Compost

By Joan Howie


Pruning and trimming season has begun, so it’s time to start a compost pile.  All those clippings are soil additives in the making – a recycling of nutrients that can enrich both yards and garden.  If a compost pile was started last fall, the material should be about ready to use – so begin a new pile for this season.


Compost or decay is nature’s way of coping with dead vegetation.  Gardeners just help it along by putting material in a pile or bin and keeping it moist and turned.  Usually the progress takes half a year or so, but quick compost can be made if enough attention is paid to it.  The same ingredients are necessary, but a little more work in involved.  For fast compost follow these steps:

1. Use small pieces of material, from ½ to 1 ½ inches in size, 

     especially woody material, which can be ground or chopped up.

     When pruning plants, cut material into very small pieces.

2. Compost material should have a carbon to nitrogen ratio of 30 to 1.

Equal parts of green and dry material will produce this ratio.  Green prunings, old flowers, grass clippings and fruit or vegetable wastes are examples of green material.  Dry stuff includes dead fallen leaves, straw, woody plant parts and shredded cardboard or paper products.

3. Moisture content of the pile should be about 50%.  Too wet and it

will smell and too dry the compost won’t form.

4. The pile should be about 3 cubic feet in size to build up the

necessary heat.  Bins aid in heat retention so should be used for rapid composting and reaching the desired 160 degrees.

5. For rapid composting, the pile must be turned EVERY DAY for 2

week composting and every other day for three week results.  As it is turned, inside material should go to the outside and outside material in; having two bins makes this step easier.  Turning prevents excess heat build-up which kills composting microbes.

6. Nothing must be added to the pile once it is started.  New material

can be used to start a new pile or can be stored and kept dry until the first batch is done.

7. No additives are needed since composting microbes are found 

naturally on the plant material. 


8.  If done correctly, the pile will reach optimum temperatures within

     24 to 48 hours.  If not, the material is too wet or too dry, or there

     isn’t enough green material (nitrogen) present.  If it is too wet, 

     spread material out to dry; if too dry add water.  A cover will keep

     out excess moisture during a rain.  Nitrogen can be increased with

     ammonium sulfate, grass clippings of fresh manure.

9. If the pile smells like ammonia, it lacks carbon and nitrogen is

     being lost.  Sawdust will counteract the excess nitrogen.  Other 

     than water, sawdust is the only product that should be added after

     composting begins.

10. Don’t add soil, ashes or manure from meat-eating  animals which 

     may contain disease producing organisms.  Herbivorous animal 

     manure – from goats, sheep, cattle, rabbits, horses, chickens, etc. is

     okay.

11. Rapid composting can be detected by a pleasant odor, by heat 

production, by the growth of white fungi on the material, by a reduction of volume and by a color change to dark brown.

12. As composting finishes, the temperature drops and compost is

ready to use.  It can be put through a chicken wire screen to remove un-rotted material that will be the start of a new pile.

