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BACKYARD COMPOSTING 
Notes from Montgomery County, TX, Master 

Gardeners 
 

 Compost is a very helpful addition to soil, 
so much so that many gardeners consider it an 
essential soil amendment.  It provides many ben-
efits: 
 

Plant nutrients are returned to the ecosystem 
and used again. 

Soil structure is improved.  Good structure 
allows water and oxygen to move through 
the soil and thus be available to plant’s 
roots. 

Because of the improved soil structure a com-
post-enriched soil will hold more water 
than a soil without compost.   

A well-structured soil resists erosion. 
Oxygen is necessary for the soil organisms 

that aid soil chemistry making nutrients 
available to plants.  Oxygen is also essen-
tial to support the symbiotic relationship 
between fungi and plant roots that allows 
the plant to absorb valuable nutrients. 

Compost provides nutrients slowly, so plants 
have a storehouse of nutrients. 

Compost makes nutrients available by reduc-
ing plants’ reliance on specific soil pH lev-
els. 

Compost inoculates the soil with beneficial 
micro-organisms that help break down nu-
trients so plants can more easily use 
them. 

Compost may provide biological control of 
certain soil pests. 

 

These benefits contribute to increased fertility 
and productivity in the garden. 
 
 The method described in this paper for 
composting is one that many Montgomery Coun-
ty Master Gardeners have used successfully for 
years.  It is an aerobic process (requires oxygen) 
that will produce quality compost in a few 
months! 
 

Preparation 
 

 Collect materials in a large enough quanti-
ty to fill the Shepherd compost bin, which holds 
about 30 cubic feet.  Both brown materials, high 
in carbon, and green materials, high in nitrogen, 
are needed.  Approximately 20 – 24 bags of 
leaves (brown materials) will fill the bin.  Often, 
green material is in short supply, so you can in-

clude the following sources of nitrogen in the bin:  
alfalfa pellets, cottonseed meal, or coffee 
grounds from a local coffee shop.  You can store 
kitchen scraps in plastic bags in the refrigerator 
or freezer until you are ready to start the com-
posting process. 
 

 While the materials are described by color, 
that characteristic does not hold true for all mate-
rials.  For example, coffee grounds are an excel-
lent source of nitrogen but are brown in color.  
Refer to the handout “A Recipe for Success” to 
become familiar with “green stuff” and “brown 
stuff.” 
 

 Place the bin in a place that is convenient 
to a water source with plenty of room to use a 
blending fork (pitchfork) when you turn the mate-
rial onto an adjacent spot.  Set the bin on moist, 
bare ground in either sun or shade. 
 

 

Build the Pile 
 

 Size of the pile is crucial to success:  A 
minimum of 3’ x 3’ x 3’ will allow the pile to retain 
heat and moisture.  A high temperature (120

0
 – 

140
0
) at the beginning of the process, maintained 

for at least 3 days, will kill weed seeds and dis-
ease-causing organisms. 
 

 The particle size of the materials in the 
pile will affect the rate of decomposition:  smaller 
particles expose more surface area to the micro-
organisms, so the rate will be faster than with 
larger particles.  If you are inclined to do so, 
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shred leaves and clip green materials 
into smaller sizes. 
 

  A second critical success factor 
is the ratio of carbon-rich materials to 
nitrogen-rich materials.  The microorgan-
isms doing the work of composting re-
quire both of these elements for their 
metabolism and structure.  The ideal ra-
tio is 25 – 30:1.  To achieve this ratio in 
the pile there should be equal amounts 
by weight of green stuff and brown stuff.  
However, weighing bags of leaves and 
kitchen scraps is not practical, so an 
easy way to achieve the proper C:N ratio 
is to put a 6” layer of brown stuff in the bin, then 
add a 2” layer of green stuff such as kitchen 
scraps, coffee grounds, fresh grass clippings or 
spent plants and trimmings.  If using alfalfa pellets 
or cotton seed meal, 3 - 4 cups for each layer of 
brown stuff is an approximate amount to achieve 
the correct ratio.  Mix the materials, add water, 
and then repeat the layers until the bin is full.   
 

 If the soil under the pile has not been 
amended and is compacted, you may want to 
sprinkle some better-quality soil into the pile to 
introduce the microorganisms that will do the work 
of composting.  Do not introduce inorganic fertiliz-
ers or pesticides; these kill the microorganisms 
that are doing the work for you! 
 

 To determine the amount of water needed 
in the pile, use this analogy:   the material should 
be as wet as a wrung-out sponge. 
 

Manage the Pile 
 

 As decomposition begins the pile will heat 
up and shrink; this is an indication that the C:N 
ratio is correct and enough water and oxygen is 

present.  Congratulate yourself on a successful 
launch!   You can use a soil thermometer or your 
hand to check the temperature in the heap.  The 
warmer temperatures should occur very quickly (1 
– 3 days) and last about a week. 
 

 Do not turn the pile until the heat phase is 
over. 
 

 After the heat phase the maturation phase 
begins.  The microorganisms will be joined by 
larger decomposers such as centipedes, milli-
pedes, spiders, beetles and worms.   
 

 Turn the pile as often as practical; this in-
corporates oxygen, distributes the materials to the 
action of all decomposers, and thus speeds up 
the process. Grasp the bin and shimmy it up, then 
place it on the soil adjacent to the heap of materi-
als.  As you “pitch” the materials back into the bin 
try to move outside material into the center of the 
new pile.  Also check the moisture content; add 
water if too dry and brown materials if too wet. 
 

 As the composting microorganisms metab-
olize they will use the nitrogen in the pile, so it 

may be necessary to add 
“green stuff” during the matu-
ration phase.  You can add 
during the turning, or simply 
bury it in the pile. 

  
Finished Compost 

 

 You’ll notice the 
change in the materials as 
you turn the pile.  There are 
several indicators for a ma-
ture compost: 
• You cannot recognize the 
original materials used to 
build the pile. 
• The material is dark, with 
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a crumbly appearance. 
• The pile no longer heats up and has been de-

composing for at least several weeks. 
• The compost will either smell “earthy” or have 

no smell at all. 
• The compost will pass the seed germination 

test:  Mix a small amount of compost in water 
then let sit for an hour or so.  Place 6 – 8 rad-
ish seeds on a paper towel moistened with 
distilled water; place another 6 – 8 radish 
seeds from the same packet on a second pa-
per towel moistened with the compost water.  
Keep both sets of seeds warm and moist, per-
haps enclosing them in plastic bags.  If both 
groups of seeds sprout in 2 – 3 days then the 
compost is ready!   

 

                                                                                       
References: 

 

 Teaming with Microbes, ISBN 978-1-
60469-113-9:  The scope of this book is the soil 
food web.  Thus it includes a chapter on com-
posting.  Reading the entire book will give you an 
appreciation for the necessity of compost in the 
garden. 
 
 The Rodale Book of Composting.  ISBN 
978-0878579914.  Buy this book first if you have 
no other references for composting.    
 
 The Secret Life of Compost.  ISBN 978-0-

911311-52-5.  A lifelong farmer and businessman 
tells the story of why we need compost and how 
we can make it. 
 
 http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu.   
Search for Earth-Kind Landscaping and you will 
find chapters about composting. 
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1)   Add your brown and green materials 

(three parts browns to one part green). If 

you shred or chop the pieces, they will de-

compose more rapidly). 

2)  Mix the materials into each other. 

(Visualize making a cake, not lasagna.) 

3) Add water. It should have the consistency 

of a wrung-out sponge. 

4) As materials break down, the pile will get 

warm. On cold days, you may even see 

steam.  

5) Turn over the pile every week (or two or 

three or whenever you can). How often 

you turn the pile will determine how quick-

ly it will break down. If you turn it every 

week, you can expect to have rich compost 

in about three months. Use a pitchfork, 

hay rake , compost fork  or compost aera-

tor when turning the pile. Fluff  the materi-

al up as you turn to add air between the 

particles. 

 

6.  When you turn the pile, remember to add 

water (if it needs it). 

7.  When you add kitchen scraps, bury them 

under about 10 inches of compost. Put 

them in different spots in the pile. Mark 

where you put the last batch with a stick or 

a pot, and then move around the pile 

(clockwise or counterclockwise ) when you 

put in the next batch. This will allow the 

scraps to decompose quickly. 

8. When the material turns a dark brown col-

or and is crumbly to the touch, and you 

can see no signs of kitchen scraps or yard 

waste, your compost is ready to use. 

9. You may have some chunks of woody ma-

terial left. These can be screened and add-

ed to a new pile.  

10. The compost you have made can now be 

used in your vegetable garden, your flower 

beds, potted plants and even your lawn. 

This will help condition the soil and replen-

ish nutrients. 

Making Compost 

 

 Important Information 

The Woodlands Township:  

http://www.thewoodlandstownship-tx.gov/105/Environmental-Services 

Montgomery County Master Gardeners: http://www.mcmga.com 
(for residents with horticulture questions) 

Montgomery County Hotline: 936-539-7824 
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A recipe for success 

Brown stuff + Green Stuff + Air + Water 

Brown stuff 
Leaves 

Shredded cardboard 
Shredded newspaper 

Peanut shells 
Pine needles 

Dried, spent plants that are 
disease and pest free 

Sawdust (in moderation) 
Woodchips (in moderation) 

 

Green stuff 
Grass clippings 

Green spent plants and         
clippings that are disease and 

insect-free 
Coffee Grounds and filters 

Manures 
Seaweed 

Vegetable scraps and peelings 
Fruit peelings and cores 

Clover 
Alfalfa 
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Troubleshooting your compost pile  

Problem Cause Solutions 

Rotten Egg Smell Insufficient air  or too 

much moisture 

Turn pile and incorpo-

rate coarse brown ma-

terials: chipped leaves 

and twigs, sawdust. 

Ammonia smell Too much nitrogen Add coarse brown    

material: chipped 

leaves and twigs,   

sawdust. 

Pile too small Add more organic 

matter 

Pile does not 

heat up or de-

composes slowly  
Insufficient moisture Turn pile and add wa-

ter 

Lack of nitrogen Incorporate food 

waste, grass clippings, 

manure or alfalfa. 

Not enough air Turn pile. 

Cold weather Increase pile size or    

insulate with a tarp. 
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Actinomycetes:  decomposer organisms that are part 
bacteria and part fungus, with a grayish cobweb-
by look;  live in medium temperatures in a back-
yard compost bin; break down woody, carbon-
rich material and give finished compost its sweet, 
earthy smell. 

Aeration:  getting oxygen into the compost by mixing 
or turning.  

Aerobic:  requires oxygen. Aerobic conditions in a 
compost bin are desirable. Aerobic organisms use     
oxygen to carry out their life functions. Because 
oxygen is present, the bin will not smell.  

Anaerobic: does not require oxygen. Under anaerobic 
conditions, a compost bin will smell. Anaerobic 
oganisms can grow without the presence of oxy-
gen.  

Bedding: materials like newspaper and leaves used as 
an organic medium for worm composting.  

Biodegradable:  any material that can be broken 
down into smaller components by the biological 
processes of digestion and decomposition. 

Browns: carbon rich compostable materials. Usually 
dry as well.  

Cocoon: worm eggs or egg cases, they can carry from 
2 to 20 worms.  

Compost: the end result of the composting process or 
the process itself. Compost is a dark, rich soil con-
ditioner known as humus which has been created 
through the biological reduction of organic mate-
rial.  

Composter: container, usually a bin or box used for 

composting.  

Compost Tea: water in which finished compost has 
been 'steeped' to concoct a liquid fertilizer for 
plants.  

Compostable Materials: organic materials that will 
break down in a compost bin.  

(Compost) Critters:  micro and macroorganisms that 
live in the soil and help break down organic 
matter.  

Composting: the biochemical process which occurs 
when organic matter is broken down by decom-
poser organisms into a nutrient rich soil condi-
tioner called humus.  

Decay: to rot, break down or decompose.  

Decomposers: organisms that feed primarily on dead 
organic material, reducing and digesting it into 
humus. 

Decomposition: the process of breaking down organ-
ic matter into its basic elements including nutri-
ents needed for plant growth. Decomposition oc-
curs in nature and in controlled environments like 
compost bins.  

Ecosystem: a mutually dependent system consisting 
of plant, animal life and inorganic matter.  

Energy Flow Cycle: the movement of the sun’s energy 
through an ecosystem. Plants convert the sun’s 
energy into food through photosynthesis. Animals 
consume the plants. Decomposers eat the dead 
animals and plants, returning nutrients back to 
the soil that plants need to grow. 

Erosion: the loss of humus and topsoil through the 

Compost Glossary  
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movement of water, wind, or animals. Compost 
can help replace lost topsoil. Mulches protect top-
soil from being lost to erosion. 

Fertilizer:  a substance (natural or man-made) used to 
enrich the soil and to provide food for plants.  

Food Scraps: food that can be put in a compost pile, 
typically fruit and vegetable scraps. To avoid 
attracting pests, meat, dairy, and oils should not 
be composted. 

Fungus: a group of decomposer organisms commonly 
found in compost piles which break down organic 
material into humus. 

Greens: nitrogen rich compost materials (usually 
wet).  

Heap: an unenclosed compost pile.  

Humus : finished compost, formed through the break 
down of plants and animal matter. Humus retains 
and slowly releases nutrients to plants.  

Landfill:  A place where solid waste is buried in the 
ground. Modern landfills have clay bottoms and a 
liner, as well as leachate and gas collection sys-
tems. Solid waste needs to be covered daily with 
soil or other material. Many landfills are reaching 
capacity. 

Leachate: liquid that has been generated by solid 
waste decomposition and which has extracted, 
dissolved or suspended materials in it. The leach-
ate from a compost bin or worm bin is full of nu-
trients and is an excellent liquid fertilizer.  

Macroorganisms: organisms that are visible to the 
eye.  

Mycorrhizal fungus: A tiny fungus that attaches itself 

to a plants root structure and forms a symbiotic 

relationship with the plant. The fungus helps 

plants capture nutrients. In return, it receives sug-

ars which the plant has produced. It is often ob-

served as tiny white filaments. A cup of good soil 

can contain as much as 62 miles of the filaments. 

Microorganisms:organisms that cannot be seen with-
out magnification.  

Mulch : a layer of partially decomposed plant materi-
als placed on top of garden beds and around 
plants and shrubs.  

Nitrogen: An element found in compostable material. 
Materials high in nitrogen should be mixed with 

materials high in carbon to give the micro-
organisms a balanced diet of 30 parts carbon to 1 
part nitrogen (or 50/50 by volume). Materials high 
in nitrogen are usually wet and green; some ex-
amples include manures, fresh plant clippings, 
and food scraps. 

Nutrient Cycle: the movement of nutrients cycling 
from living plants, to animals, to decompos-
ers,and returned to the earth in the form of hu-
mus. 

Organic Matter: any organic material that is or once 
was living or was once produced by a living organ-
ism. “Organic” may also be used to describe food 
grown using sustainable agriculture methods. 

Overload : to put too much food into a worm bin than 
can be processed aerobically.  

Red Worm: a variety of earthworm suitable for ver-
micomposting. The Red Wiggler is a red worm.  

Rodent Resistant: compost bins designed or modified 
in such a way as to deter pests from making a 
home in the bin.  

Screening:  to sift out uncomposted matter from hu-
mus to create a fine compost.  

Soil: tiny rocks, sand, silt, clay plus decomposers plus 
organic matter.  

Soil Conditioner:  something that enriches the physi-
cal condition of soil and increases its organic con-
tent.  

Vermicompost: to carry out composting with worms 
or the end product from composting with worms. 
Vermicompost contains worm castings, broken 
down organic matter, bedding, worm cocoons, 
worms and other organisms.  

Vermicomposter:  a worm bin or person who com-
posts with worms. 

Vermicomposting:  composting with worms.  

Vermiculture: worm farming or raising earthworms.  

Worm Bin: a container especially prepared for worms 
to live in and eat organic garbage. A vermicom-
posting system.  

Worm Castings: worm manure or worm 'poop'  

Wet Garbage: usually refers to food scraps, grass clip-
pings and garden waste; compostable, organic mate-
rials.  
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Worm Composting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Worm composting is like rocket fuel for plants. It contains many of the nutrients that 

plants need to create photosynthesis, green foliage and good  root systems.  

 Worm composting also contributes beneficial bacteria and fungus to the soil, which in  

turn help a plant’s root system to take in minerals that are already in the soil.  

 It’s easy to do worm composting. All you need is a plastic bin (a 12 gallon container is fine) 

with a firm, snap on cover.  

 Worms need air, so drill holes in the side of the container. The holes should be about two 

inches in diameter.  

 Buy small soffits from a hardware store, and fit them in holes.  

 On the inside of the bin, insert circles of cross stitch plastic fabric to keep the worms from 

escaping.  

Sources for Red Wiggler Worms 

 
*1 pound=approximately 1,000 worms 

**Shipping included in price 

Source Cost Quantity* 

Amazon $19.99+$10.45 shipping 600 worms 

Buckeye Organics** $25.95 ½ lb. 

  $33.95 1 lb. 

Dig It Organics** $42.00 1 lb 

Planet Natural** $24.95 500 worms 

  $38.95 1000 worms 

Texas Worm Ranch** $25.00 ½ lb 

  $35.00 1 lb 

Uncle Jim’s Worm Farm** $18.95 500 worms 

  $22.95 1000 worms 


