
Composting 

Recycling Food Scraps through 
Nature 



Soul Food or Soil Food?  






What on Earth is Soil? 

• 45% Minerals 
– Sand, silt, clay 

• 25% Water 

• 25% Air 

• 5% Organic matter 
– Dead, decaying plants, 

animals and other organisms 

 

Topsoil 

Subsoil 

Bedrock 

Image courtesy of USDA NRCS.  



We      Soils! 

• Provide nutrients and a place for plants & 
animals to grow (our food!) 

• Habitat for soil organisms 

• Recycle organic matter into nutrients 

• Filter and purify the water we drink and use 

• Help maintain clean air 

• Where we build our houses and cities 

 

 



Humus to Hummus 



What is Compost? 

• The product from the biological degradation of organic 
waste materials 

 

 

• In other words: humus! 

Image courtesy of USDA NRCS.  



The Composting Not-so-Secret Recipe 

• The right food for decomposers 

• Decomposers 

• Water 

• Air 



A Balanced Diet 

• Carbon (C) rich materials provide energy for microbes and 
other decomposers 
– Leaves, wood, paper, cardboard, etc. 

– Also called “browns” 

• Nitrogen (N) rich materials provide the Nitrogen needed for 
cell function 
– Food waste, manure, grass, etc. 

– Also called “greens” 

• C:N ratio 
– Optimum is between 25:1 to 30:1 

– Or, 5 parts of browns to 1 part of greens 



Decomposers 

Source: Welcome to the Biology of Composting, StopFoodWaste.ie 



H2O 

 

 

• Aim for 40-60% moisture 

 

• As wet as a wrung out 
sponge 

 

Source: Angel Arroyo-Rodríguez 



Air 

• Organisms need oxygen 
(aerobic process) 

 

• Turn pile to increase 
porosity and air can flow 
through the pile 

Source: Angel Arroyo-Rodríguez 

Source: Angel Arroyo-Rodríguez 



How Does It Work? 
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Graph by Dr. Harold Keener, Ohio Agricultural Research and Development Center 



Get Ready to Compost! 



Good to Go 

• Leaves, twigs, woody plant parts 

• Straw, hay 

• Sawdust, wood chips (clean wood) 

• Shredded paper, newspaper, 
cardboard 

• Non-recyclable paper goods 
– Paper towels, napkins 

– Paper plates & cups not coated with 
plastic 

– Soiled cardboard (pizza boxes, ice cream 
cardboard tubs) 

• Old mulch & potting soil 

• 100% cotton, linen & wool fabrics 
(cut in small pieces) 

 

• Grass clippings, garden plants 

• Indoor plants, cut flowers 

• Weeds (without seeds) 

• Food Scraps 
– Fruit & vegetable trimmings & peels 

– Coffee grounds & filters, tea bags 

– Breads & other bakery goods 

– Rice & other grains 

– Pasta & cereals 

– Egg shells 

• Farm animal manure 

• Vegetarian pet cage waste 
(hamster, guinea pig, rabbit) 

 

Browns Greens 



Not So Fast! 

Best not to compost at home: 
• Diseased plants or plants infested with insects 

• Weeds that spread by root or runner or weeds with seeds 

• Painted or treated wood 

• Dairy products (cheese, yogurt, etc.) 

• Meats 

• Bones and shells 

• Cooking oils, fat or grease 

• Dog and cat pet waste 

• Compostable plastics 

• Vacuum cleaner bags 

 



Assembling a Composting Pile 

• Start with bottom layer 
of brown material 

• Alternate green and 
brown materials 

• Finish with cover layer 
of brown material 

• Add water until pile is 
as wet as a wrung out 
sponge 

Green material 

Brown material 

Green material 

Bottom layer (brown material) 

Brown material 



Bins 

 Source: James Murray-White, GreenProphet.com 

 Source: Lucille Beachdell 

Source: Angel Arroyo-Rodríguez 

Source: Angel Arroyo-Rodríguez 

Source: Angel Arroyo-Rodríguez 



Tips for Success 

• Turn (mix) the compost pile every couple of weeks or each time you add 
new material 

 

• Maintain an ideal pile size of 3’x3’x3’ to help retain heat and preserve 
good air flow 

 

• Don’t had thick layers of any one kind of waste 

– 6” to 8” for brown material 

– 3” to 5” for green material 

 

• Smaller pieces will compost quicker than larger pieces.  Shred brown 
material if possible 

 



Is It Done Yet? 

 

Compost is done when it is 
dark, crumbly and has an 
“earthy” smell 

 

How long does it take? 
  Short period (3 weeks to 2 months) 

 Long period (2 months or more) 

 

 

 

 

Image courtesy of Mater isolated images/ FreeDigitalPhotos.net 



What’s That Smell? 

• Foul odors indicate anaerobic decomposition. 

 

• Solutions: 

– Aerate the pile by turning 

– Increase porosity by adding wood chips or wastes 
of larger size 

– Add absorbent browns 

– Hold the water until needed again 

 



Composting is as much of an art, as 
it is a science 

Image courtesy of Jeroen van Oostrom/ FreeDigitalPhotos.net 



Disclaimer 

 

This presentation is a component of the lesson plan Managing Food Scraps for a 
Sustainable Food System, prepared under the auspices of the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development Regional Sustainability Planning grant program 
supporting regional food systems planning on the Mississippi Gulf Coast. The lesson 
plan was developed as a collaborative effort between the Ohio Environmental 
Protection Agency, the Mississippi Department of Environmental Quality, The 
Constituency for a Sustainable Coast and The Ohio State University. 


