
Courthouse, 3  Floorrd

100 E. Tyler St.

Athens, TX 75751

Phone:  (903)675-6130

Fax: (903)677-7222

http://henderson.agrilife.org/

May 8, 2015

AGRIVIEW

By: Rick Hirsch
County Extension Agent

Homemade compost is popular with gardeners and landscape enthusiasts. Compost

is an effective, efficient and natural way to treat the soil and you can make it yourself.

Composting is the controlled biological decomposition and conversion of solid

organic material into a humus like substance. Various microorganisms such as bacteria,

actinomyces and fungi break down the organic compounds into simpler substances. 

During composting, the microorganisms consume oxygen while feeding an organic

matter. By properly managing air, moisture and nutrients, the composting process can

transform large quantities or organic material into compost in a relatively short time.

Composting is more efficient when the major factors - oxygen, nitrogen, carbon,

moisture and temperature - are properly managed. Finished compost is used as a mulch or

soil conditioner.

Compost is made from two basic kinds of materials. One kind includes “brown

materials” high in carbon, such as leaves, wood ships, sawdust, hay, straw and shredded

paper. The other includes “green materials” high in nitrogen, such as grass clippings,

weeds, manure and food scraps. Food scraps may include any fruit or vegetable waste

along with peels and seeds, coffee grounds, egg shells and nut shells. One word of caution, 

Educational programs of the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service are open to all people without regard to race, color, religion, sex, national
origin, age, disability, genetic information or veteran status.

The Texas A&M University System, U. S. Department of Agriculture, and the County Commissioners Courts of Texas Cooperating.

http://henderson-tx.tamu.edu
http://henderson.agrilife.org/


-2- 

do not include meat scraps, bones, dairy products, oils or fat. Also, do not use dog and cat

manure.

Mix these carbon and nitrogen ingredients well in your compost bin in a ratio of

three parts carbon, or brown ingredients, to one part nitrogen, the green materials. You

can add a little soil to help start the process. Add water until the materials are completely

damp, but not wet. Stir weekly with a pitchfork to aerate. Within four to five days the

temperature will rise, indicating the composting process is under way. If you manage your

compost properly, you’ll see that after three or four months the pile will have settled to

about half it’s original height, and the temperature will be lower. The pile should look like

dark, crumbly soil with small pieces or organic material, with a sweet, earthy smell. You’ve

got compost!

One of the major fears and complaints about backyard compost is the smell. “A

properly managed compost pile doesn’t generate odor”, the compost expert says, listing five

possible causes for a rotten or sulfurous stench; too many food scraps lumped together, too

much moisture, grass clippings matted together, ingredients shredded too small and lack of

oxygen.

The compost authority looks at the problems and their solutions. If there are too

many food scraps, eliminate them or put them in a worm bin. Or, mix the food wastes more

evenly throughout the pile. Add coarser brown materials to allow more air between the

moist scraps. 

If the compost pile is too wet, turn the pile while adding some dry, high carbon

materials. The odor eventually will correct itself as the pile drives off excess moisture. 
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Cover the bin during rainy spells. Follow the same technique for grass clippings wadded in 

a large clump.

Water conservation doesn’t seem too important right now, but it will in June, July

and August. Proper maintenance is a key principle in reducing water requirements in the

landscape. Maintenance practices, such as mulching, mowing and fertilizing greatly impact

the water efficiency of any landscape, as well as the landscape’s ability to survive a hot, dry

summer. 

Research at Texas A&M University has shown that unmulched soil may lose twice

as much water to evaporation as mulched soil. Mulch is a layer of material covering the soil

surface around plants. Mulches can be organic materials, such as shredded bark, compost

and wood chips; or inorganic materials, such as lava rock; limestone and woven plastic. 

Use a mulch where ever possible. A good mulch preserves soil moisture, prevents

soil compaction, keeps soil temperatures more moderate and reduces weed populations. In

case weeds do get a start, they are much easier to pull is a mulch has been used. 

Warm weather season is approaching and it’s time for pet owners to prepare for

flea and tick season. Recent rains combined with rising temperatures will give fleas and

ticks an optimal environment for reproduction. It is important to begin flea treatment as

early as possible. A good place to start is with a flea comb and a good bath for your pet.

Soap acts as a light insecticide and reduces the need for stronger chemicals. Adult fleas and

eggs can be controlled with medication from a veterinarian in the form of a pill or chemical

treatment applied to the back of the animal. A fenced yard can help control infestations by

preventing pets from being exposed to new flea and tick populations. Yards can also be

treated with granulated insecticides. It is also important to clean or dispose of pet bedding

material on a regular basis, as well as keep animal loafing areas clean. Keeping lawns 
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mowed can decrease pest problems. Short grass does not provide as much shade and

moisture for small insects like fleas and ticks. Aerosol foggers and liquid sprays, in addition

to a thorough cleaning, can help control fleas and ticks indoors.

IMPORTANT DATES:

May 19  - Farm & Ranch Tour - Cain Center - Athens - Buses depart at 9:00th

a.m. - Luncheon $5.00/person

Rick Hirsch is the Henderson County Extension Agent - Agriculture for the Texas

A&M AgriLife Extension Service. Visit our web page at http://henderson.agrilife.org/.
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