From Under the Compost Pile  

- Gardening Notes from the Urban Farmer
The Real Dirt on Earth Day

 

There is no better time to talk about the importance of soil than around Earth Day. Indeed, the thin layer of topsoil that has developed over millions of years makes life on this planet possible. As poet and farmer, Wendell Berry says, "We owe our existence to the six inches of topsoil covering the earth and the fact that it rains."

 

Most gardeners know that healthy plants need healthy soil. In building a house, we start with the foundation. When it comes to gardens, soil should be our first concern.

 

Soils are a dynamic blend of minerals (fine rock particles), decaying organic matter such as old roots and leaves, water, oxygen and other gasses, and living organisms - billions of them! In fact, one tablespoon of healthy soil contains up to 5 billion bacteria, 20 million fungi, and one million protazoa. Worms, millipedes, centipedes, nematodes, beetles, mites and hosts of other insects also make their homes in soil. One acre of healthy soil (about four times the size of an average city lot) can contain up to four tons of such creatures! While we may be conditioned to think of most garden insects as “pests”, nothing could be farther from the truth. All of these organisms function together in intricate relationships that create a fertile environment for plants to flourish.

 

Organic gardening practises help to support and build up the community of life that inhabits the soil. A chemical approach to gardening however, such as the use of chemical fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides, will over time disrupt and diminish the populations of soil organisms and hence the vitality of the soil. When the level of organic matter and living soil organisms decline, soil becomes less fertile for plants and is more prone to erosion and compaction. 
 

How can we ensure that our soil is healthy and alive? The first and most important step is to add organic matter such as compost or manure on a regular basis (i.e. once a year). Soils with at least 5% organic matter hold much more water, are lighter and easier to work with, provide long term nutrients for plants, and feed the soil organisms that keep our soil alive.

 

A good time to add organic matter to the soil is in the spring before planting. Once the soil is no longer sopping wet, gently turn it over with a garden spade. Start with a small area that is easy to manage. Next, add 1-2 inches of compost or manure over the surface and work it into the soil with a hoe, breaking the large lumps as you go. Finish up by raking the surface smooth and voila!, you are ready to plant.

 

Most of us here in Boyle-McCauley have inherited the soil in our yards from many people who have come before us. Hopefully this little piece of earth has been well cared for and passed on to us in good shape. Perhaps we can use this Earth Day to consider the quality of the soil we will be leaving for those who come after us.

 

Happy Earth Day!

 

Ron Berezan

The Urban Farmer

www.theurbanfarmer.ca
