Enhancing Soil Biological Activity

Soil organisms are affected by temperature, moisture, light, vegetation, food sources and many other factors.  The general aim is to provide a system that has a minimum of shocks and fluctuations and ample opportunities for the organisms to carry out their function of decomposing organic matter.  A more specific aim is to encourage the soil biology towards more of a mull soil (with the possible exception of some forestry operations). 

The addition of organic matter increases microbial activity by providing both a mineral source and a food source for soil organisms.  This is in line with the organic philosophy of feeding the soil to feed the plant.  Management practice should also focus on…

Conservation of Soil Organic Matter

Adding organic matter (e.g. compost, manure, feeding out to livestock in an area)

Limiting cultivation

Maintaining soil cover

Not removing crop or green manure or pasture residues where possible

Incorporating at least 2 years continuous restorative pasture in crop rotations

Preserving Soil Structure

Not cultivating when two wet or dry

Not over-cultivating

Growing some crop plants, green manures and pasture plants with deep or fibrous roots

Good calcium availability helps flocculation (binding aggregates through holding colloids, humus and clay particles, together)

Soil Nutrients 

Maintaining optimum pH levels

Ensuring sufficient available calcium

Addressing other limiting nutrient requirements

Not over-cropping or over-stocking

Ensure Good Soil Cover 

Not grazing pastures too low

Utilising cover crops

Undersowing crops where practical

Mulching where appropriate (benefits discussed further in Module 4 Plant Nutrition)

Intervention Strategies

Many organic practitioners favour the idea of giving the biological system a boost.  Two examples of products used with this aim are microbial inoculants and biofertilisers.  They are discussed in more detail in Plant Nutrition articles.

