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Compost tea is one of the inputs on the horizon that will change the way we deal with several of the management aspects of growing high quality turfgrass, either in your backyard, on your town’s parks and athletic fields, or on commercial and institutional properties.   It is already being used to some extent, but over the next few years it will become one of the foundations of a complete natural program.  We now use the application of a compost topdress to address the organic matter content of the soil as well as to introduce beneficial soil biology and a plant available nutrient source.  The application of a topdress can be expensive depending on the compost supplier and freight costs.  When we have reached our target goal of organic matter percentage, the topdress applications can be reduced or eliminated, except when doing a major over-seeding.
  In a turf system we generally do not see the rapid depletion of organic matter the way we might expect in other areas of agricultural production.  Compost tea, although valuable from the beginning of a natural, management program, becomes especially important when topdress applications are reduced or eliminated.  We rely on the compost tea to supply the microorganisms and all of the benefits that come with them.  Compost tea does not directly add organic matter to the soil in the way compost does, but because our organic matter has reached our target level, we get along fine with increased biology.
Exactly what it is compost tea and how it is actually made?  Compost tea is a liquid extract of high grade compost.  More specifically, compost tea is a concentrated solution of microbial life produced by extracting beneficial microbes from vermicompost (worm castings) or compost.  We call this process “brewing”.  We suspend compost in a type of “tea bag” in gently agitating water.  The agitation is provided by different types of pumps that not only move water, but infuse the water with oxygen.  This aspect is critical as the process of extracting needs to be done in an aerobic environment in order to sustain the life of some of the microbes.  It is the gently agitating water that actually extracts the microbes.  A nutrient source is added to the water to feed the microbes as they are being extracted and they then multiply to very large numbers over the twenty four hour extracting and brewing process.

Why is this solution an important asset for the turf manager?  Aside from simply delivering large quantities of active biology to the soil profile, it does considerably more for us.  It is a source of soil and foliar nutrients delivered in a biologically available form for both plant and microbial uptake.  The beneficial microbiology will successfully compete with disease causing organisms and most times out-compete them, thereby suppressing a pathogen or disease problem before it gets to damaging levels.  The microbes have the ability to degrade and break down toxic materials and pesticides, they produce essential plant growth hormones, and they can fix nitrogen and mineralize plant available nutrients.  
As we introduce compost tea to the turf system, we begin to create a biologically active soil profile.  As the soil continually becomes more alive, we see direct and lasting benefits to the turfgrass.  When a healthy, balanced soil profile with the proper biology to sustain turfgrass is in place, we see benefits in the nutritional area, whereby the nutritional health and quality of the plant is improved as well as the soil’s ability to retain nitrogen and other nutrients like calcium, potassium, and phosphorus.  We also create a condition in the soil where the beneficial biology has the ability to suppress disease causing and pest organisms. 
 Lastly, we are improving and creating good soil structure that increases water infiltration, oxygen diffusion, and the water holding capacity of the soil.  As you can see the benefits are many, and when the availability of compost tea becomes more prevalent, it will become one of the tools every turf manager will use.  One of the attractive aspects of compost tea for the turf manager will be the relatively low cost.  At a rate of roughly fifteen to twenty-five gallons to the acre, it will be a very economical way to take natural turf management to the next level.  There was a time when spray equipment in the hands of the turf manager meant a pesticide application was imminent.  Times are changing and that stigma will soon disappear.
