Students: Waste paper is weed fighter

Hodgson engineering team develops papier-mâché 'mulch' machine
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Stevi Ehart, 17, a junior at Hodgson Vo-Tech, holds shredded, soaked paper that will next be mixed into a mulch-like product. (Buy photo) The News Journal/BOB HERBERT 



Bobby Jumper, 16, and Brian Novac, 17, Hodgson juniors, demonstrate the application of their mulch onto a lawn. The sprayable substance helps prevent weeds from growing while keeping moisture in the ground.(Buy photo) The News Journal/JENNIFER CORBETT 



Jon Tregapane, 16, a Hodgson junior, fills a sprayer with the mulch substance for a demonstration Thursday. The students may try to patent the process and mulching device. 

Take 300 gallons of shredded waste paper, add 100 gallons of water, and churn into an oatmeal-like paste in a 1,000-gallon tank.

That's the recipe for a sprayable, weed-stopping mulch designed by agricultural engineering students at Hodgson Vocational Technical High School in Glasgow.

The papier-mâché-like mulch is dumped into an application trailer used to spray it onto the ground. As it dries, it forms a water-permeable covering that helps keep moisture in the ground while preventing weeds from growing out.

The students' prototype mulcher includes a paper digester, piping, pumps and tank trailer. They may seek a patent for the process and device, which eventually could be used commercially.

"The hardest part was just getting everything to work. We had to trouble-shoot a lot," junior Brian Novack said. "We didn't mess up anything on that tank, because we only had one."

The Delaware Foundation for Science and Mathematics Education sponsored the 2-year-old Hodgson Millwright and Environmental Technology program, providing $20,000 for equipment to design and record students' projects and to disseminate the program to other schools. The students were assisted by mentors from the DuPont Experimental Station.

Hodgson High School's environmental technology instructor Justin Benz, Millwright instructor Stan Studzinski and their students showed off the paper-mulching system Thursday for the media, scientists and engineers.

Although their teachers presented them with the challenge in October, "the students are the ones who came up with the idea for the machines, and we also are the ones who came up with the formula," junior Alicia Arter said.

Louis G. Rosanio Jr., laboratory mechanical systems supervisor at DuPont, was impressed by the students' work.

"The practical experience they are getting is something you see a lot of people coming into industry without," he said.

Although the students haven't made the device and technology commercially available yet, a local businessman already has expressed interest in having them build machines for his business parks -- an idea the instructors said they are exploring.

They also still are experimenting with adaptations to the formula, including adding weed-killer and dye for beach property owners or other consumers who want colorful flowerbeds.

Benz and Studzinski's classes were aided by other Hodgson students. Masonry students helped pour the cement platform. Electrical students helped with the wiring.

"They learned the value of working together in teams, and the application of trades. No trade can do it all," Studzinski said.

Contact Alison Kepner at 324-2965 or akepner@delawareonline.com. 
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