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Assignment 4. Introduction to soil and compost
Part One: Learning About Soil
I visited each one of my gardeners and made notes about the challenges and successes they were facing in improving their soil. I encouraged them to start collecting vegetable material and manure from around their house and from their farm fields in order to better mulch their garden beds and to begin collecting materials for compost pile. 

The biggest challenge they're facing is with neighborhood animals walking on the garden beds -- because fencing materials are either expensive or difficult to find. So with the families that are having a challenge with this, we work together and brainstorm ideas that would help them get some fences up: Living fences, temporary fences using found materials like old fishing nets.
The second biggest challenge is a shortage of compost -- because they have not started their compost piles yet.

But they have all done a good job in mulching their garden beds and trying not to step on them. We discussed the idea of purchasing a few pounds of worms and letting each of the households start a small worm farm so they could introduce earthworms into their soil.

Part Two: Composting
After the workshop on building garden beds six weeks ago, I asked my garden leader in the village to begin collecting vegetable material and manure from around the village. I then decided to hold a short two-hour compost pile building workshop. I asked my garden leader in the village to contact each one of the gardening families and asked him to save their kitchen waste for the two days before the workshop. She also asked them to bring tools to chop the vegetable material up into small pieces.
She provided a few pitchforks and shovels for handling the material. I printed out a couple of drawings from this week's resources as a handout. On one side I had the drawing that showed ideas of different places to get organic material from, and on the other of the handout I chose the drawing of the compost pile with the different layers.

We simply began by laying down a 12” (30 cm) inch layer of rough dry materials (like straw or twigs -- these will allow for air to penetrate from the bottom and for good drainage ) on the ground about a 4’ x 4’ (meter and a half by a meter and a half). This was followed by a 2 ½” (10 cm) inch layer of chopped up organic material, followed by a 2 ½” (10 cm) inch layer of manure. We then sprinkled this with water until it was moist and then laid on a 2” (8 cm) layer of kitchen waste and repeated the process until we had a pile that was about 4’  (meter and a half) high. We then sprinkled the outside of the pile with water so that we knew it was moist -- but not soaking wet. The last step was to cover the pile -- loosely -- with a piece of plastic sheeting so that air can still move around within the pile but the plastic sheeting would slow down evaporation of the moisture in the pile.
They all said this list looked like a straightforward simple project, and they said that they had been saving vegetable material on their own and that they would be prepared to start their own compost pile after they collected more kitchen waste. I suggested that they could build up layers of the pile over several weeks as kitchen waste became available.
I then made arrangements to come back next week for follow-up on garden maintenance and pest control, and also to see how their compost piles had developed in their own backyards.
Since we have started to work on solving the fencing and the compost challenges, I am choosing water management as my special challenge for next week's assignment.
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