Nov/Dec
The focus for these two months is on the requirement (or not) for side dressing fertiliser in organics.
At last we can plant our main summer seasonal crops in Canterbury.  These frost-sensitive beings like sweetcorn, tomatoes, capsicums, eggplants and the cucumber family can be planted out in most areas by mid November.  Protection from late frosts is still advisable; e.g. cloches.
The change of season also brings with it more bountiful harvest from the market garden – ensure your market will continue to pay suitable prices for the produce you will be harvesting or plan effectively to proce higher value crops.  Avoid setting yourself up for slaving away in mid summer for the lowest vegetable prices.

Some vegetables planted now will be ready for harvesting in under a month – for example Asian vegetables such as misome and komatsuna, and the biological control promoting buckwheat, which is featured as vegetable of the month.

Sidedressing

In non-organic vegetable growing, a common recommendation is to apply a sidedressing and at this time of year side dressings of fertiliser are applied to may crops including strawberries and the summer seasonal crops mentioned above.  The strategy of side dressing is that valuable nutrients are applied at key growth stages to maximise yield.  As strawberries start to produce fruit, for example, or as the corn to stretch upwards, a fertiliser provides ample levels of major nutrients to boost the plants along.
So what part do side dressings play in organics?  There is less potential for fast available fertiliser effect from organically allowable products.  Some people use animal manure to supply fast available nitrogen and other nutrients.  Organic certification, however, requires that animal manure not be used on crops without first hot composting (and thus limiting the fast available nature of the nitrogen).

But there is often less requirement for sidedressing in organics.

Steady supply

One of the reasons that side dressings are more of an issue in conventional gardening is that the initial dressing of fertiliser is often a fast release fertiliser and the boost has largely run out by time the crop is ready to enter a key stage.  In organics, nutrient supply is ideally coming via decomposition processes in the soil.

Applying compost is generally something that is done at the start of a crop with a steady release of nutrients through decomposition.  A mulch of compost or other organic matter at a later stage in a garden crop will not usually lead to significantly higher nutrient release.  But if the compost is good quality it can supply required nutrients in a balanced manner throughout the life of subsequent crops.
Green manures (plants grown to be dug in or mulched) can, like compost, also be seen as a starter fertiliser and side dressing combined.  A good strategy is to utilise a mixture of green manure species to supply a balance of carbon (organic matter which is energy for soil organisms) and nitrogen (which is a valuable nutrient for growth and essential for protein formation).  
In a recent trial at the BHU (part of a MAF Sustainable Farming Fund supported Risk Management for Organics project) we tested the nitrogen levels and carbon to nitrogen (C:N) ratios of a range of green manures as they were about to be turned in.  The richest nitrogen content was in tares (a type of vetch) with a very nitrogen rich C:N ratio of 9.  Tares as a green manure by itself would supply nitrogen too fast for most crops and some nitrate could even be leached.  On the other hand a pure stand of triticale incorporated in (at a C:N of 21) might lock up nitrogen as it decomposes during the early establishment of a subsequent crop.

A carbon to nitrogen ration of more like 15 to 18 provides a balance between fast available nitrogen for crop establishment and more prolonged nutrient release to take the place of a side dressing.  This is achieved with a mix of e.g. oats and vetch or maple peas and barley (bearing in mind that the cereals produce more bulk than the legumes.
Carbon to Nitrogen Ratios of BHU Cover Crops
	Cereals
	Triticale
	21

	 
	Oats
	20

	 
	Barley
	17

	Brassica
	Hunter Rape
	14

	Legume
	Lupin
	14

	 
	Maple Peas
	13

	 
	Tares
	9
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Fast Available organics
There are some restricted inputs (allowed under certification if auditor permission is first sought and expected to be used in moderation) such as fish meal and blood and bone which have a high nitrogen status.  Some of the most successful organic market gardeners use these forms of highly available nitrogen.  Used in moderation, they provide a welcome boost to crop growth and allow earlier yielding in spring and early summer.  

The rate of nitrogen release from fishmeal and blood and bone is, however, not far behind synthetic nitrogen fertilisers.  Although these materials do deliver other nutrients including trace elements, the excessive use of these materials can lead to the same qualities of poor plant health, pest susceptibility, nitrate levels and leaching as synthetic fertilisers.  This is why applications are restricted.  I recommend no more than 40 grams per application (=400 kg/ha which delivers around 30 kg of nitrogen hectare) and no more than three applications a year in the same area.
The Liquid Alternative
Another way of utilising the protein (nitrogen) power of fish is to apply fish based liquid fertiliser.  The amount of nitrogen applied is generally quite small but the foliar application can be quite effective on many gross feeding crops and the effect is almost immediate.
Indirect Methods

Liquid fertilisers and microbial brews including compost teas owe part of their action to a stimulatory effect on soil organisms.  Using such products and other stimulants (like 20 grams per square metre of finely ground limestone – limeflour) can deliver a boost of nitrogen and other nutrients at strategic times.  Apply such things around two weeks before a non-organic grower might put on a chemical fertiliser side dressing to good effect.  For example apply around strawberries at the start of November or main summer seasonal crops in December.  Using these methods we still draw on the base of organic matter in the soil so make sure your garden system is well supplied in the first place (not usually a problem in the home garden).
Vege of the month
Buckwheat

Buckwheat is grown commercially for its grain with much being exported to Japan for noodle production.  In the home garden it can also be grown for its grain which is healthy and easy to harvest.  The grain can be ground whole and in combination with other flour be used for noodles or pancakes.
One of the great features of buckwheat is how very fast it grows with a plant reaching flowering within four weeks in the middle of summer.  Before it flowers, the young leaves and small shoots are a tasty salad treat.  After it flowers, the natural enemies of many garden pests will flock to it, gain energy and take off again in seek of aphids, caterpillars and whatever else takes their fancy or helps them complete their lifecycle.

Start sowing rows of buckwheat direct in the soil each month as soon as the main risk of frost is over (November start for Lincoln).  Stop sowing in early autumn.

