Promote b

DE 10.01.2021
Jason Loh Seong Wel
BIOFERTILISERS are “natural fertilisers that

contain living microorganisms (live bio-

mass or dormant cells of effective microbial
strains) which, when applied to seed, plant
surfaces, or soil, colonises the rhizosphere
(i.e., plant-root interface) and promotes
growth by increasing the supply or avail-
nbilit‘y of primary nutrients to the host
plant”.

' The term, “rhizosphere” refers to “the
soil zone surrounding the plant roots
where the biological and chemical features
of the soil are influenced by the roots”.

The use of biofertilisers is particularly
evident in the concept of organic farming
and not least in the growing awareness of
the practice of composting for soil fertility
{by both houscholds, e.g.. bin and Sakura
composting and enterprises, anaerobic di-
gestion), which is much more environmen-
tally-friendly and sustainable at the same
time.

But on an industrial scale, biofertilisers
should be promoted as an alternative to the
widespread use of chemical fertilisers in the
country, not necessarily as a substitute but
"asapreferred choice in the development of

the agricultural sector and, by extension,
the burgeoning green economy of the

/ country.
It could well be that in one fell swoop
the use of biofertilisers would render the
conventional dual-practice of deploying

iofertilisers as alternative to chemical ones

micrabial killers kogcllm"r with c¢hemical
fertilisers “redundant” !

In a recent article published online,
Robert Hii ol the non-governimental organ-

isation, Friends of Borneo, called for the use |

of biofertilisers to reduce the emissions of
Malaysia's agricultural products, especially
sineeit's readily available.

Indeed, biofertilisers have been in use al-
ready in Malaysia, with pioneers such as
BIO AG in Pahang and SOField Agrobio Re-
sources in Sarawak, which have been help-
ing farmers to increase yields while reduc-
ing operational costs and carbon emis-
sions,

A specific use of biofertilisers is in rela-
tion to leguminous cover crops such as
groundnut. These were used not so much to
enhance soil fertility and, by extension,
crop yields but to protect against any pos-
sible soil erosion and minimise water
losses, especially during the drought sea-
son.

However, even though this practice has
aprecedent, it's not well established. There
is, therefore, much scope for innovative use
and improvisation of our country's rich
natural resources to produce high quality,
durable and effective biofertilisers.

Such resources can be drawn not least
from our very own cver versatile oil palm
the waste of which has potential multi-
faceted uses, including as biofertilisers.

What's ironic is that go million tonnes

aste are gen-
erated each year, These solid wastes actually
represent a vast untapped source of poten-
tial biomass/biodegradable (Le. richin lig-
nocellulosic or plant dry matter) biofertilis-
ers,

The EFB of oil palm can be recyeled or
“renewed” as humic (i.e. acidic) substances
{that enhance nutrient absorption ), pulsat-
ing with “bivactive energy” that could in-
duce growtl of high yield crops with supe-
rior qualities.

According to studics done at local uni-
versities Universiti Sarawak Malavsia, Uni-
versiti Putra Malaysia, Universiti Teknologi
Mara, Nottingham University {Malaysia
campus), deploying biomass wastes from
EFB as biofertilisers is more cost-effective
and better than the current commercial

habit of transforming these into mulch
[(material that  covers the seil's surface),

'which in effect serves the purpose as both

micrabigl inoculant and substituting the
role of leguminous cover crops as men-
tioned, |

Hence, as mulch. EFB wastes do not be-
haye as biofertilisers as such but merely
supplement and complement the existing
use of chemical fertilisers.

- Infact, aceording to an analysis in a De-
cember 2002 issue of Journal of Oil Palm
Research, there is litthe scientific evidence
in support for the beneficial use of mulch.

Furthermore, the costs of collection and
transportation is very high, and disposing
excess or surfeit supply requires extensive
burning, which impacts air quality,
through the “clean clearing technique™
Therelore, it's debatable at least, whether
mulch i sustainable - economically and
environmentally.

On the other hand, composting EFB
wastes into biofertilisers have obvious ben-
efits and advantages.

The same studies researched at local
universities as mentioned have shown pro-
nounced and accentuated physiological
and morphological growth of plants using
biofertilisers (from EFB wastes).

These take the form of height character-
istics, disease resistance, photosynthetic
rate and chlorophyll contents, nutrient
availability, etc.
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