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Good Enough To Eat: 'Tea' time leads to a bumper crop of tomatoes in a garden test
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As I write this column, tomato season is nearly over in my garden. Melon harvest and apple-maggot-trapping season also are over. Now seems an appropriate time to report on the experiments I conducted this summer.

Compost tea control for tomato late blight

Faithfully, at 10-day to two-week intervals from mid-June through September, Nick Penovich, aka "The Lawn Jockey," has pulled his colorful tank truck into my driveway. He's doused four 'Early Girl' plants with compost tea that he brews, and either he or I provided a roughly equal drink of plain water to the four 'Early Girls' designated as the control group. Our aim was to test the effectiveness of compost tea as a control for the fungus disease late blight.

Though blight was rampant in my garden last year, it hasn't turned up this year on either the tea drinkers or the water drinkers. Our dry summer apparently discouraged the disease. Based on results this year, I can't begin to make a case for or against compost tea as a control for late blight.

I feel compelled, though, to report a side effect of the tea. In early September, Nick and I noticed the tea-treated plants were carrying about double the number of fruits as the watered plants. On Sept. 12, about 10 days after Nick and I discovered the disparity, I made an accurate count. The four treated plants had 110 fruits aboard while the watered plants had 53.

I can't provide a scientific explanation of the production results. One possibility is that nutrients in the tea account for the greater productivity. Another possibility advanced by many tea makers and users is that tea enhances the uptake of nutrients already in the soil.

I'd have to design a different experiment involving nutrient analysis of the tea and provision of similar strength nutrients to the control group plants to test these hypotheses. 

Last June I invited readers who were conducting experiments with compost tea to share their results. So far I've heard from a King County Master Gardener who's conducted three years of tests with aerated compost tea. He concluded there isn't enough benefit, either in productivity or disease control, to justify the time and labor required to use it. I gather from the report he sent me that he used a larger sample size (the eight plants I used was a pretty minimal sample), eliminated variables and planted control groups to compare with the treated groups.

If other readers have experimental data -- whether it corroborates or differs from his findings -- I'd be interested in receiving it.

