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Letters

Competing claims for composting
Elin Larson’s letter suggesting that compost
be delivered via irrigation systems (“Avoiding
well-tainting fertilizers,” SN: 7/10/93, p.19) fails
to recognize the primary benefit of compost as
a soil amendment: It improves the structure of
the soil, permitting it to absorb and hold
moisture. Modern farming practices tend to
compact soils, often fail to restore organic
materials taken from the land, and through
frequent over-irrigation, leach nutrients be-
yond the root zone and into our water supplies.
“Compost tea” may be useful in the green-
house, but in the field it would be little better
than readily soluble synthetic fertilizers. Fur-
ther, those of us who have maintained open
canals or pumping systems cringe at the
thought of transporting active chemicals in
closed systems or fertilizing algae and other
plants already a nuisance in open systems.
As for John P, Kelly's comment about distri-
bution (“Composting: A costly cure?” SN:
4/10/93, p.235), there are at least two solutions.
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First, every farm should compost its own waste
organic material. Second, if compost is recog-
nized as the valuable commodity it is, then
either finished compost or waste suitable for
composting should find ready transport.

If we recognize our once-rich soils as the
waning asset they are, and if we account for the
cost of dumping compostable organic waste in
landfills, then the economic benefits of restor-
ing our farmland through composting become
apparent.

Richard Yarnell
Portland, Ore.

Who will guarantee the contents of this
compost? Urban lawns receive numerous
types of herbicides to kill crabgrass, dande-
lions, and other weeds, but the residual chemi-
cals are not destroyed by the composting
process. These same chemicals will kill or
retard the growth of the plants the farmer is
trying to produce.

Another consideration is the volume of
compost and its method of application. Most
granular fertilizer is applied at the rate of 100
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pounds per acre. Compost would be applied at
1,000 times that rate. If the compost were put
down after planting, many seeds would be too
deep for the plants to grow. If compost were
spread before planting, seeds would be
planted in the compost alone and, because of
the low water retention of most compost, many
seeds would not germinate.

The only solution would be to work the
compost into the soil. In order to qualify for
federal subsidies, minimum tillage or no-till
practices must be observed (that is, farmers
are no longer allowed to plow their fields).
Consequently, regulations must be revised
before farmers will consider using compost.

Andrew C. Baumert
Omaha, Neb.

Detrimental concentrations of nutrients in
the environment (or in wells) can just as
readily originate from manure, sludge, barn-
yard runoff, or a horde of migrating animals as
from “chemical” fertilizer.

Marvin E. Kahn
Germantown, Md.
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