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Compost for vegetable growing
– a case study from Phuong Vo, Virginia, SA
Who
Phuong Vo
Where
Virginia, South Australia
What
Capsicums and eggplants
in greenhouse
Aims
• improve soil and plant health
• decrease synthetic fertiliser use

Outcomes
• 25% increase in yield
• 50% decrease in inputs - from
$5000–7000 (soluble fertiliser)
to $3500 (compost + soluble
fertiliser)
• decreased soil salinity
• improved soil health
• soil easier to cultivate

Phuong Vo and his eggplants

Phuong Vo
Phuong Vo has been a greenhouse vegetable
grower for over 20 years. He grows capsicums
and eggplants in 36 greenhouses in Virginia on
the Northern Adelaide Plains of South Australia.
At maximum production, two thirds of his
greenhouses are planted and one third are
fallow.

Soil salinity has always been a major problem on
the farm. Phuong used overhead sprinklers to try
to leach the salts from the soil as well as gypsum
applications and deep ripping, but salinity was still
a problem on farm. Phuong is always willing to try
new things and look at ways to improve the health
of his soil and plants.

Why compost?
The soil type in Phuong’s greenhouses varies from red clay loam to
sandy loam with pH 6.5–7. He was having major issues with salinity
and was not happy with the other strategies that he had tried to
increase nutrient levels and improve soil health. These strategies
involved applying chicken manure and using barley cover crops.
Phuong was first introduced to compost in 2006 through a research
project looking at the disease suppressive effects of compost. Positive
results that Phuong saw during this trial convinced him that compost
was the way to go and he began to apply compost to his whole farm.

The bottom line...

“You need to know how to use compost
the right way or it doesn’t work.” Phuong Vo

Phuong saw positive results from
compost use almost immediately and
improvements have continued over
the last four years of use. Phuong
estimates a 25% increase in yield
since he has been using compost.
At the same time, Phuong has
achieved a 50% reduction in input
costs and his soil is now easier to
cultivate and weed. Before he started
using compost, Phuong used to spend
between $5000–$7000 on synthetic
fertilisers each year. Now it costs him
around $2000 for compost and $1500
for synthetic fertilisers and he has the
added financial benefits of increased
yield.
Soil salinity has decreased and is no
longer a problem. Phuong has also
noticed less burning of fruit and plants
in hot weather as well as less root
disease. Pythium, a root pathogen,
had been a problem in the past but
this is no longer such an issue since
the introduction of compost.
Since using compost, Phuong’s crops
are healthier and easier to look after.
Picking begins 1–2 weeks earlier than
it did before compost was introduced
to the system. This helps Phuong
to position his produce for the best
market price.

The compost product
Phuong sources compost from two commercial suppliers and 4m3 is applied
to each 150m2 glasshouse, equivalent to approximately 267m3/ha. The compost
is initially spread about 5cm deep and then incorporated into the top 30cm
of soil. Phuong spreads the compost with his tractor as well as by hand as it is
cheaper than employing a commercial contractor. The cost per glasshouse is
around $55.

Phuong has learnt a lot about using
compost over the last four years.
He believes that if he had that
knowledge when he first started
using compost, he would have been
able to fix his salinity problem in
two years instead of four.

“Soil salinity was high
at first but has been
well under control
for the last four years
since using compost.”
Phuong Vo

Learning to work with compost
Phuong has learnt a lot over the last four years through using
compost and believes you have to know how to use the product
properly or it won’t work. He has some Do’s and Don’t’s for
greenhouse growers thinking about using compost:
DO....
• use a good rate, in Phuong’s case at least 4m3/glasshouse
• test the soil regularly for nutrients so that you know what
compost is providing. This way you can adjust your fertiliser
program accordingly
• adjust irrigation practices when using compost - seedlings may
need more water and established plants will likely need less
DON’T...
• let compost dry out, it can be hard to re-wet and you will lose
beneficial bacteria

Eggplant root growth

• fumigate greenhouses where compost is applied – this will
also kill beneficial bacteria

“Other farmers in
the region now visit
Phuong just to check
out his soil and to
hear in person how
he’s managed to
turn it around.”

Phuong showing the root development of one of his plants

Where to from here?
For Phuong the benefits of compost have been obvious. He has increased his yields
while improving the health of his soil. Phuong has also saved money by using less
synthetic fertiliser. Phuong is now testing out different planting spacings within his
greenhouses to maximise production. Now his plants have a stronger and larger
root system, they can access nutrients from soil further away from the stem. Phuong
is now considering increasing his rate of compost again to see if the benefits to his
farm can be increased even further.

Minimal salt crusting
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