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composting 
and wormeries
Composting is the most natural way to 
make use of raw food and garden waste. 

Guide to
www.magpietrust.org.uk/index.html 
Useful information and resources to get people composting.

www.harvest-bh.org.uk 
Information and training in Brighton & Hove about growing 
your own food including courses on composting.

www.homecomposting.org.uk 
Includes a handy video clip about using your bin and an 
excellent section on composting myths.

www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/compost 
Basic composting advice plus information on discount deals 
for Brighton & Hove residents.

www.wigglywigglers.co.uk 
www.bucketofworms.co.uk 
www.wormcity.co.uk

More information



For the best start, your bin needs to go on to a flat bit of 
well drained soil. If you are putting it on grass, dig over 
the area your bin is going on. This is so that worms can 
get into your compost bin.

Ideally, you should put your bin away from any walls with 
space next to it so that you can get to the compost when 
you need to turn it.

If you can, place your bin in a partially sunny place as the 
heat will help to speed up the composting process.

Composting reduces the amount of waste in our bins 
and landfill sites, and can improve your soil quality to 
help you grow flowers, fruits and vegetables. 

Adding compost to heavy soil makes it easier to deal 
with by breaking it up, and improves the structure of 
light soil by helping it to retain more 
water. Compost is also a good 
alternative to using peat. Peat 
bogs are an important habitat 
for many rare animals and 
plants and extracting it releases 
carbon dioxide into  
the atmosphere.

Composters
Choosing the site for your bin

Guide to composting  
and wormeries
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“Composting is 
also the best way to 
get rid of shredded 

paper, which can be 
difficult to recycle”

Compost starts life as garden and kitchen waste - 
things that would normally end up in the bin. When 
waste is put in a composter a natural process of 
decomposition occurs, which breaks down the waste 
and produces compost.

Kitchen and garden waste makes up about 30% 
of household rubbish in Brighton & Hove. In landfill 
sites, this waste causes the generation of gases which 
contributes to global warming and produces a toxic 
liquid called ‘leachate’.
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Your compost heap needs a 
combination of ‘green’ (both fast and slow 
rotting) and ‘brown’ ingredients. 

Green – fast rotting 
These are tender, young plant materials that 
are quick to rot, such as grass clippings, nettles and young 
weeds. These get the composting process started, but too 
many can make your compost wet and smelly.

Green – slower rotting 
This includes green leaves, vegetable trimmings, vegetable 
peelings, bedding plants, fruit peel including citrus, coffee 
grounds and tea leaves and bags.

Brown 
These are tough, fibrous items which take a long time 
to decompose, such as autumn leaves, tough hedge 
clippings, uncoated paper (glossy paper and card contain 
large amounts of chemicals), cardboard and straw. These 
are used to balance the green materials and are best 
chopped, scrunched up or shredded before going into the 
composter. 

Just using cardboard and paper is fine if you don’t have 
anything else.

You need to make sure that there is a good balance 
with woody garden materials, fruit and vegetables and 
cardboard. If using garden waste, aim for about half 
brown to half green.

The ingredients

The brown materials 
provide structure and allow 
air to get in, which is why it 
helps to scrunch up paper. 
It helps if you can stir (or 
turn) the compost to get 
more air into the mixture 
and mix the material that 
has started decomposing 
with the other material. 
This can be tricky with solid 
plastic bins but it will speed 
up the process if you can 
get a garden fork or broom 
handle in to stir it.

If you can take the side off 
of your compost bin, you 
can stir the materials that 
way every six weeks. 

Stirring

Turning your compost 

helps get more air in

A good balance of materials 
will help your compost

Grass 
clippings

Young weeds

Nettles

Vegetable 
trimmings 

Fruit peels

Tea bags

Autumn 
leaves

Hedge 
clippings

Cardboard

Uncoated 
paper

Fast
Rotting

Slow
Rotting

Green

Brown



Why are there lots of flies?
Tiny fruit flies are common in 
compost bins in the summer, 
especially if you are adding a lot of 
fruit and vegetable peelings. This 
is not unusual but it helps to have 
a good mix of things in your bin. 
Turning the compost so fruit and 
vegetables are buried will also help.

My compost bin is slimy and 
smelly. What should I do?
This means that there are too many 
wet green things in your compost. 
Mix in some of the materials 
that are slower to compost, like 
cardboard or scrunched up paper, 
to get the balance right.

What shouldn’t I put in?
Don’t put cooked food or meat in 
your compost as they can attract 
rats. Also avoid animal waste.

What should I do if it has  
dried out? 
If your compost looks dry, water it. 

Nothing seems to be 
happening!
If the contents look brown, earthy 
and crumbly, you’ve already 
made compost. If there are lots 
of twigs and leaves that are still 
recognisable, then you need to 
add more of the green, fast acting 
materials, like grass to get the 
microbes working. It will also work 

slower in the winter when it’s  
cold outside.

Should I wear gloves when 
working with my compost 
heap?
Yes. Compost heaps are full of 
microbes, which might infect cuts 
of grazes. Make sure cuts are 
covered up and do wear gloves.

Do I have to be an expert?
No! You will learn more as you 
go along. Try and turn (mix) your 
heap every now and then to make 
sure things are evenly spread 
throughout the heap. Keep adding 
a range of materials, both green 
and brown, and make sure it 
doesn’t get too wet or dried out.

When can I start 
composting?
You can start composting at any 
time of the year but the sooner you 
do, the sooner you’ll have lovely 
compost to grow things in.

What should I do with the 
compost once it’s made?
You can spread it on the earth 
and lightly mix it in before you 
start growing vegetables or where 
you want to plant new flowers or 
vegetables. Plants already in the 
garden will also appreciate having 
some compost in the spring, 
particularly if the soil is poor.

FAQs
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If the compost is brown, crumbly, smells earthly sweet 
and you can no longer recognise the materials you put in, 
it is ready. The compost will usually be at the bottom – if 
you take this out, the next layer will soon turn to compost 
as you add more things on top.

Depending on the size of the bin and amount put in, 
material at the bottom can be ready while there is still 
room at the top. Remove this through the hatch at the 
bottom if you can or take the bin off completely, and 
place any material that isn’t decomposed back in. 

If you have space for two bins, you can use a rotation 
system where you add to one bin for six months and then 
leave it to compost while you add to the other. Whether 
you need more than one bin will depend on the amount 
of waste you are producing and what space you have. 
Great compost can be produced with only one bin.

The decomposed material can be used on the garden, or 
put in bags or covered with plastic until you are ready to 
use it. Do not add any new material to this compost. 

“Is your 
compost 
crumbly 
& smell 
earthy 
sweet?  

Well done  
it is ready  

to use!”

When is it 
ready?

Food Waste Digesters
Food waste digesters work in a similar way to 
composters, but are designed to get a lot warmer. The 
design helps encourage micro-organisms which break 
down the food waste - this is called hot composting.

However, the major difference between composters 
and digesters is that you can put all your food waste 
into digesters, including cooked food, meat and bones. 

www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/lovefoodhatewaste



Worm composting is where earthworms 
break down kitchen and garden waste 
to speed up the composting process. 
Wormeries are particularly suitable for 
small gardens.

A wormery houses the worms and plant 
food so that they can convert organic 
kitchen waste into a rich, high quality 
compost and concentrated liquid feed 
(often called worm tea), taking advantage 
of their natural ability to digest relatively 
large quantities of organic waste. 

Wormeries
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Worms prefer to be in a cool shady spot in the summer as 
they can die if they become too hot. 

In winter they need to be covered with a blanket or 
moved into a shed if you have one so they don’t become 
too cold. If your worms freeze, they become infertile so 
will need to be replaced.

Where to put  
your wormeryUsually the top compartment is covered 

with a simple, degradable blanket to 
retain the warmth and this should be kept 
moist. This can be fibre matting, old fibre 
carpet underfelt (although not latex), old 
towels, newspapers or something similar. 
The enclosure is completed with a lid 
perforated with small breather holes.

Worms are efficient, natural composters; 
they never sleep so are producing compost 
all the time. The process quickly reduces 
the bulk of the organic waste, by up to 
about 80%. But like compost they slow 
down in the colder months.

“Worms are 
efficient, natural 
composters; they 

never sleep so 
are producing 

compost all the 
time”



Meat and bones, pet waste, garlic, spicy 
foods, eggs, grass or any dairy products. It 
is also probably best to avoid onions and 
citrus fruits.
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Worms  
don’t like...

Worms  
like to eat...
Be careful not to overfeed the worms - 500g of 
composting worms will eat about 1-1.5kg of 
waste a week. They will eat all vegetables, most 
fruit, rice and pasta, plant clippings, cardboard 
and paper (not coated), flower heads and soft 
leaves, tea bags and coffee grinds. 

You can also buy worm treats but you only need to give 
these every few months.

You need to break the items into small pieces and it’s a 
good idea to wet any cardboard and paper before putting 
it in. It is better to feed the worms little and often – they 
won’t be able to cope if you put too much in at once. 
Worms like a good mix of items.

It is also worth gently mixing the compost every few 
weeks to let in some air – do this gently so you don’t 
harm the worms. 

FAQs
What should I do if my 
wormery is very dry and hot?
Sprinkle water over the waste and 
try to move it to a more shady 
place. Worms are most active 
between about 10 to 30 degrees 
Centigrade (50 to 86 degrees 
Farenheit). In ideal conditions they 
can double their population every 
three months or so.

What should I do if the 
wormery is very wet?
Add dry torn up cardboard and 
paper to absorb moisture.

Why are my worms 
gathering in the lid?
They do this when it is going to 
rain – worms can act as weather 
forecasters as well as composters!

There are lots of little white 
worms – what should I do?
These are another sort of worm 
that can thrive if a lot of acidic 
fruit is going into the wormery. 
Your worms won’t like these white 
worms, so you should stop putting 
in fruit for a while and add some 
more cardboard.

Why is stuff in the wormery 
going mouldy?
This is all part of the process, but 
make sure you haven’t overfilled 
your bin and you are giving them a 

good mix of ingredients to  
work with.

How long can the wormery  
be left unattended?
If you’re going away, make sure 
the wormery is in the shade in 
summer, or protected from frost 
in winter. Then put some fresh 
organic waste on top, although 
not too much, and make sure the 
compost is covered with a damp 
felt mat, newspapers or an old 
towel. The worms will survive a 
few weeks if they aren’t disturbed.

What if my worms die?
If your worms die, you can buy 
replacements from some of the 
websites on the back cover.

What shall I do with the 
worm tea and compost?
The liquid that comes out of the 
tap can be used diluted (one part 
to 10 parts of water) to feed your 
outdoor and indoor plants. It may 
not look like much but this liquid 
is really nutritious and your flowers 
and vegetables will love it.

You need to empty the bin every 
six months or so for the worm 
compost. You have to carefully 
collect up the worms and put them 
back in the bins with layers of 
cardboard, some soil and food.  

“It is better to 
feed the worms 
little and often 
– they won’t be 
able to cope if 

you put too much 
in at once!”


