ALWAYS WEAR A FACE MASK WHEN WORKING WITH DRY COMPOST &/or MULCH –LOGI web page – .logi.org.au

SOIL HEALTH and COMPOSTING - 

Composting is the process of breaking down organic matter residues (plant and animal) in order to recycle minerals for plant growth and to produce humus. This controlled operation essentially speeds up, what is of course, the natural process of decay!

COMPOST is the end product that when added to the soil will improve the qualities of the soil and so sustain (healthy) plant growth. Compost is the precursor of soil organic matter and finally humus.

LOW TEMPERATURE COMPOSTING: (mesophilic) – (refer to following piccies)
The most common form of composting in home gardens. Microbes and soil creatures (worms, slaters, native cockroaches, beetle larvae, and soldier-fly maggots) attracted to the compost heap work to break down organic matter at temperatures that do not exceed 45oC. Weed seeds and pathogens are unlikely to be killed. The black/green plastic compost bins may get too hot for the compost’s beneficial soil animals (worms included), so use these bins with careful positioning. Water carefully – too much water = ANAEROBIC = no O2 = SMELL!

HIGH TEMPERATURE COMPOSTING: (thermophilic)

The preferred process for commercial composting. By maintaining temperatures within compost windrows between 50 and 65oC, the activity of beneficial heat loving (thermophilic) microbes, is encouraged. This is the fastest form of composting with the added advantage that weed seeds, also animal and plant pathogens are destroyed. Due to the high temperature, soil creatures will be absent from this process.

VERMICOMPOSTING:

Low temperature composting (15 to 25oC) favouring the activity of compost worms. Conditions must be controlled carefully as this is effectively an intensive animal production system. The preferred compost worms will not tolerate 'normal' soil conditions. This method will use more water than usual – but again not too much!


The logic:

GOOD MATERIAL ( HEALTHY COMPOST(HEALTHY SOIL(HEALTHY PLANTS(HEALTHY US!

	A series of pictures follow illustrating, probably, a non-typical approach to composting in the home garden. Mine is a TWO STAGE process. It’s not pretty but it’s a system that works for me – and I’m not put off by the energy (WORK) required to achieve the end result. Which I believe speaks for itself. Those who have sampled my compost agree. But even then my compost is probably still inferior to that of a quality assured, commercial thermophilic compost. But in the home garden, when applied to the soil, my less than perfect product can be induced to perform appropriately – WATER IS THE KEY!            DG


	REF
	
	

	1
	
	My first stage now utilises some re-cycled plastic bins – bottoms cut out lids adapted with a hole cut. All kitchen scraps, citrus peel (we have this by the bucket-full when processing our citrus fruit) and being kept moist and mixed with other material we have no problems (contrary to some misguided belief that worms hate citrus – they probably do – when dry and solitary!!), manure, weeds (not seeding and non self propagating), saw dust, grass cuttings and WATER. The bins are covered to keep in the moisture and sequentially filled. Investing in proprietary compost bins will do the same – prettier but more expensive!! – I used to use old galv. bins.

	2
	
	One of the old galv. bin has been up-ended to show the layered contents – after two weeks worms are found. I also use some material from more mature bins to ‘inoculate’ the new bins with compost worms. As the new material settles – new is added - plus lime. I do the same with the new plastic bins– vital insects (compost fly and beetles enter through the hole in the lid)

	3
	
	After six weeks with watering every second day – the material is well rotted but at this point is still not  a ‘mature’ compost – it is really a ‘mulch’. At this stage it could be added to the garden where composting will continue if the moisture levels are maintained. Don’t forget that any weed and vegetable seeds – WILL grow, for temperatures will not be high enough to kill the seeds. I now monitor the temperature of the heaps with a temperature probe – the heaps rarely get above 35oC. Hot -  but not hot enough!! (I use a temperature probe to test)

	4
	
	As I said above – my system is a two stage process – with the second stage being my main composting area made up of straw bale compartments. On a two acre block I can afford that space. And why the second area?  I will compost bulkier material here – grass clippings, saw-dust, shredded leaves and prunings, manure, paper, cardboard, & clean green-waste from MY garden – (I have control over that). All built up in layers and well watered – either with DAM or GREY water. I will have a heap of over 1 cubic metre and at this size it is difficult to keep it moist enough for worms – even when covered with polythene. When my bins from stage one are full I may transfer the contents to these heaps when I’m turning them. (every 2 weeks) this adds more bulk and of course WORMS – but as it is drier here the worms don’t stay – but all is not lost I have other little helpers ……….. 

	5
	
	Sure enough here they are – Rhinoceros beetle larvae (grubs) and others – being drier and hotter through the summer they can tolerate the conditions in the compost heap far better than worms can AND they have JAWS!! They can chew through the coarse material just as we do through food. Worms cannot do this and need wetter material – but NOT anaerobic = sludgy.

	6
	
	And here are the little critters – note their size AND their jaws!

	7
	
	I’ve recently started a new heap – here I show a layer of WETTED paper and cardboard going down first prior to placement of new material;. (manure, grass clippings and sawdust 

	8
	
	In making space for the second heap, I moved the old one and transferred the grub population to the new – it’s good stuff but will be better for wetting and covering. The process continues!!


And after all of this – the worms and the grubs are the obvious compost makers – but don’t forget the microbes – bacteria and fungi. THEY do the real work.

Get to know the ecology of your compost heap -

its condition dictates the spectrum of composting organisms

	Drier = grubs and other bugs + fungi         
	>>>>>>>>>
	Wetter = worms, BSF maggots + bacteria.


Consider looking after the compost heap as managing livestock – observe their needs and cater for them!
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found here - fully co-composted with other
material & then mixed into main heap.





[image: image2.jpg]SHOWING LAYERED MATERIAL

all kitchen waste, fruit rinds, MANURE, grass
clippings, saw-dust, etc — worms found here







[image: image3.jpg]MAIN COMPOST HEP - READY

Straw bale retaining wall covered with polythene

turned and wetted-up every 2 weeks— FEW
worms fol
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| larvae faecal pellets are ready made compost.
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(including the owner of the hands!!)
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"Green-waste" re-cycling area —
(the compost bays)
note bed of wetted cardboard and paper
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6 months old and ready now - final turn and
wetting — polythene to cover — grubs removed!!




[image: image7.jpg]The new (re-cycled) bins — bottom cut out and lid
adapted - the profile catches rain and the hole
becomes multi functional - allows for insects also.





The total process:
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