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Compost, the process and the product, is yet another example of harnessing biology to assist us in promoting 
healthy soil that in turn grows quality crops. Compost, green manures (cover crops), and sound soil cultivation 
practices are the three primary drivers of any sustainable growing system. Indeed, we are “biological farmers/

so hard.”
Composting is about the decomposition and transformation of heterogeneous organic wastes (basically 

anything that was once alive) into a homogeneous, stable end product—organic matter/humus, or as we call it, 

to the touch and a powerful reservoir of plant nutrients that are released slowly over time via further biological 

on the planet.
-

Among the attributes of compost are –

forms available to plants.

of a soil to hold and exchange cation nutrients such as calcium, magnesium, and potassium necessary for plant 
growth.

Process and Participants

In constructing a compost pile you are setting the stage for the biological, chemical and physical decomposi-

transforming them. 
-

out by succeeding waves (populations) of micro- and macro-organisms. You play the role of facilitating this pro-
cess. In a sense, composting is a form of animal husbandry or “microbe farming.” 
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Chadwick  Garden  manager  Orin  Martin  adds  straw  to  a  compost  

pile  in  the  garden’s  “compost  row.”

there is no need for inoculants, as small populations ex-
ist on much of the substrate used in composting. 

months

multiply rapidly and feed on the succulent plants in 

growth of these organisms (bacteria can double their 

Remember, bacteria and fungi do not have mouthparts, 

sugars and simple proteins for nutrition.
-

philic, or heat-loving, organisms—still some bacteria, 
-

cally) more complex carbon compounds such as chitin, 
cellulose, and lignin. 

As the pile cools and begins its curing process, a 
third microbial population comes to the fore—a type of 

have the simple cell structure of bacteria, but grow mul-

-
isms—mites, springtails, centipedes, millipedes, sow-
bugs, ants, nematodes, earthworms, etc.—are physical 

resistant materials, as well as feed on dead bacteria and 
fungi. In doing so, they also create a softer, more “open” 

Five Criteria for Success

What are the criteria for successful husbandry of a 
compost pile?
1. Pile Size and Dimensions

ideal dimensions are
about (maximum) volume to (minimum) surface area 

thus a more hospitable decomposition environment 

less surface area, as the ambient environment largely 

fuss) compost piles I have ever built was during a Gar-

plus a modicum of water 

-
terial on hand

2. Particle Size of Ingredients

chopping, shredding) the greater the surface area, the 
more the microbes can “occupy space” and thus the 
faster the rate of decomposition. Chopping plant mate-

-

and fungi, thus speeding and contributing to more 
thorough decomposition.

continued on page 6
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Aeration
As oxygen fuels the metabolism of the decomposers 

in a pile, the pile construction should feature adequate 
-

materials.

a sharp drop in temperature. As the pile settles, reducing 
pore/air space, and as microbial populations exhaust the 

oxygen is resupplied, microbial populations boom—the 
heat generated is a byproduct of their metabolism as they 

Moisture

spray, not drench) incrementally to each layer as you con-

down from top to bottom, apply less water to the lower 
layers of the pile. Also, as plants are merely supported 

be conservative with the initial water application.

Carbon to Nitrogen Ration (C:N)

rich than nitrogen-rich material by weight. 
While all materials contain some carbon, carbona-

chips, etc.) contain primarily carbon, and similarly, nitrog-
-

rial and animal manures) feature a high nitrogen content 
relative to carbon.

decomposers. In essence, they use carbon to nitrogen in a 

to the decomposition process; they act as biological cata-
lysts, accelerating biochemical reactions and hastening the 

function long after the producing organisms have died. In 

the “microbial corpses” that produced them. 

combining comparative volumes of carbon-rich (brown) 
and nitrogen-rich (green) ingredients in layers. A wide 

-

-

weed seeds and plant pathogens.

       good absorptive material to use at the base of the pile)

-

volumes and predictably, do quite well. 

nitrogen and microbes—a sourdough starter of sorts to 

An  apprenticeship  student  uses  a  machete  to  chop  up  compost  

ingredients  into  smaller  pieces.

continued on page 8
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The Home Gardener’s Dilemma

Small, incremental volumes of compost mate-
rials
No easy access to animal manures
An overabundance of wet, nitrogen-rich

A shortage of all other ingredients
And a reticence to commit to composting

long term) by alternating thin (1–2” inch) layers of 

ingredients as you go. 

In layering a pile, consider also alternating wet/

-

described above at every site in the pile.

the constituency base, the greater and richer the end 

A bale of straw (not hay, as hay has seeds)
A trashcan full of leaves, wood chips, etc.

Introducing these ingredients into the mix/layering 
system described above will result in a better compost-
ing process and a more nutrient-rich end product. If 

lime, or soil helps.

-

soil development and fertility. 

Compost – from page 6




