Biofertilisers

There is an increasing (even perplexing) choice of biological fertiliser options, seaweed extracts, microbial extracts, microbial inoculants and the like.  There is also an increasing grower and researcher interest in these products.  And there is also a high level of skepticism.  Biofertilisers is a generic term given to fertiliser formulations which are biological in origin and claim (give?) to give benefit beyond the amount of elements contained in the product.  It is worth noting that the amount of elements added are often very low indeed and even the trace elements may not really be added in significant quantity to make any difference to the system.

The claims of benefits usually include some of…

· increased plant growth

· higher Brix levels (more “energy” in the plant)

· better plant nutritional quality

· increased ability for nutrient uptake

· increased fine feeder root formation

· particular benefit for legumes (e.g. in pasture)

· increased nodulation in legumes

· increased chlorophyll content (for photosynthesis)

· lower free nitrogen content in plant tissue (higher quality) 

· reduced pest and disease pressure

Most of these aspects lend themselves to testing and in the case of commercial products, manufacturers may or may not be able to provide research data of their own or from independent testing.  It is possible to set up simple trials to go some way towards establishing whether the product is worthwhile in a particular system.

Many organic practioners will make their own products which saves money at the expense of taking time and energy.  Such “home-made” products might utilize resources which are on-farm, nearby or relatively free.

Some of the techniques used by commercial companies might make a higher value product that home-made products (this could be tested) and the extra financial outlay may be worthwhile – a case by case pragmatic decision.  This does not, however, sit well with the idealistic aim of reducing outside commercial inputs.   

All of the above benefits have some basis in scientific literature but results from biofertilisers are characteristically variable perhaps due to product quality and probably also due to environmental fluctuations and the vagaries of not understanding the actual modes of action.  Any use should be on a trial basis preferably with appropriate experimental controls to assess effect.

