COMPOSTING 101
NOTE: Items to be tailored by each installation are shown in brackets, [italic bold].

By the Air Force Center for Engineering and the Environment

LACKLAND AIR FORCE BASE, Texas -- In 2009, a typical American household threw away an estimated 474 pounds of food waste. That’s about 1.3 pounds per household a day throughout the United States.  
Food scraps generated in one year by all households in America could be piled on a single football field more than five miles high.   In addition to the food scraps, other organic household materials that are thrown away include yard trimmings, like leaves and grass clippings.  
Together these food residuals and organic yard trimmings constituted more than 28 percent of the U.S. waste stream in 2009.  Also, up to 90 percent of waste thrown out by businesses like supermarkets and restaurants is food scraps. Think of all the problems handling that much waste, not to mention costs involved with management at the landfills! 
Composting, nature’s way of recycling, is a green and sustainable option for handling organic wastes from food preparation and landscaping, and compost is the soil amendment product that results from proper composting.  Organic material breaks down in nature all the time. Composting is just a method of speeding up the process.  
Benefits of composting include:

· Saving money by reducing the need for commercial soil additives; 
· Helping gardens and lawns by improving soil conditions; 
· Enhancing a plant’s ability to respond to challenges from insects and diseases;
· Saving water by helping the soil hold moisture and reducing water runoff; and, 
· Most importantly, it benefits the environment by recycling valuable organic resources and extending the life of landfills.  
Not only can we save money here at [name of Installation] by diverting waste from base landfills, we also can create our own homemade product that can be used to either beautify our landscaping, or as amendments to enrich soils. 
Composting is a lot easier than you may think! And don’t worry, if done correctly, composting won’t generate bad odors or smells.  
Here are some composting basics to help you get started and involved with this recycling option.  
The four basic ingredients for composting are: nitrogen, carbon, water and air.  Composting is a lot like cooking, and the easiest compost recipe calls for blending roughly equal parts of green or wet material (which is high in nitrogen) and brown or dry material (which is high in carbon).  However, some experts suggest using a ratio of two parts green to one part of brown material, and others suggest two parts brown to one part of green material.  
A good list of ingredients that can be used for backyard composting includes:
· All vegetable and fruit wastes, (including rinds and cores) even if they are moldy and ugly

· Old bread, donuts, cookies, crackers, pizza crust, noodles - anything made out of flour
· Grains (cooked or uncooked) - rice, barley, oatmeal
· Coffee grounds, tea bags, filters

· Outdated boxed foods from the pantry

· Egg shells (well crushed)

· Other plant materials such as leaves, pine needles, grass clippings, sawdust, twigs, corn cobs/husks, and peanut shells

· Newspaper and cardboard (shredded)
A list of materials that should be avoided for backyard composting includes:

· Meat or meat waste, such as bones, fat, gristle, skin, etc.

· Fish or fish waste

· Dairy products, such as cheese, butter, cottage cheese, yogurt, cream cheese, sour cream, etc.

· Grease and oils of any kind
· Animal manure
· Inorganic materials such as aluminum foil, glass, plastic, and metals.
Composting can be practiced in most backyards in a homemade or manufactured composting bin or simply an open pile.  Homemade bins can be constructed out of scrap wood, chicken wire, snow fencing or even old garbage cans (with holes punched in the sides and bottom).  Manufactured bins include turning units, hoops, cones, and stacking bins that range from a few gallons to over 50 gallons.  Most of these containers are plastic and some even have electric driven augers to turn the compost at constant speeds.  Larger individual units, like bins or free-standing units, will need to be turned with garden forks.  Some of the larger units can even be turned by rolling.   
Whatever your choice in size or turning method is, just remember you want to make composting as easy as possible so that everyone can participate.
Ideally, the compost pile should be at least three feet wide by three feet deep by three feet tall (one cubic yard).  This size provides enough food and insulation to keep the organisms warm and happy and working hard.  However, piles can be larger or smaller and work just fine if managed well.  
Piles should be built in layers to ensure proper proportions of carbon to nitrogen; however, the layers should be thoroughly mixed after the pile is built.  It is best to water your compost pile while turning to evenly distribute the moisture.  It should be as moist as a wrung out sponge.  
During dry weather, you may have to add water regularly.  During wet weather, you may need to cover your pile. A properly constructed compost pile will drain excess water and not become soggy.  If your pile is too dense or becomes too wet, the air supply to the inside is cut off and the beneficial organisms die.  Decomposition will slow and an offensive odor may arise. To avoid this and speed the process, turn and fluff the pile with a pitchfork often, perhaps weekly.  
The more frequently you turn the pile the faster the material will compost.  The center of the pile should generate temperatures of 140° – 160° F at its center.  Turning the pile at regular intervals maintains the temperature and ensures all material will be exposed to the center heat and degrading bacteria. 
You may want to stop adding to your compost pile after it gets to optimal size, about a cubic yard, and start a new pile so that your first pile can finish decomposing (during which time the temperature will drop).  
Your compost is finished when the original material has been transformed into a uniform, dark brown, crumbly product with a pleasant, earthy aroma. The decomposition process usually takes about three to four months, depending on your weather conditions and what materials are in your pile.
Backyard composting is best learned by doing. Through practice and observation you will find what works best for your situation, and you can modify the process to suit your needs. 
By composting at home, you can help protect the environment, save money, and improve your soil at the same time.  
More information on composting can be found at these websites:

· http://www.epa.gov/osw/conserve/rrr/composting/
· http://www.homecompostingmadeeasy.com/
· http://www.mastercomposter.com/
· http://www.motherearthnews.com/Organic-Gardening/2006-10-01/Compost-Made-Easy.aspx
· http://www.gardeners.com/All-About-Composting/5061,default,pg.html
· http://jennifer.hubpages.com/hub/Do-It-Yourself---Composting-Made-Easy
You can also contact your local USDA/Natural Resource Conservation Service County office or your state university extension office for more detailed local information regarding what would work best in your area to make your composting experience a successful venture. 
The Air Force is dedicated to reducing waste throughout the year.  As part of its ongoing Win the War Against Waste campaign, an initiative to reduce solid waste, the service encourages all Airmen, civilian employees and family members to cut back on solid waste generation wherever and whenever possible.
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