
Project: Soil Recuperation

Objective: Promote the planting of “green manures” in an effort to 
recuperate unhealthy soil.

Purpose: To increase soil fertility and replace lost nutrients thus 
improving overall soil health and in turn increasing soil productivity and 
crop yield. On a long-term scale this can lead to increased income 
(from the sale of cash crops) and contribute to better nutrition in the 
household.

Result: The use of green manures to improve soil quality is a long term 
project. Results are proven, but not able to be demonstrated in the 
amount of time alloted for volunteer service.



Personal Experience with SOIL RECUPERATION : 

The recuperation of degraded soil is one of the primary focuses of the “technical assistance” work I 
perform in San Blas. The main tool employed in this process is the planting of Abonos Verdes (or green 
manures - I prefer the sound of the spanish term here).

Abonos verdes  are plants which have the ability to replace nutrients that have left the soil and do so 
through their nitrogen fixing capabilities or through the incorporation of their decomposing organic 
material into the soil. In short, most crops cultivated for consumption or sale, remove nutrients from the 
soil - abonos verdes (in various ways) replace these lost nutrients. 

My role has been to encourage local farmers to plant these abonos  in rotation with or among their 
existing crops. Along the scale of heavy-feeding crops, maize ranks near the top. It is a staple of life here 
and thus has been planted in every field since the founding of the community in the early 1960’s. For a 
period of time up until the recent crash of it’s price as commodity in Paraguay, cotton was also heavily 
planted in the community as it’s primary cash crop. Tobacco played a similar role only on a smaller 
scale. These three crops, planted in rotation with the “light-feeding” staple crop of the country - 
mandioca - have left the soil highly degraded after fifty-years of production without recuperative 
measures.

The planting of abonos verdes  and the incorporation of their organic material will improve soil quality. 
Unfortunately, these improvements are not witnessed overnight. Results will take time to be seen. This 
makes the planting - and maintenance of such species a difficult sell. In addition, matters are 
complicated by the high percentage of the land owned by each producer in the community that is often 
rented to third-party planters of soy and more recently wheat. As a result the consideration of the health 
of this rented soil is currently not of concern for the local.

(continued below)



Personal Experience with SOIL RECUPERATION (continued): 

I have found some success in encouraging local producers to plant abonos  verdes  on the portions of 
their land not being rented - portions which they are using for growing crops for self-consumption. The 
main technique in “selling” the idea of planting these abonos has been the stressing of their many 
secondary benefits. Each of the species has at least one (and often many) additional benefits to offer the 
producer - towards the improvement of his soil and/or his farm in general. These include: firewood 
production, use as windbreaks, erosion control, animal forage, human consumption, the ability to break-
up hardpan and the act of being melliferous (thus attracting bees and increasing honey production or 
fruit pollination). 

Some of the secondary benefits that have excited those in San Blas include: the ability for small tree 
species to be used as firewood; the use of some foliages as forage material or incorporation in feed 
mixes; and the human consumption of some of the legumes.

All of the species however have an ability that appeals to just about anyone who considering planting: 
they reduce weeds when used effectively as a system - and thus reduce the need to hoe or otherwise 
control those weeds. Weeds are competitive species and when an abono verde is planted and 
established in areas in which the weeds would otherwise grow - be it between existing crops or in a 
fallow portion of a field - the weed species will have difficulty propagating. 

Even with the promise of reducing weeds, reducing time spent hoeing and the eventual recuperation of 
soil and all the benefits that comes with it, the planting of abonos  verdes has been met with the general 
attitude of: “I’ll plants some if you provide me the seeds, but I probably won’t put forth the effort in 
maintaining them as I would something which I would be able to eat or sell”. 

Establishment of local seed sources has been one avenue taken in helping to work with this outlook. 

(written July 2011 based on observations between Dec 2009 - July 2011 by Kevin Boylan)


