Heart & Soil: Give your Valentine good garden dirt
Learn how to compost

February is Master Composter/Recycler month, when the county prepares to offer the annual eight-week volunteer training program to residents living in the Skagit area. 
Class participants learn how to adapt their homes to be closer to zero-waste and maximize their recycling systems, in the free training offered Thursday evenings at the Padilla Bay Interpretive Center in Bay View. 
“Recycling is easy to do with knowledge and motivation,” said Katy Prevedell of Sedro-Woolley. “This class was a reminder of what happens to our world when we do not properly care for it. 
For the gardener, learning how to amend garden soil by befriending the work of helpful garden bugs is one of the appealing course characteristics. 
Prevedell said she learned how to set up and maintain a worm bin, then made one in class to take home. 
“I am a compost queen! I no longer have to buy soil amendments; I make my own,” she said. “I now run a very successful worm bin at my home. 
For some participants, the biggest “ah-hah” moments are learning how compost can revitalize sterile and lifeless soil so it can support the soil food web, benefiting every living thing on the planet. 
“It is really a blast to convert food and yard waste into compost, which is beneficial for the garden soil and relatively easy to make,” said Diane Murray of Guemes Island, a program proponent. “It’s immensely satisfying to have a hand in the alchemy formerly reserved for Mother Nature — even if the small scale is just within my own backyard.” 
Jennifer Milton of Sedro-Woolley was pleased to learn how to create effective home compost piles. 
“As an avid gardener I’d struggled for years with finding the best way to compost my yard waste. … Before even finishing the class, I had used my newfound knowledge to create my first-ever HOT compost heap,” Milton said. “Moreover, it was so easy! … I do not anticipate ever having to purchase compost again.”
In return for learning composting secrets, participants agree to share their new knowledge with the world (or the county!).
“Important, too, is the giving back part of the class,” Prevedell said. “The volunteering in our community for 40 hours is a reinforcement of the learning gifted to us.” 
The volunteers perform their community hours during the same calendar year they took the course. A multitude of outreach opportunities in the county make it easy to meet this expectation. 
Tours of local recycling, composting and gardening facilities are part of the Master Composter/Recycler curriculum, including the inside operations of the Skagit County Transfer Station and Household Hazardous Waste Facility. Visits to commercial composting company Skagit Soils, Skagit River Steel and Recycling, and Waste Management’s Materials Recovery Facility at Woodinville are also on the tour list. 
Hands-on composting day is great fun; participants build worm bins, chip and turn compost piles, and share a picnic lunch at the WSU Master Gardeners Discovery Garden. 
If you would like to fill an empty space in your gardenening knowledge, or practice living simply and buying less, consider becoming a Skagit County Master Composter/Recycler. 
It’s easy to sign up. Apply online at www.skagitcounty.net/recycle or contact me at calliem@co.skagit.wa.us or 360-419-7683.

