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TIPS ON COMPOSTING WHEN IT’S READY, WHAT DO I DO WITH IT?

The rapidi ty of  the compost ing process Compost is ready when the or ig inal  raw
depends on several  th ings: m a t e r i a l s  a r e  n o t  i d e n t i f i a b l e . I t  i s

then cal led humus, has a dark color,  a
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Whether the mater ial  is shredded and good “ e a r t h y ” smell and crumbles when
how f ine ly . handled.
The humid i ty  o f  the  p i le . M a t e r i a l -Screening the compost through 1/2 inch
should be about as damp as a squeezed mesh wire wi l l  remove any large pieces.
out sponge. Save these to use as compost starter for
S i z e  o f  t h e  p i l e . Should be about 3 t h e  n e x t  p i l e .
fee t  by  3  fee t . -Homemade compost replaces many expensive
Presence of  microorganisms. A good products we purchase to improve growing
way to insure this is to add good c o n d i t i o n s  f o r  o u r  p l a n t s .
garden  so i l ,  ro t ted  manure  o r  o ld -Used as a soi l  condi t ioner,  compost
compost. r e d u c e s  c o m p a c t i o n  i n  c l a y  s o i l .  I t
F requency  o f  tu rn ing . Usua l l y  the improves  d ra inage  and  a i r  c i r cu la t ion .
more  o f ten  a  p i le  i s  tu rned  the  fas te r -Ear thworms and  o ther  des i rab le  so i l
the compost ing process. Frequent organisms use compost as a food source.
tu rn ing  may  resu l t  i n  more  rap id  loss -Compos t  rep laces  so i l  nu t r ien ts  (ma in ly
of ni t rogen which needs to be
compensated for .

SOURCES OF NITROGEN, PHOSPHORUS, AND
POTASSIUM

N i t r o g e n : fea thers ,  ha i r ,  b lood  mea l ,
leaves, wool,  manure, ur ine and green
p l a n t s .

Potassium: wood ash (add when compost

mic ro -nu t r ien ts )  wh ich  usua l l y  a re  no t
suppl ied in a complete commercial
f e r t i l i z e r .
-Compost is a very desirable mulch for
t rees ,  sh rubs ,  f l owers  and  vege tab le
gardens. I f  part ia l ly  decomposed compost

t e a is used as a mulch,  n i t rogen from the soi l
wi l l  be used as the decay process is
completed. Compensate by adding a small
amount of  ni t rogen to the compost.

i s
be ing  tu rned) ,  u r ine ,  banana  pee ls ,  oak KEEPING YOUR COMPOST PILE GOING
a n d  f r u i t  t r e e  l e a v e s .

For  your  compos t  p i le  to  func t ion
Phosphorus: rock phosphate and bone meal. p roper l y ,  i t  mus t  have  a  bu i ldup  o f  hea t .

-To maintain heat and promote react ion,
cover  w i th  a  shee t  o f  b lack  p las t i c ,  l o ts
o f  f i n i shed  compos t ,  d ry  so i l  o r  l eaves .
-Maintaining an adequate heat level  of  90
to  140°  F  in  the  cen te r  o f  the  p i le  w i l l
k i l l  g e r m s ,  f l y  l a r v a  a n d  w e e d  s e e d s .  I t
a lso increases the speed of  decomposi t ion.
-The organisms that
so be sure that the

do the work need air ,
compos t  p i le  i s  on ly



mois t  and  no t  rea l l y  soggy . One should
pro tec t  aga ins t  compac t ion  o f  the  p i le ,
which may be a problem i f  only wet k i tchen
garbage is  used. Adding a few pieces of
b rush  a t  the  bo t tom o f  the  p i le  w i l l  he lp
improve  aera t ion .

HOW LONG WILL IT TAKE FOR COMPOST TO
FORM?

This wi l l  vary depending on a number of
c o n d i t i o n s .
-Smal l  p i les decompose faster than large
ones.
-Shredded mater ials break down faster than
who le  mate r ia l s .
-P i les  too  sma l l  to  ho ld  hea t  o r  too  la rge
fo r  good  a i r  c i r cu la t ion  b reakdown s low ly .
-Cool ,  dry weather s lO W S  down the  p rocess .
-Warm, moist  weather speeds i t  up.
-The perfect  compost pi le is  made of
sh redded  mate r ia l s  con ta in ing  the  co r rec t
ca rbon /n i t rogen  ra t io  and  hav ing
su f f i c ien t  mo is tu re  and  good  a i r
c i r c u l a t i o n . This wi l l  breakdown in one
or two months during warm weather.
-The f in ished product wi l l  have a pH of
near  neu t ra l . The range wi l l  be from 5.8
t o  7 . 2 .

SIX ELEMENTS ARE ESSENTIAL FOR GOOD
COMPORTING.

1. B i o l o g y -  B a c t e r i a  s t a r t  t h e
process of  decaying organic
m a t t e r . T h e y  a r e  t h e  f i r s t  t o
breakdown plant t issue and are
also the most numerous and
e f f e c t i v e  c o m p o s e r s . These are
l i t t l e  m i c r o o r g a n i s m s .

2 . M a t e r i a l s  - Most anything growing
in your yard can be composted and
i s  p o t e n t i a l  f o o d  f o r  t h e  l i t t l e
bac te r ia  wh ich  b reak  the  p lan t
down. Carbon and ni t rogen from
the  ce l l s  o f  dead  p lan ts  fue l
t h e i r  a c t i v i t y .

3 . Surface Area - The more surface
the  be t te r  and  fas te r  the  b reak-
down process. Chop up any plant
waste as f ine as possible before
p lac ing  in  the  compos t  p i le .

4 . Volume - A certain mass is needed
in  o rder  to  ho ld  in  the  hea t  o f
m i c r o b i a l  a c t i o n . P i l e s  s m a l l e r
than  th ree  cub ic  fee t  w i l l  have
t roub le  ho ld ing  the  hea t  in  wh i le
p i l e s  l a r g e r  t h a n  f i v e  c u b i c  f e e t
m a y  n o t  a l l o w  s u f f i c i e n t  a i r  i n  t o
t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  p i l e  t o  a l l o w
fo r  fas t  b reakdown o f  the
m a t e r i a l .

5 . Moisture and Aerat ion -  The mic-
robes  in  the  p i le  tha t  cause
things to breakdown must have both
a i r  and  wate r  to  l i ve . They
funct ion best  when the compost
mater ials are about as moist  as a
wrung out sponge.

6. Time and Temperature - The hotter
the  p i le  i s  the  fas te r  compos t ing
w i l l  o c c u r . This assumes you
provide an adequate volume and use
mate r ia l s  w i th  the  p roper  ca rbon-
n i t r o g e n  r a t i o ,  t h i r t y  p a r t s  c a r -
bon  to  one  par t  n i t rogen . Turn ing
t h e  p r o d u c t  p e r i o d i c a l l y  w i l l
shorten the t ime needed for
compost to form.

RESOURCES AVAILABLE FOR USE

“Home Composting” s l i de  se t  cons is ts  o f  45
s l ides  and  p r in ted  sc r ip t ,  p repared  by
Corne l l  Un ive rs i t y  and  a re  ava i lab le  f rom
the Dorsey Resource Center.

“Composting to Reduce the Waste Stream,”
Nor theas t  Reg iona l  Agr i cu l tu ra l
Eng ineer ing  Serv ice ,  pub l i ca t ion  #43 ,  45
pages a cost item available through WVU
A g r i c u l t u r a l  E n g i n e e r i n g ,  A g r i c u l t u r a l
Sc ience  Bu i ld ing ,  West  V i rg in ia
U n i v e r s i t y .
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