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The Art of Composting

Making compost at home really can be as simple or as 
complicated as you like. But there are many reasons to give it a 
go. 

It’s vital we hold on to the fertility of the land, everywhere. The 
soil is earth’s largest carbon store and a healthy, carbon rich 
soil will hold rainwater like a sponge, reducing flash floods after 
heavy rain but also holding water in times of drought. The food 
we eat contains nutrients taken from the soil, and to complete 
the cycle these valuable minerals must be returned- disposing 
of them in landfill or washing them out to sea is just a criminal 
waste. Any food you cannot compost should be given to our 
wonderful kerbside collectors via our food waste bins, so the 
nutrient cycle can be complete. If you remove foliage from your 
garden and dispose of it, eventually you will reduce the soil’s 
fertility and will need to give it back in some way. Cycling the 
nutrients on-site means you can improve the yield of any fruit, 
vegetable or flowers you have in your garden without buying in 
nutrients from elsewhere. This cuts down on the carbon 
footprint and cost, be it from the car travel needed to pick up a 
heavy bag, the process of making the compost, or all the 
environmental problems of peat. 

So how do you make compost?

Well, the easiest way is to make a pile and let it rot. This is fine 
if you have space, and an open compost bin can become a 
wildlife habitat, especially if it’s not disturbed. It could be home 
for insects, slow worms or even grass snakes if you’re lucky! 
However, this method takes more space and a long time. You 
also “loose” nutrients to the area immediately surrounding the 



pile, so why not plant some fruiting bushes around it, or try 
growing squash or courgette on top?

If you’d like to put in a bit more effort or have less space to play 
with, then there are a number of ways you can speed up 
making compost.

Chop up the ingredients as finely as you can. This could be with 
a knife on the chopping board, a spade or shears in a 
wheelbarrow, or with a lawnmower!

Make sure you have a 50/50 ratio of “browns” and “greens”. 
Green leafy materials like grass clippings, weeds and vegetable 
waste have lots of nitrogen in and increase heat in a pile, but 
won’t decompose quickly on their own. “Browns” are things high 
in carbon, either from woody or dead plants, like dried grass, 
fallen leaves, straw, seedheads, paper, cardboard. Carbon is 
vital to hold air in the compost pile and increase mycorrhizal 
fungi. If you have mainly grass clippings, the simplest thing you 
can do is collect shredded paper from an office and layer them 
together.

Compost should be neither too wet or too dry. If you squeeze 
the compost in a fist, water should gather between your fingers 
but not be enough to drip. Finding ants in your compost heap 
shows it’s too dry, so add water. Having a lid for you compost 
can enable you to control how much rain gets in.

Turning the pile regularly really helps speed it up. If you are 
short of space, use a wheelbarrow or two to empty into then put 
it back. Having 2 compost bins means you can have them on 
rotation; one filled for 6 weeks and the other being turned 2-3 
times until it’s ready to use. This can make compost in as little 
as 3 months if you can get enough heat generated by the 
decomposition.



If you manage to make hot compost then you’ve done really 
well. Size matters- adding 1m cubed of material at once really 
helps.

If the compost is hot and you’re turning it regularly, you’re 
unlikely to attract rats because it’s too hot for them, but if you 
know they are a problem, siting the compost bin on bricks with 
a fine wire mesh underneath should stop them. Also do not add 
cooked food, meat or grains into the compost.

Avoid adding weed seeds, bindweed, bramble, nettle, creeping 
buttercup or dock roots to the compost. If your compost doesn’t 
get hot enough these can live on to grow in your garden once 
applied.

Once you’ve made crumbly dark compost you should not be 
able to recognise any of the ingredients that went into it. You 
can sieve it to use in potting compost or spread it on top of the 
soil as a mulch. The worms and soil life will incorporate it into 
the soil without digging. If you would like more information on 
compost and all kinds of growing advise, visit www.ttw.org.uk


