Home Composting Project – Spring 2004

Funded by CAE – the sustainable development fund of the Snowdonia National Park Authority – and Gwynedd Council

Dinas Mawddwy, Mallwyd, Aberdyfi and Corris in the Dyfi Valley

Ecodyfi was awarded funding for a 12-week project from CAE and Gwynedd Council agreed to give free compost bins to participants.

The aim of the project was to get more residents interested in home composting and to set up an infrastructure of support.

The project was carried out by Kestrel Maranta on behalf of Ecodyfi.

Initially, a letter explaining about the project was hand delivered to all homes in the villages mentioned above. 488 letters were delivered in all. All correspondence was bilingual. Some out-lying houses around the villages may have been missed. In Aberdyfi a copy of the letter was also sent out with every Saturday newspaper delivered by the local Londis Store. 

At first, residents were slow in responding, but over the weeks, as the word spread, more and more residents phoned or emailed to show their interest in a free bin and in a training session.

A second letter was sent out informing people of the dates of the training sessions and asking them to confirm if they would be attending.

The first training session took place on Thursday 4th March. It was a very successful session. 14 people turned up and the session lasted for 2 hours. Lots of questions were asked and answered and handouts of information were given at the end of the session. All those who attended said that the session had been very useful. The second session was cancelled due to snow, and finally took place on Saturday 20th March. Having one training session in the week and one on the weekend meant that those people who work full time were still able to participate. Only four people turned up for the second training session when 10 people were expected. The weather was terrible for the second session and as the training was conducted outside it put a lot of people off. The second session only lasted an hour, but still, those who attended said it had been worthwhile.

The training sessions were carried out at the Centre for Alternative Technology. We walked around the compost display discussing various bin types and their particular benefits, then we sat in a covered area and discussed how to make the perfect compost, the problem of rats and flies, where to position your bin, what to put in it etc.

The information pack given out at the training sessions was also posted out to all the residents who had requested a bin but who were unable to make it to a training session.

At the training sessions, those who attended were asked if they would be happy to work as a "compost district nurse". (It was felt that this concept would be easier to explain face-to-face than in a letter). This would involve monitoring the composting efforts of people in their area, and helping out if any problems occurred.

One resident of Hillsborough Terrace in Corris Uchaf volunteered to be the district nurse for that Terrace, where seven bins had been given out. One resident in Aberdyfi volunteered to support three older residents living within walking distance of her home and another Aberdyfi resident, who also runs the Gardening Club, volunteered to monitor all the people in the gardening club who had requested a bin. The four households in Mallwyd who requested a bin, said that they would support each other, as they are friends anyway and all live very close to each other.

The bins were delivered by Gwynedd County Council on 21st April. Every bin was collected on that day.

I believe the project was a great success. To get another 34 households home composting, (especially in these areas where most residents are fully aware of the benefits of home composting) will undoubtedly have an effect, not only on these individual households but also hopefully on the overall waste streams in the area as well.

Appendices

1) "Compost" The five essential elements. A short article on compost written by Kestrel Maranta specifically for home composters.

2) The Centre for Alternative Technology's "High Fibre Composting Instructions".

Kestrel Maranta - Organic Waste Manager

May 2004

Compost: The 5 essential elements

Kestrel Maranta - Organic Waste Manager

1 Carbon to Nitrogen ratio 
The carbon (C) source is paper or card. 

The nitrogen (N) source is all food waste.

This ratio should be 70-30 in favour of nitrogen.

It can range from 80-20 (any more N and the compost will get too wet and will turn putrid) to 40-60 (any more C and the compost will not breakdown).

(To a lesser extent you also need a certain amount of phosphorus, potassium, calcium, magnesium, sulphur and iron).

2 Moisture 
Should be around 75%.

Above 75% and the heap will become anaerobic.

Below 30% moisture content and the breakdown process will stop.

Research has shown that it is better to leave a lid off the compost heap unless it's raining heavily. Light rain will moisten the heap, many insects and bugs will visit the heap to do a bit of breakdown work and airflow through the heap is beneficial. Too much rain will wash all the nutrients out of the compost. (It is a good idea to try to collect the black liquid, which sometimes drips from the bin in rainy conditions; this is black gold and if diluted with water on a 20-1 ratio (20 being water) it's a excellent plant feed.

The compost should not smell at all if the composting process is working efficiently.

No compost bin is rat proof. Keeping a lid on will not protect your bin from rats.

3 Oxygen  

There are 2 ways of getting oxygen into your heap. 

1) THE HARD WAY: which involves turning the heap on a regular basis.

2) THE EASY WAY: which involves crumpling the paper or card before putting it in. This creates air pockets throughout the heap. Recommending putting paper and card in the compost follows the "High Fibre" approach to composting which is a recent idea. This eliminates the need for turning (which was one of the major reasons why many heaps went putrid, have you ever tried turning extremely heavy compost?) The most important thing to remember is to crumple all paper or card before adding it to your heap. (Flat paper and card does not break down and is the main source of methane in landfill sites.) Worms love paper and card so another benefit of adding it to your heap is to encourage more worms which break down waste at a phenomenal rate. Also adding paper and card to your compost reduces the amount of waste going to landfill. Kitchen waste makes up around 30-40% of all household waste. All paper / card and dry recycleables another 40-50% therefore if you compost, recycle paper, plastics, metal and glass you can reduce your waste to landfill by up to 90%.  

4 Temperature 

The heap will get to around 55 degrees Centigrade. At this temperature most pathogens and weed seeds will be destroyed whilst still allowing fungal growth. (Higher temperatures will be needed to compost elements such as sewage sludge).

5 Pile size  

The pile size depends on what is being composted.  For green waste it is preferable to have a higher / narrower container so that weight forces the branches/twigs/leaves etc. together (Otherwise they are too spaced apart and breakdown occurs extremely slowly).

For kitchen waste it is preferable to have a lower / wider container so that there is greater surface area for bugs to get at.  (I.e. 350cm wide / 150cm high)

Green waste and kitchen waste should not be composted together as they break down at different rates. Kitchen waste takes 2-6 months and green waste takes 2-3 years. If you compost them together you end up with sticks in your compost.

Other factors to consider:

Particle size – You should try to keep particle sizes similar when composting green waste. Shredding or chipping large branches is a good idea.

Types of compost bins -

You have a choice of many different compost bins on the market; each one claiming to be the best. The price range is enormous. 

It is good to have a bin with a door at the bottom so that you can harvest the compost as it becomes ready, but many bins on the market are poorly designed and once the bin is full of heavy compost the door cannot be opened. 

A completely closed bin is not a good idea as creepy crawlies can't come and go as they please and if the compost goes putrid all the creepy crawlies in the bin will die.

Personally I think the best type is made from 4 old palettes put into a square. It is cheap and easy. Once the wood rots it can be added to your compost bin and another one made. Wood is a natural product and attracts many creepy crawlies which live in it and also spend all their time breaking down your compost. (Most bought bins are made of plastic which does not harbour any wildlife)

It is a good practise to have two compost bins made from seven palettes. When one is full cover it with an old piece of carpet for a month to let it dry out and start collecting your waste in the other bin. After a month remove one side of the first compost bin and harvest all the compost. (An old piece of carpet makes a good lid as it holds moisture and worms love it).

Another idea for a cheap compost bin is to make a pile on the ground and cover it with carpet. This is a good compost bin if you do not want to harvest the compost, as most of it just turns into earth!

What to put in your compost bin -

Put in - Anything organic i.e. all food scraps, hair, vacuum cleaner dust, teabags etc. (Since the BSE fiasco most organisations recommend not putting meat or fish into your compost bin. This is up to your own discretion. Research has shown that putting meat and fish into the bin does not attract rats. Rats are opportunists and if they come across your bin that's it! If your bin is within a few hundred yards of a river you are more likely to get rats as rats live in the banks of rivers. No compost bin is rat proof (given time a rat can eat through thick galvanised steel.) Also an adult rat can get through a hole the size of a fifty pence piece, and a baby rat through a hole the size of a pencil. Making your compost bin airtight is not the answer as the composting process needs airflow.

-All scraps of paper and card i.e. kitchen towels, tissues, junk mail, toilet roll centres, cereal packets etc. (Make sure it all gets crumpled first).

-Grass cuttings (These can go in your green waste pile or your compost heap.  Do not put so much grass cuttings in your pile at once that you cover the whole surface of your heap as grass cuttings will matt together and stop airflow which means everything under the cuttings will become anaerobic and die. Add grass cuttings, vacuum cleaner dust, sawdust etc at intervals and mixed with paper).

Don't put in - Large volumes of paper or card which it would be better to recycle i.e. newspapers, magazines, telephone directories etc.

-Drink / milk cartons which are silver foil lined (This does not break down).

-Laminated paper.

Important note: Composting is easy.

Most companies which try to sell you products tell you composting is difficult and that you need to spend lots of money buying their product.  Don't. If you make sure your heap has the 5 essential elements, you won't need to:

turn it / water it / aerate it / buy starter packs for it

The simple biological process will happen on its own.

Composting terminology:

Compost: Soil like compound/s 

Feedstock: Main ingredient into your compost

Green waste: (Garden waste) branches, twigs, leaves, grass cuttings etc

Putresibles: (Kitchen waste) Food scraps

Dry Recyclables: plastic, metal, glass 

Manure: Stable or farmyard dung, urine and bedding

Mould: Soil composted from natural materials i.e. leaves

Liquid feed: An infusion of nettles and/or comfrey with rainwater, used as a fertiliser on plants

Nutrients: Chemicals in the soil taken up by plants as feed

Fertiliser: Manufactured concentrated and/or processed plant nutrients

Centre for Alternative Technology         

HIGH-FIBRE COMPOSTING INSTRUCTIONS

Place the container wherever convenient in the garden, on bare soil or grass.

What to put in the container

1. Food waste from the house - absolutely anything organic, (except meat scraps), plate scrapings, vegetable peelings, pet food, tea bags, coffee grounds, orange peel, hair. You can also put vacuum-cleaner dust in. Usually it is most convenient to collect this material in a lidded bucket near the sink. It is helpful to line the bucket with a sheet of newspaper: it soaks up moisture and makes it easier to empty the bucket. When the bucket is full, dump it into the container. NO meat!
2. Non-recyclable paper and cardboard - This includes cardboard packaging such as cereal packs and frozen food packaging, corrugated cardboard, toilet-roll centres, crumpled paper, used tissues and kitchen towels. These must be scrumpled into irregular balls. These can go into the compost bucket straight away if you like, but because this material is so bulky it tends to fill it up rather quickly, and it is usually handier to have a larger container, with or without a lid, such as a plastic storage box. When this box is full, you simply transfer the contents to the compost container. There is generally no need to tear or shred this material, although for large corrugated cartons you may need to tear them up a bit before scrumpling the pieces into irregular balls. Ideally the compost bucket and the paper/card box should be sized so they fill up at about the same rate and go into the main container in alternation, but there is no need to be too fussy about this.

DO NOT INCLUDE newspapers and magazines, telephone directories, catalogues, flat office papers. These do not compost well unless all the leaves are separated and individually balled, and they are just the papers that are best for recycling. If you already separate flat papers for recycling, continue as usual. If not just put these things in the dustbin. Other paper and cardboard materials that should not be put in the compost include drink and milk cartons, because they have plastic or foil liners that do not break down. Do not put any other hard materials into the compost: No plastics, metals, glass, or wood. 

3. Waste from the garden including weeds, grass clippings, green leaves, small clods of soil, path sweepings. There is no need to save this up, just put it in the container as it comes.

DO NOT INCLUDE woody wastes such as branches, twigs, brown leaves, hedge prunings or trimmings. The reason for this is that these take much longer to break down and when you come to recover the compost it's full of twigs. It is better to have a separate pile for this material. If you have a shredder, however, you can put shredded matter into the compost container. 

No other action is required.
















