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presents
Your Recipe for 
Speedy Composting
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What can I compost?

Just about anything that has once been growing can be composted, apart from the items in the DO NOT COMPOST box.

BUT compost only works well with a balanced diet of BROWNS (tough woody materials, cardboard ) and GREENS -(soft green material). 

	BROWNS
	
	
	GREENS
	

	Hedge clippings 

Plant stems 

Woody prunings
	Chop, mow or shred to speed up composting 

see Page 4
	
	Grass cuttings
	Excellent, but do not put too much on at once. Try and mix with other looser or woody materials.  If you have much too much grass, see Page 9



	Wood shavings
	 not too many at once - fine if mixed with grass


	
	Annual weeds
	Knock off soil from roots and chop them up, and they compost quicker. 

	autumn leaves
	small quantities OK

compost large quantities of leaves separately or use as mulch 
see Page 8


	
	Kitchen waste
	Fruit and vegetable peelings  teabags and coffee grounds  eggshells (crushed up) 
but NOT  meat, fish, dairy products, or cooked food (to avoid attracting vermin.)

	Crumpled cardboard 

Egg boxes

Shredded paper


	
-worms love it!


	
	
	

	
	
	
	TIPS
Keep a small plastic box (eg old ice cream tub) in the kitchen as a convenient collecting box.

When adding kitchen waste to the compost heap, it is best to put it under the compost surface

	
	
	
	

	DO NOT COMPOST - Meat, fish, dairy products, or cooked food, disposable nappies, diseased plants, coal ash, roots of perennial weeds (like  bindweed, couchgrass, dandelions, ground elder, nettles), cat or dog faeces, plastic, glass or metal.



	

	MANURE


Animal manure or bedding, and human urine, are all excellent, but not cat or dog faeces


Deckchair composting

How to avoid turning
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Its easy - just get the right mixture of BROWNS and GREENS. 

BROWN materials compost slower, but are essential to keep body in the compost, allowing air to move through the heap. On their own, they tend to be too dry.
GREEN materials rot much quicker, quickly becoming compacted - On their own, the compost heap rapidly becomes slimy and smelly because it is lacking in air. 
The exact proportion of BROWNS to GREENS is not important. A good aim is roughly equal amounts. If you do the Health Check (below), you'll soon get a feel for it.

Because BROWNS are much slower to compost, they must be 
chopped or shredded - see 'How to chop up'  Page 4
Although we talk about BROWNS and GREENS for convenience, lots of materials are a mixture of both -  fresh woody shreddings can have lots of green leaves, so are a good mixture, and many plants  eg a cabbage plant-  will have a soft green top, and a tough stem or root.  The stem and root needs chopping up to help the compost process.

Surplus of either BROWNS or GREENS? - see 'Too much'  Page 8

TLC for your compost heap 
Always keep a cover on the surface of your compost, made out of old carpet, bubblewrap, or similar.  This keeps the surface moist, the warmth in, and stops animals from scrabbling in it.

[image: image6.wmf]Health check 
Each time you come to your compost, Before adding fresh material, check the texture and moisture of the top layer

If you push aside the top layer of freshish material with a fork, you will normally come to the active area, which should be full of minibeasts, and look damp and composty. If it is, leave it alone !  

But if your last load was a lot of grass, it might be too compact.  Whisk it up with a fork to loosen the surface and mix with the layer below.. 

If it's wet or smelly, mix in some BROWNS (anything with a bit of structure) to aerate the heap. 

If you haven't got enough garden BROWNS, use crumpled up egg boxes, or torn up cardboard. 

Or if you find it's too dry, water it - or mix with wetter/greener material. Often the edges dry out, and in the middle if it gets hot.  It will usually need several bucketfuls to make a difference.

A good compost heap should be moist, just like a plant.  

Getting going
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Put or build your compost container in the sun or shade, preferably on bare earth to allow for drainage.  Put it somewhere convenient to use, not hidden in a far corner.

Start with a layer of BROWNS, and, if possible, the uncomposted top of your previous heap, including the worms and minibeasts. This will give your compost a boost start, and get it working fast from day one.  If you are starting your first heap, try and scrounge a bucketful of half-made compost from a neighbour's heap, or some animal manure. 

Add compost materials as they come, trying to get equal amounts of BROWNS and GREENS. This will make your compost the right texture - not compacted or full of large air pockets.

You do not need to buy compost activators or chemicals. If you want to give your compost a treat, put some human urine on, followed by a bucket of water !

Speed-up tips 

· Keep a good mixture of BROWNS and GREENS see Page 3
· Almost everything will compost faster and better if it's cut up small. 

The more the fibres are crushed, the faster they will compost. 

(If you dig a weed up by its roots, and put it on the compost heap with soil on its roots, it gets just what it wants to grow - warmth and moisture). So shake off the soil, and/ or behead it !

Also, by chopping everything up before it is added, when you come to harvest your compost, there will be no tangles of uncomposted material, but just easily forkable compost.
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How to chop up
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SPADE AND FEET - Many soft plants - potato tops, weeds, etc can easily be 
chopped up with a spade, or trampled on to break up the fibres.

ROTARY MOWER - If you have a petrol rotary mower,  they are ideal for chopping up deadheads, hedge trimmings, bean tops, and anything the mower will take.  Spread the material out on the ground, and take it slowly.  Remember to empty the box frequently, as it fills up very quickly ! 

ELECTRIC SHREDDER - The right sort (see opposite page)  can easily shred material up to around 30mm (1¼") thick, cutting it into short lengths and crushing it. 

· All these methods reduce the volume of material dramatically, so you can get a lot more in your composter. 

· And because there are fewer big air gaps, but plenty of fibrous 
material, it composts quicker.

Shredders

· [image: image10.wmf] 

We strongly recommend the quiet electric shredders.  

· They can easily shred material up to 30mm (1¼") thick, drawing it into the shredder.

· They use a slow turning toothed roller, which chops and crushes the material into short pieces.  

· The shreddings make an ideal mixture to go with your grass and kitchen waste. 

· Tip - Shred as soon as possible after cutting and add to compost heap, or use any surplus as mulch.   DO NOT dig in, as this robs the soil of nitrogen.

Typical Models

Bosch AXT2200,  Atco 2000,  Al-Ko SP4000 , Scheppach 40mm LON 2

Local Stockists

Downs Mower Services, 1a Tattenham Grove, Tattenham Corner, Epsom,
KT18 5QW.

Tel 01737 352128

Stock Bosch / Atco.
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Ernest Doe & Sons Ltd, Portsmouth Rd, Esher, KT10 9AD  Ernest Doe & Sons Ltd
Tel 01372 471009

Stock Bosch

Mail Order

GardenWise Direct  Tel 08456504065   www.gardenwise.co.uk 
- Al-ko  and Atco  

Recycle Works,  Tel 01254 820088  www.recycleworks.co.uk  
- Scheppach

Shredder hire  (Mole Valley area)
We now have several quiet electric shredders for hire. They will cope easily with freshly cut material up to 30mm (1¼ ins) diameter..(Anything loppable)

Just phone to book, then come and collect - it fits in the back of most cars.   Only £10 per day

	Ashtead
	01372 273561
	Leatherhead
	01372 376642
	    Bookham
	01372 457296

	Dorking
	01306 889940
	Ockley
	01306 627235


If you find you keep needing a shredder and don’t want to buy one, why not form a shredder
club with your neighbours – contact us, and we may be able to help.

'Cheesegrater' shredders - A warning

There are a lot of low cost shredders around. They have a high-speed blade that is supposed to work like a cheesegrater. They are very noisy, slow, and easily jam (requiring a lot of dismantling to clear), and the blades don't last.  In short, a waste of money.

Compost Bins

There is a large range of ready-made bins, to suit all sizes of gardens and depths of pocket. 
Or you can very easily make your own. In general, the bigger the better - up to a 1 metre (3 foot) cube.  Choose a bin with solid sides.  Avoid bins with lots of "ventilation".
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The most important factor in making good compost is not the bin.  It's YOU. And how you use your bin. 

Want to start composting?

Dalek bins

These are the best bin to start off with. 

Subsidised bins are available from Surrey LAs.

Order
· Online www.recyclenow.com/home_composting 

· Collect a leaflet from you local council offices

· By Local rate hotline 0845 077 0757
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Wooden containers

· Look good and work well, but are expensive. 

· Available in some Garden Centres and by mail order. 

· Make sure the front removes easily so you can get at the compost 

Builders' bulk bags

· A free source of compost container, thoroughly recommended for composting.

· [image: image14.wmf]They are used for delivering sand, gravel, stones etc. As they are not returnable to suppliers, most building sites have them lying around, and they will be happy to get rid of them.  .

· They are permeable, so any excess moisture can drain out, and air can get in. 

· They are self-supporting, although they do tend to be a bit bulgy, if not contained or supported.  One way is to use convenient trees, bushes, or posts to support the corners.  Another way is to use pallets to make a support.

· You may want to cut open the front for easier access when you come to empty them (cutting half-way down the front is another option).

· They are also ideal for leaf mould composting  - see Page 9

DIY Pallet composters

· Making a composter from pallets is very easy. They almost stand up on their own, so need very little fixing.

· You'll find pallets for free on most small building sites – they are usually pleased to give them away.

· Try and be a bit picky, and get three matching ones, and without damage. 
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Don't try to dismantle pallets -  the wood usually splits. Use them as they are, inspecting carefully for nails sticking out, splinters etc. 

· [image: image17.jpg]For better composting in Mole Valley
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Take a bit of time checking out the best layout (eg. A or B) for convenience of use and to match the space available. 
Using them with the slats outwards looks better.  
For the front, use plywood or similar. 



Guides

Front

Top Views

· Join the pallets together at the back corners with nails, wire or string, so there are no gaps for compost to fall out.  Sometimes it is easier to use short lengths of stripwood to join the pallets together. 

· Line the pallets to make solid sides - use whatever you have available - old carpet, hardboard, plywood, black plastic, or builder bag. 

· Fix wide planks (or plywood) on the two front edges of the pallets as guides for the front.  Cut a plywood front to make it an easy drop-in fit behind the planks. 

· If you want to, insulate the pallets by stuffing them with whatever you have to hand - carrier bags - full of polystyrene chips or scrumpled up newspaper, bubble wrap, cardboard boxes, carpet scraps etc. (but don’t 
go buying anything !).

· - You can stain the composter with wood preserver to make a Rolls-Royce job.

· Use your imagination - this pallet composter had a front made of spare wood flooring planks, with other bits 
of flooring added to finish it off.

Harvesting

When your compost bin is full, or if you want to harvest some compost, it is time to start a new compost heap. Take off the top uncomposted layer plus the wormy layer just below - this might easily be the top third or so (in volume).  Use all this material to start your next compost heap at full speed. Unless you are making a potting mix, there is no need to sieve the compost - the big bits help to loosen the soil. If you do sieve, just throw the uncomposted bits back onto your compost heap.

Using your compost

Compost is a rich organic fertiliser and soil conditioner. 

	· improves soil structure
	· 100 % safe

	· releases nutrients slowly
	· free !

	· improves organic activity of soil
	· reduces soil-borne diseases


As soil improver

Compost improves all types of soils - for clay soils, it opens up the texture 
and allows air and water to penetrate.   -  for sandy soils, it provides body 
to help hold moisture. There is no need to sieve before using.

Either :-

· Spread the compost over the surface of the soil

· Dig in, not deeply, into the top 150mm (6" )

· Put a handful or two into each planting hole.

In potting mixes

Mix sieved compost with sharp sand, and leaf compost, using approximately equal amounts of each.  Vary the proportions to suit application.

As a top dressing

Sieve the compost directly over the lawn to feed your lawn. The slow release of nutrients promotes even growth.

Too much of anything ? - Mulching

If you have a surplus of grass, woody shreddings or leaves, instead of overloading your compost heap, use them direct on the soil as a  Mulch.  This is nature's way of recycling everything back to the soil. 

Advantages

* Keeps weeds down *
* Preserves moisture *
* Keeps soil alive and in good heart *

Just spread thickly (up to 50mm -2") around bushes, on any bare ground, and under hedges. Avoid piling up around the plant stems.

IMPORTANT - Don't dig in, as this would rob the soil of nitrogen.

Leaves can be spread up to 150mm -6" thick -they will all be gone by the next year, pulled under by the worms.  Or you can compost leaves separately to make fabulous leaf compost .  (see Page 9)

How to Make Leaf Compost

It’s Easy !

· Just collect up leaves and put them in a container. 

· After 12 - 18 months you will have a wonderful fibrous leaf compost.

· Leaf compost is a low nutrient, water-retaining material

· Much better than peat (and not using up precious peat bogs).  

· Ideal for seed compost or for mixing with compost to make a potting mixture.

Containers

· Second-hand builders' bulk bags (see Page 6) are ideal for leaves -
 they are permeable, so any excess moisture can drain out, and air can get in.  

· Plastic rubbish sacks with holes in are OK, but are fragile and rather small. 

· Compost Works often have bulk bags for sale at very low prices, 
particularly during the autumn.

Hints and tips

· If you pick the leaves up with a mower, they will get chopped up, will compost quicker, and take up less space..

· If dry, water the leaves as you add them to the container.

· They will compost quicker if kept moist, so checking every few months and watering if dry is worthwhile.

· Cover surface to keep moisture in- a piece of old carpet is ideal.

· Be patient !  

· After 9- 12 months, you can use as a mulch.

· Or wait 18 months and you will have a fine leaf compost.

· If you haven't got room for a container, you can use them as mulch around bushes. 
Put them up to 150mm -6" thick -they will all be gone by the next year, pulled under by the worms 

Using your leaf compost

· Leaf compost is a low nutrient, water-retaining material, ideal to replace peat.

· To use as seed compost, it is best sieved.

· For potting up, a mixture of leaf compost, compost and sharp sand works well.

· Use as a mulch, giving your beds a professional look, and conditioning the soil.

Questions and Answers
How can I speed up my compost?

· Chopping everything up will help it to compost quicker, and also reduces its bulk dramatically. see Page 4
· Try and add roughly equal amounts of 'GREEN' and 'BROWN' material.

· Before adding more material, check that the heap is not too wet or too dry. 

· Cover the surface with an old carpet, to keep the warmth and moisture in. 

How long does it take? 

6 months to a couple of years - Its all up to you ! 


See How can I speed up my compost? above
Does a compost heap need to get hot?

Not really - your compost heap will only get really hot if you put a large amount on in one go, although it will normally be slightly warm in the middle, even in winter.

Covering the surface with an old carpet or bubblewrap helps to keep the warmth in. 

A steady, gentle warmth encourages all the minibeasts and the bacteria to multiply.
Will my compost heap smell?

No. If it does, something is wrong. Normally, it is due to too much grass - mix with some BROWNS - material with more texture- woody shreddings, or crumpled egg boxes, 
cardboard etc.

What if my bin fills too quickly? 

If your bin is full in under a month, then you probably need a second bin. If you need something bigger, builders’ bulk bags are ideal, or you can build one using pallets. (see Page 6)

What if I have too much grass? 

Either

Take off the grass box and let it fall back on the grass as food for the lawn. This method works best if you keep the grass short. And because there is no box to empty, it is a much quicker and easier job.

or

  Use grass cuttings as a mulch.  (See page 8)
What is mulch?

This is an ideal way of using surplus grass, leaves, or shreddings. Just spread on the surface around bushes. It will stop the weeds growing and slowly breaks down, feeding the soil. 
NB   Don’t dig in.  (See page 8)

Can I compost sawdust or wood shavings?

Yes, if you mix them with lots of grass.

Can I add paper, cardboard or shredded paper?

Yes, if you are short of garden BROWNS   (Otherwise, it is better to recycle them). 
They compost well when mixed with grass. 

Are activators necessary? 

You do not need to buy activators, just get the right balance of BROWNS and GREENS, and make sure they are moist.

When starting a heap, a bucketful or two of half-rotted compost (full of worms, insects and bacteria) from a friend's heap will always speed it up.  

Grass cuttings (not too many at once), animal manure (not cat or dog) or human urine will all speed up your compost if it is ‘going slow’.

What about weed seeds?

To prevent weeds becoming a problem, you MUST dig or hoe them before they set seed. At that stage they are fine on the compost heap.  Most heaps do not get hot enough to kill seeds.  

Why is my compost heap not working?

Check how it looks about a fork’s depth in. 

· If it is dry, then water it – a bucket-full in a dalek composter; several bucketfuls if it is a bigger composter.

· If it is smelly – eg. squishy grass, then fluff it up, mix with the layer below, or add shreddings or crumpled egg boxes, cardboard tubes and boxes torn up – anything to provide texture. 

· If it is moist and teeming with minibeasts and worms, then it is working well – leave it alone! 

Uninvited Guests?

Fruit flies are not harmful, just annoying. When you add kitchen waste, try to either bury it below the surface, or cover with grass cuttings.

Ants and woodlice are not harmful, but often come if the bin is a bit dry - water to make moist.

Slugs and snails prefer decomposing matter, so are better here than on your garden! 

Mice and rats are around everywhere, but we normally don’t see evidence of them. Avoid adding meat, fish or cooked food. If they find your compost heap, you will probably want to get rid of them, using traps or poison (follow instructions carefully - eg put inside a drainpipe).

To keep rats out,  stand your bin on a sheet of 12mm wire mesh or wire netting wrapped up around the bottom edge, or on paving stones.  There are also bases available for the Compost Converter bins. 

Old wives tales

You CAN compost

Tea bags and coffee grounds

Rhubarb leaves
- poisonous to eat, but rot down easily

Citrus peel

- cut up if you want to speed up their breakdown

Evergreens

- best shredded and mixed with grass to speed up breakdown





- NB   If shredding laurel, do outside and stand upwind

Oak leaves

- quite tough - take through mower and compost separately as leaf 




   mould  (see page 9) - you can also mix with grass to speed up

Not for composting (In addition to those mentioned on Page 2)
Rose prunings and leaves
- some rose diseases (eg black spot)  not killed by composting.

London Plane tree and Walnut leaves.

Community Composting

If you are interested in starting a community composting project, contact Hugh Baker at Compost Works, or the Community Composting Network www.communitycomposting.org 
Both can offer advice  and support and put you in touch like-minded people.
Who are COMPOST WORKS ?

We are a local community group promoting composting in the Mole Valley area. 

Compost Open Days 

We give practical demonstrations by holding Open Days in members' gardens, showing the different stages of composting, how to speed up your compost and make compost from more materials; how to use compost, and to deal with surplus material. 

We have a display of different composters, including council special offers, and DIY composters using reused pallets and bulk bags, with display information giving the pros and cons of each. 

Mobile Display

We visit village days, horticultural shows, garden centres, town centres, schools, and companies with a mobile display including a fully functioning compost heap. 

We show examples of compostable materials and finished compost, along with demonstrations using a shredder and a mower for chopping up materials. 

Help and Information

We have a Compost Hotline (01372 376642) for advice and information, and provide leaflets and booklets on composting. 

Our website  www.compostworks.org.uk , provides lots of information, details of our events, and links to other useful sites. One excellent  site is www.recyclenow.com/composting  
Or email us at  info@compostworks.org.uk.
Finally

Our events are great fun and we always need more help, so do ring the Compost Hotline: 01372 376642 to find out more. 

And if you would like to hold an event to raise funds for your favourite charity, we can help each other.


   Member of the Community Composting Network      www.communitycomposting.org 

Downs Mower Services have a special shredder price for Compost Works supporters. �As well as supplying shredders, they offer an excellent after-sales service.
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   Three golden rules


Use a mixture of browns and greens �      (see page 3)


Chop up the browns  �      (see page 4)


Check before adding fresh material �      (see TLC page 3)
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