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1 – Abstract 

Biochar is pyrolised biomass that is used as a soil amendment. It has potential to 

sequester carbon, reduce agricultural pollution, and boost crop yields. Its effects in the 

tropics are well understood but far less is known about its effects on crops in fertile 

temperate soils. The present study investigated the effects of biochar on the growth of 

white turnip (Brassica rapa subsp. rapa). The first part of the study assessed the 

effects of biochar on plant growth when used as a seed compost amendment, with 

germination, seedling growth and growth after transplanting to the field recorded. The 

second part examined the effects on crop growth when used as a soil amendment in 

field trials. Various soil parameters were recorded: pH, EC, WHC, infiltration time 

and microbial communities. Overall, there was no effect on plant growth, but there 

was weak evidence that dry matter is affected when biochar is used as a seed compost 

amendment. Soil microbial communities underwent significant changes and WHC 

and infiltration time increased. Biochar is recommended as a method of sequestering 

carbon with no detrimental effects on plant growth, but on this evidence cannot be 

recommended as a viable soil or seed compost amendment. 
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2 – Introduction 

 

2.1 The Development of Biochar 

Current practice in the production and distribution of food and materials has caused 

wide spread degradation and destruction of soils while also creating problems related 

to the inappropriate disposal of organic waste (Diacono and Montemurro, 2010). 

These issues are essentially two sides of the same coin – both can be solved by 

returning organic wastes to the soil but this will take large scale organization as well 

as investigation into the safest and most efficient methods. The application of biochar 

to agricultural and degraded soils has been promoted as one such method and has 

gained popularity for several other reasons, summarised by Lehmann and Joseph, 

(2009). As a stable form of carbon (Glaser et al., 2001, Lehmann, 2007b), biochar 

possesses great potential for reversing the greenhouse effect by acting as a long-term 

carbon sink. Most of the carbon in organic matter, including organic waste, is 

ultimately released back to the atmosphere if composted or left to decay naturally 

(Lehmann, 2007b). Biochar production and application could lock this carbon in the 

ground, potentially for centuries or even millennia, and reduce net emissions of 

greenhouse gases. Emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs) may also be reduced in 

soils to which biochar is added (Augustenborg et al., 2012). The biochar production 

process degrades a large amount of the carbon-based material of the biomass to oily 

and tarry vapours that can be harnessed to produce bio-oil (Amonette and Joseph, 

2009). This can be done at high and low temperatures (Lehmann, 2007a). Lastly, 

biochar can be used in agriculture and land reclamation where, through its effects on 

soil properties, crop yields can be increased and pollution levels reduced. 

 

The ‘Terra Preta’, also known as Terra Preta de Indio, or the Amazonian Dark 

Earths (ADE) are carbon rich, fertile anthropogenic soils, covering an estimated 

50,000 ha in the Amazon rainforest. Terra Preta soils have higher concentrations of 

nutrients and more stable organic matter than surrounding unmodified soils and this 

has been linked with charred substances or black carbon, including charcoal (Glaser et 

al., 2001). Between 7000 and 500 years ago (Neves et al, 2004), these charred 

substances were added to the soils during human inhabitation as a result of fires used 

for cooking and other purposes, although it is not known whether the soil 

modification was intentional or inadvertent (Glaser and Birk, 2012). The hot, rainy 
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climate of the humid tropics means that soil organic matter (SOM) decomposes 

rapidly (Tiessen et al., 1994) and subsequently nutrients are leached easily but the 

Terra Preta soils do not present such a problem. The beneficial effects of black 

carbon are thought to be mainly due to their stability in soil compared to other forms 

of organic matter and their prevention of leaching (Glaser et al, 2001).  

 

Other less well-known examples of incorporating charred organic matter exist in 

several regions. Across mainland Europe, charcoal deposits of both natural and 

anthropogenic origins have been found (Vaccari et al., 2011), and Downie et al. 

(2011) described soils (Terra Preta Australis) with similar properties to the Terra Preta 

at sites where Aboriginal oven mounds once existed. In 18th and 19th century Ireland 

the practice of paring and burning was often practiced on marginal or tough land. This 

involved removing the top layer of soil along with the vegetation and burning it in 

large piles after allowing it to dry (Bell and Watson, 2008). The resulting ashes and 

charred material were returned to the land and were said to improve the fertility, 

although this point was much debated. 

 

Biochar is a contemporary label for charcoal when it is used as a soil amendment. It is 

produced by pyrolysis, a process distinguished from burning by the absence of char 

remaining after the latter (Lehmann and Joseph, 2009). Pyrolysis is carried out under 

conditions of relatively low temperature and oxygen and the material does not burn 

completely. Biochar is now quite well established as an effective amendment for poor, 

infertile soils in the tropics, with a meta-analysis by Jeffery et al. (2011) showing 

variable but overall positive effects. Soils in temperate climates are more stable and 

hence may not benefit as much from biochar amendment. Interest in this topic has 

heightened recently – most studies on this topic are from within the last decade. 

Biochar has several qualities that mediate its effects on soil properties. Its physical 

and chemical characteristics affect soil structure and nutrient dynamics, with resultant 

effects on soil biota. 

 

 

2.2 Physical Characterisitics  

The characteristics of different biochars are inconsistent, mainly due to the variety in 

feedstocks and the highest treatment temperature (HTT) during the production 
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process. The porosity of the biochar is largely determined by the original structure of 

the biomass used. Additionally, the chemical composition of the organic matter 

determines the degree of alteration that occurs – a material with a higher ratio of less 

heat resistant chemicals such as hemicelluloses will lose more mass during pyrolysis. 

Conversely, a material with a higher proportion of more resistant chemicals such as 

lignin will retain more mass as charcoal. Thus more charcoal can be produced from 

wood than a similar volume of grass. A higher pyrolysis temperature also burns off 

more material and hence the final yield of biochar depends on both the feedstock and 

the HTT (Amonette and Joseph, 2009). 

 

Biochar develops a greater surface area with increasing HTT (Downie et al., 2009) 

with surface areas ranging in one experiment (Brown et al., 2006) from 10m2 g-1 at a 

HTT of 450°C to 400m2 g-1 at 600-750°C. At higher temperatures, melting and 

deformation of the chemical structure can occur, resulting in a reduction of surface 

area (Downie et al., 2009). Other variable characteristics that influence biochar effects 

on soil include micro- and macroporosity (macropores can provide a habitat for 

microorganisms), solid density and bulk density (Downie et al., 2009). 

 

 

2.3 Chemical Characteristics 

One quite consistent characteristic of biochars that are used as a soil amendment is 

alkalinity (Chan and Xu, 2009), although even this can be altered with various 

treatments, and a lower HTT results in a lower pH (Lehmann, 2007a). The C/N ratio 

varies, but its effects on N availability are not always as expected. Many terra preta 

soils have C/N ratios above that at which N immobilisation normally occurs but have 

agriculturally suitable levels of available N (Lehmann et al., 2003). Cation exchange 

capacity (CEC) also tends to increase with increasing HTT, but this can change when 

biochar is added to the soil. In the Amazonian dark earths, where ambient 

temperatures range from 30°C to 70°C, CEC increases over time but it has not been 

established whether this would happen in colder climates (Lehmann, 2007a). In 

temperate soils, one study (Prommer et al., 2014) found that biochar addition to soil 

affected multiple microbially mediated stages of the N cycle. Several transformation 

processes of organic N decreased in rate but overall N mineralization rates were 

unchanged, while nitrification increased substantially.  
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Based on investigations into the chemical composition of various biochars, higher 

pyrolysis temperatures cause a greater loss of nutrients and reduction of nutrient 

availability, although more study is needed regarding the latter point (Chan and Xu, 

2009). Several plant growth studies (e.g. Chan et al., 2007) show improved growth 

when nitrogen fertiliser is added in combination with biochar, suggesting that biochar 

is relatively lacking in nutrients. Nutrient content also varies with the type of 

feedstock used. Thus biochar is more likely to affect plant growth through altered 

nutrient dynamics, i.e. cation retention or CEC, rather than by adding nutrients.  

 

 

2.4 Biological Effects 

According to Lehmann et al. (2011), biochar amendment generally increases the 

microbial biomass. They suggest that two particular qualities are likely to contribute 

to this: the existence of macropores (as stated above) and relatedly its large surface 

area; and its high capacity to adsorb inorganic nutrients, soluble organic matter and 

gases. These qualities serve as, respectively, habitat/refuge and food source. 

 

Kolb et al. (2009) studied the effect of biochar addition on microbial biomass and 

activity in 4 different temperate soils in the US. All of the soils varied in texture but 

had similar histories, being originally wooded land (pine or deciduous) and then 

actively cropped for at least several years prior to the study. Both activity and biomass 

increased in each soil, and N availability also increased. The magnitude of the 

response did vary between soil types however, and the authors suggested this was due 

to differences in nutrient availability. The increases correlated with biochar over 5 

different concentrations, ranging from 0-0.1kg kg-1. Increased microbial biomass and 

heightened levels of activity affect nutrient dynamics by increasing the rate of 

mineralisation. As a result of mineralisation more nutrients are made available, 

supporting further microbial and/or plant growth.  

 

Watzinger et al. (2014) provide another study on the microbial effects of biochar in 

temperate soils. Minor increases in the microbial biomass were observed, and they 

were mainly attributed to pH changes. They also found greater increases in the 

biomass of gram negative bacteria and actinomycetes compared to gram positive 
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bacteria and fungi. The authors speculated that this was a result of the availability of 

extra nutrients and the sudden change in environmental conditions facilitiating the fast 

growth habits of the former. The slower growth habits of gram positive bacteria and 

fungi make them more competitive in more stable, low nutrient environments. 

Ameloot et al. (2014) assessed the microbial communities at four sites in the UK and 

Italy several years after biochar field trials took place there. Microbial activity and 

abundance were both lower or equal in biochar plots compared to control plots and 

the authors concluded that biochar had ceased to function as a substrate for 

microorganisms after several years in the ground. However, lower activity is also seen 

as a sign of increased metabolic efficiency (Thies and Rillig, 2009). Liang (2008, in 

Thies and Rillig, 2009) found increased metabolic efficiency in the Amazonian Dark 

Earths, while Jin et al. (2008) reported the same effect occuring in the US.  Increasing 

nutrient availability using microbially mediated pathways is advocated by Drinkwater 

and Snapp (2007) for boosting the productivity of sustainable agroecosystems, 

including organic holdings. The benefits include decreased use of fertilisers, reduced 

leaching and slow but more consistent release of nutrients to crops over time.  

 

According to Thies and Rillig (2009), there is a lack of direct data regarding biochar 

effects on macrofauna populations. Interestingly, a study in an Irish soil 

(Augustenborg et al., 2012) examined the combined effects of biochar and 

earthworms on soil emissions of the greenhouse gases CO2 and N2O, finding that 

biochar reduced the emissions that earthworms cause. 

 

 

2.5 Biochar in Temperate Soils 

Overall, reviews and meta-analyses have found that the effects of biochar are not 

consistent across the various studies. While an increase in crop production, rather than 

a decrease or no change, is the most common outcome, Spokas et al. (2012) suggest 

that publication bias may have occurred. This is the tendency for negative or neutral 

scientific results to remain unpublished, with the result being that a review of the 

literature finds a more positive overall effect that is not representative of the true 

overall effect. Spokas et al. (2012) also reported a greater likelihood of finding 

positive effects in weathered or low fertility soils. 
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The three meta-analyses found in this literature search reported positive effects. None 

of them investigated temperate soils exclusively. Jeffery et al. (2010), in a meta-

analysis of 16 studies, reported an average increase in crop productivity of 10%, but 

with a range of -28% to 39%. The effects were most apparent in acid to neutral soils 

with a coarse to medium texture, suggesting that increased pH and water holding 

capacity (WHC) were the main mechanisms through which charcoal affected plant 

growth. Biederman and Harpole (2013), investigating ecosystem responses rather than 

crop productivity, analysed 114 studies in total. Several parameters were found to be 

positively influenced by biochar: above ground productivity, soil microbial biomass, 

nodulation of rhizobia, and soil N, P, K and C. However, this analysis was criticized 

by Jeffery et al. (2013) for overstating the positive effects of biochar and making 

claims not substantiated by their own analysis. Verheijen et al. (2009) also found a 

small positive effect overall, again most commonly in acidic soils suggesting that a 

liming effect is responsible. Nelissen et al. (2014) point out the importance of the 

liming effect of biochar in temperate soils and propose that this is the main reason for 

crop improvement. Their reasoning is that many studies that find a positive effect on 

crop growth use soils with low pH, and when a neutral or higher pH is used no effect 

is seen. 

 

According to Nelisson et al. (2014), the analysis by Jeffery et al. (2010) included just 

one study in a temperate region (New Zealand), while Biederman and Harpole’s 

(2013) more extensive analysis included several. One noteworthy point that emerged 

from the latter study is that the biochar effect correlated significantly with latitude – 

greater positive effects were more likely near the tropics while smaller and negative 

effects increased away from the equator. 
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A number of studies have been conducted in recent years in regions with a temperate 

climate and fertile soil. These include both pot trials using local soil as well as field 

trials on agricultural land and are summarised in tables 1 and 2. Jones et al. (2012) 
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and Borchard et al. (2014) speculated that root development facilitated by biochar 

amendment could account for plant growth – in both studies maize, which is deep 

rooting, did not benefit while the grass in the study by Jones et al. (2012) showed an 

increase in biomass, height and nutrition. Another possible reason for this is the age of 

the biochar in the soil. The grass was planted in the second and third years after 

biochar addition, after which certain positive effects on nutrient availability and soil 

microorganisms may have materialised. CEC is often low in fresh biochar but can 

increase in the first few months (Lehmann, 2007a) so in the first year there may be no 

change to nutrient retention or availability in the soil. Similarly, any changes to the 

soil biota may occur gradually. 

 

Karer et al. (2013) also found a reduction in plant growth in the first two years after 

biochar addition, this time due to nutrient shortages. Biochar, being high in carbon but 

often low in other nutrients and having a high CEC, often reduces nutrient availability 

in soil when added without other fertiliser (Chan and Xu, 2009). However, some pot 

trials have shown increased N availability or N uptake efficiency after biochar 

addition, in one case causing increased plant growth (Rajkovich et al., 2011, Güereña 

et al., 2013, Schultz et al., 2013). Chan et al. (2007) found a synergistic effect of 

nitrogen fertiliser and biochar on plant growth in a hardsetting Australian farmland 

soil – biochar amendment alone did not positively affect yields of radish (dry weight) 

but biochar in combination with a nitrogen fertiliser had a greater effect than a control 

with just fertiliser. This suggests that biochar increased the plant nirogen-use 

efficiency.  

 

Hammond et al. (2013, Table 2) suggested that CEC may have played a large role in 

their results. Although a meta-analysis of seven field trials showed a positive effect of 

biochar application on crop yield, there was one without which the overall effect 

would have been nil. In this trial on spring barley there were two major differences 

from the others: the biochar had been aged for several years prior to application and it 

was applied to the surface as a top dressing rather than being mixed in immediately. 

This biochar, probably as a result of the aging process, had exchangeable nutrient and 

CEC values an order of magnitude greater than the biochars in the other trials. The top 

dressing method may have had effects on soil temperature and moisture that also 

contributed to the final yield. 
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The nutrient dynamics of biochar in soil are highly variable and the dearth of long- 

term studies means that it is not known whether positive effects develop over time. 

Currently, knowledge of biochar effects is limited to the first few years, when the soil 

system has just undergone a major change. Results can therefore be expected to be 

erratic, and this can be seen in the literature. The study by Quilliam et al. (2012) is 

significant in this regard. Their experiment investigated plant growth and several 

other parameters in soils to which biochar had been added three years previously. 

Fresh biochar was added to half of these so that three treatments were being compared 

– a control soil, a soil with 3-year old biochar and a soil with 3-year old biochar plus 

fresh biochar. Plant growth, microbial activity and colonisation of plant roots by 

mycorrhizal fungi all increased in the fresh biochar treatment, whereas the old biochar 

treatment did not differ form the control. These results are in stark contrast to studies 

of the Amozonian dark earths, which appear to retain their characteristics over 

centuries. 

 

Soil WHC can also be increased with biochar addition – Karer et al., (2013) reported 

a greater yield of barley grown during a drought in biochar amended soil. This quality 

might become valuable as climate becomes increasingly erratic and weather less 

predictable. Farmers and growers may wish to increase the ability of their soil to 

buffer against unfavourable growing conditions. Biochar can reduce leaching in 

temperate soils. Laird et al. (2010) reported lower levels of N, P, Mg and Si leaching 

from a biochar amended soil in Midwestern USA even though, interestingly, the 

biochar itself contained substantial quantities of these nutrients. Reduction in leaching 

does not always lead to an immediate positive effect on crop growth (Borchard et al., 

2012). Several field studies have reported positive effects of biochar when used in 

combination with fertiliser. Gathorne-Hardy et al. (2009) found no effect from 

biochar when added to the soil alone, but achieved a 30% increase in crop yield when 

combined with N fertiliser. Interestingly, nutrients apart from N were added in 

amounts far above what was needed by the crop so that the focus of the trial was on N 

alone.  
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2.6 Potential in Irish Organic Horticulture 

Positive effects on plant growth are somewhat rare, as described above, and this is a 

weak point in the commercial potential of biochar. More consistent effects, such as 

reduction of leaching, are less obvious and therefore may not be as highly valued 

amongst growers in general, except among the environmentally conscious and 

economically prudent. Quilliam et al. (2012) reported a reduction in emergence of 

weed seeds in soil with biochar added, with no difference in the growth of the main 

crop. The cause of this was unclear but increased biomass of AMF and/or altered 

nutrient dynamics were suggested as possibilities by the authors. 

 

Kasten Dumroese et al. (2011) suggested using biochar as an amendment for seeding 

compost, since it has several suitable qualities including high CEC and WHC, as well 

as low nutrient levels. The researchers created pellets of biochar to minimise the 

release of dust and to facilitate more homogenous mixing with compost. Their tests 

showed that biochar can contribute to seed compost qualities when added to peat 

based compost. It should be noted that peat based composts are not permitted under 

organic certification guidelines. 

 

Several studies have investigated the effects of biochar on germination. A recent UCC 

based study showed promising effects of biochar on oat seed germination (Rice, 

2014). Solaiman et al. (2012) found that it caused increased rates of germination in 

wheat, reduced germination of subterranean clover and mixed results for mung bean. 

Root/shoot ratios were also affected but not correlated with germination success.  In a 

somewhat less relevant study, Robertson et al. (2012), biochar enhanced the biomass 

of pine and alder seedlings in a sub-boreal forest soil. Free et al. (2010) found no 

effect on maize germination in a New Zealand based study and Bargmann et al. 

(2013) reported similar results with spring barley. Mulcahy et al. (2013) showed 

reduced wilting in tomato seedlings after biochar application to soil and stated that 

biochar may be more feasible at a smaller scale considering the cost of production.   
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3 – Aims 

 

One of the aims of this study was to investigate whether plants germinated in biochar-

amended compost showed increased yield when transplanted to outdoor field 

conditions. The second aim was to study the effect on crop yield of biochar 

application to soil, the intention being to add to the growing body of work being done 

on biochar-amended soil in temperate regions. Effects so far have been variable and 

the causes as yet unclear, with several mechanisms potentially responsible. An 

investigation into several soil physical, chemical and biological characteristics was 

needed to provide insight into the effects on crop growth. An overall aim of the 

project was to establish a long-term outdoor trial area to test the effects of biochar 

over time, considering the scarcity of studies spanning more than 1-3 years. 

 

 

4 – Materials and Methods 

 

4.1 Biochar 

In keeping with suggestions for biochar research to describe in as much detail as 

possible the source material and production method (Lehmann and Joseph, 2009) 

specifics of the biochar used are provided here. The biochar was sourced from 

Biochar Ireland, located in Donegal, and was produced from thinnings from 

sustainably managed hardwood forest. Temperatures exceeded 650°C during 

production. The charcoal was ground to a fine powder and rainwater was added at a 

rate of ~0.25l kg-1 prior to delivery to the site in order to minimise the release of dust. 

Before application to the soil, the charcoal was seived through a 1cm x 1cm mesh 

sieve.  

 

 

4.2 Study Site 

The study took place at the School of Biological, Earth and Environmental Sciences, 

University College Cork, Ireland. Outdoor plots were established during the summer 

of 2014 by the Centre for Organic Horticultural Research (COHR). The latitude is 

51°53`57`` north and the grid reference is W664 719. 
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4.3 Seed Compost Amendment Trial 

For the germination trial, biochar was mixed with Klassmans peat based compost at 

rates of 0 kg m-2 (control), 0.5 kg m-2, 2.5 kg m-2, 5 kg m-2 and 20 kg m-2. Seeding 

trays containing 150 cells were used, with an individual cell volume of ~40ml. A 

replicated randomized block (RRB) design was employed, with 6 replicates of each 

treatment and each replicate containing 25 cells (blocks of 5 x 5 cells). Two 

experiments using this design were carried out, each with a different cultivar of white 

turnip (Brassica rapa subsp. rapa). The cultivars used were ‘Tokyo Cross’ and 

‘Market Express’. Seeds were sown, one per cell, in a greenhouse on 18/7/2014 and 

watered daily before noon for the duration of the study. Initially, both cultivars were 

to be planted outdoors after a few weeks growth but it was later decided to plant out 

only the ‘Market Express’ seedlings and measure the fresh and dry biomass of the 

‘Tokyo Cross’ seedlings. This was partly due to a lack of space in the outdoor plots 

but also allowed a more detailed picture of early plant growth to emerge. ‘Market 

Express’ seedlings were planted outdoors on the 15/8/2014. The design was again 

RRB with 6 replicates of each treatment, but plants from different replicates were 

used in each of the new replicates. The planting was done in rows spaced 0.25m apart, 

with 0.1m spacing within the rows and 12 plants per row. Each of the 30 replicates 

was represented by one row of plants. 

 

The ‘Tokyo Cross’ seedlings were weighed on 15/8/2014, and dried in an oven at 

50°C. They were weighed two days later, returned to the oven and weighed again the 

next day to ensure that they were completely dry. ‘Market Express’ plants were 

harvested on 26/8/2014, the roots and leaves separated, weighed immediately to 

measure fresh biomass and a sub-sample of 3 plants per replicate dried and weighed 

as above. 

 

 

4.4 Soil Amendment Trial 

Seeds were planted in Klassmans peat based seeding compost on 18/7/2014. 

Cultivars, seed trays, location, watering regime and plant spacing were as above. 

Biochar was applied to the outdoor plots at the end of July 2014. The design was RRB 

with 4 treatments and 6 replicates of each treatment. The application rates were 0 kg 

m-2 (control), 0.2 kg m-2, 0.8 kg m-2 and 2.4 kg m-2. The plot size was 2m x 0.5m and 
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a buffer strip of 0.3m was left between plots. 2 rows, one for each cultivar and each 

containing 18 plants, were planted in each plot on 5/8/2014.    

 

Plants were harvested on 16/8/2014 and 17/8/2014, the roots and leaves separated and 

weighed immediately to measure fresh biomass. The roots of a sub-sample of 3 plants 

per replicate were dried and weighed as above. 

 

 

4.5 Chlorophyll Readings 

A SPAD-502 chlorophyll meter was used to test the leaf chlorophyll levels in all 

outdoor study plots. The biochar amended plots were tested on 15/8/2014. Three 

readings were taken from one of the youngest fully formed leaves of each ‘Tokyo 

Cross’ plant, and the average of these readings recorded. Chlorophyll readings from 

the seeding amendment trial were taken prior to harvest on 26/8/2014, but a sub-

sample of 4 plants per row was used.  

 

 

4.6 Statistics 

The RRB design allowed Friedman’s test to be carried out on all results above. 

 

 

4.7 Soil Tests 

Soil was collected from each replicate and pooled for each treatment. Soil tests were 

carried out using pooled samples of soil from each treatment that were dried for 3 

days at 50°C. EC and pH were tested using deionised water filtered through a sample 

of the soil. EC and pH meters provided the results. Infiltration time and WHC were 

calculated by placing 25g soil in a large syringe and pouring 35ml water into the 

syringe. The time between addition of water and when the first drop emerged from the 

needle of the syringe was recorded for the infiltration time. The WHC was calculated 

by measuring the amount of water that emerged from the syringe and subtracting this 

value from the original amount poured in. 
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4.8 Community Level Physiological Profile 

Soil was collected as above. For each treatment, soil was sieved and 10g weighed out, 

then suspended in 10ml of half-strength Ringer’s solution. This was diluted to a ratio 

of 1:5,000 and pipetted in 150µl amounts to each well on a Biolog plate. The plates 

were stored in darkness for seven days and read using the BIORAD plate reader 

(model 680). Results were analysed using the statistical software package MVSP. 

AWCD, species richness (R), and the Shannon index were calculated, and PCA and 

cluster analysis performed. The 3 diversity indices were tested for differences using 

the Kruskal-Wallis test. 
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5 – Results 

 

5.1 Soil tests 

Biochar amendment caused an overall increase in the infiltration time and water 

holding capacity of the soil (Table 3). Both measurements dropped slightly with the 

low treatment but were higher in the medium and high treatments. The infiltration 

time was almost double in the high treatment compared to the control, from 22.7 

seconds to 38 seconds. WHC increased in the medium and high treatments, the latter 

by 11%. The low treatment decreased compared to the control. 

 

Table 3. Soil test results. Low = 0.2 kg m-2; Medium = 0.8 kg m-2; High = 2.4 kg m-2.  

Biochar 

Treatment 
  

Infiltration Time 

(sec) 
WHC (ml g-1) pH 

Conductivity  

(µS cm-1) 

Control  22.7 34.9 5.98 295 

Low  18.5 32.9 5.76 238 

Medium  33.0 37.1 5.96 268 

High   38.0 38.9 6.1 249 

 

Soil pH showed minor changes (Table 3) – the highest rate of biochar application had 

a very slight reduction in acidity compared to the control, from 5.98 to 6.1. The low 

treatment had the largest deviation from the control at 5.76 while the medium 

treatment remained relatively unchanged. The control treatment had the highest 

conductivity reading at 295µS cm-1. The low treatment again had the lowest value at 

238µS cm-1. 

 

 

5.2 Seed Compost Amendment Trial 

Plant growth was variable overall – plants at tray edges were quite small compared to 

those in the middle. The seeding compost amendment trial showed no significant 

differences between treatments (Friedman’s test), but differences at the P<0.1 level 

were detected in ratios of plant dry weight to fresh weight (described below, figs. 6 

and 10). The results for total seedling biomass within each treatment across all 

replicates are shown in fig. 1 and the mean biomass values for each treatment are 
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shown in fig. 2. The biomass varied within replicates with no clear trend emerging 

overall. The lowest and highest biomass values, 35.4g and 45.4g, were found in B 

treatments from different blocks. Median values showed much less variation and, 

again, no clear trend (fig. 2). 

 
Figure 1. Total fresh biomass of white turnip (cv. ‘Tokyo Cross’) seedlings over five 

biochar treatments and six replicated blocks. A = Control; B = 0.5 kg m-2; C = 2.5 kg 

m-2; D = 5.0 kg m-2; E = 20 kg m-2.  

 

 
Figure 2. Median white turnip (cv. ‘Tokyo Cross’) fresh biomass over five biochar 

treatments. A = Control; B = 0.5 kg m-2; C = 2.5 kg m-2; D = 5.0 kg m-2; E = 20 kg m-

2. 
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Dry weight values were similarly variable within blocks and showed no particular 

trend across blocks (fig. 3). Median dry weight values for each treatment (fig. 4) 

showed, less variability but there was also no significant difference between 

treatments.  

 
Figure 3. Total dry weight of white turnip (cv. Tokyo Cross) seedlings over 5 biochar 

treatments and six replicated blocks. A = Control; B = 0.5 kg m-2; C = 2.5 kg m-2; D = 

5.0 kg m-2; E = 20 kg m-2. 

 
Figure 4. Median dry weight  of  white turnip (cv. Tokyo Cross) seedlings for each 

treatment. A = Control; B = 0.5 kg m-2; C = 2.5 kg m-2; D = 5.0 kg m-2; E = 20 kg m-2. 

 

The ratios of dry biomass to fresh biomass in the seedling trial are shown as 

percentages in fig. 5. There was a trend toward higher percentages with increasing 
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biochar rates, and this is quite clear in the median values for each treatment (fig. 6). 

The dry:fresh ratio of plants grown at the 5 kg m-2 biochar rate was greater than those 

grown in the control treatment at the P<0.1 level.  

 
Figure 5. Dry Weight:fresh weight ratio of white turnip (cv. ‘Tokyo Cross’) seedlings 

over five treatments and six replicated blocks A = Control; B = 0.5 kg m-2; C = 2.5 kg 

m-2; D = 5.0 kg m-2; E = 20 kg m-2. 

 
Figure 6. Median dry weight:fresh weight ratio of white turnip (cv. Tokyo Cross) 

seedlings for each treatment. A = Control; B = 0.5 kg m-2; C = 2.5 kg m-2; D = 5.0 kg 

m-2; E = 20 kg m-2. Columns which do not share a common letter are significantly 

different (Friedman’s test, P < 0.1) 

0 

2 

4 

6 

8 

10 

12 

14 

A B C D E A B C D E A B C D E A B C D E A B C D E A B C D E 

%
 

Block/Treatment 

0.00 

2.00 

4.00 

6.00 

8.00 

10.00 

12.00 

A B C D E 

%
 

Treatment 

a	  
	  

ab	  
	  

ab	  
	  

b	  
	  

ab	  
	  



	   28 

Germination success did not differ significantly between treatments. The lowest 

germination rate was 21/25, or 84%, and the most common (or modal) rate was 100%. 

The high germination rate meant that the values for the average biomass per plant 

showed broadly similar variation between treatments as the total biomass values. No 

significant differences were found using the average values for fresh biomass, dry 

biomass and dry biomass as a percentage of fresh biomass. 

 

There were no significant differences in the total fresh biomass, fresh root biomass, 

fresh leaf biomass, or leaf/root fresh biomass ratio of the ‘Market Express’ seedlings 

planted outdoors. However, certain trends are visible from the median values. Root 

biomass appears to be greatest at the second highest biochar amount, but the control 

treatment appears to have the next highest root biomass (fig. 7). 

 
Figure 7. Median fresh biomass of roots () and leaves (☐) of white turnip (cv. 

‘Market Express’) from the outdoor trial. A = Control; B = 0.5 kg m-2; C = 2.5 kg m-2; 

D = 5.0 kg m-2; E = 20 kg m-2. 
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Figure 8. Dry weight:fresh weight ratios of roots () and leaves (☐) of white turnip 

(cv. ‘Market Express’) over five treatments and six replicated blocks. A = Control; B 

= 0.5 kg m-2; C = 2.5 kg m-2; D = 5.0 kg m-2; E = 20 kg m-2. 

 

Dry:fresh weight ratios were calculated for leaves and roots separately (fig. 9) and 

combined (fig. 10). There were no significant differences between the treatments but 

differences at the P<0.1 level were found when whole plants were compared (fig. 10). 

In this case the lowest biochar rate (0.5 kg m-2) was found to have a greater dry:fresh 

weight ratio than the second highest rate (5.0 kg m-2). 
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Figure 9. Median dry weight:fresh weight ratios of roots () and leaves (☐) of white 

turnip (cv. ‘Market Express’) over five treatments. A = Control; B = 0.5 kg m-2; C = 

2.5 kg m-2; D = 5.0 kg m-2; E = 20 kg m-2. 

 

 
Figure 10. Median whole plant (roots and leaves combined) dry weight:fresh weight 

ratio over five treatments. A = Control; B = 0.5 kg m-2; C = 2.5 kg m-2; D = 5.0 kg m-

2; E = 20 kg m-2. Columns which do not share a common letter are significantly 

different (Friedman’s test, P < 0.1) 
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5.3 Soil Amendment Trial 

Overall, white turnip biomass showed no significant differences between treatments, 

including the control, in both cultivars. Due to the variation in plant numbers between 

replicates at harvest, ranging from 13 to 18, values for total biomass within replicates 

were compared (figs. 11 and 13) rather than mean biomass per plant. The biomass 

values for each replicate were variable and showed no clear trend in either cultivar.  

 
Figure 11. Total fresh biomass of white turnip (cv. ‘Market Express’) roots () and 

leaves (☐) over four biochar treatments and six replicated blocks. A = Control; B = 

0.2 kg m-2; C = 0.8 kg m-2; D = 2.4 kg m-2. 
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Figure 12. Median fresh biomass (kg) of white turnip (cv. ‘Market Express’) roots 

() and leaves (☐) over four biochar treatments. A = Control; B = 0.2 kg m-2; C = 0.8 

kg m-2; D = 2.4 kg m-2. 

 

 
Figure 13. Total fresh biomass of white turnip (cv. ‘Tokyo Cross’) roots () and 

leaves (☐) over four biochar treatments and six replicated blocks.  A = Control; B = 

0.2 kg m-2; C = 0.8 kg m-2; D = 2.4 kg m-2. 

 

The median biomass for each treatment showed slight differences, with treatments B 

and D greater than A and C in the ‘Market Express’ cultivar (fig. 12), and treatment B 

greater than the others in ‘Tokyo Cross’ (fig. 14). No significant differences were 
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detected (Friedman’s test). The ratios of root biomass to leaf biomass were also 

compared (Friedman’s test) but these did not vary significantly among treatments. 

 
Figure 14. Median fresh biomass (kg) of white turnip (cv. ‘Tokyo Cross’) roots () 

and leaves (☐) over four biochar treatments. Black columns = root biomass; white 

columns = leaf biomass. A = Control; B = 0.2 kg m-2; C = 0.8 kg m-2; D = 2.4 kg m-2. 

 

The dry:fresh weight ratios of the roots were calculated using the fresh weights and 

dry weights of a sub-sample from each replicate. Figs. 15 and 16 show the values for 

individual replicates. Results were quite variable within and between blocks. Median 

values (fig. 17) show that, overall, the ‘Market Express’ cultivar did not appear to 

respond to biochar. In the ‘Tokyo Cross’ cultivar, dry:fresh weight ratios were greater 

in the low treatment than in the medium treatment.  
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Figure 15. Dry weight:fresh weight ratio of white turnip (cv. ‘Market Express’) root 

over four biochar treatments and six replicates.  A = Control; B = 0.2 kg m-2; C = 0.8 

kg m-2; D = 2.4 kg m-2. 

 

 
Figure 16. Dry weight:fresh weight ratio of white turnip (cv. ‘Tokyo Cross’) root 

over four biochar treatments and six replicated blocks.  A = Control; B = 0.2 kg m-2; 

C = 0.8 kg m-2; D = 2.4 kg m-2. 
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Figure 17. Median root dry weight:fresh weight ratio of both white turnip cultivars 

over four biochar treatments.  A = Control; B = 0.2 kg m-2; C = 0.8 kg m-2; D = 2.4 kg 

m-2. Columns which do not share a common letter are significantly different 

(Friedman’s test, P < 0.05) 

 

 

5.4 Chlorophyll Test 

Mean chlorophyll meter readings using the SPAD Chlorophyll Meter are given in 

table 6. They range from 37.65 (treatments A and D) to 38.87 (treatment B), a 

variation of 3.2% from the control, but there were no significant differences 

(Friedman’s test). 

 

Table 4. Mean SPAD Chlorophyll Meter readings on 15/09/14. A = Control; B = 0.2 

kg m-2; C = 0.8 kg m-2; D = 2.4 kg m-2. 

Treatment  A B C D 

Mean Reading  37.65 38.87 38.77 37.65 
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increase compared to the control (Kruskal Wallis, P<0.05) in all three indices. AWCD 

was highest in the low treatment at 1.30 but there were no further significant 

differences between the soils with biochar added.  

 

Table 5. Mean Microbial Diversity Indices from Biolog analysis. Low = 0.2 kg m-2; 

Medium = 0.8 kg m-2; High = 2.4 kg m-2. 

Biochar 

Treatment 

 

AWCD 

R  

(Species Richness) 

H  

(Shannon Index) 

Control  0.80 a 25.67 a 3.17 a 

Low  1.30 b 30.33 c 3.27 c 

Medium  1.00 b 29.00 b 3.22 b 

High  1.05 b 28.33 b 3.26 c 

Values within a column which do not share a common letter are significantly 

different (Kruskal Wallis, P < 0.05) 

 

Species richness (R) showed a similar trend – the low treatment had the highest well 

development, but in this case was significantly different from the other two biochar 

treatments, as well as the control. In two of the low treatment replicates, 30 wells 

developed a colour registering above the minimum (0.25) in the light meter, while all 

31 did this in the third one. All the soil samples produced the minimum well colour 

development in most wells, the lowest number being 25 in two of the control 

replicates. The low and high treatments had significantly higher Shannon index values 

than the medium treatment, and all were significantly higher than the control. 

 

Principal component analysis (fig. 18) showed clear variation between treatments. 

The first two principal components accounted for 52.2% of variability of the data. The 

cluster analysis, represented by a dendrogram (fig. 19), showed a similar pattern. Two 

groups, one consisting of treatments B and D and the other of A and C, emerged in 

both visual representations. The first node in the dendrogram (fig. 19) separates the B 

and D treatments from all but one of the C treatments and all of the control (A) 

treatments. Similarly, one of the C treatments in the PCA diagram (fig. 18) is on the 

same side of the y-axis as all the B and D treatments, and on the opposite side to the 

rest of the A and C treatments. 
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Figure 18. Scatter plot of the four treatments according to the first and second 

principal components. A = Control; B = 0.2 kg m-2; C = 0.8 kg m-2; D = 2.4 kg m-2. 

 

 
Figure 19. Dendrogram following cluster analysis of biolog plates. A = Control; B = 

0.2 kg m-2; C = 0.8 kg m-2; D = 2.4 kg m-2. 
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6 – Discussion 

 

6.1 Soil Characteristics 

The rate at which water moves through soil is governed by several factors, at least one 

of which must have been affected by biochar application since it took twice as long 

for water to move through soil with the highest application rate compared to soil with 

no biochar added. Root growth can increase the infiltration rate, and if this 

contributed to the variation between treatments it could be hypothesised that biochar 

had a negative effect on root development. The soil samples were taken from the 

spaces between plants however, and considering the narrow rooting structure of white 

turnip it is unlikely that this was a cause. Therefore a direct effect of biochar on water 

infiltration is more likely to be responsible. Change to soil structure is an unlikely 

cause since any structure was lost during preparation for the soil tests.  

 

The change to infiltration time may be related to the water holding capacity, which 

increased in the biochar treated plots. This is in line with several studies from 

temperate regions. Basso et al. (2013) reported a 23% increase in water holding 

capacity in a sandy loam in Iowa, USA while Karhu et al. (2011) found an 11% 

increase in an agricultural soil in Finland. In the present study, the highest biochar 

application rate also caused an 11% increase. This change may have been caused 

directly by the porosity of biochar. It follows that since the water had more pore 

spaces to infiltrate, it took longer for the first drop of water to appear in the infiltration 

test. If the enhanced WHC results in more plant available water, these results suggest 

a potential application of biochar as a buffer against drought. 

 

The lack of change in pH was an unexpected result considering the wide occurrence 

of increases in alkalinity following biochar application. The difference between the 

pH value for the highest treatment and the control was just 0.03, meaning the pH was 

essentially unaffected. The decrease of 0.2 in the lowest treatment is also 

unremarkable. Kloss et al. (2014, see table 1), investigating biochar effects on three 

different soils, found that pH increased in the acidic soil from 5.4 to 6.1. The more 

alkaline soils (with pH values of 6.6 and 7.2) did not undergo changes to pH. The 

biochar used in this study had a HTT of 650°C and hence would be expected to have a 

higher pH than that used by Kloss et al. (2014). Streubel et al. (2011) observed 



	   39 

increases in pH in 5 different soils with biochars from 4 different feedstocks. Such 

results suggest that the liming effect of biochar is very robust, which is in contrast to 

the unclear results from this study. However, it is not unprecedented for soil pH to 

remain unchanged after biochar application – similar results were reported by 

Güereña et al. (2013). 

 

Conductivity, which can be used as a surrogate measure for CEC, appeared to 

decrease compared to the control. This is a noteworthy finding, because the effect of 

biochar on CEC in temperate soils is not yet clear (Lehmann, 2007a). Biochar is often 

credited with the ability to reduce leaching and this strongly related to CEC 

(Rajkovich, 2012). At the beginning of this study, one of the expected effects of 

biochar was to reduce leaching but these results, though tentative, suggest that this 

biochar did not increase the soils ability to retain nutrients and therefore would not 

reduce leaching. 

 

 

6.2 Seed Compost Amendment Trial 

The method used to test germination success may have benefitted from more in depth 

recording of data. Daily records in the week following sowing might have revealed 

variation in germination time and early seedling growth. Rice (2014) reported faster 

germination and a higher success of germination in biochar amended seeding 

compost. The high quality of the seed compost used in the present study may be 

difficult to improve upon and hence any benefit from biochar could be redundant in 

this particular medium. This would explain the failure to replicate the findings by 

Rice (2014). As stated in the introduction, other studies have observed no effect of 

biochar on germination and early seedling growth (Bargmann et al., 2013, Free et al., 

2010), similarly to this study. 

 

The variation in the fresh biomass of the ‘Tokyo Cross’ seedlings may have been 

responsible for the lack of any observed effect of biochar. Perhaps if more uniformity 

had been achieved in the growing process, a clear effect would have been observed. 

Despite the lack of a biologically significant effect, the trend of increasing dry matter 

(DM) with higher application rates of biochar (fig. 6) is noteworthy. Chan et al. 

(2007) found that DM of radish increased with biochar application in a poor soil when 



	   40 

fertiliser was also added, but not when fertiliser was absent. The authors attributed 

this effect to better plant root development due to biochar effects on the soil quality – 

specifically reducing the tensile strength and increasing the field capacity water 

content (similar to the WHC). This root development was credited with facilitating 

increased N use, and hence causing a higher DM content. In this study however, 

seedling growth took place in mixtures of seeding compost and biochar, which were 

low in nutrients compared to the soil in the field trial. 

 

The trend noted in the seedlings was not repeated in the outdoor trial. The difference 

noted in the outdoor trial was between two of the biochar treatments rather than 

between a biochar treatment and the control. This finding may suggest a negative 

effect of biochar on plant growth since the lowest treatment, which contained a very 

small amount of biochar (0.5 kg m-2) had a greater dry:fresh weight ratio than a 

treatment with 10 times as much biochar. However, since a similar contrast was not 

seen between this low treatment and the highest treatment, a negative effect of biochar 

is unlikely.  

 

The main aim of this part of the study was to examine growth of seedlings outdoors 

after germination with biochar, specifically whether enhanced seedling growth 

translated to better growth after planting outdoors. In that regard, the present study 

can be considered at best a partial success, since there were no biologically significant 

effects on seedlings. While differences at the P<0.1 level are noteworthy, they cannot 

be used as a basis for making any strong claims.  

 

Plant dry matter levels are an indicator of nutrient density – plants with higher dry 

matter concentrations can be expected to contain more nutrients and this is important 

for human nutrition. Organically grown food appears to contain more dry matter and 

hence may have more health benefits than conventionally grown food (Lairon, 2009, 

Brandt et al., 2011). It is not clear whether increased dry matter leads to an actual 

increased intake of nutrients and vitamins in humans (Brandt et al., 2011). 
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6.3 Soil Amendment Trial 

The overall lack of variation in plant growth between treatments across several 

parameters was not particularly unexpected. The effects of biochar application to 

fertile soils in temperate regions are as yet unclear and variable between studies. The 

one significant difference observed (fig. 17) was between the low and medium 

treatments, with the high treatment and the control falling roughly halfway between 

them. This pattern is very difficult to explain, since it appears to be quite independent 

of biochar application.  

 

The variation in biomass within the replicated blocks may be responsible for the lack 

of significant effects or trends. Due to logistical constraints the seedlings were planted 

later than originally planned, by which stage they had begun to show substantial 

variation in height, possibly due to competition for light. Therefore the seedlings were 

already of variable size when they were planted. This could have caused a 

considerable obscuring of any differences that may have existed between the 

treatments.  

 

Several field trials conducted in temperate regions and on fertile soils have found no 

effect of biochar on crop growth (Table 1). Jones et al. (2012) found no effect on 

maize growth in a Welsh study while Borchard et al. (2014) found the same in 

Germany, but suggested that this may have been due to the rooting structure of the 

plant. Out of seven trials in Scotland and England examined by Hammond et al. 

(2013), three showed no significant effect. Tammeorg et al. (2014) found no effect on 

wheat, turnip rape and faba bean crops in Finland. Karer et al. (2013) observed 

negative effects without fertiliser and no effect with fertiliser in crops of maize wheat 

and sunflower. Gathorne-Hardy et al. (2009) found no effect on spring barley when 

no fertiliser was added to the soil, but a 30% increase when fertiliser and biochar were 

added in combination. Based on the latter trial, it is possible that addition of fertiliser 

in this study could have brought about a yield increase in the biochar plots. Most of 

the studies in Table 1 used N fertiliser of various types, either in all plots or as a 

second treatment in order to study the combined effects of biochar and fertiliser. Due 

to the richness of the soil in this study, it was decided against using fertiliser. The 

finding by Schultz et al. (2013) that biochar had a stronger positive effect on oat crop 

growth in poor sandy soil than in a rich loam soil also points to a possible reason for 
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the lack of an effect in this study. The soil may be of such high fertility that it is 

difficult to make any substantial improvements. 

 

Summer rainfall was below average (Met Éireann, 2014) in the study area and after 

the first week of planting out, the trial plots were not watered. However, based on 

regular visual inspection of the plots, the plants did not suffer from drought stress to 

any large degree. Hence the potential effect of biochar on WHC was not tested. Karer 

et al. (2013) found that biochar caused an increase in spring barley growth in a 

drought year, and this may be a potential use of biochar. 

 

 

6.4 Community Level Physiological Profile 

AWCD is seen as a representation of the inoculum density in the test soil and hence 

an indicator of microbial biomass. The Biolog test results from this study imply that 

biochar increased the soil microbial biomass. However, bearing in mind that there are 

far more reliable tests for microbial biomass, these results are tentative at best. 

Garland (1997) notes that a higher density of microbes can cause differences in the 

other two indices, even if the same species are present. This can be seen from the 

calculation used to determine species richness (R), which counts the number of wells 

scoring above 0.25. Two samples with the same species richness but different 

inoculum densities could cause different numbers of wells to develop a colour score 

above 0.25. These two indices must therefore be treated with a certain amount of 

caution. Despite these reservations, the indication from the species richness (R) and 

Shannon indices is that the number of species increased in the biochar plots. 

Importantly, the Shannon Index suggests that the relative abundances of species are 

fairly equal. Increased microbial diversity in the soil has the potential to enhance 

nutrient transformations and hence improve plant nutrition (Drinkwater and Snapp, 

2007, Brady and Weil, 2010) 

 

CLPP is reliable in showing whether there has been a change to a microbial 

community but it is limited in describing what changes have occurred (Garland, 

1997). The PCA and cluster analysis results are quite clear in showing differences 

between the treatments and consistent in showing which treatments differ the most – 

they both agree the treatments are divided into two groups, A and C in one and B and 
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D in the other. The Shannon Index (table 5) has a similar division, with B and D 

significantly different from A and C. However, the grouping together of the control 

soil with the medium biochar treatment does not allow a simple interpretation such as 

a linear relationship between biochar application rate and microbial community 

structure.  The biodiversity indices do not appear to correlate with the PCA and 

cluster analysis but, interestingly, the grouping together of treatment A with C and B 

with D in the latter matches the very slight trend seen in the plant biomass (figs. 12 

and 14) and the one significant finding of differences in dry matter concentration 

between treatments (fig. 17).  

 

Though microbial activity is linked with nutrient availability and hence plant growth 

(Drinkwater and Snapp, 2007), biochar application is unlikely to be responsible for 

this grouping. In the studies from the literature review (see table 2), significant 

biochar effects had simple patterns unlike the one found here – the studied parameter 

either increased, decreased or increased and then decreased in response to increasing 

rates of biochar application (Jones et al., 2012, Quilliam et al., 2012, Karer et al., 

2013, Vaccari et al., 2011, Gathorne-Hardy et al., 2009). Attempts to link similar 

patterns within the study must be treated with caution since there is a risk of reporting 

trends that do not exist. The grouping discussed here ignores the majority of plant 

growth results obtained in the present study, which did not show a pattern similar to 

the Biolog results. 

 

Anders et al. (2013) noted changes to microbial communities in three agricultural 

soils in Austria. Altered nutrient availability and pH were thought to be largely 

responsible. Nutrient enrichment was linked strongly with the changes in the two less 

fertile soils. As stated in the introduction, several researchers have found changes to 

microbial communities with biochar application, including in temperate soils, with the 

causes varying among studies. Kolb et al. (2009) attributed increases in microbial 

biomass to increased mineralization, and Watzinger et al. (2014) made a similar 

assertion, noting that pH may also have contributed. In the present study, the soil tests 

showed at least slight changes in all parameters and therefore none can be linked 

directly to the changes seen in the CLPP. 
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7 – Conclusions 

 

The lack of any clear effect, either positive or negative, is an important point. As 

discussed in the introduction, several aspects of the interaction between biochar and 

soil have to be carefully examined before it can be considered a viable technology. 

One of these is the effect on crop growth in fertile temperate soils. From this study, 

soil amendment with biochar can be recommended as a method of carbon 

sequestration with no negative consequences on plant yield or soil qualities. While 

these results do not add to the case for biochar as a commercial proposition, it must be 

recognized that this is one amongst many similar studies, several of which have found 

positive effects.  

 

As well as causing changes to soil hydrology and the soil microbial community, there 

is weak evidence for an increase in the dry matter concentration of seedlings and 

mature plants. These all suggest that there is potential for biochar to become a useful 

horticultural material. Based on this, a number of recommendations can be made for 

future studies. Tests on germination and early seedling growth could involve different 

seed composts and more detailed measurement, specifically keeping a daily record of 

growth in the first few weeks after sowing. The lack of clarity in these results may 

have been largely due to heterogeneity in plant size when transplanting took place. 

This could be avoided with better planning of planting dates. 

 

It is hoped that the biochar plots will remain available for future studies. This is 

important because, as discussed above, there are very few long-term trials in 

temperate climates. The short space of time between application to the soil and 

planting that occurred in this study will not be an issue. An examination of the soil 

nutrients would be extremely pertinent as the prevention of leaching is a widely 

touted quality of biochar. Future studies could also investigate combinations of 

biochar with organic fertiliser since other studies have found no effect of biochar 

amendment on its own but positive effects when combined with fertiliser. 

 
 

 

 



	   45 

Acknowledgements 

The author wishes to thank Prof. Peter Jones, Mr. Eoin Lettice, Mr. Klaus 

Laitenberger and Ms. Mairead Kiely for advice and assistance with all aspects of the 

project. 

 
 
 

References 

 

Amonette, J. E., Joseph, S. (2009) Characteristics of biochar: Microchemical 

properties. Biochar for environmental management: Science and technology. 

Earthscan, London, 33-52. 

 

Anders, E., Watzinger, A., Rempt, F., Kitzler, B., Wimmer, B., Zehetner, F., Stahr, 

K., Zechmeister-Boltenstern, S., Soja, G. (2013) Biochar affects the structure rather 

than the total biomass of microbial communities in temperate soils. Agricultural and 

Food Science, 22(4), 404-423. 

 

Augustenborg, C. A., Hepp, S., Kammann, C., Hagan, D., Schmidt, O., & Müller, C. 

(2012). Biochar and earthworm effects on soil nitrous oxide and carbon dioxide 

emissions. Journal of environmental quality, 41(4), 1203-1209. 

 

Bargmann, I., Rillig, M. C., Buss, W., Kruse, A., & Kuecke, M. (2013). Hydrochar 

and biochar effects on germination of spring barley. Journal of Agronomy and Crop 

Science, 199(5), 360-373. 

 

Basso, A. S., Miguez, F. E., Laird, D. A., Horton, R., & Westgate, M. (2013). 

Assessing potential of biochar for increasing water-holding capacity of sandy 

soils. GCB Bioenergy, 5(2), 132-143. 

 

Bell, J., & Watson, M. (2008). A history of Irish farming, 1750-1950. 

 

Bidegain, R. A., Kaemmerer, M., Guiresse, M., Hafidi, M., Rey, F., Morard, P., & 

Revel, J. C. (2000). Effects of humic substances from composted or chemically 



	   46 

decomposed poplar sawdust on mineral nutrition of ryegrass. The Journal of 

Agricultural Science, 134(03), 259-267. 

 

Biederman, L. A., & Harpole, W. S. (2013). Biochar and its effects on plant 

productivity and nutrient cycling: a meta-analysis. GCB Bioenergy, 5(2), 202-214. 

 

Borchard, N., Wolf, A., Laabs, V., Aeckersberg, R., Scherer, H. W., Moeller, A., & 

Amelung, W. (2012). Physical activation of biochar and its meaning for soil fertility 

and nutrient leaching–a greenhouse experiment. Soil Use and Management, 28(2), 

177-184. 

 

Borchard, N., Siemens, J., Ladd, B., Möller, A., & Amelung, W. (2014). Application 

of biochars to sandy and silty soil failed to increase maize yield under common 

agricultural practice. Soil and Tillage Research, 144, 184-194. 

 

Brady, N. C., & Weil, R. R. (2010). Elements of the nature and properties of soils (p. 

383). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Educational International. 

 

Brandt, K., Leifert, C., Sanderson, R., & Seal, C. J. (2011). Agroecosystem 

management and nutritional quality of plant foods: the case of organic fruits and 

vegetables. Critical Reviews in Plant Sciences, 30(1-2), 177-197. 

 

Brown, R. A., Kercher, A. K., Nguyen, T. H., Nagle, D. C., & Ball, W. P. (2006). 

Production and characterization of synthetic wood chars for use as surrogates for 

natural sorbents. Organic Geochemistry, 37(3), 321-333. 

 

Chan, K. Y., & Xu, Z. (2009). Biochar: nutrient properties and their 

enhancement. Biochar for environmental management: science and technology, 

Earthscan, London, 67-84. 

 

Chan, K. Y., Van Zwieten, L., Meszaros, I., Downie, A., & Joseph, S. (2008). 

Agronomic values of greenwaste biochar as a soil amendment. Soil Research, 45(8), 

629-634. 



	   47 

 

de Bertoldi, M. D., Vallini, G. E., & Pera, A. (1983). The biology of composting: a 

review. Waste Management & Research, 1(2), 157-176. 

 

Diacono, M., & Montemurro, F. (2010). Long-term effects of organic amendments on 

soil fertility. A review. Agronomy for Sustainable Development, 30(2), 401-422. 

 

Downie, A., Crosky, A., & Munroe, P. (2009). Physical properties of biochar. Biochar 

for environmental management: Science and technology, Earthscan, London, 13-32. 

 

Downie, A. E., Van Zwieten, L., Smernik, R. J., Morris, S., & Munroe, P. R. (2011). 

Terra Preta Australis: Reassessing the carbon storage capacity of temperate 

soils. Agriculture, ecosystems & environment, 140(1), 137-147. 

 

Drinkwater, L. E., Snapp, S. S. (2007) Nutrients in agroecosystems: Rethinking the 

management paradigm. Advances in Agronomy 92, 163-186. 

 

Dumroese, R. K., Heiskanen, J., Englund, K., & Tervahauta, A. (2011). Pelleted 

biochar: Chemical and physical properties show potential use as a substrate in 

container nurseries. Biomass and Bioenergy, 35(5), 2018-2027. 

 

Free, H. F., McGill, C. R., Rowarth, J. S., & Hedley, M. J. (2010). The effect of 

biochars on maize (Zea mays) germination. New Zealand journal of agricultural 

research, 53(1), 1-4. 

 

Garland, J. L. (1997). Analysis and interpretation of community-level physiological 

profiles in microbial ecology. FEMS Microbiology Ecology, 24(4), 289-300. 

 

Gathorne-Hardy, A., Knight, J., & Woods, J. (2009, February). Biochar as a soil 

amendment positively interacts with nitrogen fertiliser to improve barley yields in the 

UK. In IOP Conference Series: Earth and Environmental Science (Vol. 6, No. 37, p. 

372052). IOP Publishing. 

 



	   48 

Güereña, D., Lehmann, J., Hanley, K., Enders, A., Hyland, C., & Riha, S. (2013). 

Nitrogen dynamics following field application of biochar in a temperate North 

American maize-based production system. Plant and soil, 365(1-2), 239-254. 

 

Hammond, J., Shackley, S., Prendergast-Miller, M., Cook, J., Buckingham, S., & 

Pappa, V. A. (2013). Biochar field testing in the UK: outcomes and implications for 

use. Carbon Management, 4(2), 159-170. 

 

Jeffery, S., Verheijen, F. G. A., Van Der Velde, M., & Bastos, A. C. (2011). A 

quantitative review of the effects of biochar application to soils on crop productivity 

using meta-analysis. Agriculture, Ecosystems & Environment, 144(1), 175-187. 

 

Jeffery, S., Verheijen, F. G., Bastos, A. C., & Velde, M. (2014). A comment on 

‘Biochar and its effects on plant productivity and nutrient cycling: a meta-analysis': 

on the importance of accurate reporting in supporting a fast-moving research field 

with policy implications. GCB Bioenergy, 6(3), 176-179. 

 

Jin, H., Lehmann, J., & Thies, J. E. (2008, September). Soil microbial community 

response to amending maize soils with maize stover charcoal. In Proceedings of the 

2008 conference of international biochar initiative (pp. 8-10). 

 

Jones, D. L., Rousk, J., Edwards-Jones, G., DeLuca, T. H., & Murphy, D. V. (2012). 

Biochar-mediated changes in soil quality and plant growth in a three year field 

trial. Soil Biology and Biochemistry, 45, 113-124. 

 

Karer, J., Wimmer, B., Zehetner, F., Kloss, S., & Soja, G. (2013). Biochar application 

to temperate soils: effects on nutrient uptake and crop yield under field 

conditions. Agricultural and Food Science, 22(4), 390-403. 

 

Karhu, K., Mattila, T., Bergström, I., & Regina, K. (2011). Biochar addition to 

agricultural soil increased CH4 uptake and water holding capacity – Results from a 

short-term pilot field study. Agriculture, Ecosystems & Environment, 140(1), 309-

313. 



	   49 

 

Keeling, A. A., McCallum, K. R., & Beckwith, C. P. (2003). Mature green waste 

compost enhances growth and nitrogen uptake in wheat (Triticum aestivum L.) and 

oilseed rape (Brassica napus L.) through the action of water-extractable 

factors. Bioresource Technology, 90(2), 127-132. 

 

Kloss, S., Zehetner, F., Wimmer, B., Buecker, J., Rempt, F., & Soja, G. (2014). 

Biochar application to temperate soils: Effects on soil fertility and crop growth under 

greenhouse conditions. Journal of Plant Nutrition and Soil Science, 177(1), 3-15. 

 

Kolb, S. E., Fermanich, K. J., & Dornbush, M. E. (2009). Effect of charcoal quantity 

on microbial biomass and activity in temperate soils. Soil Science Society of America 

Journal, 73(4), 1173-1181 

 

Laird, D., Fleming, P., Wang, B., Horton, R., & Karlen, D. (2010). Biochar impact on 

nutrient leaching from a Midwestern agricultural soil. Geoderma, 158(3), 436-442. 

 

Lairon, D. (2010). Nutritional quality and safety of organic food. A review..Agronomy 

for sustainable development, 30(1), 33-41. 

 

Lehmann, J., Kern, D., German, L., Mccann, J., Martins, G. C., & Moreira, A. (2003). 

Soil fertility and production potential. In Amazonian dark earths (pp. 105-124). 

Springer Netherlands.. 

 

Lehmann, J. (2007a). Bio-energy in the black. Frontiers in Ecology and the 

Environment, 5(7), 381-387. 

 

Lehmann, J. (2007b). A handful of carbon. Nature, 447(7141), 143-144. 

 

Lehmann, J., Rillig, M. C., Thies, J., Masiello, C. A., Hockaday, W. C., & Crowley, 

D. (2011). Biochar effects on soil biota–a review. Soil Biology and 

Biochemistry, 43(9), 1812-1836. 

 



	   50 

Liang, B. (2008) The Biogeochemistry of Black Carbon in Soils, PhD Thesis, Cornell 

University, Ithaca, NY 

 

Met Éireann (2014) Seasonal Weather Summary, Summer 2014. Obtained online on 

18/9/2014 at http://www.met.ie/climate/MonthlyWeather/seas1.pdf 

 

Mulcahy, D. N., Mulcahy, D. L., & Dietz, D. (2013). Biochar soil amendment 

increases tomato seedling resistance to drought in sandy soils. Journal of Arid 

Environments, 88, 222-225. 

 

Nelissen, V., Ruysschaert, G., Müller-Stöver, D., Bodé, S., Cook, J., Ronsse, F., 

Shackley, S., Boeckx, P., Hauggaard-Nielsen, H. (2014). Short-term effect of 

feedstock and pyrolysis temperature on biochar characteristics, soil and crop response 

in temperate soils. Agronomy, 4(1), 52-73. 

 

Prommer, J., Wanek, W., Hofhansl, F., Trojan, D., Offre, P., Urich, T., Schleper, C., 

Sassmann, S., Kitzler, B., Soja, G.,  & Hood-Nowotny, R. C. (2014). Biochar 

Decelerates Soil Organic Nitrogen Cycling but Stimulates Soil Nitrification in a 

Temperate Arable Field Trial. PloS one, 9(1), e86388. 

 

Quilliam, R. S., Marsden, K. A., Gertler, C., Rousk, J., DeLuca, T. H., & Jones, D. L. 

(2012). Nutrient dynamics, microbial growth and weed emergence in biochar 

amended soil are influenced by time since application and reapplication 

rate. Agriculture, Ecosystems & Environment, 158, 192-199. 

 

Rajkovich, S., Enders, A., Hanley, K., Hyland, C., Zimmerman, A. R., & Lehmann, J. 

(2012). Corn growth and nitrogen nutrition after additions of biochars with varying 

properties to a temperate soil. Biology and Fertility of Soils, 48(3), 271-284. 

 

Robertson, S. J., Rutherford, P. M., Lopez-Gutierrez, J. C., & Massicotte, H. B. 

(2012). Biochar enhances seedling growth and alters root symbioses and properties of 

sub-boreal forest soils. Canadian Journal of Soil Science, 92(2), 329-340. 

 



	   51 

Rice, D. (2014) The Effects of Biochar on Plant Growth. BSc Thesis, University 

College Cork.  

 

Schulz, H., Dunst, G., & Glaser, B. (2013). Positive effects of composted biochar on 

plant growth and soil fertility. Agronomy for sustainable development, 33(4), 817-

827. 

 

Solaiman, Z. M., Murphy, D. V., & Abbott, L. K. (2012). Biochars influence seed 

germination and early growth of seedlings. Plant and soil, 353(1-2), 273-287. 

 

Spokas, K. A., Cantrell, K. B., Novak, J. M., Archer, D. W., Ippolito, J. A., Collins, 

H. P., Akwasi A. Boateng, Isabel M. Lima, Marshall C. Lamb, Andrew J. McAloon, 

Rodrick D. Lentz, & Nichols, K. A. (2012). Biochar: a synthesis of its agronomic 

impact beyond carbon sequestration. Journal of Environmental Quality, 41(4), 973-

989. 

 

Streubel, J. D., Collins, H. P., Garcia-Perez, M., Tarara, J., Granatstein, D., & Kruger, 

C. E. (2011). Influence of contrasting biochar types on five soils at increasing rates of 

application. Soil Science Society of America Journal, 75(4), 1402-1413. 

 

Tammeorg, P., Simojoki, A., Mäkelä, P., Stoddard, F. L., Alakukku, L., & Helenius, 

J. (2014). Biochar application to a fertile sandy clay loam in boreal conditions: effects 

on soil properties and yield formation of wheat, turnip rape and faba bean. Plant and 

Soil, 374(1-2), 89-107. 

 

Thies, J. E., & Rillig, M. C. (2009). Characteristics of biochar: biological 

properties. Biochar for environmental management: Science and technology, 85-105. 

 

Vaccari, F. P., Baronti, S., Lugato, E., Genesio, L., Castaldi, S., Fornasier, F., & 

Miglietta, F. (2011). Biochar as a strategy to sequester carbon and increase yield in 

durum wheat. European Journal of Agronomy, 34(4), 231-238. 

 

Verheijen, F.G.A., Jeffery, S., Bastos, A.C., van der Velde, M., and Diafas, I. (2009). 

Biochar Application to Soils - A Critical Scientific Review of Effects on Soil 



	   52 

Properties, Processes and Functions. EUR 24099 EN, Office for the Official 

Publications of the European Communities, Luxembourg, 149pp.  

 

Watzinger, A., Feichtmair, S., Kitzler, B., Zehetner, F., Kloss, S., Wimmer, B., 

Zechmeister-Boltenstern, S., & Soja, G. (2014). Soil microbial communities 

responded to biochar application in temperate soils and slowly metabolized 

13C-labelled biochar as revealed by 13C PLFA analyses: results from a short-term 

incubation and pot experiment. European Journal of Soil Science, 65(1), 40-51. 

 

Zheng, J., Stewart, C. E., & Cotrufo, M. F. (2012). Biochar and nitrogen fertilizer 

alters soil nitrogen dynamics and greenhouse gas fluxes from two temperate 

soils. Journal of environmental quality, 41(5), 1361-1370. 

 

 


