Research team.

Project Leader: Nick McCarthy B.Agr.Sci.(Forestry), PhD, MSIF, Chemical and Life Sciences Dept, Waterford Institute of Technology.

Research Assistant: Claire McCarthy, Chemical and Life Sciences Dept, Waterford Institute of Technology.

Objectives.

The primary objective of this project is to gradually reduce dependence on herbicides in Irish forests by investigating and developing alternatives to them. To this end the use of mulch mats in controlling vegetation is being investigated. Mulching is a weed control technique used in agriculture and forestry throughout the world. This spreading of material around desired trees to control competing vegetation has been used in the western United States for the last thirty years. Mulches provide a means to passively control vegetation and thereby reduce the need for mechanical and chemical weed control. 

Progress to Date.

We have been allocated 5 sites at various locations: -

1. Christmas Tree site at Clonroche, Co. Wexford (S 863 326).

2. Eucalyptus site, Tralee Co. Kerry.

3. Aclamon, Co. Wexford (S 746 205). There are two sites here one of Ash and the other Sitka Spruce. Both are reforestation sites.

4. Passage East, Co. Waterford (S703 100)

Mulch mats were installed on 1 and 2 in April/May 2002. The two sites at Aclamon were planted in early December 2002 and the treatments installed in mid December 2002. A climate monitoring system installed on the Clonroche site provides data on the availability of soil moisture to the seedlings, rainfall, temperature beneath the mats and air temperature.

Vegetation assessments are carried out in June and September/October of each year and the most dominant and invasive species noted. Seedling survival rate is noted at the same time and comparisons made between the treatments. 

A mini trial was established in Passage East, Co. Waterford on a Noble Fir site, with plastic mesh bags filled with either pine needles or deciduous leaves. 

Results.

The first two year’s results for Clonroche and Tralee show that so far the treatments are as effective in controlling competing vegetation as the herbicide regime for each site. The first results regarding the efficacy of treatments at the Ash and Sitka Spruce sites are due in shortly.

Thus far, chemical control of competing vegetation is still the most cost effective method. Cost analysis however, will be further evaluated at the end of the project as herbicide control on the two reforestation sites is rather labour intensive, being implemented by hand.
Seedling measurements will enable a comparison between the mulch mats and normal vegetation control i.e. herbicide in the control plots. Results here in conjunction with cost analysis of installation and estimated mat integrity will give an indication of the viability of mulch use in Irish forestry.

Climatological data at Clonroche indicated that that the mats do not inhibit water filtration to the tree root systems. The seedlings showed no signs of stress even in dry weather and this is borne out by seedling survival rates which are still over 95%.

Outputs.

The literature review of the various vegetation control methods used throughout the world has been updated.

The team visited forest vegetation trials in Ghent, Belgium which investigated biodegradable mats and mulches. Valuable information was collected and will be used in further trials here.

WIT students as part of their field trips visit the project sites as do other interested parties like the IFA.

Activities 2004.

Workshop with Britain and Belgium.

Work on a forest vegetation website is continuing and should be completed soon.

Completion Date.
December 2004.

