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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 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.
Home composting subsidy
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.
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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



Home composting booklet Traditional composting4 5

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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.

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’!
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Composting 
(traditional method)

Making Compost
They say there is no absolute secret to composting, you just  
need to get the mix right! 

The composting process requires a few key things in order  
to work effectively. You may find it helpful to consider these  
before you start.

Organic material
Anything you place into your compost heap must be from nature 
(was once living). You will need to add both nitrogen rich (green/
moist materials or manure) and carbon rich (brown and dry) 
materials, in layers.

Air
Regular layers of coarse material will keep air flowing through 
the heap. This ensures aerobic (air breathing) bacteria will recycle 
your waste materials. If your compost heap lacks air, anaerobic 
bacteria will flourish and produce unpleasant gases.

To create air pockets, choose a diverse range of materials 
including paper, straw, leaves and fresh cuttings, as well as 
remembering to turn it about once a week.

Diversity
It is important to use a wide range of materials both in size and 
type. The more diversity you have in a compost pile, the better it 
will work.

Water
Moisture should be at around 50 per cent (like a wrung-out 
sponge). Water is necessary for the breakdown of organic matter 
to compost. A dry heap will slow down the composting process 
and a wet heap will cause the pile to smell.

Note: ants may be a sign that the heap is too dry.
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Micro-organisms
These go to work breaking down the organic material into 
compost. They need air, moisture and the correct carbon and 
nitrogen balance.

Getting started
• Find a level, well drained area in your yard and turn over the 

ground where you are going to place your compost. This allows 
helpful creatures to get in and start working on breaking down 
the contents. Make sure you choose a place that is easily 
accessible. 

• Choosing a partly sunny area will assist in speeding up the 
process but remember to keep it out of afternoon sun  
(to prevent it drying out).

• When you make compost, think of it as a big lasagne with 
carbon (brown) and nitrogen (green) layers.

• Try to keep your greens and browns properly balanced. 

 - Too dryadd more greens or manure.

 - Too moistadd more browns.

• Remember to ensure that you keep watering your pile.

• Make sure there is enough air. Diversity, layers and turning all 
contribute to good aeration. Remember to turn your compost at 
least once a week.

• Chop up any large items. The smaller the bits, the quicker they 
will decompose.

• Cover your compost heap. Old cardboard, carpet or a layer  
of lawn clippings work well. 

This is not required if your compost bin has a lid.

Important notes:
• Pets and other animals may try to dig in your compost  

if you use too much meat or dairy products. 

• Avoid using diseased or invasive garden plants as they 
can spread disease back into the garden later, when 
using the finished compost.

What you will need
• A level area in your backyard 

(the size will be dependent 
on your chosen compost  
bin style).

• Compost bin / enclosure.

• Garden hose / water supply.

• Brown matter (carbon rich 
materials)dead, dried plants 
like leaves and straw. 

• Green matter (nitrogen rich 
materials)fresh, living 
plants like grass clippings, 
kitchen scraps, weeds 
and other plants. 

• Soil.

• Spade, shovel or fork.

• Manure - poultry, horse, 
cow etc.

• Garden lime / wood ash  
(this helps balance acidity).

• Old cardboard, carpet or a 
layer of lawn clippings to 
cover your compost heap 
(this helps retain moisture).
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Carbon rich 
(brown and dry)
Cardboard

Egg cartons

Scrunched paper

Fallen leaves 
(not too many eucalyptus 
leaves or pine needles)

Tissue paper

Paper towel

Toilet paper rolls

Straw and hay

Wood shavings

Sawdust

Nitrogen rich (green, 
moist and manure)
Vegetable peelings

Fruit waste

Teabags (not the silky 
/plastic ones!)

Plant prunings

Grass cuttings

Coffee grounds

Dead flowers

Manure – horse, cow, 
sheep or poultry 
(poultry is the strongest)

Fresh weeds (without seeds)

Other acceptable 
materials
Egg shells

Wood ash or garden lime

Vacuum dust

Hair

Not too much
Compostable bags 
 or packaging

Cooked vegetables

Meat

Dairy products

Cat litter

Animal fat

Bones

Oil

Bread

Cake

Avoid
Perennial weeds  
(such as kikuyu, ivy)

Weeds with seed heads

Invasive weeds (soursob, 
caltrop, three corner jack)

Thorny plants (roses, 
blackberries)

Pet manure

Do not add
Diseased plants

Invasive plants

Disposable or compostable 
nappies (many compostable 
nappies are unsuitable for 
home composting)

Plastic

Glass

Metal

Magazines

Glossy paper

Rubber

Good 
composting 
material

Bad 
composting 
material
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There are many different types 
of bins and systems around 
to help you compost. You can 
purchase ready-made bins  
or make one yourself from  
a variety of materials.

The table below explains 
some of the most common 
composting bins/methods 
available in more detail which 
may help you to decide which 
compost system is right for you. 

Types of bins / systems

Type Pros Cons Additional Notes

Pile - Minimal cost.

- Minimal materials 
required.

- Open to scavengers.

- Can seem untidy.

- Requires regular turning.

- Requires an area of land 
with good drainage ideally 
1.5m x 1.5m.

To increase airflow and speed 
up the decomposition process, 
place the heap on wire mesh 
supported by a couple of bricks. 
Alternatively, insert PVC pipes 
(with holes drilled in), through the 
top of the pile at the centre. Push 
the pipe(s) down to the base of 
the pile, allowing the top of the 
pipe to protrude out the top.

Turning 
bins - 
multiple 
bays

- Turning the compost 
is easier.

- Can start a new 
compost heap while 
the first batch is still 
cooking.

- Allows for an adding 
to pile, composting 
pile and composted 
pile.

- Can be expensive.

- Requires a lot of space.

- Open to scavengers.

These can be made at home 
using a variety of different 
materials:

- timber       

- blocks or bricks

- old pallets   

- corrugated iron and 
star droppers.

For instructions on how to 
make your own visit:

https://youtu.be/Z4Px9Gd_zs4
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Type Pros Cons Additional Notes

Rotating 
drum

- Can produce 
compost quickly.

- Easy to turn.

- Good way to mix 
materials.

- Can be expensive.

- Can require more attention.

- Small amounts of compost 
produced.

Can buy ready-made or make 
your own. 

For instructions on how to make 
your own visit:

https://youtu.be/eNHDJnYz4jY

or

www.wikihow.com/Build-a-
Tumbling-Composter

Wooden 
pallet bin 

- Easy to make. - Pallets can be difficult  
to obtain.

For instructions on how to make 
your own visit:

https://youtu.be/i9mGcF7TCjA

or

https://youtu.be/fW_DVNUt7ms

This method with wooden pallets 
can also be used to make turning 
bins / multiple bay system.

Woven 
wire bin

- Minimal cost.

- Simple to build.

- Easy to move.

- Can be placed in a 
vegetable garden.

- If made from chicken wire,  
it needs support and frequent 
replacing.

- Difficult to access for turning 
and large volumes of compost 
materials.

- May dry out easily - must be 
kept moist.

For instructions on how to make 
your own visit:

https://youtu.be/Tj_goluMKO8

Additional tips:

- Steel posts can be used for 
corner supports.
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Type Pros Cons Additional Notes

Block - Allows good airflow.

- Easy access when 
adding materials.

- Long lasting.

- Can be made using 
recycled material.

- Can be expensive.

- Significant space is required.

- Heavy lifting is required.

For instructions on how to make 
your own visit:

https://youtu.be/JtPqiqy1QSg

Additional tips:

- To make the structure more 
stable, place metal or wooden 
stakes in the holes in the 
blocks.

Do NOT use mortar.

- Leave 1.5cm gap between 
each block.

- These can also be made from 
sleepers, Besser blocks, bricks 
or even rocks.

- Keep structure at least 7.5cm 
away from house to prevent 
deterioration of siding.

Commercial 
bins

- Fully enclosed.

- Neat.

- Easy to move.

- Perfect for 
the average 
householder.

- There is cost involved.

- Some bins can produce 
smells as they become 
anaerobic (no oxygen).

- May be too small.

Available at most local hardware 
stores and nurseries.

The City of Onkaparinga offers 
two compost bins of different 
sizes.
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My compost pile smells bad

- If the pile smells like sulphur 
(rotten eggs), it is too wet. 
Mix in more dry ingredients.

- If the pile smells like 
ammonia (acidic), it has too 
much nitrogen. Mix in more 
dry ingredients and add a 
handful of garden lime or 
wood ash.

- If the pile still smells bad, 
turn the pile to push air 
through the heap. This will 
help with the immediate 
odour problems.

- Also try mixing in materials 
that do not compact, such as 
green twigs and plant stems. 
These will help to create 
more air spaces.

My compost pile will 
not heat up

- Check the moisture level of 
the pile.

- Add high nitrogen materials 
such as poultry manure.

- Increase the size of your pile. 
The pile should be at least 
one cubic metre (1m3) in size, 
smaller heaps will not heat 
up enough.

My compost pile attracts 
animals and flies

- Most flies in a compost heap 
are small, harmless vinegar 
flies and they actually 
indicate that your compost 
is working properly.

- If dogs, cats, rodents or 
blowflies are attracted to 
your pile it is usually because 
unsuitable materials have 
been added. They may also 
be attracted to the warmth 
of the pile.

- Try covering each addition 
of food with soil.

- Turn the pile regularly.

- Place the bin on a layer of 
small gauge wire mesh.

- Set rodent traps around 
the bin/pile.

My compost pile is 
growing plants

- This is not necessarily 
an issue.

- If the plant is unwanted, 
pull out and dry in the sun 
and then add back to your 
compost heap.

- If you have added kikuyu 
or ivy, remove as much as 
possible.

Can I add eucalypt leaves 
or pine needles?

- It is better to have a 
separate mulch pile if you 
have a large volume of these 
leaves (make a lasagna with 
layers of leaves and manure 
— this will take some time to 
break down).

What size should my 
compost pile be?

- If it is an open system, it 
should be at least one cubic 
metre (1m3).

- If it is a closed system, 
such as a compost bin, do 
not overfill the bin. The bin 
should be filled to no more 
than 10cm from the top.

My compost pile attracts 
ants and is dry to touch

- The pile may be drying out, 
which is especially likely 
to happen in Australian 
summers. Gently moisten 
the pile, adding water until 
it is as wet as a wrung-out 
sponge and add moisture-
rich ingredients.

 The pile may also be slightly 
acidic, so add some garden 
lime or wood ash.

My compost pile takes too 
long to break down

- The pile might be too dry. 
Moisten the pile with water 
until it is as wet as a wrung-
out sponge and turn the pile 
whilst you do this.

- The pile might not have the 
right mixture of ‘browns’ and 
‘greens’. You will need to 
remake your compost heap.

- The pile might not have 
enough air, turn the compost 
heap over. Turning the compost 
will increase the temperature, 
increase the speed of 
decomposition and reinvigorate 
the composting process.

Troubleshooting
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How do you know when your compost is ready?

Finished compost takes approximately four to nine months. 
The compost is ready for use when it’s a rich brown colour 
and crumbles easily. You’ll find this layer at the bottom.

Finished compost

Finished compost 
properties:

• dark brown to almost 
black in colour  

• rich in nutrients

• crumbly texture

• spongy texture

• slightly moist

• earthy smell

• may have worms.

Notes:

- Some bins have a hatch, 
but it might be easier to 
lift the whole bin off the 
pile to retrieve the finished 
compost.

- Your compost may not be 
smooth, it may have twigs 
and egg shells in it, but it 
is still fine to use. If you 
want, you can remove them 
and place them back in the 
compost heap to continue 
composting, but this is not 
necessary.
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Where to use 
your compost

How do I make 
compost tea?

New plants

Dig a 10cm layer of compost 
into the soil before planting.

Existing plants
Spread a thin layer around the 
base of the plants (it will work 
its way to the roots).

Always leave a gap around  
any soft stemmed plants  
(the compost will burn them).

Pots / seedling mix
You can mix compost with 
regular soil or you can simply 
top up your pots with compost.

Make a 50:50 mix of 
compost and potting mix 
for propagating seeds.

Vegetables and Herbs
Crumble and mix compost 
into the soil around the base 
of your herbs. 

Use compost in each crop 
rotation for growing your 
veggies by digging it into 
the soil prior to planting.

Trees
Spreading 10cm of compost 
around your trees will help 
to ward off disease and help 
protect against drought. In 
addition, less weeds will 
appear.

Compost tea can be made the same way as worm 
casting tea. Methods vary but here are two options.

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

to put the compost 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 compost 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.

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.



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


