contents.�
�
Bulk density (pounds, per cubic yard, wet and dry basis)�
To assess the amount of compost a transport vehicle can hold. If the product is priced by volume, can determine the application rate of nutrients and other constituents that have been determined on a weight basis.�
�
Screen size or maximum particle size�
To determine suitability for crops where very fine seedbed is needed. May affect application uniformity with some spreader types.�
�
Organic matter content (% dry weight basis)�
Related to influence of compost on soil structure and water-holding capacity. May be of value to some users in determining rate of application.�
�
Salinity (dS/m or mmho/cm in 5:1 water extract and % soluble salts, dry weight basis)�
Too much salinity will be detrimental to plant growth.  Maximum tolerable salinity level will depend on plant species, irrigation water and soil salinity, amount of leaching due to rain and irrigation, and compost application rate.�
�
pH�
This measure is used to indicate the degree of acidity or alkalinity. Composting takes place with pH levels between 5.5 and 8.0. A good quality compost should have a pH in the neutral to slightly alkaline range between 6.5 and 8.0.�
�
Total N,P, and K (%N, P2O5, K20 dry weight basis and as is basis as required by California Department of Food and Agriculture for registered products.)�
Allow user to estimate total Nitrogen, Phosphorous, and Potassium application rates.�
�
*State health and safety standards are required of all composting facilities and operations in composting regulations, verified by testing or operational performance during the composting process.
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