Santo |SD Utilizes Dairy Manure Conpost in Sports Field Managenent

The Fighting Wldcats of Santo High School, Farmto-Mrket Road 2201
Santo, TX played football on a field that was considered to be in “fair-to-
poor” condition largely due to conmpacted soil and substandard turfgrass
cover.

Scott Mauney, Palo Pinto County Extension Agent — Agriculture, Texas
Cooperative Extension, offered his assistance to the school board in
renovating the field. He contacted Dr. Jim MAfee, Extension Turfgrass
Specialist in Dallas, and together they fornulated a sports field nanagenent
plan that included nmechanical aeration of the football field, a top-dress
application of dairy manure conpost and commercial (nitrogen) fertilizer,
timely applications of irrigation and efficient weed control practices.

As part of the Dairy Manure Conpost Utilization Program a project
funded through a Cl ean Water Act Section 319(h) G ant by the US EPA through
t he Texas Comm ssion on Environmental Quality, Santo |ISD and Texas
Cooperative Extension cooperatively denonstrated the use of dairy manure
conpost on the field. Further, Santo | SD was able to receive a $5 rebate for
each cubic yard of compost purchased

The denonstration was inplenented in May, 2004, when top-dress quality
dai ry manure conpost was uniformy applied to the surface of the field at a
rate of 80 tons per acre. Subsequently, the field was nmechanically aerated to
partially incorporate the conpost, enhance nutrient and water uptake and to
reduce conpaction. As the season progressed, the field received two
addi ti onal applications of 20 pounds per acre of inorganic nitrogen

fertilizer and was nmechanically aerated a second tine.
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The treatments and tinmely mai ntenance resulted in better turfgrass
coverage and uniformty. Inprovenents were noted in grass density, health,
color, and overall appearance. Ray Hollis, Mintenance Supervisor with the
Santo | SD, even noted that the football players liked the added cushion of
the healthy turf stand, which aided in fewer injuries when falling during
pl ay.

Unfortunately, the condition of the field has again declined primarily
due to overuse this | ast season. Athletes froma newly constructed schoo
were tenporarily reassigned to the Santo ISD field and it was also utilized
by comrunity soccer prograns. The expectation is that with the addition of
new sports facilities in the community, use of this field will again be
largely limted to varsity sporting events and field health can once again
i mprove

It is at this point that the board expects their investment in the
dai ry manure conpost application to pay dividends. The one-time heavy
applications of conpost are expected to inprove chem cal and physica
properties of the soil, which will potentially hasten the recovery of the
field from damage caused by overuse or other stresses such as climate. In
addition, |large conpost applications can inprove turfgrass health and
optim ze turfgrass response to fertilization, irrigation, aeration, and other
managenment practices. Thus, standard fertilizer treatnents and nanagenent
practices (e.g. irrigation, aeration, etc.) can maintain the field for
several years before re-treatnent with conpost is necessary.

Due to the positive results on the football field, the Santo | SD Schoo
Board considered a similar conpost-fertilizer-nmanagenent program for the
baseball infield in 2005. However, plans to construct a new field were al so
under consideration. Thus, the board decided to delay the substantia
i nvestment of a dairy conpost application until baseball field construction

pl ans were finalized.



The costs of purchasing and hauling dairy conpost can be substanti al
especially for smaller school districts with limted budgets. Figure 1 is an

exanple of the item zed costs associated with conpost purchase and transport.

Compost Budget Sheet
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Figure 1. Estimated costs for the purchase and transportation of dairy manure
conpost. Costs are related based on a top-dress application on a footbal
field at a rate of 80 tons per acre.

Thi s exanpl e does not include the equi pnent and | abor costs associ at ed
wi th conpost application, which can also pose difficulty when utilizing
conmpost. For exanple, conpost spreaders were not readily available to Santo
| SD but as part of the denonstration, TCE provided a small conpost spreader
Mauney reports though that applying the 80 tons per acre conpost treatnent
with the small research-type spreader required two people and nearly two days
to acconpli sh.

The final question is will the school board realize the long term
responses to the dairy conpost applications they are anticipating? Research
studi es conducted at the Texas A&M Research and Extension Center at Dall as
confirmthat incorporation of dairy conpost 6-inches deep into the soil does

i ndeed provi de such long termbenefits. This and other denonstrations have



shown that dairy conmpost is a good source of nutrients that are rel eased for
pl ant use over tine. When supplenented with periodic comrercial fertilizer
applications, specifically nitrogen, turfgrass responses (growth, color
density) are typically better than those obtained following only commercia
fertilizer use. Long terminprovenents in soil physical and chem ca
properties, however, are less likely to result fromsurface applications then

fromincorporation of dairy conpost into the soil



