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HOW TO BUILD A COMPOST PILE
By Frances Frizzell

Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

Nature recycles plants and leaves which become mulch on the forest floor and protect the soil.  Over time these plants and leaves decompose into nutrients that feed forest plants.  Composting is controlled decomposition of organic matter.

Composting in a bin is usually more successful and controllable than just having a pile. Compost bins or piles need to be a minimum of 3 feet x 3 feet x 3 feet for best results. There are several types of bins available for composting, so choose one that is right for you.  Materials bins are made of include pallets, barrels, wire fence or hardware cloth, wooden slats, wood-frame with wire mesh, cinder block and brick. Choose a spot for your bin that is convenient for you and close to a water source.   It does not need to be in the sun.  Microbial activity heats up a compost pile, not the sun!

Microorganisms that recycle leaves and plant parts need a mixture of “brown stuff” (dry) and “green stuff” (fresh and moist) to munch on.  Microorganisms also need air and water to live and work.  Put this all together and in time you will have compost.

“Brown stuff” includes dead dried plant parts, leaves, pine needles, cardboard, and newspaper.  These are high in carbon.  The type of material determines the amount needed.  The following are examples of carbon to nitrogen ratios of “brown stuff”.

Leaves   
60:1

Newspaper
175:1

Cardboard
350:1

Pine needles
90:1

Sawdust
325:1

Wood chips
400:1

“Green stuff” includes fresh living plant parts, fresh grass clippings, kitchen fruit and vegetable scraps, weeds and manure.  Animal manure is considered green no matter what color it is.  These are high in nitrogen.  The following are examples of carbon to nitrogen ratios of some green materials.

Food scraps
  20:1

Coffee grounds      20:1
Horse manure
     25:1

Grass clippings  18:1             Garden wastes       30:1

Avoid protein (meat, fat, bones, oil, milk, cheese) and dog/cat droppings in your compost because outside critters may try to dig into your pile.  Do not use diseased plants as that might spread disease back into your garden when you spread the compost.

A good “rule of thumb” is to mix equal amounts by weight of green and brown materials (green stuff is heavier) or use a larger volume of browns than greens.  Adding material in layers helps you judge right portions.  Mix each layer of brown and green materials before adding another layer of brown and green.

Gather all materials needed (about 2-4 wheel barrels of brown materials and 2-4 wheel barrels of green materials) and you are ready to start.

Build your compost pile in layers beginning with 6 inches of brown stuff.  

-Next, add about 2-3 inches of green stuff.  Mix the brown and green materials now.

-Sprinkle a shovelful of soil, finished compost, or transfer station mulch to introduce the microorganisms.  Do not use local soil if you know it has nematodes.

-Sprinkle a handful of ammonium sulfate (21-0-0) over the layer if desired.  This adds more nitrogen and helps lower the carbon: nitrogen ratio of the pile for faster decomposition.

-Give the completed layer a good spraying of water.

-Repeat layering, adding soil/compost/mulch, and ammonium sulfate, and watering until bin is full.

Now the microorganisms will go to work breaking down the ingredients of your pile.

Allow the pile to “bake”.  It should heat quickly and reach the desired temperature of 90 to 140 degrees F in four or five days.  Stir or turn weekly to keep the pile aerated and ingredients mixed and to speed up the process.  Spray with water if mixture becomes dry.  

Many factors are involved, but compost should be ready in several months. Thoroughly decomposed compost should look like dark crumbly soil mixed with small pieces of organic material, with a sweet “earthy” smell.  Letting compost age another month or two is a good practice. 

Uses for compost:

-Spread on your vegetable garden bed.

-Use as mulch around plants, which protects soil and shades out weeds.  Nutrients are washed into the soil with each rain or watering.

-Mix into garden beds when planting new flowers.  Compost helps sandy soil hold moisture and nutrients better and improves clay soils.

-Mix with some sand to make super potting soil for container gardening.

-Use as a thin top dressing for lawns

Compost “pockets” are another method of composting – in your garden, dig a hole 18” deep, put in kitchen scraps and cover with soil.  After 1-2 months, plant a flower or vegetable on the enriched spot.
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