GOOD AGRICULTURAL PRACTICES - 3

Low Cost Vermicomposting for Recycling of Farm Wastes

AME Foundation is born out of a concern for ecological agriculture. Embedded in this concern are the livelihood
improvements and ecological balances. Choosing to work with resource poor families in fragile ecosystems
of dry farming, AMEF seeks to enable them to generate and adopt alternative farming practices, that are

acceptable and affordable.

Sustainable agriculture (SA) in dry lands requires adoption of a bunch of practices pertaining to rainwater
conservation, soil fertility improvement, diversified crop production systems, along with rebuilding of

environmental support.

Over the years, AMEF has found certain alternative farming practices highly accepted by farmers. Such
practices are considered here as Good Agriculture Practices eligible to be widely disseminated. This good
agricultural practice pertains to soil nutrient management through low cost vermicomposting.

AMEF firmly believes that while farmers alone are the practitioners of these options, as end users, there are
several agencies working with them as enablers. This brief seeks to help the enablers to promote SA in their

specific context.

The soils in dry lands have depleted organic
carbon over the years due to intensive practices
triggered by green revolution technologies.
Organic matter content and related soil properties
like biological equilibrium are degrading as a result
of application of chemical fertilizers and
pesticides. Increasing temperatures are adding
to the soil degradation in dry lands.

Some practices towards maintaining the soil
organic matter content such as application of
manures, green manuring, in-situ green manuring
and incorporation of crop wastes are disappearing
from farming systems.

Farmers in the dry land areas of southern India
usually burn large quantities of organic wastes
generated on farms and in houses. But these
residues contain valuable plant nutrients and
recycling of these residues in to manure and
applying to soil helps maintain the soil fertility and
health (structural and biological). With the external
inputs being cost intensive for resource poor
farmers, low cost vermicomposting is one of the
options for converting these residues into
valuable manure as a source of nutrients and soil
conditioner.

Farmers adopt different low cost vermi-
composting methods viz; pit method, heap
method, low cost tank method, in-situ
vermicomposting and field trench method.

Pit method

Shallow pit of convenient size is dug in this
method, usually with dimensions of 10 ftx3 ftx1.5
ft. Organic wastes and cow dung slurry are
applied layer wise (15-20cm) till above the ground
level. The contents are moistened with water (to
40-50% level) for seven days to pre-decompose
the contents and intermittently turned to remove
the heat generated in the pit. After pre-
decomposition, 30-40% moisture level is
maintained for hastening the decomposition
process, usually for 30 days. Once the contents
are properly decomposed, earthworms (Eudrillus
spp) are released @ 1000 per pit. Regular
watering is done in such a way that the contents
are not too soggy or too moist as it results in
anaerobic condition. The material is covered with
maize or red gram stalks or gunnysacks in
summer months to avoid exposure to sunshine
and evaporation of moisture. This practice is
followed both under open space and shade.
Natural shade like base of the trees is also used
for vermicomposting. The whole process of
vermicompo sting takes about 60-70 days. Some
farmers give inner lining with locally available
stones to prevent the leaching of nutrients during
vermicomposting in pit method. These methods
involve only family labour.



Heap method

The organic wastes are heaped directly on the
ground in this method. Decomposition and
vermicomposting is done with the same
precautions taken as in pit method.

Low cost tank method

Above the ground tanks are constructed with
locally available Kadapa slabs (black slabs from
a district, Kadapa in Andhra Pradesh state) /
hillrock slabs (5ftx2.5ftx1.5ft). Process of
vermicomposting is similar to pit or heap method.

In-situ vermicomposting

This is popular method for fruit crops. Farmers
make shallow trench of 0.50 ft around the trunk
of fruit trees at a distance so that it falls below
the outer canopy of the tree. The organic wastes
and dung slurry are heaped layer wise and
allowed to decompose. Earthworms are released
after partial decomposition in the bottom layer.

Field trench method

Farmers dig the trenches, of 2 ft depth, on the
bunds around the field and fill them with crop
residues after the harvest of the crop. Dung slurry
is added as in case of other methods and
vermicomposting is practiced in these trenches.

About 1000 earthworms of Eudrillus spp can
convert approximately 5 kg of organic wastes in
a day under conducive conditions like shade and
moisture. Large quantities of waste can be
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Low cost vermicomposting

composted by low cost methods. The
vermicompost produced is superior to other
composts. Farmers know that these are low cost
techniques, as they make use of locally available
materials. These methods are popular among
poor farmers in dry land regions of Southern India,
as they cannot afford cost intensive techniques
usually promoted by government agencies. In-
situ and field trench methods save the labour cost
and time both in production and application.

With lot of available organic wastes in the rural
areas, the farmers are realizing that they can
convert these organic wastes into vermicompost
with low cost technologies. As a result, much of
organic matter will be added to the soils to improve
fertility and physical properties like water holding
capacity, which is crucial under rain fed farming
systems. With these techniques becoming
popular, more and more farmers are now using
the crop residues for vermicomposting instead
of burning them.

AME Foundation promotes Ilow cost
vermicomposting as an alternative farm
practice for effective recycling of farm wastes
to improve soil fertility in dry lands.

Limitations

In some places, farmers have faced difficulty due
to water stagnation and pests like mongoose and
ants that eat away the worms. Farmers overcome
these problems by selection of areas and using
wire mesh or nets.

Nearly 1000 farmers, in the operational
areas of AME Foundation in Andhra
Pradesh, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu, have
practiced recycling of organic wastes,
through vermicomposting, for improving the
soil fertility. Many farmers have found it easy
to adopt and cost effective with innovative
low cost methods.
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