DOMASHOVO SCHOOL TAKES EXPERIMENT FROM BRYANSK OBLAST’ TO MOSCOW 

Natalya's school is located in the village of Domashovo in the Bryansk oblast’. Unfortunately, sod-podzol sandy soils prevail in the area. Previously, these soils were not used for growing vegetables. But the school decided to create a garden to give their students the opportunity to conduct agricultural experiments. 

Their early efforts were unsuccessful, because the sandy soils quickly lost moisture, and nutrients were washed away by the rains. Plants in such soils starve and cannot yield a good harvest; they often die. 

In 2006, experts in our VIOLA organization held a seminar for teachers and students on agricultural methods in sandy soils. The conventional way of getting of a good harvest from sandy soils is to add fertilizers to the soil.  But we also described organic agriculture and  GROW BIOINTENSIVE (GB)  to the teachers and students. 

Natalya, the teachers, and a group of students began to experiment in 2007 in the use of various agricultural techniques for sandy soils. In 2008 they decided to compare the traditional method of growing vegetables with GB. 

Admittedly, not all components of GB were applied. But they did use its basic elements: double-digging, joint cultivation of crops, compost, close spacing, and companion plant-ing. In preparing compost they used the tops of vegetable crops, the biomass of plants which grow near the school, and weeds. The compost recipe: 1/3 each by weight [Ecology Action recommends 1/3 each by volume. -cbv]:  dry, green, and soil.  The compost cured over   7-8 months. 

Per the experimental plan, they created two sets of beds for seven different crops (see more in the table below). In the first variant, they used the traditional way of cultivating vegetables (single-digging, chemical fertilization). Natalya used the fertilizer known as AVA. 

The fertilizer manufacturer recommended adding 10-15 grams  of this fertilizer to one square meter of  soil in the spring. The fertilizer’s components were as follows: phosphorus – 25-30%, nitrogen – 25-30%, potassium –  19-20%, calcium – 12-14%, magnesium – 4-5%, silicon – 3-4%, boron – 1-1.5 %, manganese, copper, cobalt, iron, molybdenum – 0.1-0.2 %, and selenium – about 0.05 %. 

In the second variant, Natalya used double-digging, compost, joint cultivation of crops, close spacing, and the principle of companion planting. But the basic focus was  on compost. I recommended using more compost. When I was at the Ecology Action Teacher workshop, I asked John Jeavons how to improve sandy and clay soils. He answered in one word: “Compost”. Therefore I recommended to Natalya to use more compost. She added 0,7-0,8  five-gallon buckets (5gB) on 1 square  meter of soil. When she used compostthis year and in previous years, her harvests were successful. The results of this year’s experiment are given in the table below. 

Experimental Results  (average quantities)
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      Grow Biointensive

Crops
Variety      Growing 
Weight of       Crop yield        Growing
     Weight of
      Crop yield 


                season (days)  vegetable (g)     (kg /m2)
      season (days)     vegetable (g)
      (kg /m2)











Cabbage
Belorusskaya 


   455
    127
     1755
     5.3
            117
                 3287
        6.7

Carrots      
Nantes  4
91
95
3.1
88
 109
4.2

Beet
Bordeaux 


    237
  79
  298
4.4
77
  379
6.3

Onions
Pogarskiy
  83
    36
1.1
79
    47
1.6

Corn
Cuba sugar
   70                 (Corncobs)
0.9
70                  (Corncobs)
1.16




  217


  269


Marrow squash   Pharaon    (45-62)
      0.9
7.                  (39-57)
      1,1
9.4

Bush pumpkins   Belyi 13     (58-72)
  427
2.1                (52-68)
  481
2.9

This success can be explained as follows:

1. Application of fertilizers in sandy soils is ineffective. They are washed down by rainwater to the soil’s deeper layers where they cannot be accessed by the plants. Application of compost can solve this problem. Compost particles provide nutrients to plants gradually, during the growth period. Some of these particles remain in the soil and provide nutrients during the following year.

2. Closely spaced cultivation of plants on sandy soils promotes full coverage of the bed surface by plant matter. It considerably reduces evaporation of water from the soil. 

Natalya actively uses compost to grow various flowers as well. She does not always plant intensively. But she has beautiful flowerbeds!           


Dr. Igor Prokofyev
Photos of the experiment and Natalya’s flowerbeds can be seen at http://picasaweb.google.com/cvesecky/ Natalya SYunnaty2009#5393314051798804898 Or, write to me <cvesecky@igc.org> and I’ll send you the URL! -Carol.  
