Week of December 10, 1995


Let it Rot


Willie O. Chance III


Houston County Extension Agent

The leaves are falling, the vegetable garden has collapsed from the freeze and your favorite pine is shedding like a sheepdog in the summer. What should you do with all those leaves, limbs and straw? Don't pile it up for the trash man. Let it rot and add it back to the soil as compost.

Compost improves soil in several ways. It improves the nutrient holding capacity of most soils while improving the workability of clay soils and tilth (or structure) of sandy soils. Compost also makes a good mulch, reducing weed growth and water loss from mulched soils.

Compost is formed by the decomposition (rotting) of organic (alive or formerly living) materials like leaves, pine straw, limbs, and other garden trash. Kitchen trimmings from vegetables and fruits can also be used.  Do not compost bone, meat or eggs as this may attract animals to the pile.  Do not compost diseased plants or weeds with seeds on them.  These pests may survive the composting process and cause a problem in next years's garden.

These materials are decomposed by many organisms-bacteria, fungi, protozoans, and larger creatures like mites, millipedes, sowbugs, and insects. The bacteria are the most important in decomposition. They are very small; it would take 250,000 laid end to end to be one inch long. They are also very common. The amount of garden soil the size of a pea could hold up to a billion bacteria. Those bacteria and other inhabitants of the yard and garden turn organic wastes into valuable compost.

Although you can wait until the materials compost on their own-this is usually not feasible. An example of a naturally occurring decomposition process is an old forest with its ever present rotting logs and decaying leaves.

A way to hasten decomposition (and make it neater) is to build a compost pile. The compost materials are collected, and put together with the things necessary to hasten decomposition.

Since living creatures decompose yard wastes, the way to help decomposition is to give them what they need. They require water, air and something to decompose. A structure to compost in is also important.

A structure to compost in is not absolutely necessary, but using one should save space, hasten decomposition, keep the yard looking neat and contain the compost. Ther are many types of structures, they can be as diverse as the people that use them. You can use a barrel, a fence wire hoop, or build a box-shaped compost bin out of wood or concrete blocks. Make sure the sides have enough holes in them to allow good ventilation. The Extension office has ideas for compost pile structures.

Keep the pile damp but not too wet. A properly moistened pile will have the moisture of a wrung out sponge. Piles that are too wet will not decompose well and will often have a sour odor.

Oxygen is also needed for decomposition. Do not let the pile get too wet and make sure the structure allows good air flow. Turning the pile about once or twice a month will provide better air flow and hasten decomposition. A pile that does not get enough oxygen will decompose slowly and may have bad odors. Raising the pile off the ground will also help aeration. Use coarse materials (branches) at the bottom of the pile to keep compost materials from falling through. These materials can be removed when the pile is finished.

If possible, cut the materials up as small as possible. The smaller the size, the faster it will decompose.

When stacking materials, mix materials so that they will not  pack and restrict water and air movement. Fine materials that pack (like grass clippings) should be mixed with coarse materials (like large leaves or coarse straw) to keep them from packing. Materials can be shredded with a shredder.

Build the pile in layers. Coarse materials should be on the bottom. The first layer of composting material should be about 8" to 10" thick. Next, put a layer 1/4" thick of soil or compost on top of this layer of coarse materials. This supplies the microbes that will compost the materials. Then, place a nitrogen source on top of this thin soil layer. Use one-third cup of ammonium nitrate or ammonium sulfate or one cup of 10-10-10 per 25 square feet of pile surface area. Be very careful to not use fertilizers containing herbicides. Organic nitrogen sources like manures or blood meal can also be used. Repeat this layering process until the pile is about 5 feet high and top the pile with straw, leaves or hay with a shallow depression to catch rainwater.

The pile will begin to heat up as it decomposes--the internal temperature should reach 130o F or more in a few days. As it composts, the pile will decrease in size. Wait until the pile no longer heats up and has stopped shrinking before you use it. If compost is used before it is ready, it can rob nitrogen from your lawn and garden, making plants yellow.

This is a brief primer on composting. For more information on this method of turning trash to treasure, call the Extension office at 542-2020 in Warner Robins or 987-2028 in Perry.

