
Composting Ins and Outs

Carla Hegeman Crim
Horticulture and 

Natural Resources Educator
CCE Delaware County



Why compost?
• Reduce waste in landfill
• Rich fertilizer
• Improves soil structure
• Fun and educational!



Soil food web



Soil surface



Soil Pyramid



Composting is…

• Providing ideal 
nutrient ratios

• Maintaining structure 
and moisture

• Increasing number of 
organisms

The acceleration of natural 
decomposition by one or more of 
the following:



Necessary nutrients
Carbon – provides energy
Nitrogen – incorporated into protein

A maximum of 35% of the carbon in fresh 
organic material will be converted into 
compost IF there is sufficient nitrogen 
present.

A minimum of 65% of the carbon in fresh 
organic material will be given off to the 
atmosphere as carbon dioxide due to 
microbial respiration. 



Ideal nutrient ratios

30:1  Carbon:Nitrogen
15:1  Cubic Feet

3:1  Pounds

Browns
High in Carbon

Greens
High in Nitrogen



Nutrient sources



Nutrient composition

Organic Material
Chicken manure
Cow manure
Food scraps
Green weeds
Lawn clippings
Seaweed
Straw
Paper 
Sawdust

% C
30
20
8
6
8
8

36
36
34

% N
4.3
1.7
0.6
0.3
0.3
0.3
0.4
0.2
0.1

C:N
7:1

12:1
16:1
19:1
20:1
25:1

100:1
170:1
450:1



Size/shape 
considerations

More surface area 
= 

More digestible

large small

spherical flat



Moisture 
considerations



Attracting /adding 
decomposers

Outdoors –
“If you build it, 
they will come”

Indoors –
Population can 
be established 
and sustained 



Outdoor composting
Advantages
• Good for getting rid of large amounts of 

yard waste
• Many different systems
• Less concern about pests and odors

Disadvantages
• May attract 

pests
• Inconvenient 

in winter
• Might bother 

neighbors



What to compost?



Getting started
Site selection – choose shady area that 
is easily accessible and has water 
available, avoid large trees

Season – can be started anytime, but 
fall is best for materials

Containment – can be a simple pile or 
purchased or homemade bin/system

Materials – browns, greens, soil



Layering



Turning
Tools – pitchfork 
or shovel

Technique – can 
re-pile/water or 
simply stir

Frequency – as 
often as you like, 
or never

more turning = 
hotter, faster 
composting



Hot or cold?
Cold (Passive) Composting - less effort, but 
slow (a year or more) and does not kill weed 
seeds
Hot (active) Composting -more effort, but 
faster, better yielding, and kills weed seeds



When is it finished?
Dark, crumbly, 
pleasant 
smelling, no 
traces of greens 
(some coarse 
browns OK) 

Baggie test: Place a small amount in a plastic 
bag and take a whiff before sealing. Then place 
the bag in a drawer for a few days. When you 

open the bag, the sample should smell the same 
as it did before. If it smells worse, your compost 

needs more time in the pile!



Troubleshooting



Simple pile
Advantages
• No expense
• Easy to turn

Disadvantages
• Hard to build 

large pile
• Easy access 

for vermin
• Can get messy
• Tends to 

spread



Wire containment



Wood containment



Plastic containment
Advantages
• No need to turn
• Finished compost 

easy to remove
• Inexpensive

Disadvantages
• Not vermin 

proof
• Slow, cool 

composting
• Sometimes 

flimsy



Tumblers
Advantages
• Vermin proof
• Aeration allows for 

faster composting

Disadvantages
• Expensive
• Often 

undersized
• Difficult to 

turn when full



Digesters
Advantages
• Very low effort
• Can accept pet 

waste
• Relatively small

Disadvantages
• Do not accept yard 

waste
• No compost 

generated



Trenching





Lasagna gardening



Indoor composting
Advantages
• Convenient
• Weed-free, superior compost
• Relatively fast and easy

Disadvantages
• Can get 

smelly
• Need starter 

organisms
• Might attract 

flies



Vermicomposting
• Improves soil structure
• Enhances germination, plant growth, and 

crop yield
• Stimulates root growth
• Enriches soil with good microbes
• Gives off less greenhouse gasses than 

traditional composting



Rubbermaid Bin
Pros:  Cheap
Cons: no 
moisture 
control, more 
handling, must 
be drilled

Worm Factory 360
Pros:  Worms 
separated from 
finished compost
Cons: Expensive, 
some maintenance 
required

Worm Inn Mega
Pros:  Good 
moisture 
control, large 
capacity
Cons: Expensive

Worm bins





• Carbon rich bedding – leaves, shredded 
paper (avoid glossy ads and magazines)

• Moisture – damp, but not saturated
• Soil for grit
• Food scraps

Requirements

YES
•Vegetable & fruit waste (avoid 
citrus fruit)
•Starchy materials – bread, pasta, 
rice, potatoes – all in moderation
•Aged animal manures 
•Egg shells (best if ground up and 
in moderation)
•Coffee grounds
•Tea bags

NO
•Human/pet waste
•Non biodegradable 
materials
•Dairy/meat
•Oils/grease
•Harsh chemicals
•Onions



Single bin



Double bin



Tower



Harvesting option 1 



Harvesting option 2 



Harvesting option 3 



Troubleshooting
Fruit Flies
1. Avoid putting rotting or rotten food in your worm 
bin. Fly larvae are more likely to be present on rotten 
food.
2. Cut food scraps into small pieces. 
3. Don't overfeed worms. 
4. Bury food. Burying the food will help keep 
unwanted pests and pets from intruding on your bin.
5. Keep bedding material moist, but not too wet. 
6. Feed worms a varied diet. 
7. Loosely place a piece of plastic or a sheet of 
newspaper inside the bin on top of the worm bin 
contents
8. Limit citrus fruits.



Troubleshooting
Odor Problem
1. Bin is too wet. Solve the problem by adding more 
dry bedding.
2. Bin does not get enough air.aerate, add fresh 
bedding and mix bin contents daily.
3. The food in bin is naturally smelly. Simply remove 
any food source that smells bad from the bin.
4. Bin contains non-compostables. 

Worm Death
1. Bin is too wet and worms are drowning.
2. Bin is too dry and worms dry out.
3. Bin does not get enough air and worms suffocate.
4. Worms do not get enough food. 
5. The bin is exposed to extreme temperatures. 



Bokashi composting
• Japanese 

fermentation 
composting

• Requires 
activated bran

• Accepts all raw 
and cooked food 
(except large 
bones

• Fast, effective, 
low odor
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