
 

 

Home 

Composting 

ñGreenò gardening 

starts with healthy soil. 

Learn to make compost 

for healthy soil and a 

greener central Illinois. 



 

 

 

Why Compost? 

In todayôs ñthrow- 

awayò society, it 

seems easier to 

get rid of things we 

regard as useless 

or unhealthy by 

wrapping them up 

and placing them 

in the garbage can. 

This throw-away 

attitude is also 

prevalent with yard 

materials.  Grass 

cuttings and leaves 

are raked, bagged, and put out at the curb. 

Nationwide, yard materials account for nearly 20 

percent of all garbage generated each year (U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency). 

Composting, a biological process that 

decomposes organic material under aerobic 

(oxygen required) conditions, is becoming 

more popular with home gardeners.  It is good 

practice to turn ñwasteò into something that 

can be reapplied to the landscape.  And this 

natural resource can be recycled to the benefit 

of our planet Earth. 

What is Compost? 

Compost is decomposed organic matter made 

with materials such as leaves, shredded twigs, 

and certain kitchen scraps. 

To gardeners, 

compost is considered 

ñblack goldò because 

of its many benefits in 

the garden.  Compost 

is an ideal material for 

garden soil.  Adding 

compost to clay soils 

makes them easier 

to work and plant.  In 
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sandy soils, the addition of compost improves 

the water holding capacity of the soil.  Adding 

organic matter in the form of compost to any 

type of soil can help improve plant growth and 

health. 

Instead of paying a company to haul away 

leaves, compost the leaves and return the 

nutrients to the garden.  Instead of buying peat 

moss, save money and make compost! 

Composting Benefits 

Organic matter 

is placed back 

into a nutrient 

cycle, lessening 

the need for 

fertilizers. 

When added 

to the soil, the 

nutrients present 

in compost are 

released slowly, 

so they are less 

likely to leach out of the root zone as compared 

to purchased fertilizer. 

Soil structure is improved by the addition of 

organic matter.  This organic matter aids in 

creating a structure that allows good water 

retention and root penetration. 

As yard materials go through the composting 

process, there is an increase in temperature 

within the compost pile.  High temperatures kill 

most disease pathogens.  Most weed seeds 

and pesticides are destroyed too, because of 

the high temperature. 

Earthworms thrive in soil amended with 

compost.  Tunnels created by earthworms 

increase drainage, and the castings they leave 

behind are a rich nutrient supply for plants. 
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How to Compost 

It is recommended to start a pile on bare 

ground.  Donôt place a pile on asphalt or 

concrete.  Placing a pallet underneath the pile 

is a possibility if the area may be damp or holds 

water in the spring.  This creates air channels 

from below. Composting can be as easy as 

layering 1-2-3. 

Repeat Layers 1-2-3 

Soil and/or starter material Layer 3 

Green Organics Layer 2 

Layer 1 Brown Organics 

Layers 1&2 - Chop up 

materials for quicker 

breakdown.  The 

organic layers should 

be between 6 to 8 

inches thick.  Do not 

pack the materials in, as 

this limits air flow and 

oxygen needed by bacteria. 

Layer 3 - As an option add a starter material, 

such as animal manure, or commercial starter. 

These materials help to heat up the pile by 

providing nitrogen for the bacteria and other 

microorganisms. 

OR ï Add a 1 to 2 

inch layer of top soil 

or finished garden 

compost.  This is 

done to introduce 

microorganisms to 

the pile.  Avoid using 

soil recently treated 

with chemicals and 

also avoid using 

sterile potting soil. 
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The composting process involves four main 

components: organic matter, moisture, oxygen 

and bacteria. 

The materials put into a compost pile have 

a major impact on how well the composting 

process works and the quality of the final 

compost. The key to good composting is to 

have a variety of materials and a balanced 

carbon to nitrogen ratio. Materials used for 

compost should include a mixture of brown and 

green organic matter. 

Brown organics include dead leaves, twigs 

and livestock manures. Green organics 

include lawn clippings, weeds, garden refuse 

and vegetable and food scraps.  The best 

ratio is 1 part green to 2 parts brown material. 

The brown materials provide carbon, green 

materials provide nitrogen, and water provides 

moisture to help break down the organic 

matter. 

Shredding or chopping these materials into 

smaller pieces will speed the composting 

process by increasing the surface area.  Twigs 

and brush work best if chopped or shredded to 

6 inches or smaller. 
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What to Compost? 

Do Compost  Donôt Compost 

Leaves Meat, bones, fats, 
grease or fish 

Shredded black 
and white Grains, breads or beans 
newspaper 

Dairy products, whole 

Shredded stems eggs, milk, sour cream, 
and twigs yogurt 

Coffee grounds Plywood or treated 

and filters, wood sawdust 
teabags 

Some manures 
Some manures including pet waste 
(cow, horse, (cat, dog, bird, swine 
sheep, poultry, and carnivore manures) 
rabbit, llama)  

Diseased plants or 
Vegetable or fruit plants with herbicides 
wastes applied (in cold piles) 

Trimmed plant  
Black walnut tree 

materials 
leaves or twigs 

Lawn clippings 

(NOTE: Manure can only be composted 
outside the city limits of Springfield.) 

Size 

The recommended size for a home compost 

pile is no smaller than 3 feet x 3 feet x 3 feet, 

and no larger than 5 feet x 5 feet x 5 feet. 

A smaller pile may not heat up high enough for 

efficient breakdown, or it may lose heat and 

quickly slow down the process.  A larger pile 

may hold too much water, not allowing air into 

the center.  Air naturally penetrates 18 to 24 

inches into a pile from all directions. 

The City of Springfield ordinance allows backyard composting 

within guidelines.  Compost piles need to be enclosed in a free 

standing bin no larger than 125 cubic feet (5 feet x 5 feet x 5 

feet maximum).  The bin must allow for adequate ventilation 

and penetration of moisture.  Compost piles must be properly 

maintained to prevent rodents and odors.  Bins must be located 

in the backyard not less than 3 feet from all property lines and 

structures.  Bins cannot be located in alleys. No manure can be 

composted within the city limits of Springfield. 5 



 

 

 

Using Compost 

Incorporate compost into the garden as soil 

is prepared in the spring.  Cover the area with 

3 to 4 inches of new compost.  Till it into the 

existing soil to at least the upper 6 inches.  Add 

compost to soil in vegetable gardens, annual 

flower beds, and around new perennials as 

they are planted. 

Compost may also be used as mulch in flower 

beds, vegetable gardens, or around trees and 

shrubs in landscape beds.  Apply a 3 inch layer. 

Be careful not to apply too close to the main 

stem or trunk of the plants. 

Apply a thin layer of sifted 

compost to the top of 

the soil of houseplants 

to provide nutrients. (Sift 

compost through a heavy 

gauge screen or use an 

old kitchen colander as a 

sieve.) 

Basic Compost Recipes 

Feed-as-You-Go 

Compost 

This is the easiest recipe 

for yard trimmings by 

themselves or for fruit, 

vegetable and yard 

trimmings together. 

Ingredients: 

Yard trimmings by 

themselves or fruit, 

vegetable and yard 

trimmings together 

(about 2 parts brown 

and 1 part green), water as needed. 

Directions: 

Feed yard trimmings to your bin as you 

generate them by first chopping them into 
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pieces 6 inches or smaller.  Food scraps and 

grass clippings need to be buried or mixed into 

the center of the pile. Never ñdump and runò 

- animals and flies may be  attracted to the bin. 

Be sure to mix in enough browns to balance 

greens. 

Maintain  compost by turning it or mixing it 

each time materials are 

added, or about once a week. 

As it gets full turn or mix the 

top layers.  Keep it as moist 

as a wrung out sponge. 

Harvest the rich, brown, 

finished compost after 4 to 

12 months.  It can be found 

at the bottom and center of the pile.  Use the 

harvest door if the bin has one, or remove the 

top layers of the pile to access the bottom 

layers.  Fine textured compost can be achieved 

by sifting out coarse, unfinished materials and 

returning these to the pile. 

Batch Compost 

This is the best recipe for hot 

composting of yard trimmings 

by themselves or for fruit, 

vegetable and yard trimmings 

together.  Two compost 

bins work best, 

one for Batch 

Composting 

and another 

one to add 

to while 

making 

batch 

compost. 

Ingredients: 

Yard trimmings by themselves or fruit, vegetable 

and yard trimmings together (about 2 parts 

brown and 1 part green), water as needed. 
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Directions: 

Feed the bin by filling it with alternating 2- or 3- 

inch layers of well-chopped browns and greens, 

watering as you go (if necessary) so it is as 

moist as a wrung out sponge.  If the volume of 

material reduces greatly in the first week, add 

more material by repeating the layering process 

to fill the bin. 

Maintain  compost by turning it or mixing it 

about once a week.  Keep it as moist as a 

wrung out sponge.  If it gets too wet, add 

additional dry browns, and/or turn the pile. 

Add water if it needs moisture.  Do not add 

additional material to the pile after the first 

week or so. 

Harvest the whole pile after 3 to 6 months 

or when the material looks like soil.  Sift the 

compost to use as an amendment to the soil. 

Coarse, unfinished material can be used as 

mulch or put back into the bin. 

Compost Temperatures 

Å 122° to 128° F ï Ideal temperature 

for fastest  composting. 

Å 131° F ï If adding manure to pile, 

this temperature is needed for 

pathogen control. 

Å 150° F ï If weeds have seeds, 

this temperature is needed for 

weed seed control. 

Å Above 160° F ï Beneficial 

microbes start dying. 

Å 170° F ï All beneficial microbes 

are killed. 
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Compost Troubleshooting 

Symptom  Problem     Solution 

Turn the pile or Bad odor Not enough air 
add dry material if 
pile is too wet 

Too wet; too Turn and add 
many food browns or dry soil 
scraps or lawn 
clippings 

Bury or mix food Food scraps or 
scraps and lawn lawn clippings 
clippings into the pile exposed 

Lack of moisture Add water until Center of pile 
slightly moist and is dry 
turn pile 

Collect more Compost is 
material and mix damp and 
the old ingredients warm only in 
into a new pile the middle 

Mix in a nitrogen Pile is damp Pile is too 
source (greens) and sweet- small or lack of like fresh grass smelling but 

nitrogen clippings, manure still will not 
or 1 cup of nitrogen heat up 
fertilizer per cubic 
yard of material 

Only add items Rodents 
recommended Presence of 

meat scraps, for your pile and 
remove offensive dairy or grease 

products or bin material 
is not rodent 

Animal-proof bin, resistant 
no holes or gaps 
larger than 1/4 inch 
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Build Your Own 

Compost Bin 

Building a bin can 

be fun and gives the 

builder more control 

over how it looks and 

what it is made of. 

Use Green 

Building Materials  

Choices include: 

Salvaged materials. Remember to adjust 

measurements on older lumber as it is 

sometimes larger than modern planed lumber. 

Recycled plastic. Use plastic lumber thicker 

than wood as it is usually more flexible.  Adjust 

measurements accordingly.  Use a 1/8 inch 

counter sink drill bit to pre-drill holes. 

Non-toxic wood sealants and treatments. 

Avoid pressure-treated lumber as these can 

leach toxins into the compost.  Use a non-toxic 

sealant such as linseed oil with mineral spirits. 

Basic Can Composter 

Å For Basic ñAdd as 

You Goò or ñBatchò 

Composting. 

Å Produces small to 

medium amounts of 

compost. 

Å Very simple to build. 

Å Inexpensive way to 

compost yard materials 

and food wastes in a limited space. 

Approximate Cost: 

$10 to $35 for new materials. 

Materials:  

Plastic or galvanized garbage can with tight 

fitting lid (minimum 32 gallons for best results). 

Tools: 

Drill and 1/2 inch drill bit. 
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Construction: 

Drill three rows of 1 inch holes 4 to 6 inches 

apart around the sides of the can.  Drill several 

holes in lid and bottom of the trash can.  The 

holes allow air movement and provide drainage 

of excess moisture.  To increase air circulation, 

place can on bricks.  Materials can be mixed by 

securing the lid and rolling the can.  Finished 

compost is ready in 6 to 12 months.  Compost 

will be ready sooner if materials are kept damp 

and turned at least every other week. 

Urban Bin  

Å For Basic ñAdd as You Goò or ñBatchò 

Composting. 

Å Two front doors for easy harvesting and 

turning. 

Å Produces small to large amounts of compost. 

Å Carpentry skills needed for construction. 

Optional:  

A top that doubles as a sifter. 

Line inside of bin with wire mesh. 

Materials:  

8   8ô x 1ò x 6ò boards 

2  12ô x  2ò x  4ò boards 

1  8ô x 2ò x 4ò boards 

2  5ò drawer handles 

8  2ò hooks and eyes 

110    2ò stainless steel deck screws 

(this is an approximate amount) 

8  2 1/2ò stainless steel deck screws 
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Tools: 

Power saw (or handsaw), screwdriver, hammer, 

measuring tape, pencil, square, drill with 1/8ò 

counter sink drill bit and sandpaper. 

Cutting Wood: 

Cut boards to the following lengths. 

Cut 4 of the 8ô (1ò x 6ò) boards into three 31ò sections. 

Cut 2 of the 8ô (1ò x 6ò) boards into three 32ò sections. 

Cut 2 of the 8ô (1ò x 6ò) boards into three 27ò sections. 

Cut one 12ô (2ò x 4ò) board into four 30ò sections. 

Cut one 12ô (2ò x 4ò) board into two 30 1/2ò sections 

and two 28ò sections. 

Cut the 8ô (2ò x 4ò) board into two 17ò sections and 

two 13ò sections. 

Assembly: 

1. To build the base, screw 2ò x 4ò boards 

together with the 2 İò screws.  The 30 İò 

boards make the front and back.  The 28ò 

boards make the sides.  Be sure the 

finished dimension is approximately 31ò x  32ò. 

2. To begin building the sides, anchor one 31ò 

(1ò x 6ò) board on each side to the 2ò x 4ò base. 

3 . Place each 30ò (2ò x 4ò) board upright on top 

of the 2ò x 4ò base.  Anchor the 1ò x 6ò 

boards to each upright 30ò board.  Attach 

each 1ò x 6ò to the each upright 2ò x 4ò 

using two screws. 

4. To begin building the back, anchor one 32ò 

(1ò x 6ò) board to the 2ò x 4ò base and 

the upright 2ò x 4ò boards. Use 2ò screws to 

attach the side boards to the base and 

upright boards.  Attach each 1ò x 6ò to each 

upright 2ò x 4ò using two screws. 

5. Add 5 more 31ò (1ò x 6ò) boards to each 

side, equally spaced, with no gaps larger 

than 1/4ò. 

6. Add 5 more 32ò (1ò x 6ò) boards to the back, 

equally spaced, with no gaps larger than 1/4ò. 

7. Before cutting pieces for the front doors, 

measure the actual opening at the front of 

the bin, and make sure to cut the 1ò x 6òs 

just 1/8ò to 1/4ò smaller than the opening. 

8. Build top door by screwing three 27ò (1òx  6ò) 

to the two 17ò (2ò x 4ò) with 1/4ò 

12 between each board. 



 

 

9 . Build bottom door screwing on the top two 

27ò (1ò x 6ò) to the two 13ò (2ò x 4ò); 1/4ò 

between boards.  Measure the remaining space, 

and cut the last two 1ò x 6ò lengthwise to fit. 

10. Attach eyes to front 2ò x 4ò uprights, and 

hooks to front doors as drawn. 

11. Attach one drawer handle to each door. 

Concrete Block Bin 

Å 

Can be used to make a 1, 2 or 3 bin unit. 

Å Block bins are durable and inexpensive. 

Å Require only a few tools. 

Materials:  

26   Full concrete (construction) blocks 

(8ò x 8ò x 16ò) 

4   Half concrete (construction) blocks 

(8ò x 8ò x 8ò) 

4   Metal posts (4 feet long) 

Overall dimension: 

4ô wide x 3ô4ò deep x 2ô6ò tall 

Approximate cost: $50 

Tools: 

Work gloves, level and a mallet. 

Assembly for a one bin unit: 

1. Select bin site and level the ground. 

2. Leave about 1/2ò space between each 

block to allow for air flow. Holes in blocks 

will face upward. 
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3. Place first layer of concrete blocks on 

ground.  Each side will have two full blocks 

and back will have three full blocks. 

4. Add a second layer of blocks, staggering 

them to increase stability.  Each side will 

have a half block and two full blocks.  Back 

will have two full blocks. 

5. Add a third layer of blocks, again staggering 

them to increase stability.  The third layer 

should look like the first layer. 

6. Add the fourth and final layer of blocks.  The 

fourth layer should look like the second layer. 

7. For stability, drive a metal post through 

the holes in the blocks, with one post at 

each corner. 

Recycled Wooden Pallet Bin 

Å Inexpensive and allows good air circulation. 

Materials:  

4     Oak wood pallets 

1/2 gallon   Outdoor paint (optional) 

15ô     Coated wire 

Assembly: 

1. To give the wood pallets a finished 

appearance and to help keep them from 

rotting quickly, paint them with exterior 

grade paint. 

2. Select a bin site and level the ground. 

3. Set the four wood pallets upright on the 

ground.  Pallets will form a square. 

4. Secure pallets together with wire.  Coated 

wire will not rust. 
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3-Bin System 

Å For Basic ñAdd as You Goò or 

ñBatchò Composting. 

Å Requires minimum of 3ô x 8ô of space. 

(Note: this size compost bin may not be 

used in the City of Springfield per ordinance 

size  limitations.) 

Å Excellent for hot composting and has 

removable front slats for easy turning, and 

separate bins for turning and aging compost. 

Å Can produce large amounts of compost. 

Å Carpentry skills needed for construction. 

Tools: 

Hacksaw, drill, socket set or hand wrenches, 

screwdriver, hammer, measuring tape,  square, 

pencil, sandpaper, file, and 2 small wood 

working clamps. 

Materials:  

24      1ò x 6ò x 8ô plastic (or wooden) boards 

12     3/16òx 2ò x 2ò aluminum angle braces, 

36ò in length 

4      3/16òx 2ò aluminum strips, 36ò in length 

260     5/16ò by 1 1/2ò long rust resistant 

(galvanized, stainless steel, aluminum) 

carriage bolts 

260  5/16ò rust resistant washers 

260   5/16ò rust resistant nuts 

40     1 1/4ò stainless steel screws 

40  5/16ò stainless steel washers 

8      8ò x 16ò patio blocks 

Assembly: 

1. Save 6 of the 8ô boards and cut the 

remaining 18 boards into 32ò sections. 
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2. Standing one of the aluminum angles 

vertical, clamp one of the 96ò boards to the 

angle with the angle facing inwards.  Evenly 

space two 5/16ò holes through the angle 

and board, and bolt using the 1 1/2ò bolts 

with a washer on the inside of the bolt.  On 

the other end of the 96ò board, clamp an 

angle facing inward, drill the holes and 

bolt.  Repeat this process with 5 more 

of the 96ò boards with spacing of 1/2ò gap 

between bottom three rows of boards and 

5/8ò gap between top three rows of boards. 

Use the hacksaw to trim any excess angle 

above the fifth board.  Keep in mind to 

remove any angle excess that is above the 

sixth board in other areas on the structure. 

Add another aluminum angle facing outward 

at 31 1/2ò on the 96ò boards; clamp and drill 

and bolt the angle to all 6 boards.  Add 

another aluminum angle facing outward 

with a 5/8ò gap between the previous 

angle; clamp, drill and bolt to all the 96ò 

boards.  Repeat this process with two more 

angles with the first being 31 1/2ò from the 

other end of the 96ò board.  It will be 

necessary to have both angles facing outward 

and with the 5/8ò spacing between boards. 

3. Clamp a 32ò board to one of the angles 

on the end of the 96ò boards.  Drill and bolt. 

Clamp an angle facing inward on the other 

end of the 32ò board.  Drill and bolt.  Repeat 

this process with 5 more 32ò boards leaving 

1/2ò gap between bottom three rows of 

boards and 5/8ò gap between top three rows 

of boards. 

4. Repeat step 3 on the other end of the 96ò board. 

5. To form a center section, place a 32ò board 

in the 5/8ò spacing between the angles on 

the 96ò boards.  Drill and bolt one board 

with 1 1/2ò bolts.  Place an aluminum angle 

vertically facing out on each side of the 

other end of the 32ò board, drill through both 

angles and the board, and bolt with 1 1/2ò 

bolts.  Add the other five 32ò boards for this 

section leaving 1/2ò between bottom 

three rows of boards and 5/8ò between 

top three rows of boards.  Repeat this 
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process with 6 of the 32ò boards for the other 

bin divider. 

6. Place a 32ò board on the bottom across the 

front; clamp, drill and bolt.  Add a second 

board and bolt.  Remaining 3 boards are 

attached together with 2ò strips of board: 

one 2ò strip per each side.  Leave a 5/8ò 

spacing between each board.  Repeat this 

process for the remaining two bin fronts. 

7. Place an aluminum strip vertically centered 

with the bin dividers which are from front to 

back.  Drill 3/16ò holes through the strip and 

attach with 1 1/4ò stainless steel screws into 

the end of the boards for each of the 6 

boards being used as bin partitions.  Repeat 

this process a total of 4 times with 4 strips. 

Two strips are attached to the bin inside 

partitions and the other two attached to 

the bin outside partitions.  The strips serve 

as guides to slide the front removable boards 

in and out. 

8. To prevent settling of the bin into the ground, 

it is recommended to place patio blocks 

under the sides of the bin. 

Worm Composting 
(Vermicomposting) 

Vermi is the Latin word for worm and 

composting is the process of turning organic 

scraps into nutrient rich soil.  Therefore, 

vermicomposting is the process of converting 

organic scraps into nutritive humus using 

worms.  Vermicomposting takes little space 

and is a good way to get the whole family 

involved in composting. 

Worms used for vermicomposting are commonly 

called red wigglers, redworms or manure 

worms.  The exact species is Eisenia foetida . 

One pound of red wigglers will consume a 

half pound of food per day.  These worms are 

known as surface feeders and live in depths 

from 6 to 18 inches which is why they survive 

and even thrive in a confined space such as 
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a worm bin.  What are commonly thought of 

as earthworms or night crawlers (Lumbricus 

terrestris) are not suitable for vermicomposting 

because they burrow several feet into the earth, 

do not like having their habitats disturbed, and 

live best at lower temperatures. 

Red wigglers need air, moisture, food, bedding, 

and constant 55-85° Fahrenheit temperature 

to live and work productively.  The best places 

to keep a worm bin are in a basement, utility 

room, or under a sink.  If a vermicomposting 

bin is left outside in a cold climate, the worms 

usually will not die, but slow their consumption 

of food drastically.  Worm bins left outside 

during summer months usually get too hot 

which causes the worms to die very quickly. 

Insulating or burying the outdoor bin can help 

prevent this. If bin is kept outside, shade it 

during the summer to help maintain optimal 

temperature. 

Steps to Successful 

Vermicomposting 

Before ordering worms, set up the worm 

bin.  Purchase red wiggler worms from Illinois 

worm growers (see the listing at the end of this 

brochure) or get them from a friendôs worm 

bin.  Start with one half to one pound of worms, 

or two nice big handfuls.  When worms arrive 

itôs difficult to gauge just how many days they 

have been packed in the shipping box, traveling, 

and how hungry they are.  Therefore, before 

ordering the worms, prepare the worm 
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bin.  Then, when the worms arrive, they can be 

deposited directly into their new home.  Soon 

the worms will be recycling food waste and 

creating vermicompost. 

How to Build a Vermicompost Bin 

Approximate cost: $6 - $20 

Materials:  Plastic storage container with 

secure lid; 8 to 10 gallon bin is suitable for food 

scraps from one to three people. 

A larger bin, 18 to 20 gallons, will accommodate 

food scraps from four to eight people. 

A second lid to place under the bottom of bin to 

serve as a tray. 

Fine mesh: wire, netting, old panty hose or 

landscape fabric. 

Tools: Power drill with 1ò and 1/4ò bits, 

stapler, hot glue gun or duct tape. 

Building the Vermicompost Bin: 

1. Acquire a bin. Buy a plastic bin, build one 

from wood, or reuse an old container.  Any 

size from 8 to 20 gallons makes a good 

home, office or classroom bin.  Purchase 

two lids for the bin.  One lid will be used as 

a tray under the bin and the other used on 

the top.  Make sure the bin and lids are 

clean by rinsing with tap water to remove 

any packaging film or residue which may be 

harmful to the worms. Do not use soap. 

2. Prepare the bin. Drill between 12 and 20 

quarter inch holes in the bottom of the bin. 

Drill two 1 inch holes on each side of the 

bin up near the rim.   Place fine mesh over 
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the holes near the rim of the bin.  The 

mesh can be held in place with duct 

tape, hot glue or staples.  Cloth screen, old 

pantyhose, netting, or fine wire mesh can be 

used to cover the holes. The mesh 

must be fine enough to prevent the worms 

from crawling out, but open enough for air 

circulation. 

3. Make legs by screwing four blocks of wood 

or PVC end caps to the bottom of the bin, 

one on each corner.  The blocks of wood 

should be 1 İò X 2ò.  The feet will allow air 

to circulate under the bin and also let any 

extra liquid (worm tea) drain from the bin. 

4. Prepare the bedding. Red wigglers (Eisenia 

foetida ) can live in moist, shredded 

newspaper.  The shredded newspaper holds 

moisture, allows air to circulate and 

worms will eat it when there is no other 

food.  Newspaper is plentiful, readily 

available, and itôs very easy to distinguish 

from castings. Other material such as 

coir, which is shredded coconut fiber, 

a renewable resource, may be used as 

bedding.  White paper, colored paper, paper 

napkins, and shredded cardboard may 

also be used for bedding.  Sometimes, peat 

moss is recommended, but since it takes 

one hundred years to create one inch of 

peat, it is not considered a renewable 

resource and is not recommended. 

a. Shred about 50 pages of newspaper. 

(Small, cross-shredded paper tends to clump 

when  moistened, so long, shredded strips 

are better to use.) 

b. Place the shredded newspaper in the bin 

and add water until the paper is damp. The 

newspaper should contain enough water to 

be very moist, but not dripping when squeezed. 

It should feel like a wrung-out sponge. 
c. Keep adding shredded newspaper to bin 

and continue to dampen it until the wet 

newspaper is between 8 and 10 inches deep. 

d. Make sure the newspaper is fluffed (not 

packed down) as it is dampened.  Fluffing the 

paper will insure that the worms can get air. 
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5. The lid of the worm bin should also have 

four 1 inch holes drilled in it. Cover these 

holes with mesh. 

6. Before placing bedding in the bin cut a piece 

of landscape fabric to the size of the bottom 

of the bin and lay it on the bottom of the 

bin.  The fabric will allow extra liquid to drain 

from the bin, allow air to circulate around the 

bottom of the bin, and prevent the worms 

from crawling out of the bin. 

7. Next, sprinkle a cup or two of soil into 

the bin.  Stir it into the dampened bedding. 

The added soil will insure that microbes 

and bacteria, which are necessary for food 

decomposition, are introduced to this 

miniature ecosystem. 

8. Now, sprinkle a ½ cup of sand into the 

newspaper.  Worms need a grain or two of 

sand in their gizzards to help digest their food. 

The bin is now ready to receive worms. 

Adding Worms 

Make sure the bedding is damp and gently 

place all the worms on top of the bedding. 

Leave off the lid, in a brightly lit room, and 

the worms will burrow into the bedding very 

quickly.   After about an hour, if there are any 

worms left on top of the bedding, take them 

out.  They are either dead or not healthy. 

Now, leave the worms alone!  Donôt check 

them for a couple of days.  They need time to 

acclimate to their new home.  On day three 

begin feeding the  worms. 
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Feeding the Worms 

Remember: one pound of 

worms will eat one half 

pound of food per 

day. There are 

approximately 

1,000 worms in 

a pound.  Red 

wigglers can 

be fed daily. 

Smaller pieces 

of food scraps 

decompose 

faster than 

larger pieces. 

Grinding or 

blending 

food scraps in a food processor speeds the 

composting time considerably, but it is not 

necessary.  The best scraps to feed worms 

are fruit pieces and peels, vegetables, pasta, 

breads, tea bags, coffee grounds, coffee filters, 

and cereals.  Do not vermicompost meat and 

dairy scraps, oily products or cat litter.  These 

materials take a very long time to decompose, 

will smell, and attract vectors to the bin.  Use 

citrus, tomatoes and other acidic produce 

sparingly. Place the food on top of the bedding, 

and then cover it with a few handfuls of dry 

shredded newspaper.  Covering the food with 

this extra newspaper helps keep fruit flies from 

hatching and also helps regulate the amount of 

moisture in the bin. If the bin is too dry, the top 

newspaper will be crunchy; if the bin is too wet, 

the top newspaper will be soggy. 

Maintaining the Worm Bin  

Always keep a layer of fresh, shredded 

newspaper and food in the bin. Keep the 

bedding as moist as a wrung-out sponge. 

Properly maintaining a worm bin is both an art 

and a science; gauging the correct moisture 

level, daily amount of food consumed, and ideal 

temperature require a few weeks of feeding 

and observation. 
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Happy worms will eat and reproduce. 

However, do not worry about walking into a 

room to find it full of worms.  This species will 

not over populate its environment because 

they will not reproduce more offspring than 

the worm bin can support.  Population levels 

depend on food availability, space requirements 

and a fresh environment.  If there is not 

enough food or space and the castings have 

not been removed regularly, the bin becomes 

toxic and the worms will begin to die. 

Harvesting Castings 

The product left after worms digest and 

eliminate food is called ñcastings.ò The 

castings can be harvested  3 to 4 months after 

starting the bin and will look like rich brown 

soil.  To harvest, begin feeding worms on one 

side of the bin.  After about a month, remove 

the bedding and castings on the side that is 

not being fed.  (The worms will have migrated 

to the food on the other side.)  Place fresh 

bedding in the empty space and feed on that 

side for a month.  The worms will migrate to 

the new bedding and food so the remaining 

castings can be harvested.  To keep worms 

healthy, harvest at least once a year. 
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Using Vermicompost 

Worm castings are the most nutrient-rich soil 

amendment on the planet.  Castings help 

eradicate certain plant diseases, keep soil 

aerated, retain moisture in the soil, and act as 

an organic pesticide.  Castings contain 5 times 

the available nitrogen, 7 times the available 

potash and 1 1/2 times more calcium than found 

in 15cm of good top soil. Castings are supplied 

with available nutrients which are water soluble 

and immediately available to plant life.  When 

mixing with potting mix or garden soil, 15 

percent castings to 85 percent soil is the best 

ratio to use. Vermicomposting can be sprinkled 

into rows when planting seeds and around 

stems of established outdoor or indoor plants. 

Symptom  Problem     Solution 

Not enough food Harvest compost, add 
Worms 

fresh bedding and food. 
are dying 

Not enough air Fluff/flip bedding from 
bottom to top. 

Too dry Moisten bedding until 
slightly damp. 

Too wet Add dry bedding. 

Move bin so temperature Too hot 
is between 55-85° F. 

Bedding is eaten Harvest castings, add 
fresh bedding and food. (worms living in castings) 

Food overload Gently stir contents, 
Unpleasant 

stop feeding until bin is 
Odor 

significantly drier. 

Not enough air Fluff bedding. 
circulation Add fresh bedding. 

Check drainage holes to 
see if clogged.  Drill more 
holes if needed. 

Unsuitable Check for meat, dairy, 
oily products or pet feces materials 
and remove. 

Secure lid. Not burying food 
Fruit Flies 

Check mesh to reseal. or overloading 
Bury food scraps in bin with food 
bedding. 

Too much food Put in cool spot, add 
Mold dry material and stop and too warm 
Growing feeding for a few days. 

Add dried egg shells and Worms Too acidic (too 
cut back on acidic scraps. many citrus peels Leaving 

and coffee grounds) 



 

Patio Bench Worm Bin 

Å Mainly for fruit and vegetable trimmings, and 

paper bedding. 

Å Basic carpentry skills needed for construction. 

Å Doubles as a seat! 

Å Breathes well but will need occasional watering. 

The design for the worm bin in the 

Demonstration Gardens came from Worms Eat 

My Garbage .  The authors of this book adapted 

the bin from a design developed by Seattle 

Tilth, an urban gardening organization in Seattle, 

Washington.  Further modifications were made. 

Supplies: 

1   4ô x 8ô x 1/2ò CDX plywood - exterior 

grade (U of I Extension bin is made of 

two 2ô x 8ô x 5/8ò recycled plastic lumber) 

4  8ô x 2ò x 4ò wood 

2  3ò galvanized hinges 

20  2 1/2ò stainless steel deck screws 

(approximate amount) 

70   2ò stainless steel deck screws 

(approximate amount) 

4  1/4ò eye bolts 

1   3/16ò nylon rope 4ô long 

8  1 1/4ò stainless steel deck screws 

Optional inside brace: 2ò x 19ò x 5/8ò boards 

attached with a screw. 

Tools: 

Table saw, circular saw or rip hand saw, cordless 

or power drill with 1ò bit and 1/8ò bit with counter 

sink, tape measure, hammer, saw horses, long 

straight edge, screwdriver, staple gun. 

Counter sink all screws to give the box a nicer 

appearance. 

Plywood can be stained or painted. 

Cutting boards: 

Plywood: 

Worm Bin Part  Number needed    Measurement 

Ends              2        16ò x 21ò 

Front               1        16ò x 49ò 
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Back              1        16ò x 48ò 

Base              1        22ò x 48ò 

Lid              1        24ò x 48ò 

2ò x 4ò boards: 

Worm Bin Part  Number needed    Measurement 

Base sides            2              48ò 

Base ends & 

centers             3             19ò 

Corner supports           4              12ò 

Lid sides            2              51ò 

Lid ends            2              25 1/2ò 

Cut one 8ô board into two 48ò sections. 

Cut each of two 8ô boards into 51ò, 25 1/2ò 

and 19ò sections. 

Cut one 8ô board into four 12ò sections and 

one 19ò section. 

Assemble the base: 

Place the base sides on edge.  Build base using 

two 48ò (2ò x 4ò) boards and two 19ò (2ò x 4ò) 

boards.  Use one 19ò (2ò x 4ò) board as a brace 

in the middle.  Attach all boards together using 

2 1/2ò screws. 

Fasten the 22ò x 48ò plywood to the base. 

This sheet will be the floor of the worm bin. 

Secure corner supports to the sides: 

Place two corner supports (12ò x 2ò x 4ò) 

flatside down on large flat surface.  Lay the 

16ò x 48ò back piece on corner supports, line 

up top and side edges, and fasten plywood to 

each corner support with 2ò screws.  Repeat 

for 16ò x 49ò front piece. 

Place one side against the base and secure 

with 2òscrews.  Repeat for remaining two 

sides. 

Ventilation holes: 

Drill four 1ò holes about 3ò from the floor 

on the front and side panels of the bin.  Drill 

another four 1ò holes about 3ò from the top 

on the front and side panels of the bin.  Drill 

four 1ò holes about 3ò from the top of the 
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back panel of the bin.  These holes will assist 

with ventilation.  Warm air can exit from the 

top, drawing cooler air in from the bottom.  On 

the interior side of the bin, cover holes with a 

fine mesh, rust resistant screen.  This could be 

nylon window screen or hardware cloth.  The 

screen will help keep insects or rodents from 

entering and the worms from escaping.  The 

screen can be stapled or duct taped. 

Lid assembly: 

The plywood lid is supported by a 2ò x 4ò frame 

with lap joints in the corners.  To make the lap 

joints, set the saw to cut 3/4ò deep, which is 

half the thickness of a 2ò x 4ò.  Taking the 51ò 

long and 25ò long boards, measure 3 1/2ò from 

each end.  Make shallow cuts every half-inch 

up to the 3 1/2ò mark.  Be consistent in which 

half of each end is cut out (you may cut the top 

half out of the ends, the bottom half out of the 

sides.)  Repeat this eight times, once for each 

end of the four boards.  Glue and secure the lap 

joints together with 1 1/4ò screws. 

Overall dimension of top is 51ò x 25 1/2ò. 

Affix the hinges: 

Place 3ò hinges near the exterior corners. 

Attach on back panel and the lid. 

Provide lid support: 

Use nylon rope to keep the lid from falling 

backwards and reduce strain on the hinges. 

Nylon will last longer without deterioration than 

ropes made of 

natural fibers such 

as cotton or hemp. 

To secure the 

rope, attach screw 

eyes in corners 

of lid and at the 

front inside edges 

of the box.  Knot 

the rope to hold 

it in place at an 

appropriate length. 
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 Resources and Source of Information 

for this Brochure 

University of Illinois Extension, Composting in 

the Home Garden 

http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/compost/ 

University of Illinois Extension, Composting for 

the Homeowner 

http://web.extension.uiuc.edu/homecompost/ 

Home Composting: Rules and Regulations 

Regarding the Components of the Compost Pile 

Springfield Office of Public Works, 

Building and Zoning Housing Division 

Chicago Home Composting Program, Compost 

Brochure 

Other Composting Resources: 

Cornell University, Cornell Waste Management 

Institute  

http://cwmi.css.cornell.edu/composting.htm 

University of Wisconsin Extension Solid and 

Hazardous Waste Education Center 

http://www4.uwm.edu/shwec/publications/ 

publications.cfm 

Enter keyword Composting and click go 
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Worm Composting 

Web resources: 

University of Illinois Extension, 

The Adventures of Herman 

http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/worms/ 

Wisconsin Natural Resources Magazine, 

A new wiggle on waste 

http://www.wnrmag.com/supps/1998/dec98/intro. 

htm 

University of Nebraska-Lincoln Cooperative 

Extension, Vermicomposting 

http://lancaster.unl.edu/pest/resources/ 

vermicompost107.shtml 

California Integrated Waste Management, 

The Adventures of Vermi the Worm 

http://www.ciwmb.ca.gov/vermi/ 

Book resources: 

Worms Eat My Garbage 

Author, Mary Appelhof 

http://www.wormwoman.com 

Recycle with Earthworms: 

The Red Wiggler Connection 

Authors, Shelly Grossman and Toby Weitzel 

ISBN 0-914116-32-0 

Worm supplier:  

Soil Exchange Inc. 

Dean Allen 

2307 Colby Dr. 

McHenry, IL  60050 

Phone: (815) 483-6046 

Email: mcwormworker@comcast.net 

Recycled plastic lumber is available for 

purchase from: 

Tailwind Furniture  

P.O. Box 129, Maple Park, IL 60151 

Phone: (815) 895-4247 

Website: http://www.tailwindfurniture.com/ 

Email: customerservice@tailwindfurniture.com 
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Thank you to Tangent 

Technologies, LLC, Aurora, Illinois, 

for their generous donation of 

recycled plastic lumber. 

Thank you to everyone who 

assisted with construction of the 

compost bins. 

University of Illinois Extension 

Sangamon-Menard Unit Master Gardeners: 

Mary Altman, Bill Budd, John Janssen, Al 

Kamnick, Jane Morris, Ann Pictor, Joy Poos, 

Randy Thomas, and Joan Walters 

Special thanks to Eagle Scout candidate 

Nathaniel Sparks and Boy Scout Troop 305 

Partners in Composting Demonstration: 

University of Illinois Extension 

Sangamon-Menard Unit  

Jennifer Fishburn, Horticulture Educator 

Phone: (217) 782-4617 

Website: www.extension.uiuc.edu/ 

sangamonmenard 

City of Springfield  

Wynne Coplea, Manager of Waste and Recycling 

Phone: (217) 789-2327 

Website: www.springfield.il.us 

Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic 

Opportunity Bureau of Energy and Recycling 

Brett Ivers, 

Illinois Zero Waste School Grants Manager 

Phone: (217) 524-5859 

Website: www.istep.org 

Illinois Department of Agriculture  

Sustainable Agriculture Program 

Mike Rahe, 

Manager 

Office of Natural Resource Management 

Phone: (217)785-5594 

Website: www.agr.state.il.us 
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