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Farmers get look at crop booster

By Hilary Kraus
Staff writer
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WHITE OAK - A substance that looks like blackened mulch could revolutionize farming, researchers say.

The product, biochar, is made from wood chips that are burned using minimal oxygen.

To get a closer look at how it works, agriculture researchers and farmers gathered at Privateer Farm off N.C. 53 in Bladen County on Thursday. The 6,000-acre experimental farm is the first in the country to participate in a study conducted by the N.C. Farm Center for Innovation and Sustainability.

Last fall, a mobile pyrolysis machine - something that produces biochar - was demonstrated. Pyrolysis is the process of decomposing an organic substance by heating.

At Thursday's gathering, Daniel H. Pote, a soil scientist from Booneville, Ark., showed off his company's $40,000 prototype machine called a subsurfer.

Pote explained the equipment was designed to integrate dry poultry litter into the soil, rather than only on the surface.

Poultry litter is 35 percent to 45 percent moisture. Biochar is about 10 percent to 15 percent moisture, making the machine easier to operate, Pote said.

For about 45 minutes, Poke spread biochar on land that recently had been planted with wheat seeds. Some of the biochar was mixed with fertilizers for tests that will show what performs best.

The product also will be tested on corn, soybeans and cotton.

Sharon Valentine, owner of the property, watched with great enthusiasm.

"When my husband died, I wanted to be able to sustain the land and show conservation programs and innovative programs are two sides of the same coin," Valentine said.

The benefits of biochar, said W. Scott Weathington, an agronomist from Clinton, is that the substance retains moisture in the ground. At the same time, its carbon properties suck greenhouse gases out of the atmosphere.

Richard Perritt, executive director of the N.C. Farm Center for Innovation and Sustainability, said tests have shown biochar can increase the growth of crops from 30 percent to 70 percent.

"I'm impressed with the things that I've read and the potential it will try to bring," said John Freed, a manager of farm research and development company Syngenta. "If you look at the ratio between production and output, this product has the hope and promise to produce more off (an) acre. If you can do that in a sustainable way, that's a good thing."

Staff writer Hilary Kraus can be reached at kraush@fayobserver.com or 323-4848, ext. 331.
