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Custom blending rocks the compost market

rowersinCaliforniaare using
compostsupplementedwith
rockphosphate, gypsumlime
and sulfate of potash.
Californiacompostfacilitiesoperated by
Norcal Waste Systems are blending the
minerals into compost made from
restaurantfoodscraps.

The two compost facilities - Jepson
Prairie Organics, outside Vacaville,and
South Valley Organics, outside Gilroy -
makers of Four Course compost, store
additionalamendments onsite and mix
custom compost blends to vineyard
managers’ specifications.

Blendingrockphosphateintocompost,
called “rock composting,” is an extra
step thatmostcompostoperationswillnot
take butishighly beneficial to growers,
said soil scientist Bob Shaffer, of Soil
Culture Consultingin GlenEllen, Calif.

The phosphate comes fromamine in
Florida. “Itisveryhighinquality,apure
source of phosphate particles,” Shaffer
said.

Microorganismsandhumicandfolvic
acids in the compost “pre-digest” the
phosphate. Thatactionmakesthe essential

Many vineyards, like Roy Estates Vineyards, use a
broadcasterthat applies finished compost along the
rootline.

mineralmore available to plantrootsand
increases nitrogen retained in the
compost, Shaffer said.

Adding phosphate also provides
calcium,ironandtrace elements.

“Plants respond to this very well,”
Shaffer said.

Everyharvestremovesnutrientsfrom
the soil. Nutrient-rich compost returns
nitrogen, phosphorus, potashand organic
mattertovineyardsand farmsandgives
growersanatural alternative tochemical
fertilizers.The finished compost
encouragesleafy growthandsucculence,
promotesastrongrootsystemandbuilds
disease resistance. Blending in
amendmentsatthe compostfacilitiesalso
saves growers the time and expense of
doingitinthefield.

“By applying compost blended with
specific amendments that lab tests of
vineyardsoilsshoware neededwe can
tailor the composttofeed vineyardsand
farms nutrients they more specifically
require,” said William Brinton, who
operates Woods EndResearch, asoiland
compost-testinglab,andadvisesgrowers
oncompostrecipesandsoilrequirements.
“Mixing amendments into finished
compost is a very practical and logical
way to deliver organically approved
materialstothesoilintherightproportions
atonetime.

During September and October, the
Norcalfacilitieshave shipped 7,500 cubic
yards - 218 truckloads - of finished
compostmadewithfoodscrapscollected
from San Francisco and Oakland
restaurantstolocal vineyards.Norcal said
more than 100 vineyards and several
organicfarmshave applied therichsoil
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Adding phosphate also provides calcium, iron and
trace elements. Photo: Norcal, taken at Roy Estates
Vineyards, Napa County, Calif.

amendment. Many are rushing toapply
the soilamendmentbefore thewinterrains
begin.

The Organic Material Recovery
Institute (OMRI) ofEugene, Oregonhasa
process to approve specific natural
amendments based on review of the
ingredientsand the compostingmethods.
OMRI hasapprovedFour Course foruse
onorganically certified farms.

More than 2,000 restaurants in San
Franciscoand Oakland and thousands of
city homes provide food scraps to the
program. SunsetScavenger and Golden
Gate Disposal & Recycling, operating
companiesofNorcal, collect 330 tons of
compostable materialaday. The scraps
aretransportedto]JepsonPrairie Organics
and South Valley Organics. The end
products include Four Course and
associatedblendsofnutrient-rich, finished
compostfavoredbyNorthern California
vineyardsand organicfarms.

“Thisisourbusiesttime of year,” said
Robert Reed, spokesman for Jepson
Prairie Organics and South Valley
Organics. “The growerswant to get this
compost on their vineyards and fields
now because the rain will carry the
nutrientsinto the soiltofeed plantroots,
andthecompostwillhelpsoilretainwater.”
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