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Waorms for Bait or
Waste Processing
{Vermicomposting)

o a

=

soil amendment that not only adds nutrients to
the soil bur also can help break up heavy clay
soil and improve the capacity of sandy soil to
hold nutrients and water.

The Basics: What You Need
to Get Started

A Place

First, decide where you want to compost.
Remember that composting takes months, so be
sure you can get to your compost pile all year
round. The site should be level, have good drain-
age, and be in a sunny or partly sunny spor.
Ideally, the storage container you use for your
compost pile should be over bare soil that has
been rurned to a depth of 6 inches or so to make
access easy for worms and other organisms that
do the work.

A Container

There are many options for either building
or buying a container for your compost pile.
Generally speaking, they break down into
two options:

Container bins. These bins simply hold the
materials as they decompose into compost.
Using stationary container bins can make it dif-
ficult to turn the compost. However, many con-
rainer bins, especially smaller bins, are designed
to be moved. They can simply be lifted off the
compost pile and moved to a new location, often
just to the side of the old location. The compost

can then be turned by pitch-forking it back into
the bin.

Fiberglass Lid

Divider Walls

Runners
front Slats

o i

A typical turning bin. Courtesy of Pierce County, Washington,

Public Works Department
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A portable container bin, Courtesy of Pierce County,
Washington, Public Works Department

Turning bins. These bins are designed to
make turning the compost easy. The tradi-
tional style of turning bin is simply large,
rectangular enclosure divided into three
sections (bins) with an open front. Most
people build this type of bin from wood
onsite. The composting process begins in
the first bin. When the compost is ready
to be turned, it is simply moved with a pitch-
fork or shovel to the next bin, and more
compost is started in the first bin. Eventually,
the marterial that has been composting the
longest winds up on the bottom of the last
bin and can be used while the rest finishes the
process. Other styles of turning bins are made
From horizontal, circular drums that can be
rotated to turn the compost.
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A typical container bin. Courtesy of Pierce County,
Washington, Public Works Department
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paths for air to get to microbes in the the compost’s decomposition and may

compost. attract animals.

* Straw. Straw breaks down easily, and »  Grass clippings. Long a staple of home
compost that includes straw often has composting, grass clippings are high in
small particles that can help soil with a nitrogen and commonly available. In
lot of clay absorb more water and nutri- recent years, however, new generations
ents by opening up its structure. Straw of long-lasting commercial weed kill-
has less nitrogen than hay, but is gener- ers applied to lawns have been found
ally richer in carbon. to create “killer compost” that can

injure or kill plants when it is used.
It’s important to know what grass and
leaves have been treated with before
they are added to a compose pile. Also,
many people prefer to leave grass on
the lawn, where it can act as mulch
and help nourish the soil as it decom-

« Paper and cardboard. Always shred

paper and cardboard before you use

¥ sing them in a compost pile. Avoid glossy
vegetable paper and paper that is mostly colored
or is printed with a lot of colored ink.
Some people combine cardboard with
water to begin breaking it down, then

leftovers

that were cooked

with oil can slow wring it out undil it’s jusc moist before poses. When grass is a.mmmw.:,r 3 compost
down the compost’s adding it to the compost pile. pile, it should be applied in chin layers
. i or combined with other green materi-

decomposition and » Tea. Black, herbal, loose, or in bags, tea ] )
. ; L addliti ] N als. Large amounts of grass can form
may attract animals. 1s 2 good addition to your compost piie. clumps that don’t break down quickly
*  Eggshells. A good sousce of calcium, egg- and can make it harder for air to get to

shells are good compost material. They the composting microbes.

decompose slowly, however, so they work
berter if they are crushed. Don't use the
yolks and whites of eggs, however.

+ Coffee grounds. Worms love coffee
grounds, and compost piles love worms.
Coffee grounds are high in nitrogen and

Green materials have a relatively high amount of do a good job of helping keep the com-
Dmmp.omms. Here arc a few 005505_,% used green post TLN moist. Mum.muﬂh. coffee filters can
composting materials: be used right along with the grounds.

e Vegetable and fruit peelings. When » Fresh manure. Manure is high in nitro-
you're preparing food, much of what gen and is an excellent green compost-
would have otherwise gone to waste— ing material. Never use manure from
such as banana peels, apple cores, dogs, cats, pigs, or people in your com-
potato peels, and bits of unused veg- post because it can cause diseases and
etables—is excellent for composting. carry parasites. Manure from chickens,
However, using vegetable leftovers that horses, cows, sheep, goats, and rabbits
were cooked with oil can slow down makes good compost.
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>m..m:o=. _..mﬂ <c..=. noB_uou,.n Bre ﬁr

” ...mmmmammmm om E:m.ﬁr -you've oUﬁma ﬁoﬂ roﬂ no:..nomd:m oq no_o_..._..
.- composting, Bm_csm sur your pile's mmﬁ..:m b_mza\ o_nm_:r«o:mr :
. out will keep fast-acting. mmSU_n B_nqoo_.mm:_m:a _.,mm_ié msa

...mm:mqmﬂ_:m noanomﬁ g : : .

The z‘mn_;_o:m_ way to mmﬂmﬁm a nc::uoﬂ U_mm isto m::_os\ tur ; using:
A v;ni.o% or other. _BU_mEm:ﬁ to mmmmszm_E turn:thepil nside out:.

“Turning. often’is done when the. SBnmSEE on th .._:m_n_m o_n H:m pil e
. “startsto coolor if the pile Umm_:m to smell.Both are mﬁ:m that the aero=
~big B_n_.owmm inthe center of the pile may be running out.of air. Turn- -
~ing ! 9 com oﬁ.. on regular Umm_m can vSSam U_m:,Q oﬁ a 8 wmmb..w

...uqmnﬁ moam UmOb_m ca .E:::m m noqs_oom,n _o__m “f] :m...:@ .:,m” m a mma_ml.” _.._
: ..moc:a_:m word for moving mqocsa what could mmm__<_cm rcsn_\mam om .
.. ._uoc:gm of now:_uo%h Bmﬂm:m_m in: m 13- nc_u_n,ﬁooﬂ no:ﬂm_:mq : :

.mo_.:m _umou_m make %m Hmmx o?cs gt ﬁym: no::uoﬂ mmm_mw U< mmﬁ_:m
up'a‘series oﬁrqmm or more bins. As compost needs ﬁo.”_um_EEma. :
“ithe first _u_? it's moved to the. :mxﬁ  which aerates the: n.OBbOﬂ. More. -
. _”noaﬁomﬁ_:m Bmﬁm«_m_m are added to the first bin. The process no:ﬂ:-
" uesuntilthe no:,ﬁomﬁ mﬁ th UoﬁoB o?rm mmmﬁ _u_: is qmmaﬁ sed.

it'salso a mooa _amm to use st _G wood nr:um mﬁa o\%m« _‘m_mﬁ_<m_<.,_
" porous materials as the botto _m<m« of the noSvomﬁ pile to make air -
i vOnxmm You canalso maa ich Bmﬁmzm_m as you U:_E the n__m tocreate.
*~ more ait- vOnxmw. vmn eqg. cartons and the paper rolls from inside
o Umvm_ﬁ Hoém_m\ Ea_u_u_:m vmum_. and toilet paperare other mooa ov,m_o.q.m

: “...<cc can: also” mmwmﬁm <0cq ncgvomﬂ without Eq:_:m it. One way. is to
: BU_< U:znr ro_mm inthe pile with moam”r_:m long and’ rmm<< ke
- apiece’of rebar or a pipe. Th ﬂnoEmm, can be a lot of work. There
- are tools that can make it easier. A common choice is a rod with mBm__.”
“Em:mm attached at ﬁrm tip. The. E_:mm collapse mmm_:mﬁ the rod asitis
o .Uc:mrma into the pile: As the rod is removed, the wings unfold, creat
. ing a larger hole and fluffing: the surfounding materials. At least one’
: .no:,_boﬂmﬂ has n_m<m_ovma a <m_‘m_03 ﬁoﬁ m_.:m__ U;mw Hrm; :mmm an m_mnq_n
. drill'to Bmxm %m UBnmmm ea . : ;

s _<_m:< no:.__uoﬂma m_mo Cmm uoSS mmqmﬂ_os U_Umm= to .Qosam air E_Hrl....
- out turning ‘the pile: Some. are as m::_umm asa UOc:n_._ucusamm.Qn corn™
....mﬁm_xm or roll of wire Bmmr mBm PVC pipes—=—no ‘wider than 2 _:.nrmm
to 9m<m:ﬁ too much heat from mmnm_o_:m.linr half-inch ro_mm drilled
. .m<m_.< few _3n7mw are Umnog_:m a vovc_mq choice. Whatever kind: of
- aeration pipe:you use,it’s Uo_mm__o_m to either. build ﬁrm no_ﬁuoﬁ.u__m..
= mS%Q the pipes or diga 5o_m m:n_ insert H:mﬂ: ¥ . :

e Onm: moma of st_ York :mm am<m,oumn_ m: mmﬂmﬂ_oz mﬁﬁmB dnoﬂw nc_u_nl &
- foot] bins nm__ma ﬁrm Hot mox Inthis system, three PVC pipes are _:mﬂm__ma .
w ro_‘_mo:ﬁm? mn:umm Hrm UOHSB of a bin through holes drilled in its side..
‘- Another set of pipes are installed a foot :_m:m_‘ A mﬁc% U< na:‘,m.__ :
o c:_<m_‘m;< showed that ﬂrm m<ﬂm3 which. Bnc:mm no H:S_:m..;ﬂ the
”_...noguoﬂ_ did _u_.oSam mso:@: ox<mm: for roﬁ composting to OnnE.._.rm... .
“researchers did suggest that oxygen' _m<m_m could be H.B..na,..ma inthe -
: .m<mﬁm3 by making sure porous materials.were _:n_camn_ inthe noguom” .
to USS% air Ucn_nmﬁm Emmm:m”m_: et m? 303 . .

is used up. They are replaced by “anaerobic”
organisms that decompose composting materi-
als more slowly and release smelly byproducts.

Another disadvantage of cold composting is
that, unlike hot compost, the piles rarely get hot
enough to kill plant diseases and weed seeds in
the materials being composted. On the other
hand, the heat in hot compost can destroy some
bacteria that help combat diseases in the soil.

Troubleshooting
» The compost pile has a bad smell.

The compost may be compressed
and should be turned to provide more
oxygen. Also, add some relatively
chunky materials such as twigs or wood
chips to provide air spaces. If the mate-
rial is so wet you can easily squeeze
water out of it, mix in some dry brown
materials and soil. Shred any clumps
that have formed. If the compost smells
of ammonia, you have too many green
marterials and need ro add more brown
materials and possibly some soil.

The compost is too dry. Remember
that compost should be about as moist
as a sponge that has been wrung our.
Squeezing a handful shouldn’t pro-
duce more than a few drops of mois-
ture, but it should stay together as a
ball. Many growers use a tarp over the
compost to keep it from drying out
too rapidly in the warmth of the sun.
If you do add water to a dry com-
post pile, don’t just add it to the rop
of the pile because it likely won’t be
absorbed. Rather, pull the pile apart
and relayer it, adding water as you go.

The compost doesn’t have a bad smell
and it is damp, but it won’t heat up.

bl

Chances are you don’t have enough
green materials in the compost pile,
so it is lacking nitrogren. Mix in more

green materials.

s 'The pile is damp and warm, but only

in the middle. The pile isn’t large
enough to generate much hear. Gather
more green and brown materials and
mix them with the old ingredients.
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How to Acquire High-Nitrogen
Green Materials

Grocery stores can be good sources of green
materials. Managers often will be happy to have
someone put the produce that isn’t sellable to a
productive use. Sometimes, stores will want you
to sign agreements that you won't use the pro-
duce any other way. The most important thing
is to develop a good relationship with the store’s
managers and try to make the logistics—the
best time to come pick up the materials, for
example—convenient for the store.

Similarly, coffee shops produce a steady supply
of grounds that managers often will be happy to
have you take off cheir hands.

Restaurants also have a lot of food waste. If you
do approach restaurants about composting, be
certain that the people who will be gathering
the materials understand that it can’t include
meat scraps, dairy items, or food that has been
prepared with oil. The simplest approach is to
ask for only the vegetable and fruit waste the
restaurant produces during its food preparation.
You might consider supplying the restaurant
with a laminated list of materials not to put
in the container where the compost materials
are placed.

Schools and other institutions, such
as hospitals and nursing homes,
also have kitchens and can be
good sources for green marerials.

Dried leaves also make good brown composting
marterials. One way to get leaves in quantity is
to take out a classified ad in the local newspaper
asking for people to drop off them off during

autumn raking season.

Tree-trimming companies also may be willing
to supply large amounts of wood chips at little
or no cost.

What else will you need to do?
. Find a specificarea to puta
compost windrow or pile.
« Check whether you need any
state or local permits.
«  Besure you have the equipment
you need.

Existing farm equipment can be used to
accomplish much of the composting pro-
cess. The most costly equipment typically
includes a front-end loader and manure
spreader. A spreader is very helpful but not
absolutely essential.

Cost-share money often is available for
capital improvements through the Natural
Resource Conservation Service (NRCS). Your
farm must be a commercial operation—pro-
ducing more than $1,000 in revenue annu-
ally—to access the NRCS programs.

References

The same cautions you would take
with restaurant kitchens would also
apply to institutions.

Manure

Ranches, dairy farms, horse sta-
bles—and anywhere else there
is livestock—could be good

Regenstein, Joe M., David Kay, Pau] Turci, and Thomas Qur
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sources of manure to add to your
compost pile.

How to Acquire High-
Carbon Brown Material

Straw makes good composting mate-
rial, as does spent hay. However,
if you use hay, be certain that your
compost’s temperature is high
amocmT to burn off weed seeds—
experts say about 145 degrees Fahr-

enheit should kill the toughest seeds
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