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Allotment Composting by Jo Rogers
Since I have been gardening on my allotment, I realise that composting there is subtly different to the composting I do at home.

Do not used pressure-treated wood, as it has poisonous levels of copper and chromium, and there is evidence that arsenic can leach into your compost. Different materials that are acceptable for building compost bins are spoiled hay bales, old cinder blocks or bricks.

‘Dalek’ shaped bins are very popular but can be tricky to stir, turn and empty.  Oftentimes it is just easier to upturn the bin, re-site in a different location and then fork through the contents.

Have you ever wondered why so many people have so many compost heaps? Well it’s because they have different ‘maturity’.  Young compost is hot and wet, mature compost is brown and friable (breaks up easily, to you and me) and there’s every stage in between, but hopefully not the black, slimy, fetid stage which is called ‘failure’!  A common system is to have one bin for collection, one for maturing and one for turning into.

Turning compost is recommended, not only for speeding the process up but also for dissuading rats from taking up cosy residence.  Some people use the bins for distinct types of compost (regular compost, slow compost like woody plants, and leaves collected in the fall).  Others like to have a three-bin system for the turning purposes.  Move the compost from one bin into the next, allowing it to turn. Then you can start a pile in the newly vacated bin. By the time the compost makes it into the third bin, it is ready for use.  Others find that a single bin is adequate for their needs and just stir it throughout now and then.  It is vital to note that some exposure to the elements is essential for more productive and quicker composting.

 If you want to discourage rats, kick the bin (if its a plastic darlek-type) each time you pass or bash with a spade or some such if it’s a mor solid structure.  Either way rats will move on to a quieter home.

And different heaps, made at different times of year, have different properties – the best heaps are made between late summer and late autumn because healthy compost requires around two thirds 'brown’ material such as leaves, straw, sawdust and scrunched up paper and one third 'green material' – grass clippings, green leaf clippings, fruit and vegetable peelings and kitchen scraps (but not processed or cooked foods).  Usually, you will have no problem supplying the green material but it is the brown material that is more difficult to find.  By creating a compost bin in autumn, you’re stockpiling this carbon-heavy material which will improve your compost composition no end.

If you have a bazillion leaves, say for example you’ve just taken over a plot with a pear tree on it, and the leaves are not diseased, you can create a wire bin or separate leaf pile under a polythene sheet and compost down the leaves there, as they will take longer, up to a year, to break down, but leaf-mould, as we all know, is pure garden gold.

Remember that, as the weather gets colder the composting process slows down to hibernatory levels so if you want a faster composting rate, you can line your compost bin with cardboard or put a thick layer of horse manure on top to trap the heat generated by the biodegrading process.  Cardboard is good to line bins made from pallets as it contains the contents better.  Remember to peal off all the tape and plastic labels or they will still be there when you go to empty the bin.

If there are ants in the compost bin the mix is too dry and needs more ‘green’ such as grass cuttings added.

If you are assaulted by fruit flies when you lift the lid/cover the mix is too wet and a load of straw, dry leaves or scrunched up newspaper, which worms absolutely love will settle things down.  

Compost can act as a great fertilizer, enriching the soil with organic materials rather than making use of chemicals that can do more harm than good if used badly. Composting is a great way to save money as well.  Using compost requires that you completely mix it into the soil, reducing compaction and providing oxygenation to the soil.  Compost can help plants stay healthier, and that contributes to their ability to repel diseases and survive insect attacks.  A healthy landscape can be achieved with a little help from composting.  

You need to be selective in what you put in your compost: it ought to only be items that will break down naturally. Plant matter (including pulled weeds - as with all weeds, make sure that they don't seed) and kitchen vegetable waste and peelings are excellent in compost and will add to the health of your soil, and so to your landscape overall.  

Grass cuttings can be composted but need to be thoroughly mixed with at least the same amount of shredded paper or sawdust.  With the right mix the composting method is very fast and generates a lot of heat.

One of the easiest and cheapest ways to build a compost bin is to build it from wooden pallets. You can use plastic cable ties to hold four of them together in a box shape.  Joining another bin to make a system is easy: just attach three more pallets using one side of the already made bin to complete another box. Be warned: after about two years you will need a new bin, as this bin will be composting itself.  Wood makes an interesting choice, but it is critical to note that it will eventually compost itself and will need to be replaced.

To get a well textured end-product avoid putting sticks, avocado shells and stones in as they compost much slower.  Egg shells are good and a vital ingredient for worm digestion, but they will come through the composting process the same size as they went in, so scrunch them up small before putting in.

Composting is not a science, but a wonder of nature, by recycling what it originally produced into something really good to uses.
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