
No
rt

hl
an

d
Be

rr
y

Ne
w

s
Scientists at the University of Georgia are developing a

system that uses plants like collards, mustard  and turnips
to replace a soon-to-be-banned farm fumigant, methyl
bromide. For the past half century it’s been the primary
soil fumigant used by strawberry, vegetable and nursery
growers worldwide, effectively killing soil pathogens,
nematodes, weeds and other pests in the fumigated
fields, but also  killing the beneficial organisms vital to
healthy soil 

The United States uses about 21,000 tons of methyl
bromide annually, mostly for agricultural purposes.
Some years back more than 160 nations signed the
Montreal Protocol, an international treaty to control the
production and trade of ozone-depleting substances. It
was slated to be completely phased out of production and
use by the end of next year. Recently growers got a crit-
ical-use exemption to use methyl bromide through 2005. 

Natural fumigant
According to an October 30 news release from Brad

Haire, University of Georgia, “Seebold and a team of
CAES scientists are trying to develop a management
strategy that will use a natural fumigant found in bras-
sica crops – collards and their cousins,” supported by a
$422,000 grant from the U.S. Department of
Agriculture.

Brassica crops contain compounds called glucosino-
lates. When these compounds break down in soil,
Seebold said, they release isothiocyanates, which can kill
soil pests in much the same way methyl bromide does.

This natural fumigation quality of the brassica family
has been known for years, Seebold said. But no viable
way has been developed to use it economically on a
vegetable farm.

Over the next three years, Seebold and his team will
grow local and exotic brassica crops and monitor the
fumigation potential of each. Because brassicas are
generally lower-value crops, farmers don't fumigate
beds before planting them.

The scientists will work out a system that might allow
a farmer to grow these crops specifically to till back
into the ground to break down and fumigate the soil in
preparation for higher-value crops… The farmer could
harvest part of his brassica crop for market and till in
the rest to use as a fumigant, he said.

“The most important thing for any alternative to methyl
bromide is to be economically viable for the farmer,” he said.

For more information, log on to
http://georgiafaces.caes.uga.edu/storypage.cfm?storyid=2024

See also past issues of Northland Berry News for other pos-
sible alternatives. It has been our contention that “where
there is a will, there is a way,” or at least, a way can be found.
If we can send a man to the moon, we can probably find an
ecologically sound, economically sustainable way of growing
vegetables, berries and nursery stock without endangering the
very life we are supposedly trying to sustain with the vegeta-

bles and berries we are producing through the use of methyl
bromide or other toxic rescue chemicals.  
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