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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

FEBRUARY - WHAT’S YOUR SOIL IQ? – TEST IT!

By Elayne Arne, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners


You knew it would happen. It was inevitable and here it is – a Master Gardener article on the exciting subject of learning about your dirt. I know you can hardly wait. I promise you will find the subject enlightening, maybe even useful. Not only that, you will find an important way to save money in this article, so read on homeowners!


What is Soil? By volume, soil is a mix of about 44% minerals, 25% air, 25% water and maybe 5% organic materials. As all of you who have hefted a shovel over the years would not find surprising, looking only at soil weight, 99% of its mass is mineral. Soil has physical properties such as texture and structure affecting movement of nutrients and water into and through the soil. Soil has chemical properties with acidity or alkalinity (ph) in particular affecting solubility of nutrients and their availability for plant growth. Our soils in Aransas and San Patricio County are primarily sandy, fast draining, alkaline soils. These local soils bring their own special set of challenges.


Now to the good part – saving money! You know the old sayings “Don’t throw good money after bad” and “Sometimes you have to spend money to save money.” Here is the plan that will ultimately save you money and help keep your plants their healthiest at the least chemical maintenance cost. Also, in a short time you learn something both new and interesting, that is - you will get “the dirt”, on exactly what is out there under your very own feet in your very own yard.

To start saving money and increasing your soil IQ, begin by stopping at the Aransas County Texas Cooperative Extension office. In the office, pick up a small soil sample bag (less than 2 cups) and the instructions. Take them home and do the minor shallow digging needed to gather a mixed sample per the instructions. This is usually 10 random samples of the top 6 inches or less of soil. Mix the samples together in a plastic (not metal) bucket, and then fill your sample bag. This sampling process took me less than 10 minutes.

Complete a form which will indicate to Texas A&M what you WANT to grow in the area you are sampling like “lawn, shrubs, flowers”, or something very specific like “vegetables” or “citrus orchard” which may or may not be what is growing there now. This will enable a tailoring of your results so that you will learn what specifically you need to do to accomplish your goals for the area sampled.

Return the sample to the Texas Cooperative Extension office and pay $10. This fee primarily covers the costs of postage, packaging and shipment handling of your sample. Remember, dirt is heavy to handle and ship around!

For that small fee you will receive access to scientific equipment at Texas A&M worth in excess of $500,000 dollars and received specific advice from soil scientists there about YOUR specific soil. Results are mailed to you in about 2 weeks. You receive instructions about how to read your report but can also contact the local Texas Cooperative Extension office with any test result questions you may have. Being able to talk with someone locally about your results is another great part of this deal.

The results are unique to YOU. The Texas Cooperative Extension office has seen next-door neighbors get completely different results and recommendations reflecting completely different use of fertilizers on the two properties over time. Specific details about your specific soil allow you to purchase only the fertilizers and nutrients you need and save money. With most fertilizers being petroleum based and the rising cost of petroleum, your savings over the next few years could be significant.

As a bonus, note that you will be visiting the amazing world of your Texas Cooperative Extension office twice – once to pick up the sample bag and form and once to drop it off. While you are at the office, look over all of the free materials there on many subjects of interest - horticulture, insects, wild and domesticated animals, nutrition, hunting and fishing. Also to be found at your local Texas Cooperative Extension office, are volunteer arms of the office. Trained Master Gardeners and Master Naturalists from our community are usually about and hoping to chat with you about your gardening challenges and other interests.

Increase your soil IQ. Resolve to take your sample in this month to learn where you stand. Then consult with Texas Cooperative Extension and local Master Gardeners on how to implement your test results.

Questions about horticulture in Aransas or San Patricio County?  Contact a Master Gardener at Aransas County Texas Cooperative Extension Office, phone 790-0103, M- F  8-5 PM, 611 East Mimosa.

Also don’t miss “Green Acres” Public Demonstration Gardens, 611 East Mimosa, Rockport, which is co-located with the Offices of Texas Cooperative Extension Service. The Gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, 7 days a week.

