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CONTAINER COMPOST pH AND ITS EFFECT ON
PLANT GROWTH

PHILIP WOOD

Hadlow College of Agriculture and Horticulture
Hadlow, Tonbridge, Kent

An experimental trial was set up using seven cultivars, each in
a different genus. One was an Ericaceous plant. Each of the cul-
tivars was potted into four composts which had varying amounts of
dolomitic limestone added to them, except the Ericaceous plants
which were potted into only three composts, and with the addition
of dolomitic limestone not being at such great extremes.

From the six cultivars used in the trial, quite remarkable dit-
ferences in growth rates appeared due to varying the amount of
dolomitic limestone added to the compost. With this indicating that
the compost’s pH is critical in obtaining maximum plant growth, pH
control can also be used for restricting growth.

With the one Ericaceous cultivar, no difference in growth rates
were noticeable, as the addition of dolomitic limestone to the three
trial composts was not at great enough extremes to appreciably alter
the pH.
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The seven cultivars that were used were:
Viburnum tinus ‘Eve Price’
Berberis thunbergii ‘Atropurpurea Nana'’
Ilex aquifolium ‘Argenteo-marginata’
Cytisus X praecox ‘Allgold’
Cistus ‘Silver Pink’
Euonymus fortunei ‘Emerald Gaiety’
Rhododendron ‘Scarlet Wonder’ (Ericaceous plant)

Two hundred plants of each cultivar were used except for
Berberis thunbergii ‘Atropurpurea Nana' where 400 were used, as
half were grown under protection of a polytunnel. Only 150 Rhodo-
dendron ‘Scarlet Wonder’ plants were used as these were potted into
only three trial composts.

The plants were potted on 30 and 31 March, 1985 into 3 litre
pots, each of which was colour coded with a coloured dot to relate to
the rate of dolomitic limestone in each compost. The compost mix
consisted of:

300 litres of Vapo peat

20% of 5mm grit

3 1b of Ficote 140-day 16:10:10

3 oz Fritted trace elements

1 lb Aldrin dust

Dolomitic limestone at 225g (8 0z); 450g (1 1b); 675g (1 1b 8
oz); 900g (2 1b}); and for the rhododendron 6 oz, 8 oz, and 10
0Z.

Fifty plants of each cultivar were potted into each compost
mix. The potting was followed by the standing down where the
plants were placed in such a pattern as to give all plants a fair trial
and prevent one compost from being in a drier or more exposed posi-
tion than the others.

Once the plants had all been potted and placed in position, they
were left to grow as in a typical situation, except that they were not
treated with herbicides, as these would attect the pH of the
compost.

The plants were left to grow on in their situation and were
monitored at monthly intervals from potting. Recording of pH
readings of the compost and also visual differences in growth were
taken. The plants growing outside were monitored for a twelve
month period as were those under protection but for 7 months (from
March, 1985 to October, 19835).

The results of the monthly monitored pH levels are shown in
Table 1. The results of the plants’ performance are:

Viburnum tinus ‘Eve Price’. The best plants were achieved from
the liners growing inthe 1 lb, 8 0z (675g) of dolomitic limestone com-
post mix, forming evenly dense plants with good flower bud
initiation.

Berberis thunbergii ‘Atropurpurea Nana’'. The best plants were
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achieved from the liners growing in the 1 Ib (450g) dolomitic lime-
stone compost mix and also the same for those under protection, but
better plants developed all round.

Ilex aquitolium ‘Argenteo-marginata’. The best plants were
achieved from the liners growing in the 1 Ib (450g} dolomitic lime
compost mix, producing an extra flush of growth.

Cytisus X praecox ‘Allgold’. Maximum plant growth was
achieved with the 1 1b (450g), but the 8 0z (225g) compost produced
compact plants with better flower bud development and early
flowering.

Cistus ‘Silver Pink’. The amount of lime in the compost did not
seem to make any dramatic differences with the 1 Ib (450gj com-
post, producing a slightly larger plant.

Euonymus fortunei ‘Emerald Gaiety’. Poor growth was
obtained from the 8 0z (225g) compost, with the 1 1b (450g}, 11b 8 oz
(675g]), and 2 lb (900g) producing acceptable plants showing no
differences.

Rhododendron ‘Scarlet Wonder’. The variations in the amount
of lime added to the three composts for the rhododendrons, were not
at great enough extremes to show any variation in plant growth.

'From the experimental trials it is indicated that plant growth
can be promoted or reduced according to the amount of lime used.
The pH of the compost can be maintained to an optimum for the
required plant growth by nitric acid injection into irrigation water.
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