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Changing the way we complete

By Ron Alexander

he recycling of vnganic residuals into commer-

cially marketed compost praducts has become

much more prevalent throughout the United

States. Once something only gencrated by backvard

gardeners or waste-conscious landscapers, com-

mercially produced composts are now becoming a

staple of the lawn and garden industry. The most widely available

compost products are derived from vard trimmings, biosolids and

manure, with both municipal and private composting facilitcs

now producing products in every state. Because the landscape,

turf and even agricultural sectors are struggling with plant loss,

increazed input costs and water management isucs, compost has

been shown to play a vital role in improving both soil and plant
health and helping o solve these problems.

Many landscapers have seen that the use of compost has
reduced their plant losses on landscape projects, while turf man
agers and nurserymen alike have seen both accelerated plant
growth and a lower occurrence of svil-borne discases when using
compost. However, these are bur a fow of the many benefits that
compost can provide (see Table 1). There are also a varicty of uscs
for compost (see Table 2). Compost 1s primarily used to incorpo-
rate into the soil, applicd on top of the sqil, or used as an additive
to other sofl-like mixes.

The rables ro the right illustrate the versatility of compost, as
well as its many agronomic benefits. The face thar compost can
improve the physical, chemical and biological characteristics of
both natural topsoil (whether sandy or clay based), or manufac-
tured media, is the reason why commereially produced compost
has become a popular soil amendment with weekend gardeners
and professionals alike. Further, compost produces of various
feedstocks are being produced in every stare, and the scientitic
understanding of the benefits of compost use has increased,
along with the knowledge of how to produce higher qualiry
and more consistent products.

Compost use

Compost is currenty used by landscapers in garden bed
preparation and tree/shrub planting projects. Turf managers usc
it for amending poor soils and nurserymen include compast as
a porung media component. There are also a series of newer
uses thar are changing the way landscapers, turf managers and
erosion ¢ontral specialiss are getting the job done. Several of
theze newer uses are as follows:
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projects in the landscape

Table 1: Benefits of compost use

* Improves the soil structure, porosity and bulk den-
sity, creating a better plant root environment,

* Increazes moisture infiltration and permeability of
heavy soils, improving drainage and reducing erosion
amd runeff.

* Improves moisture-holding capacity of light suils,
reducing water loss and nutrient leaching.

* Improves and stabilizes soil pH.

* Improves cation exchange capacity (CEC) of soils,
improving their ability to hold nutrienes for plant use.

* Supplics a variery of macro- and micronutrients,

* Supplies significant quantities of organic marrer.

* Supplies beneficial microorpanisms to the sail,
improving nurrient uptake and suppresing certain soil-
borne diseases.

* Can bind and degrade specific pollutants

Table 2: Compost applications

* Soil incorporant
- Turf establishment
- Garden bed preparation
- Rechimanan/remediation
MNursery production
- Roadside vegetadon
* Growing media component
Container/potting
- Landscape (e.g., rooftop, ratsed planters, etc.)
- Backfill mixes (tree and shrub planting)
Golf course (e.g., tee, green, divor mixes, etc.)
- Manufacrured topsoil
* Surface apphied
- Garden bed mulch
- Erosion contral blanket and berm media
- Turf topdressing
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Topsoil manifacturing — This is a practice where mineral soil com-
ponents (e.g., «and, subsoils) are blended with compaost in order to cre-
ate 2 media that mimics the characteristics of high-quality “virgin”
topsoil. The compost provides the source of numiens and arganic
matter that is missing from the other ingredienes. This practice is very
popular in many states, and has sprwned 2 new customized soiks indus-
try in many regions of the country. This pructice is also often cam-
pleted “in-sitn,” whereas compost is applied toan area possessing poor
soil characteristics and is then incorpo
rated into the soil.

Turf topdressing — In many sports,
commercial and home turf situations,
compost is now being used unblended
as an effective mrf topdressing. Ic is
much less expensive and offers addi-
tional benefits, such as nurrients and
discase suppression.

Eroston control and storm wuarer man-
agement — MNow that NPDES Phase 11
regulations are in force, site erosion on
landscape and construcnion projects 15
being mare thoroughly scrutinized.
There are many methods used o con-
trul erosion and manage storm water,
bur research during the past 10 vears
has shown that compost may be the
bese remedy. Using compost 25 a2 soil
cover, as a replacement for crosion
blankets, or as pyramidal berms instead
of syntherc silt fences, has become
widespread. National
have even been creared through the
American  Association  of  State
Highway and Transportation Officials.
Probably the greatese advantages to
using compaost-based technigues in
crosion control are that they provide
immediate and effectve conmol, hind
and degrade specific chemical contam-
inanes, and help in the efficient estab-
lishment of vegetative (rurf) cover,

specifications

Crreen roof media — Green moofs have
become guite a fad in the landscaping
industry and reflective of the growing
environmental awareness of archirects,
builders and ciey planners in general.
Although rooftop gardens have long been uscd for aesthetic rea
sons, green wols are now being used in many other countries for
primarily emvironmental purposes. Regardless of the reason, com-
post has become a popular component of green roof media (pro-
viding the onganic fraction). Green raafs are typically broken down

Top: Asrated static pile composting method. Middle: Topdressed sports fiald 12 right
Ino compost to lefi). Bottom: Raaftop garden. — All photos courlesy of Fon Alexendar
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nto two categories: intemsive (traditonal rooftop gardens) and
extensive gardens. Generally, extensive gardens use 2 more shallow
layer of growing media (2 to 4 inches), while intensive gardens use
media over 6 inches in depth. Traditonal rooftop gardens are more
expensive to construct than are extensive gardens, and usually eseab-
lish Iarger plant materials. Extensive gardens often use a lighter
weight media and establish speaialey plants that are more selfosus-
taining (e.g., Sedums). Both intensive and extensive gardens are
good for reducing storm
water runoff’ (up to 78
percent was found in a
recent North  Carolina
State University study),
but also provide a variery
of other benefits.

[Mote: Detailed infor-
miation permaining to a
majority of these applica-
tions can be found at
wunialexassor et (click on
“arricles”) ]

National certification

Ike U.S. Composting
Council (USCC) kicked
off the Seal of Testing
Assurance (STA) program
in 2000, with help from a
LS.
Protection Agency grant.
In its current form, the
STA program is 2 com-
post testing and informa-
tion disclosure program
that uses uniform testing
and sampling protwcols,
although the program is
seen by many as the first
step toward the establish-
tent of national compose
standards.

Environmental

Purpose of the STA program
* To assist compost
end users purchase the
product they require for a
parricular application.

* To assurc that com-
post ¢nd users know the
characteristics of the compaost they purchase,

* To improve overall customer contidence in compost selecton
and nnhzaton.

The 5TA program sceks to meer these goaks by requiring par-
ticiparing camposters complete ongoing product testing, disclose
testing data to customers in a usable and seandard format, and pro-
vide end-use instructions to customers.
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Landscape a~alurf Maintenance

Wiy the 5TA program?

= Ir wall improve field results — decrease fallures in the feld
by providing end users with the produce quality and apphicarion
informaton they need o use compost properly; and for optimum
resailes.

* It helps end users identify customer-oriented compaosters who
are rigomously testing their compost procducts and providing end-use
informaton.

* |t improves customer satisfacion and assiss compost end wsers
in making more informed purchasing decisions.

* It encourages composters to regulardy test their compost pro
ucts. As more end users demand 5 TA-certificd composts, composte
will be given incentives to meet the paramcters of the program.

The STA program currently has 102 composting facilities part
ipating and more than 5 million cubic yank of compost under ce:
tification. The STA program will allow composs baiyvers to more ex
ily purchase the products that they desire or require for a parucul:
project. It will ako allow themn to mone systemancally compare com
pust produces, allowing for an educated purchasing decision. ST

program participants wse a uniform proc
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uet Iabel to allow for casy comparison, an
can provide information on interpretin
the test data. Educated purchasding dec
sions will help to asure suceessfial uniliz:
ton of compos in the field.

Compost is proving to be an imporar
too] to many people in the green industr
Iz can improve soil health, and, therefon

plant health, as well as reduce plant lows an
ongoing mainenance costs. The USCH
5TA program s helping this happen b
providing compost producers and the:
prospective customers with 2 natdonwid
network of certfied compost tesung hibo
ratories. These labs are able 1o provide ana
htical data using a standardized series ¢
compast specific tests, It s helping to oans
form compost into a mainseream horticul
wral product wing sandardized testin
and labeling, just like most other consume
producs. A compost producer i Mam
for example, cin now compare his'he
product quality with compost produce
anywhere in the United Seares, and so ca)
hi/her customers. The State Department
of Trasportation in Texas, Washingron ani
California all now have STA-relared spec
ifications in their landscape manuals
Private landscape architect firins are begin
ning to specify STA-cernfied compost
Orthers will be followang suit. L |
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USCC Seal of Testie Asumma Progrom
Alecander t5 @ homiadninalice who fras bee

imvlied i aovmposting and aommpost wse for mor
than 20 years, and & the author of “The Fiel
Gaeide to Compost Ulse,” “Landeeape Architectir

s for the Utilization of Compost,” am
the AASHTO Erasion Conrol Speaficarions
For additional information on the STA pro
gram ared its partidpants, ke on fo the USCC
P ste: www.compostingeouncil.org, oicl
on “STA” then “miembers” or contaa th
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