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            WHAT IS A MASTER GARDENER?

By Ginger Easton Smith

County Extension Agent, Texas AgriLife Extension

Perhaps you’ve heard of Master Gardeners or some of their projects, such as the Green Acres demonstration garden, or the spring Hidden Garden Tour, or have seen articles written by them in this column.  Maybe you have thought it sounded like a fun club and wondered if you could join.  

Although it is fun, and association members have a keen interest in gardening, as do members of gardening clubs, the Master Gardeners is not a club.  Rather, it is a corps of knowledgeable and talented volunteers, highly trained by Texas AgriLife Extension Service to assist them in reaching more people in their mission to provide horticultural education.  As such, Master Gardeners meet crucial needs within communities by providing information generated by research at A&M or other universities as a free public service.  

The objectives of the Texas Master Gardener Program, for the state, are “to expand the capabilities of Texas AgriLife Extension Service to disseminate horticultural information to individuals and groups in the community, develop and enhance community projects related to horticulture, including: horticultural therapy projects, community gardens, and demonstration gardens, to develop a Master Gardener network to assist in administration of the local Master Gardener Program, and to enhance 4-H programs through the establishment of 4-H horticultural clubs and Junior Master Gardener groups”.  

Certified Texas Master Gardeners have received a minimum of 50 hours of instruction, passed an exam administered by Extension and volunteered at least 50 hours of time.  Annual recertification requires continuing education and volunteering.  

Topics covered in the training are practical botany, habitat gardening, rainwater harvesting, integrated pest management, turf, plant problems, tree planting, Earth Kind gardening, landscape plant selection, vegetable and container gardening, propagation, soils, fruits, composting and xeriscaping.     

Volunteer hours are spent doing such things as answering garden and landscape related questions at the Extension office, fairs, and other events; making educational presentations on plant-related subjects, and planting and maintaining demonstration gardens such as Green Acres, the gardens surrounding the Aransas County Texas AgriLife Extension office in Rockport.  In Aransas and San Patricio counties, there were 8,414 volunteer hours contributed by Master Gardeners in 2009! 

The very first Master Gardener program was begun by Washington State University in 1973 to expand the Extension Service’s reach in providing science-based horticultural information to home gardeners and community groups.  Master Gardener programs now exist across the country, always affiliated with a land grant college (in our case Texas A&M).

In Texas, the first Master Gardener class was held in 1979, eight years later Texas Cooperative Extension made an official commitment to a Master Gardener program with the hiring of a statewide coordinator.  In 1991, a statewide, non-profit organization was formed and called the Texas Master Gardener Association.

Master Gardeners in our community are members of the Aransas-San Patricio Master Gardeners, an active and effective association which, in turn, belongs to the Texas Master Gardeners Association. 

Master Gardener training is offered once a year, from August through early December.  Numerous other events including educational workshops, brown bag lunch presentations, plant sales, and the Hidden Garden Tour, as well as a series of Earth Kind landscaping classes are presented throughout the year.  

If you need answers to your gardening and home landscaping questions, or more information on the Aransas-San Patricio Master Gardener program and events, including the upcoming huge Spring Plant Sale (March 27, 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m.), call them at the Extension office at 790-0103 or visit their website at http://www.aspmastergardeners.org.  The website is a great resource for information on gardening in the Coastal Bend area.  In Our Coastal Gardens, an award-winning publication showcasing the best choices for the unique soil, sun, wind, and salt conditions of the Coastal Bend can be downloaded from the website, or picked up at no charge at the Extension office.  

Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

