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COMPOST  IMPROVES SOIL AND PROVIDES NUTRIENTS TO PLANTS

By Ginger Easton Smith, Texas AgriLife Extension

Did you make a New Year’s resolution to do get your yard in better shape or to grow a vegetable garden this year?  Or, maybe to be a little “greener”?  Composting can help accomplish all these things.  Putting yard and kitchen waste into a compost pile reduces what goes into the landfill, and since compost is rich in nutrients, putting some around your plants feeds them, releasing nutrients slowly over time..  

Compost improves both sandy, and clay soil; it increases the water and nutrient-holding capacities of sandy soil and improves the texture of clay soil.  The beneficial microorganisms and organic matter improve the soil in the long term as well.

It is a natural process in which microorganisms convert organic matter into a soil-like material. Making a compost pile just gives the process a boost.  Although it will be slow during the cool (to cold!) weather we are having now, decomposition will still take place.

Air, water, carbon and nitrogen are required for composting to occur.  Compost can be made in a pile or in some type of bin made of chicken wire, wood or various other materials.  The size will depend on the space and the amount of organic material available, but the minimum size for a large enough mass to produce the needed heat to decay the materials quickly is three feet tall, by three feet wide and three feet long.

Begin by making a layer of small branches and twigs several inches thick to allow air circulation under the pile.  Add a six to eight inch layer of dry, brown materials such as wood chips, dry leaves, and twigs; these materials are high in carbon.  Next, add a two to three inch layer of high nitrogen materials such as grass clippings, green leaves, manure, and kitchen scraps (including coffee grounds).

Shredding or chopping materials is not required but it will speed up the decomposition.  They can be chopped with a machete or shredded with a lawn mower or chipper to a size of 1/8 to 1/2 inch.  Do not add meat, bones, dairy products, dog or cat droppings, or diseased plants.

Cover the high nitrogen materials with a one inch layer of soil or finished compost.  Repeat this layering process, wetting each layer as you build the pile, until it reaches the desired size.  The top of the pile should be flat or have a shallow depression to collect water.  

Within two weeks after building it, the center of the pile should be hot.  If it is not and the pile is moist, more nitrogen is probably needed.  This can be added as green plant material, manure or nitrogen fertilizer.  If you have the space, having more than one pile works well.  One pile can be decomposing while you are building the next one. 

Turning the pile will speed up the process because it gets air into the compost, and the microorganisms that cause the decay need oxygen.  If possible, turn or mix the pile once a week.  Turn it every couple days if you are in a hurry for your compost to be ready.  If the pile smells rotten or like ammonia it needs oxygen and should be turned.  A pitchfork is the easiest hand tool for turning it, but a shovel can also be used.  And, if you don't want to turn it or don’t have the time, that is OK too.  It will still decompose; it will just take a bit longer.

Moisture is very important for composting.  The pile should never be allowed to dry out.  Try to keep it moist, but not soggy.  Check it at least once a week and sprinkle with water if needed.  

Covering the compost pile with plastic or large leaves such as palm fronds can help retain moisture and heat.  It will also keep the pile from becoming too wet when it rains, which could leach out the nitrogen and reduce the airflow.  

When the organic material is composting it may become quite acidic, which can slow down the decay by the microorganisms.  Add a few handfuls of lime before turning the pile to neutralize the acidity. 

The compost is ready when it looks like soil and has a good, earthy smell to it.  Depending on the weather conditions, the materials being composted, and how often the pile is turned, this takes two to about ten months.  Spread it around all of your plants, but keep it an inch or so from the trunk or stem.  They will be happy and you will have fulfilled a resolution or two.
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