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Quick Guide e Composting

Dr. Wayne S Johnson, State Horticulture Specialist

Add and mix successive
layers: OM, fertilizer or
manure and soil
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Make compost by alternating layers of organic matter (OM), soil, nitrogen fertilizer and lime (use lime only if your
soil is acidic). Follow this procedure:

v Make the compost pile 4 or 5 feet square and several feet tall, 4 to 5 feet is best. Structures are not necessary,
but may be used.

v Organic Matter: Add 8 — 12 inches OM, anything from plants or animals (yard wastes, table scraps, manures)
except diseased plants, course woody material and bone that is slow to decompose. Do not include meat,
which may smell and attract vermin. Do not use cat and dog manure. Use about 50 percent green and brown
OM. The finer the OM the quicker it makes compost. If you can run it through a shredder, do so.

v Soil: Soil, 1 -2 inches, supplies microbes to decompose the organic matter. Commercial starters are not
needed.

Nitrogen Fertilizer: Add to each 5 by 5 foot layer of OM and soil %4 to ¥2 cup of a low analysis nitrogen
fertilizer, less than 25% nitrogen. The microbes that decompose the organic matter need nitrogen to grow.

v Lime: Lime is not necessary if alkaline desert soils are used. They raise the pH naturally. Where acid forest
soils are used, add ¥ to 1-cup lime to each 5 by 5-foot OM layer. Lime raises the pH of the compost. An
overly acidic condition slows the growth or kills many beneficial microorganisms that decompose the OM.

v Water: Sprinkle the OM lightly. Moisture is required for the microorganisms to grow. DO NOT OVER
WATER or anaerobic microorganisms will slow decomposition and cause the pile to stink! If this happens,
turn the pile and reduce the amount of water applied to it. In our dry climate, you may need to cover the pile
to keep it moist.

Water and mix the layers of OM, soil, fertilizer, and lime (if used) together as you make the compost heap. Turn the
compost pile in on itself every few weeks and water regularly to keep the process active. The compost is ready when
it turns dark brown, the individual leaves and other OM are indistinguishable and the whole has a sweet earthy odor.
Use it to improve your soil and plant heaith. Lightly cover seeds with compost to keep them from drying out and
hasten a more uniform germination.
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Small Fruits

To plant strawberries, you might build 2 little mound of
compost in the bottom of a shallow furrow and drape the roots
of the young planis over the mound so they cover it Iike a skirt.

This BioSelector provides recommendations for cultural practices and

Then bring the soil up to the plant just below the crown.

compost applications based on the percentage of organic matter in your sofl.

Organic Matter

{0.M.) Test Resule

Possible Problems

Grapes and berries can benefit from a 3-inch layer of com-
post mulch in early spring. The mulch will act as a weed bar-

rier and also feed the plants,

Remedies

Recommended Finished Compost
Applications per 1000 Square Feet
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Low micrebe and earthworm activity. Nitrogen

deficiencies likely. Poor nutrient exchange and low
walerholding capacity. Garden crops will not sur-

vive siress.

Microbe and earthworm activity better, but still
low. Nitrogen may still be deficient. Soif's ability to
hold nobients and moistwre is still not adeguate Lo

avoid plant stress.

Tilth, siructure, and water-holding should be ade-
quate, Healthy, productive erops are more likely.

High soil Life is providing elficiend nutrient

exvhange, Molsiure-holding capacity
good, regardless of westher stress.

should he

Increase organic matter level over next 2
to 3 years. Use foliar nuirienls and sicle-
dress plants, Grow green manures. Apply
composts and nmulches. Rotale vegetables
as much as possible and sow cover crops.

Foliar nutiients are still recommended in
addition to composts. Continue to grow
green manure, Mulch and sow cover crops
where possible. Organic mineral lertilizers
still needed, broadeast in the row. Side-
cdress heavy feeders.

Conlinue growing green manures and
applying composts. Heavy feeder crops
still need fertilization.

Apply only maintenance amounds of
organic matter. Too nwuch raw matter counld
overload the soil ecosystem and tie up trace
minerals. Green manuring should maintain
organic levels except in the Deep South.

2000 Ibs. (approximately 2 cu, yds.) This
represents a 44" to 14" thick layer, which
should then be thoroughly mixed into
top 6 inches.

1000 1bs. (approximalely 1 cu. yd.} This
represents about a " layer. Incorporate
into top 6 inches.

500 1bs. Thoroughly mix into top 4
inches,

200 Ibs. Thoroughly mix into top 4
inches.

Adapied from Necessary Trading Company's BioSelector™ chart.
© 1987 Necessary Trading Compeany, New Castle, Vinginic,
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(776) 855-1551 « FAX [775) .wmmm.mmmw If you know nothing else shout your garden soil, you should

. telleiygeden. mmﬁ know its pH. Plants will literally be poisoned if the pH is much
too high or low. The pH of the compost you put into the garden
: ] will have a marked eifect on the soil there. Hence, it is a good

: idea to have some vnderstanding of what pll is all about.

grapafruit pute water ammonia strong iye
3.0~3.3 7.0 10.6-11.6 solition
14,0
) \ leman & Bme
ihat a good ratio of carbon to nitrogen in 2 compost pile is
about 25 to 30 parts carbon to 1 part nitrogen, or 80:1 (com- { 4

monly shoriened {o “30"). In practical terms, this means most
of the materials you add should be carbon materials. A pile
with a C/N much higher than 25 to 30 will take a long time to ;
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decompose. This is why a pile of oak leaves or a mound of swamp peal best for arid desert
sawdust and wood chips will sit for years without much appar- _” (ephagnum moss) | most plarts sols

ent decay. If the C/N ratio is very low (that is, if there is too ,“ @mﬂmw%__m

much nitrogen), your pile will likely release the excess as

smelly ammonia gas. _ The pH scole and some commonly known substances

Here are the average C/Ns for some compostable materials

that are often used:
The term pH, as you may or may not recall from high

Compostable Material Average CIN school chemistry, describes the alkalinity (“sweetness”) or
Alder or ash leaves ....... e i 0,25 acidity (“sourness”) of soil, compost, and other substances, |
Grasselippings .................. e 25 and pH is usually expressed as anumber. The pH scale runs |
Leguminous plants {peas, from 1, indicating pure acidity, to 14, which is purely alkaline
beans, soybeans) ..... e viviien.. U5 or “basic.” Something neuiral would be described as 7, halfway
Manure with bedding ... ... e X between 1 and 14, The newral zone, somewhere around 7, is
Manure........ e e 15 desirable for most planis. Most bacteria and fungi operate best
Oak leaves ., ....... e e e, 50 in a mediom with a pH from 6.5 to slightly more than 7. Clearly,
Pine needles ........... e, .. 60100 then, you want to keep your cormpost pile within this range.
SawdUst . ..oy e 150500 You can find out the pH of your compost by having it ana-
Straw, cornstalksand cobs .. .. .. ... ... reee 50-100 lyzed. Send a sample 1o your state wniversity Extension
Vegetable trimmings ........ O ... 25

COMPOSTABLE MATERIALS ARE ALL AROUNDYOU 29 P10 LETITROTI @W@t%




