Week of December 14, 1997


Your Lawn’s Tiniest Wildlife

Willie Chance

Gardeners are surrounded by a multitude of creeping, crawling, hopping, flying and slithering things.  Squirrels swarm through the trees, moles burrow under our feet and birds flit through the trees.  We are surrounded by creatures both helpful and harmful.  Some are evident to us like birds and squirrels while others, like moles and snakes, are harder to locate.  Let me introduce you today to the tiniest wildlife.

These wildlife are small in size but mighty in numbers.  They are present in the billions even in the tiniest garden.  They come in uninvited, make our yards our home though unseen and unnoticed.  They are the microorganisms of our yards and gardens.

They are so tiny that 200,000 lined up end to end would make an inch.  However, their impact is all out of proportion to their size.  Though some cause disease, many more are harmless or even helpful. Some bacteria fertilize plants by 'fixing' nitrogen from the air into a form that plants can use.  Mycorrhizae have been called the queen of the soil plant world because they help roots take up nutrients - especially phosphorus.  Actinomycetes give soil its earthy smell that we enjoy as we dig.

However important these processes are they pale in comparison to another job microorganisms share.  They are 'nature's digestive system'.  They decompose leaves, limbs, straw and even dead animals.  They turn this refuse into a valuable product called humus or compost.  This dark brown, earthy product is a natural soil builder, mulch and fertilizer.  In turning trash to treasure, they are serving as recyclers turning dead plant material to the soil to support the growth of other plants.

How can you encourage these tiny garden helpers?  I am glad you asked.  To properly work they need water, oxygen, nitrogen containing fertilizer and something to compost.  I recommend building a compost pile.

Build a bin out of fence wire, pallets, blocks or other materials.  It should be four to five feet high and wide.  Fill the bin in layers.  Start with a layer of something to compost.  You can use leaves, small twigs, kitchen waste, egg shells and even paper.  Do not compost animal products.

Our little helpers are like children in that they like their food cut up.  If possible, grind or chop up these materials before adding them to the pile.  You can use a shredder/chipper or a lawn mower.  To shred leaves, you can also put them in a trash can and then cut them up with your string trimmer.  Shredding hastens the composting process but is not necessary.

Sprinkle some nitrogen containing fertilizer over this layer.  Use one pound of 10-10-10 or equivalent.  Then add a one inch layer of soil.  Repeat this process until the pile is four to five feet tall.  Think of it as your compost cake.  Ice the cake with a layer of straw and leave an indentation in the middle to catch water.

To help your cake cook, keep it about as moist as a wrung out sponge.  Turn the pile at least once a month.  The more  you turn it, the faster it will compost.  As it bakes, the temperature will rise in the pile as our microscopic friends work.  The pile will also begin to shrink.

The compost is done when it is dark brown and crumbly.  This most often takes six to twelve months but can be as short as two months.  The process goes more quickly if materials are cut up into small pieces and the pile is turned often and kept moist.  Use finished compost as a soil additive and mulch.

Why should we compost?  Why help these minute gardeners?  Wayne McLaurin, Extension Horticulturist and Master Composter offers these encouragements to compost.

Composting can reduce what we throw out by 30%.  This allows our landfills to last longer and reduces taxes.  Having fewer landfills reduces the risk of soil and water contamination.

Even though Warner Robins and Perry have municipal composting facilities, home composting still saves money.  It is estimated that home composting costs $14 a ton less to do than municipal composting, and this does not even include the cost of picking up the yard wastes.

Finally, compost is a great soil builder and mulch.  It makes hard clay soils easier to work.  Compost increases water and nutrient holding capacity of sandy soils.  There are few Houston county soils that cannot be improved with compost.  Plants love it also, especially annuals and perennials.  Some plants just will not grow well without some organic matter added to the soil.

Composting is a kind of biological recycling.  It turns trash to treasure by turning dead plants into something to make live plants grow better.  Have you never noticed how well plants grow in the woods?  This is partly because the ground is covered with compost.

So put your mini-gardeners to work.  Start a compost pile.  For more information, contact the Houston County Extension Service for a copy of our brochure on composting.  We can be reached at 542-2020 or 987-2028.  Also come by and see our exhibit on composting put together by the Houston County Master Gardeners.  It is located in the front lobby of the Houston County Annex in Warner Robins.

