
Let's Start Composting!

Compost Basics 

Composting is the planet's natural recycling program. It returns nutrients and organic 
matter to the soil, feeds beneficial micro-organisms and earthworms, and improves the 
texture, oxygen-retaining capabilities and moisture-holding capacity of soil. By 
composting, you're using your waste to create more life. Essentially, any plant life that 
decomposes aerobically – meaning it uses oxygen as part of the decomposition process – 
turns into compost. 

There is no mystery to making good compost. A compost pile mimics the process nature 
uses to break down organic matter by combining nitrogen (found in kitchen scraps, coffee 
grounds, egg shells, green grass clippings, fresh plant trimmings and weeds, and manure) 
and carbon (such as dry, brown plant material like dead leaves, grass or plants, wood 
products and paper) with air and water. It will take between six and twelve months for 
your composter to produce the dark brown, nearly black material that you can add to the 
soil in the garden.

Composting not only is a cheap way to revive soils of our gardens, but also can reduce 
the amount of garbage destined for landfills significantly.
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How to Compost

Keep in mind that there are numerous techniques regarding the specifics of composting. 
Those outlined below are fairly standard but don't be surprised if you encounter slightly 
different recommendations and specifications as you explore the world of composting! 
These steps are also specific to backyard composting but if you are limited by space, 
consider vermicomposting, which can even be indoors if done properly. 

1 Find flat place in your yard. The size and type of your composter can vary, but if you 
are just starting out, consider about a square-meter of space.

2  Buy or make a composter. To maintain air circulation and discourage rodents, line the 
composter with wire mesh and have a lid.  A sizeable compost can help produce and 
preserve heat that can speed up the process and deter the growth of pathogens. 

3 Put your compost pile in an easily accessible area near a water source, but away from 
sheds, dense shrubs or bird feeders. Ensure the ground provides good drainage. A partly 
sunny exposure is helpful but not essential. 

4  Insulate the bottom of your new composter with twigs and leaves. This will help with 
air circulation and water drainage.

5  Assemble the basic ingredients: browns and greens. Browns are carbonous items, like 
dried leaves, coffee grounds, wood shavings or shredded newspaper. Greens are most of 
the things you would throw into your green bin, including grass cuttings, tea leaves, dead 
flowers, but without manure, meat, fish, diapers and milk products. 

6  In order to produce compost efficiently, a higher or  equal ratio of brown to green 
items are recommended. 

7  Add a dusting of soil to the top, to boost the crew of microorganisms needed to start 
breaking the food down. Soil can also discourage pests by masking the odor of food 
waste. 

8  Stir your compost regularly (about once a week) to ensure sufficient air circulation.

9  Keep your compost moist. While you're turning the pile, check the moisture level, and 
add water if necessary—think of the wrung-out sponge for guidance.

10  The compost will be ready in as short as three months or up to two years depends 
on the materials added.



More Compost Tips 

DOS and DON'TS 

 Do chop compost materials into small pieces, which break down faster.

 Do cover food waste with soil or dry leaves to discourage flies.

 Do cover compost piles in winter and prolonged periods of heavy rain.

 Do not add meat, bones, grease, pet waste, diseased plant materials or lawn clippings 
that have been sprayed with chemicals.

 Do not compost rhubarb leaves-they contain chemicals that may be toxic to organisms 
in the soil if the leaves haven't fully decomposed before you use the compost.

 Do not add invasive plants or weeds with persistent root systems or seeds (weeds in 
flower are fine).

PROBLEM SOLUTION

Bad odor 
Turn pile more frequently to ensure enough air circulation; 
add coarse, dry material such as straw and shredded leaves to 
reduce the moisture.

Too dry 
Mix in a few handfuls of soil and some moist kitchen scraps 
or coffee grounds; water pile, cover and let sit. Check weekly; 
if it's still too dry, repeat

Too wet 

Turn pile and add dry materials such as straw, dry leaves (not 
fresh), sawdust, even lint from the dryer. Keep it uncovered 
(except in periods of prolonged heavy rain) and check 
weekly. Apply the touch test: a handful of material should be 
as moist as a wrung-out sponge

Too weedy 
To heat things up (which helps to kill weed seeds), add some 
high-nitrogen materials such as kitchen scraps, fresh grass 
clippings or manure

Too slow 

If there are layers of fresh leaves or grass clippings, break 
them up by mixing in straw, hay (but no hay seeds) or dry 
leaves. If large chunks are not decomposing, sift pile through 
a screen or use a soil shredder. The resulting fine material can 
be used as the base for a new compost heap

Damp and warm in the 
middle but dry elsewhere 

Pile is too small; collect more material and mix it in. Or turn 
the heap more frequently

Damp and sweet-
smelling but will not heat 
up 

Needs more nitrogen; mix in fresh grass clippings or fresh 
manure

Pest infestations (dogs, 
rodents, flies, bees, 
wasps and ants)

Improper food scraps added; don't add meat, fats, bones or pet 
waste. Cover food scraps with soil or other carbon materials; 
turn pile weekly



Video link:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2s5HdYLSFzg

References and useful links:

City of Toronto: http://www.toronto.ca/compost/spreadcom.htm

Canadian Gardening: http://www.canadiangardening.com/how-to/techniques/compost-
basics/a/1488

Compost Council of Canada: http://www.compost.org/English/ENGLISH_INDEX.htm

Comprehensive composting guide: http://compostguide.com/

Foodshare: http://www.foodshare.net/media_archive91.htm
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