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Composting 
 

Composting is the microbial decomposition of organic solids into forms plants can use. Everything 
organic has a carbon to nitrogen ratio. Brown, dead material like old leaves and twigs are a source 
of carbon. Green material like grass clippings and fresh leaves are a source for nitrogen. The ideal 
ratio for a good compost pile consists of two-thirds green material and one-third brown material. 
Two parts green material to one part brown material is another way of thinking of this. Green  
material should dominate the mix because it alone will generate the heat necessary to pasteurize 
the compost of pathogenic organisms. When a well made compost pile really gets cooking it will 
peak at temperatures over 120 degrees Fahrenheit. 
 

In order to get that kind of temperature you need a large volume of material. Consider constructing 
a compost bin. Two bins side by side, each 4ft. on all sides and 4ft. high is ideal. The overall  
dimensions would be 8ft. long, 4ft. wide and 4ft. high with a shared 4 ft. high dividing wall in the 
middle.  This can be constructed of pressure treated posts with half inch hardware cloth or you can 
get fancy and use picket fencing instead. 
 
One bin will be full of “cooking” compost, the empty bin is used to turn over the compost from top 
to bottom once the temperature falls off. With only one bin it takes from six months to two years to 
generate usable compost. But with two or more bins, composting is greatly accelerated because 
you can turn the pile completely over.  We can’t tell you exactly how long this process will take, but 
three months seems an absolute minimum. When you begin to observe decay feeding organisms 
like millipedes, earthworms and pillbugs throughout the pile, it is done. 
 
It is the failure to provide enough green material in the compost pile to heat pasteurize it, together 
with an inadequate volume of material to hold the heat, that produce poor quality compost full of 
disease organisms that can infect your plants. Grass clippings, leaves, old mulch and weeds  
without seeds are all good components. Never add kitchen wastes, large branches, diseased 
plants or weeds with seeds. Don’t’ turn your compost pile into a garbage pile. 
 
During the composting process a 50% moisture level should be maintained so that the compost is 
moist, but not so wet that water can be squeezed from it. This is known as the ‘damp sponge’  
condition and is essential for active microbial decomposition. 
 
A large surface area relative to mass hastens decomposition, and smaller particles decompose 
faster than large bulky materials because they have a greater surface area for microbes to work 
on. So shred leaves and twigs with the lawnmower or mulcher/chipper to reduce their size and 
hasten decomposition. The smaller the particles of material the sooner it will biodegrade into the 
compost.  
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Composting 
The best time to start a compost pile is in the Spring, but you may need to collect your leaves in 
the fall. Spring is better because you can use the heat of the Summer to augment that of the  
compost pile. This is also the time when fresh grass clippings are available. Don’t apply any  
herbicides to the lawn, but you can fertilize with an organic lawn food if you want. Each time the 
grass is cut add a six inch layer of leaves and a nine inch layer of grass clippings to the pile to 
maintain a one third/two thirds ratio. You may not have enough grass clippings to complete the pile 
all at once, but that’s okay. After you have added as many layers as you can, mix them thoroughly 
with a garden fork and hose it down as you mix. When the grass is cut again add other layers and 
mix them in When the pile is finally complete, stick a soil thermometer in the center and check it 
after 4 or 5 days. You need to get temperatures at least above 100 degrees Fahrenheit. If you 
haven’t, add more green material. Continue monitoring the temperature until the pile begins to cool 
down, and then turn it completely over from top to bottom into the empty bin. Switching back and 
forth between bins will hasten decomposition. 

Be conservative with compost as a soil amendment. Compost will improve soil fertility, but it also 
holds a lot of water. Use no more than one third compost to two thirds soil. And, if you have heavy 
clay with poor drainage use a mix of one third particle matter (like pine bark fines), one third  
compost and one third soil. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


