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What Is Composting? 

While the decomposition of plant and animal material by soil 
microbes occurs naturally, by composting, this process is enhanced  
and encouraged to proceed more rapidly, turning organic waste 
into a valuable soil amendment. 

Composting Principles 

A compost pile is a teeming microbial farm: bacteria, which start 
the process of decaying organic matter, are followed by fungi and 
protozoa, and somewhat later by centipedes, millipedes, and 
earthworms that continue the break down of plant tissue to 
complete the compost cycle. 

Material: Anything growing in your yard or in your kitchen is 
potential food for these decomposers. Carbon and nitrogen from 
the cells of plants and animals fuel their activity. The proportion of 
these two elements is known as the C:N ratio. It may range from 
500:1 for sawdust to 15:1 for kitchen vegetable waste. A C:N ratio 

for a compost pile is 30:1. 
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Why Compost? 

Composting is the most basic 
form of recycling. It is great 
way to divert kitchen and 
garden waste from landfills 
and, over time, return this 
nutrient-rich soil amendment 
back to the soil and improve 
drainage. Finished compost 
can be used on our lawns, in 
gardens and potted plants. 

There are many different types 
of compost bins and methods 
for backyard composting: 
open air bins which need to be 
turned, tumblers which you 
spin on a regular basis, and 
non-turn methods. Choosing 
which to use depends on how 
much time and effort you want 
to put into the process. The 
most successful one for you is 
the one that makes it easy for 
you.  

https://learn.eartheasy.com/
guides/composting/
#compostingbenefits 

Master Gardeners of Mercer 
County: https://mgofmc.org/
here/wp-content/uploads/
Compost_Flyer_2019rev2.pdf 

carriedyckman@mac.com 

COMPOSTING: A CREATIVE WAY TO 
MANAGE YOUR FOOD WASTE 

with Carrie Dyckman Hosted by The Conservation Committee
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Surface Area: The more surface area the microorganisms have to 
work on, the faster the materials are decomposed. Though 
everything will eventually break down on its own with time, it will 
speed the composting process if waste is chopped into smaller 
pieces or shredded. Think of it like eating an orange; you can eat it 
whole, but it’s much easier if you cut it into pieces.  

Volume: A large pile will insulate itself and hold the heat of 
microbial activity. The center will be warmer than the edges. Piles 
smaller than 27 ft3 may not hold sufficient heat, while piles that are 
bigger than 125 ft3 may not allow enough air to reach the microbes 
at the center. A common backyard open bin is about 64 ft3 which 
will generate enough heat to hasten the compost process. 

Moisture and Aeration: Microbes function best when the compost 
materials are about as moist as a wrung-out sponge and are 
loosely packed to provide for many air passageways. 

Time and Temperature: The quicker the pile heats up, the faster the 
composting process occurs. A pile will decompose in a few months 
if you use materials with the proper C:N ratio, chop them up into 
small-to-medium-size pieces, begin with enough volume, turn 
regularly, keep moist, and provide adequate aeration. 

Starting a Pile: Begin the bottom layer on the bare earth with 
coarse material like twigs or half-inch branches to let air into the 
bottom of the pile. Then add 8  inches of ‘brown’ material, 2 inches 
of ‘green’ material, then follow with good garden soil, or finished 
compost (we’ll be using mushroom compost). Check to see that 
each of these layers are slightly moist and add water to the brown 
layer as necessary. 

Adding to the Pile: Whenever you add your ‘greens’ to the pile, 
take about twice as much ‘browns’ from the covered bin to layer 
over them completely to activate the compost process as well as to 
deter pests.  Turn pile once a week to aerate, generate heat, and 
incorporate outer edges inward towards the center of pile. 

Maintaining a Pile: If made with the proper C:N ratio and all at the 
same time, the interior of the pile would reach 130-160° F within 3 
days or so. Piles may fill gradually, so the process would be longer. 
As the microbes use up available nutrients, decomposition slows 
and the center cools. Turn once a week to reactivate. Once it drops 
to 100° F, flip the pile or turn the pile into second bin or in an open 
pile. It is time to let it rest and turn into finished compost. The final 
product will be less than 1/2 the size of original volume and should 
be dark brown in color with an earthy smell (2-6 months). Restart 
the process again using the original bin.  
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What Goes Into 
Compost Piles 

Browns/Carbon 

• Dried grass clippings 

• Dried Leaves 

• Yard Waste 

• Straw 

• Small sticks and twigs 

• Shredded newspaper (non-glossy 
paper) 

• Paper egg cartons 

• Natural string/yarn 
• Dryer lint 

• Paper napkins 

• Paper scraps and envelopes 

• Q-Tips (cotton and cardboard) 

• Hair 
• Toothpicks bamboo skewers 

• Toilet paper rolls 

• Shredded cardboard 

Greens/Nitrogen 

• Coffee grinds and filters 

• Teabags 
• Egg shells 

• Fruit and vegetable waste 

• Herbs and spices 

• Cuttings from potted plants 

• Cut flowers 
• Nuts and shells (no walnut shells) 

• Toothpicks and bamboo skewers 

• Paper cupcake liners 

• Corn husks 
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