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Whichever home composting method you choose, we can help 
get you started on your home composting journey. (We have 
equipment available for each of the different composting systems. 
This is available for our residents to purchase at a subsidised cost). 

We have compost bins, ready-made worm farms, worms, and 
bokashi systems which can be delivered to your home. 

Contact our Customer Service Team on 8384 0666 or visit 
www.onkaparingacity.com for an order form.

Alternatively, home composting equipment is available to 
purchase from most hardware stores, garden centres and online, 
or you may choose to make or build your own system at home.

Thank you for taking the time to 
consider composting at home.
Did you know that composting at home is a great way 
to not only improve the health of your garden but it also plays  
a very important role in protecting our planet?

We could think of composting as recycling for our food waste; 
we recycle plastic, metal, cardboard, paper and glass etc.,  
so why not food scraps too? 

By diverting food waste away from landfill, you are helping  
to reduce the harmful greenhouse gases it causes. Composting 
wasted food and other organics produces significantly less 
methane emissions than decomposition in landfill. 

The end result of composting is nutrient rich compost which can 
be applied to your garden. You can save money on expensive 
fertilisers, soil conditioners and even water, as finished compost 
not only improves the quality and nutrients of the soil but also 
helps to increase water retention.

This manual is designed to help you 
start and maintain your compost, 
Bokashi or worm farm system.
We will also show you how and where 
you can use the finished products 
to ensure you are receiving the full 
benefits of your chosen system.

Fact:
If food waste was a 

country, it would be the 
third biggest emitter of 
greenhouse gases after 
USA and China. Source: 
Ozharvest – Global Food 

Waste Facts
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A quick overview of the 
home composting systems 

Composting 
(traditional method)
With the traditional method  
of composting both food waste 
and garden waste (plus a 
few other materials) are used 
together and they decompose 
down to form a nutrient rich 
organic material (compost). 
This is then applied to the soil 
in your garden and it helps 
improve and enrich the nutrient 
content and increase the water 
holding capacity of the soil.

There are many different styles 
of compost bin to choose from 
with the traditional method, 
many of which can be made at 
home. Depending on the style 
of bin chosen, this method can 
allow you to compost a greater 
amount of materials and has 
the added benefit of being able 
to recycle garden waste as well 
as food waste.

Worm Farming
Worm farming is composting 
for your food waste but with 
the extra help of worms. The 
worms eat the food scraps, 
turning them into worm 
castings and liquid waste 
which are excellent fertilisers 
for the garden. 

Worm farms are relatively low 
maintenance once they are set 
up and they are a great option 
if you don’t have a lot of space. 
Worm farms are self-contained 
and can even be set up on a 
balcony garden, you can build 
your own or buy one pre-made. 

When it comes to composting at home there 
are a few different methods to choose from. 

Did you know? 
Worm farm composting 

is recognised for 
producing some of the 

highest quality, all-natural 
fertiliser possible, worm 
castings are sometimes 
known as ‘black-gold’!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bokashi
Bokashi is another great option 
if you only have a small amount 
of space or if you prefer a 
system that is relatively low 
maintenance. 

Bokashi is a Japanese term 
that means ‘fermented organic 
matter’. It is a small-scale food 
composting system that uses 
an airtight bucket to firstly 

ferment your food waste. 
The food waste then ‘composts’ 
when buried or added to a 
compost pile.

Food scraps are added to the 
bokashi bucket along with the 
bokashi culture – the bokashi 
culture is a product made with 
sawdust, bran, or similar, that 
has been infused with special 
effective micro-organisms. The 
micro-organisms help ferment 
and break down the cellulose 
in the food scraps. There is also 
an additional liquid by-product 
from this process which can be 
diluted and used as a fertiliser. 

Once the bucket is full it will 
ideally spend two weeks 
fermenting a bit more 
before being buried in the 
garden to complete the final 
decomposition process.
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Worm farming

Worm farms are a contained structure typically made up of 2 – 4 
layers. Food scraps are added to the top layer and the worms 
wriggle up from the layers below to feed on the scraps. The lower 
layers collect the worm castings and the liquid ‘worm wee’ which 
can then be used as fertilisers for the garden. Ideally a worm farm 
should have a tap so the liquid fertiliser can be easily drained and 
collected. 

It is important to note that the worms used in a worm farm are 
different from normal garden earthworms. Garden earthworms 
would not survive in a worm farm.

The basic elements of a worm farm 
Ready-made worm farms are available for purchase but it is also 
possible to make your own. Homemade worm farms can be made 
using various materials such as old tyres stacked on top of one 
another, foam boxes or an old fridge, bath tub, wheel barrow or 
other suitable container.

Below explains the basic elements required to construct 
a worm farm.

How does a 
worm farm work?

Top tray

Liquid outlet 
or tap

Cover
Food scraps

Worm bedding

Liner material

Lid with air holes

Holes in bottom of top tray 
allow liquid to drip through 

into lower tray



Home composting booklet Worm Farming8 9

Base layer
The base layer needs to have a solid floor to catch the liquid 
fertiliser which will drip down from the living and feeding layers. 
It is ideal to have a tap to drain the liquid fertiliser when required 
but a hole that can be plugged will do the same job. You may need 
to tilt the stack to allow the liquid to run through and collect.

Upper layers
The upper layers of a worm farm are where the worms live and 
feed. A basic worm farm can be made with just one tray above the 
base layer or you can have multiple trays/layers which allow you 
to remove and rotate the trays from the stack in order to harvest 
the worm castings (finished compost). 

The upper layers will all need to have a perforated base to allow 
the worms to move up and down through these layers for feeding.

There are a number of elements required for the upper layers  
as follows:

Liner
When initially setting up your worm farm, the first tray/layer that 
sits on top of the base layer needs to have a liner that will allow 
the liquid to soak through but it must also prevent the worms from 
falling through into the base layer (where they would drown).  
Over time, the worms will consume this liner. It does not need  
to be replaced.

Cardboard or newspaper can be used as the liner but if the 
perforations in your tray base are larger in size then it may be best 
to first put down some shade-cloth or window screening material 
before you add the cardboard or newspaper.

Worm bedding
Once you have your liner in place you will need to add the worm 
bedding which is where your worms will live. You can use a number 
of different materials to create the bedding: 

- Coconut coir/fibre that has been pre-soaked.

- A block of peat that has been pre-soaked.

- Damp shredded paper mixed with some soil. 

- Well-aged manure or compost.

Food scraps
Depending on the design and number of layers in your worm farm 
the food scraps will go directly on top of the worm bedding. Be sure 
to only feed your worms foods that are suitable, see page 14 for full 
details on this.

Worm blanket / cover
The worm blanket is simply a cover that rests over the top of the 
food scraps/top layer to keep it dark and moist for the worms 
below. A worm blanket should be kept moist and can be made from 
either hessian, old carpet or a thick layer of newspaper. Natural 
fibre blankets (with a handle) can also be purchased online or at 
hardware stores. Over time you will need to replace the cover as the 
worms will slowly consume it. 

Lid
Ideally you should also have a lid on top of your farm with air holes. 
This helps to retain moisture and protect your worms from predators.
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• To get started with your 
worm farm, first place your 
worms in the prepared 
worm bedding. You will 
need between 1000 – 2000 
worms to set up a standard 
sized worm farm.

• When first set up, allow your 
worms to settle in for 1 – 2 
weeks before adding any food.

• Then start giving the worms a 
small amount of food scraps 
(directly on top of the worm 
bedding) and cover with the 
worm blanket and lid. 

 Remember that 1000 worms 
can only eat about 125gm of 
food per day. However, they 
will quickly breed so you will 
be adding more soon.

• After about 8 – 9 months, 
when the content in the 
initial feeding tray is almost 
full, you can add another 
feeding tray.

 Remove the blanket, add 
the new feeding tray, 
ensuring that the new tray 
sits directly on the content  
of the tray below (the worms 

won’t be able to climb 
up if there is a gap). 

 Add some food scraps in the 
new tray and cover with the 
blanket. Continue as usual.

• The worms will move up 
to the new layer to feed, 
moving between the trays. 
When the second tray is 
nearly full you can harvest 
the casting in the lower tray 
for your garden and start 
the process again. If you 
have one available, you may 
choose to add another tray/
layer on top.

Getting started 
with your worm farm

Worm facts
• They eat half their own 

body weight per day.

• 1,000 worms weigh 
approx 250gm.

• Vermicastings (worm-poo) 
are pH neutral and cannot 
burn your plants.

• They are hermaphrodites 
(both male and female). 
However, they cannot 
produce on their own.

• They start reproducing at 
two to three months old.

• Worms double their 
population every 
6 – 8 weeks.

• Worms can produce cocoons 
every 10 days, these contain 
1 – 28 baby worms. The 
cocoons take from 21 – 28 
days to hatch.

• Worms live to about 3 years 
but have been known to 
survive for up to 15 years.

• They will produce to their own 
environment (meaning that 
there will only ever be enough 
worms to survive on the food 
you are giving and the space 
they have to live in).

• You can share your worms 
with family and friends.

Important notes: 

 Make sure you do not 
over feed your worms! 

1,000 worms will eat 
approximately 125gm 
of food per day. 

Only ever have half the 
tray surface filled with 
food, keep it covered 
and dark for the worms. 
They will come up to eat 
material near the surface 
(under the cover).

Periodically check the base 
layer to retrieve any worms 
or castings that may have 
dropped down.

Important notes:
Always add mulch 
on top of soil that 

has been mixed with 
compost, to prevent the 
compost drying out and 

becoming inactive.
Ensure compost is 

incorporated into the 
soil by either raking it in 
or stirring in with your 
hands. Then water well 
and cover with mulch.
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Types of worm farms
When it comes to choosing a worm farm there are a number  
of different ready-made systems available for purchase including 
freestanding and in-ground systems. In-ground worm farms are 
dug directly into the soil, helping to keep the worms cool in their 
natural underground habitat. 

It is also reasonably straightforward to make a home-made worm 
farm. As previously explained, they can be constructed using a 
wide range of materials such as old tyres, a bath tub or an old 
wheel barrow, depending on what you have available or what 
your budget allows for. 

Each system essentially functions the same way to deliver the 
same product, so when it comes to choosing the system that’s 
right for you, it really comes down to personal choice after 
considering your budget and any space requirements.

Red wrigglers
This composting worm breeds very prolifically and they tend to 
stay closer to the surface, preferring wetter conditions and easy 
access to rotting organic material. Most worms used in worm 
farms in South Australia are red wrigglers. They are also used  
for fishing bait in fresh water.

Tiger worms
Tiger worms do not breed as prolifically as the red wrigglers and 
they prefer not to spend as much time in the very top surface area. 
Tiger worms like colder conditions.

Indian blue
The blue worm is a very hot tropical worm that breeds very 
prolifically but it also has a shorter life span. It is very hard to 
breed in consistent volumes all year long because of its breeding 
patterns and consequently its numbers tend to fluctuate greatly.

Types of compost worms

Some people also choose to set up a worm farm 
system as a dedicated converter for pet waste.

The product of pet waste converters is not suitable 
for any edible garden plants. People using a pet 
waste converter must be careful not to add any 
pet waste for at least a week after their pets 
have had worm treatments - this medication 
will be passed on and will also kill the worms 
in the converter system. 
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• Make sure your worms are 
not in direct sunlight as they 
like dark, cool and moist 
environments.

• The ideal temperature range 
for worms is 16°C – 27°C. 

• Ensure you keep your worm 
farm moist. Newspaper and 
cardboard should be soaked 
before adding to the worm 
farm.

• Every couple of months, 
sprinkle a handful of garden 
lime (dolomite) or wood ash 
into the worm farm. This 
neutralises the pH level of 
the soil and deters vinegar 
flies.

• Don’t overload the worm 
farm with food, food scraps 
should be no more than  
5 – 8cm deep. 

• When adding food scraps 
ensure there are reasonable 
gaps on the surface where 
there is no food. Try to only 
ever have up to half of the 
total surface area covered 
with scraps.

• Cut fruit and vegetable 
scraps into small pieces, this 
allows them to break down 
quicker. To help speed up 
decomposition you can also 
microwave the scraps with a 
little water for two minutes, 
allow them to cool before 
adding to the worm farm.

• Loosen the content of your 
worm farm every 2 – 3 
weeks by gently using a 
round-tined hand fork or 
gloved hands to help aerate 
the habitat. Be careful of the 
worms!

• The bigger the surface area 
of your worm farm, the more 
your worms can eat and 
breed.

Yes
Fruit

Vegetables

Coffee grounds and filters

Tea bags

Crushed egg shells

Green leaves

Hair

Shredded paper 
and cardboard

Wood ash

Cereals

Bread

Pulp from the juicer

Vacuum cleaner dust

Try to avoid
Balance out with 
dry material

Capsicum

Pineapple

Baked beans

Cheese

Rice

Pasta

Cooked potatoes

Butter

Fat

No
Citrus fruit

Onions

Chillies

Garlic

Dairy

Dog and Cat manure

Man-made fibres

Meat

Fish

Liquids (except for water)

Feeding 
your worms

Worm farming tips
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There are lots of tiny white 
worms in my worm farm

These are probably pot worms. 
They do a similar job to the 
worms you put in and are 
nothing to worry about. They 
like waterlogged or acidic 
conditions so, if you have lots 
of them and your own worms 
are getting fewer, improve the 
drainage by reducing moisture 
a bit and mixing in some extra 
bedding material such as 
shredded paper.

Ways to remove excess 
pot worms include: 

• Add a few handfuls of 
garden lime.

• Place a piece of moist bread 
in the top working tray of 
your worm farm. They will 
be attracted to the bread 
for easy removal.

• Mixing in some shredded 
newspaper.

Newly hatched red wriggler 
worms are also whitish and 
only 5 – 10mm long. They have 
a pinkish tinge which helps you 
tell them apart from pot worms.

Why are there hundreds of 
worms around the lid?

There are a few possible 
reasons for this. They may 
have run out of food, or the 
conditions in the bin aren’t 
right for them. 

• Worms hate having lots of 
kitchen waste piled on top 
of them as this makes things 
too wet and too acidic. 
They also don’t like a thick 
layer of fresh green materials 
as these heat up when they 
decompose. 

• It could also be because your 
worm farm is not draining 
properly. Check that liquid is 
not collecting in the bottom 
of the bin and making the 
castings too wet. Open the 
tap on a permanent basis 
to let the liquid freely drain 
out (remember to place a 
collection vessel under the 
tap to catch the liquid, dilute 
it and use it on the garden).

• Or it may be due to the 
worms’ sensitivity to air 
pressure changes in the 
weather. They will often go 
up into the lid, even before 

Troubleshooting
it rains. In their natural 
environment, moving to a 
high position takes them out 
of the soil to protect them 
from drowning.

I am going on holiday. 
Will my worms be ok if 
they are not fed?
An established worm farm can 
be left for up to four weeks if 
you give your worms a good 
feed before you go. Make 
sure that this is mainly damp 
paper, cardboard or hay and 
some greens as too many rich 
materials will cause your worm 
farm to go bad.

My worm bin is mouldy
Mouldy food is not good for 
worms as it gets too hot for 
them. You can help stop 
waste food from going mouldy 
by chopping it up into small 
bits before you put it in. 
Mixing it in to the worm’s 
bedding also helps.

Nothing is happening 
in the worm farm
Try chopping up the worm food 
before placing it in. Worms are 
only small and don’t like big 
chunks of food. They don’t have 
teeth so have to wait for food 
to start going soft before they 
can eat it.

I have added my second 
layer, but the worms don’t 
seem to be migrating up
Your worms will continue eating 
in the bottom layer until they 
are ready to move up. This may 
take several weeks.

You may have added your layer 
too early, check that the bottom 
of the top tray is touching the 
top of the worm castings in the 
tray below. If it is not, remove 
the top tray and continue 
feeding the previous tray. 
Worms can’t jump and need 
the castings to be against the 
base of the top tray.
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I keep killing my worms, 
what am I doing wrong?

There are several different 
reasons behind the death of 
worms. These include:

• Worms are getting too hot
 Put your worm farm in the 

coolest place possible. This 
can include your garage, 
laundry, southern side of 
your house or under the 
dense canopy of a tree.

 You need to also keep your 
worms moist in the hot 
weather by watering them. 
To be sure, check your 
worms every day in hot 
weather.

 You may also take the lid off 
the worm farm and cover 
with newspaper, hessian or 
old carpet (carpet is best as 
it stays wetter longer).

 Keep the tap open to prevent 
liquid heating up.

 You may wish to add a 
frozen ice cream container 
ice block (without the 
container) to the worm farm 
on top of some newspaper 
and close the lid. 

 This will act as an air 
conditioner for the worms. 
The water will also drip 
down to keep them moist.

• Toxic materials
 Make sure you think about 

what materials you add to 
the worm farm, do not add 
any chemicals, manure from 
an animal that has been 
wormed in recent weeks, 
treated pine shavings, 
and oil.

• Too acidic
 This is caused by over 

feeding and too many rich 
materials being added to 
the worm farm. This may 
attract ants which will eat 
your worms. You can rectify 
this by adding garden lime, 
water and dry materials 
(such as paper, cardboard 
and straw).

• Too dry
 Make sure that your worm 

farm stays like a moist 
sponge. If it is dryer than 
this, then add some water.

 Worm eggs may hatch 
once the conditions become 
more favourable, even if the 
worms have all died.

There are still worms in my 
castings, what should I do?
Whilst this is not a major issue, 
you can save your worms by 
exposing the worm castings  
to the light.

Take castings from the top of 
the pile gradually. The worms 
will eventually make their way 
to the bottom of the pile as they 
don’t like the light. You can then 
place these worms back into 
the existing worm farm, start  
a new worm farm or give them 
to a family member or friend for 
them to start their own worm 
farm.
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Finished compost
How do I know when my 
worm castings are finished 
compost?

Worm castings are ready to 
use as finished compost when 
they are a rich dark brown 
colour (almost black) with an 
earthy smell. They will be soft 
to the touch.

Where to use your 
worm compost
Pots
Worm castings can be used on 
indoor and outdoor plants and 
can be mixed with potting soil 
or used as a mulch.

Mix your worm castings 50:50 
with potting mix to use as an 
excellent seed raising mix.

Garden
Plants fed on worm castings 
will thrive.

Lawns
Finely sprinkle on lawns as  
a conditioner.

When using worm castings, 
make sure that they are not left 
in direct sunlight as this will 
reduce the effectiveness

When can I use my worm wee?
Liquid from your worm farm 
can be used as soon as there is 
some available (approximately 
200ml is needed for one 
watering can topped up with 
rainwater). Dilute until it is the 
colour of weak tea.

Layered/commercial 
worm farm
• Swap the layers on your 

worm farm so that the older 
tray you want to harvest 
with the compost/castings  
is sitting on top. 

• Leave the lid and blanket 
off, exposing the contents 
to sunlight for 10 minutes. 
The worms will make their 
way towards the lower tray, 
away from the light. 

• Once the worms have moved 
down, you can sift through 
and remove the castings to 
a bucket. If you come across 
any worms, simply pop them 
back in the farm.

Other worm farms
• Remove castings from the 

worm farm and place them 
onto newspaper or plastic.

• From the pile you have 
dumped out, separate the 
compost into sections, 
making cone shaped piles.

• Any worms in this compost 
will move away from the 
light by heading towards 
the bottom of each pile. Give 
them time to move down. 

• You can then remove the 
top section from each pile of 
castings. Place it in a bucket 
ready for use in your garden. 

• Reshape the piles or add 
more castings and continue.

How to harvest 
compost/castings
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How do I make 
compost tea?
Worm tea can be made the same way as compost 
tea. Methods vary but here are two options.

Option 1
- Cover the bottom of a bucket with castings (some 

prefer to put the castings in a sock to act as a filter 
so it doesn’t later block the watering can rose). 

- Add rainwater.

- Stir at least 2 – 3 times a day for 3 – 7 days 
then apply to the garden.

- Ideally, it should be the colour of weak tea

Option 2
- Use a 20 litre bucket with an aquarium pump  

weighted down) and add rainwater.

- Add 3 – 4 big handfuls of castings in a perforated  
bag or use a hessian bag or sock/s.

- 2 tbsp molasses.

- 2 tbsp seaweed emulsion e.g. SeaSol.

- 1 tsp citric acid (or ½ tsp vitamin C tablets 
or several tablespoons of lemon juice).

- Bubble for 24 hours then apply immediately 
using either a watering can or a clean sprayer.

Additional notes:
- It is always best to use rainwater, where possible, because 

the chlorine in tap water kills a large amount of the beneficial 
material. If tap water is all that is available, leave the water 
in a bucket for 24 to 48 hours before use.

For more information about 
the home composting subsidy, 
workshops and events visit 
onkaparingacity.com/waste


