Composting Facts

Do You Know?

· Composting can be as simple as making a pile of leaves and letting it sit until it decomposes.

· Composting occurs best when materials are moist.  A good test is to take a sample of material and squeeze.  If you can squeeze a few drops of water out, like a damp sponge, then you have the right moisture level.

· You do not need to live in the country to compost.  Many people compost at the heart of inner cities, in community gardens or even on the roofs or balconies of schools and apartment buildings. 

· Most food waste can be composted in small-scale compost systems, you should avoid grease, fat, bones, fish, and meat scraps.  These materials attract dogs and nuisance animals and often develop odors while composting.

· Do not use diseased vegetable or flower plants for composting.  These diseases may be returned to the garden with the compost.

· Most people compost in a bin to keep the materials contained and neat, but it is not necessary. 

· By composting, a typical household can reuse more than 500 pounds of  waste each year. 

· Compost also aids in erosion control, promotes soil fertility, and stimulates development of healthy roots.

What is composting? 

Compost is simply rich organic soil that is made as micro-organisms decompose yard and kitchen waste.  It can make grass greener, tomatoes bigger, and bushes bushier.  Compost can replace some fertilizer and reduce the amount of water a yard needs because it adds nutrients and increases the water-holding capacity of soil.  

What can I compost?

Anything that was a plant can be composted.  All plant materials contain nitrogen and carbon.  Materials high in nitrogen are called “greens,” e.g. grass clippings, manure, and kitchen scraps.  Materials high in carbon are called “browns,” e.g. leaves, sawdust, and wood chips.  Before adding materials to the compost bin, chip or shred items so they are no more than 2-3 inches long. This will help these materials break down faster.  Do not compost charcoal ashes, which may contain toxic compounds, sick or diseased plants, or treated wood and weedy plants, especially the roots.

Where should I locate my compost pile?

You can compost anywhere that’s convenient.  A shaded, well-drained spot may be best because partial shade keeps the pile from drying out and good drainage keeps water from collecting under the pile.  Consider a spot that is close both to a water source and the places where you’ll be using the compost.  Do not place the pile adjoining a wooden fence, deck, or building as it will cause these structures to rot over time.  Avoid slopes that drain to surface water or locations near wells and avoid placing your pile under acid-producing trees such as pines.

What do I do now that I have a compost pile?

To speed up the process, turn the compost periodically.  You can do this by turning the material into another pile or by moving the materials from the outer sides to the center.  You may add more material at anytime.  Bury food wastes in the center of the pile or cover with brown materials such as leaves.

When is composting ready to use?

The compost is finished composting and ready to use when it has a uniform look (like soil): dark color, small particle size, and “earthy” odor.  Most of the materials you put in will no longer be recognizable.  Use finished compost as a mulch, soil amendment, or potting soil.  

BENEFITS OF COMPOSTING

· Improves the soil structure, porosity, and density, thus creating a better plant root environment.

· Increases moisture infiltration and permeability of heavy soils, thus reducing erosion and runoff.

· Improves water-holding capacity, thus reducing water loss and leaching in sandy soils.

· Supplies a variety of macro- and micronutrients.

· May control or suppress certain soil-borne plant pathogens.

· Supplies significant quantities of organic matter.

· Improves cat-ion exchange capacity (CEC) of soils and growing media, thus improving their ability to hold nutrients for plant use.

· Supplies beneficial micro-organisms to soils and growing media.

· Improves and stabilizes pH.

· Can bind and degrade specific pollutants.

