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COMPOSTING

By Heather Bywater, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Here in Rockport and the Coastal Bend, “fall” occurs in March and April, as our Live Oaks drop their old leaves and make way for the new leaves of Spring. What to do with all these leaves? If you have a large lot, you can blow or rake them into a corner and they will happily decompose and be gone by next year. Or you can use them as mulch around your trees and shrubs. But, if you put them all on your compost heap, your compost will be more acidic and they do take a long time to break down. So we suggest oak leaves in moderation on compost heaps or put them through a shredder or lawn mower first to chop them into smaller, pieces that will break down faster.

Why compost at all? It is a very good way to recycle your house and garden refuse into a wonderful soil amendment and at the same time it will save you money. As per Russ Bell, fellow Master Gardener, if you incorporate your compost into sand, or soil, it will allow the soil to hold water better and therefore you will not need to water so often. It also prevents “run off”, thus saving our bays from chemical fertilizers. It will provide almost all the nutrients your plants need, thereby, reducing your fertilizer. It is easy and it makes dollars and sense in many, many ways.

Here are suggestions for your compost heap. All you need is some chicken wire and four re-bars to form a 4’x 4’ square. You can line the bottom with newspaper or cardboard, as these encourage any earthworms that might be around. Then start layering the heap by putting in a layer of “brown” e.g. dried leaves, dried grass etc. approximately equal in weight to an amount of a “green” layer e.g. kitchen refuse (cabbage,spinach, any vegetable matter). Next sprinkle a small dose of ammonium sulphate to add nitrogen, and a handful of soil to add beneficial microorganisms. Mix these newest layers lightly if you wish to speed things up a bit and finally water the pile.

The success and science of compost is based on a carbon to nitrogen ratio. A 30:1 ratio of carbon to nitrogen by weight is ideal. Dry materials are high in carbon and low in nitrogen, as opposed to green “stuff” which is high in nitrogen and low in carbon. Repeat the layering as often as material becomes available for the pile. But, please, absolutely no meat, dairy, or pet products.

Some people like to turn compost heaps to speed things up. Personally, I find that our compost heap breaks down quite nicely without turning or fluffing and we have good compost within a year. If you want your compost quicker than that, then you will need to turn it with a compost fork to let air in.

If you do not have a compost heap yet, try it, its fun and its free!
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