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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS

          TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

COMPOSTING

By Frances Frizzell, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Compost, or decay, is nature’s way of coping with dead vegetation. Gardeners can help this process along by composting.  Compost is used to enrich gardens, improve soil, and as lawn top dressing. If composting is started in the fall, it could be ready to use in the spring. Dry leaves and plant material, plentiful in the fall, can be gathered and stored until spring when much green material is available to start a new compost pile.

Many articles and books are available on composting and details can get very confusing and overwhelming. Keep in mind, composting can be as simple or as involved as you would like – depending on availability of yard wastes, how quickly you want results, and how much effort you are willing to invest.

The easiest form of composting is cold or slow composting. Simply add yard wastes to a pile or in a bin as it accumulates. This method is maintenance-free and may take six months to two years to decompose. Keep weeds and diseased plants out of the pile since temperatures reached with cold composting may not be high enough to kill weed seeds and disease causing organisms. Chop or shred woody or large clippings.  Bury vegetable and/or fruit scraps within the pile. Moisten dry materials when added to the pile.  Turning or mixing the pile even once will really speed things up. You have compost when material on the bottom looks like dark, rich soil. Move the un-decomposed materials to a new bin or pile and start again.

Hot or fast composting involves more work to speed up the composting process. Choose a level, well-drained shady or sunny spot conveniently located. A bin will help contain a compost pile, but it is not absolutely necessary. Containing your compost in a 3-sided, 4-sided, round or square (mesh, wire, wooden, brick) bin will help retain moisture and heat. Because a free standing compost pile is A-shaped, the water will shed readily and it dries out too quickly. 

Compost material should have a carbon (brown) to nitrogen (green) ratio of 30:1. Equal parts of green and dry material will produce this ratio. Green prunings, old flowers, grass clippings, hair, feathers, veggie/fruit scraps, coffee/tea are examples of green material. Brown dry material includes dead fallen leaves and trimmings, straw/hay, woody plant parts, coffee filters, shredded cardboard or paper products. Add a handful of fertilizer if short on green materials. Chopped or shredded materials are best to use.

Make your compost pile about 3x3x3 feet. Any smaller and piles do not heat up well and any larger, piles are hard to maintain. Bins aid in heat retention and should be used for rapid composting and reaching the desired 140-160 degrees. If you do not have enough material for a 3x3x3 pile, simply stockpile your materials until you have enough for proper mixing.  

Moisture content for the pile should be about 50%. Too wet, it will smell; too dry, compost will not form. Add a layer of material, then water before adding more. For watering later, stick the end of the water hose deep in the pile or use a sprinkler. Pick up a handful of your pile and squeeze. Proper water consistency will produce a few drops of water.

For rapid composting the pile must be turned everyday for two to four weeks, or every other day for one to three months. Do not add anything to the pile once it is started. New material can be used to start a new pile or can be stored and kept dry until the first batch is done.

If done right, the pile will reach optimum temperatures within 24 to 48 hours. If not, the pile is too wet, too dry, or there is not enough green material (nitrogen) present. A cover will keep out excess moisture during a rain. Nitrogen can be increased with ammonium sulfate, grass clippings or fresh manure. Rapid composting can be detected by a pleasant odor, by heat production, by the growth of white fungi on the material, by a reduction of volume and by a color change to dark brown. As composting finishes, the temperature drops and compost is ready to use. Use compost as is, or sift to remove larger un-rotted material that can be used to start a new pile.

With any kind of composting effort you can help make every day Earth Day. Happy Gardening!

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Aransas County Texas Cooperative Extension, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the Aransas County Extension office. Generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners allow the gardens to be viewed at no charge during daylight hours, seven days a week.

