The Art and Science

of Composting
Mike Larrivee, P.G.
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What is Compost?

* Definition: A mixture of decayed or decaying
organic matter used to fertilize soil. Compost is
usually made by gathering plant material, such
as leaves, grass clippings, and vegetable peels,
into a pile or bin and letting it decompose as a
result of the action of aerobic bacteria, fungi,
and other organisms.

* Compost in Latin = To bring together



What is Compost?

“A compost pile is a sensible and even
necessary adjunct to a garden, for it means a
conservation of waste and a reduction in the
expense of the operation”

-Samuel Ogden, organic gardening guru
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Compostable Materials
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Composting Methods

* Anaerobic vs. Aerobic: Which ones are we hoping for,
composters?

* Why?

 Aerobic bacteria are more productive than anaerobic
bacteria by an order of maignitude, and anaerobes
often have a pathogenic relationship with plants

* Why are they more productive? Feedback loop
created in energy catalyzed by O2 in soil. More 02 =
More N, P & Mg + Keep your compost aerated!!



Composting, Metht”

e Who are our aerobic friends?
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* Psychrophiles - Usually the first to show up, these are the cool
temp bacterium (4-15C), they make amino acids, eat lignin and
cellulose (trees), and work for us in the winter sometimes (at least
in Memphis!)

* Mesophiles - Second wave moderate temperature bacterium (18-
30C), and generally the most abundant. Among these is
Actinomycetes Shybrid fungi + bacterium) which are the true
decompositional closers, create those neat grey cobwebs

* Theromophiles - The showoffs, they are the high temp
metabolizers that make your compost smoke like Lonely Mountain
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Remember that the science of composting
is a forgiving discipline.
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No matter what, you
will likely

have a useable finished
product
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the soil
will save us

KRISTIN OHLSON




But why should we compost?

* Composting in all it’s various forms is a simple Wa%I we
as individuals can act to correct huge planetary scale
issues like:

* Global warming
 Overburdened landfills

* Leachate entering groundwater/drinking water

supplies

* Over reliance on synthetic chemical inputs in
agriculture









Benefits of Compost Tea

* Increase the biomass and sgecies. diversity of microbes, introduce a
highly léeneﬁaal group of bacteria and fungi, protozoa and possibly
nematodes

* Replace pathogenic (often anaerobic) bacterium by introducing
beneficial predatory organisms

* Remember! There are more organisms in 15¢g of healthy soil than
there are humans on planet Earth (also nearly 40km of fungi!)

* Increases the ability of soil to hold nutrients and retain water

* Reduces fertilizer use, chemical runoff into the watershed, and
leaching of synthetic chemicals into ground water

* Reduces salt accumulation in soils
* Improves the soils pH buffering ability through microbe diversity
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