
Composting reduces household waste by converting 
organic waste from your kitchen and garden into 
nutrient-rich material for your garden soil. Compost 
is full of good bacteria, microbes and worms. Your 
compost should be kept moist and turned regularly 
to let in air, which prevents it from smelling bad. 
Compost is ready to use when it looks and smells 
like soil.

composting



Ways of composting 

Direct composting 

Bury vegetable matter in holes in the ground. Deeper 
than 10cm will help keep the flies at bay. If you have 
dogs, you may need to go much deeper. Compost can 
generate a lot of heat, so create small piles away from 
plants with young root systems. 

Compost bins 

Keep compost bins in contact with the ground, so that 
worms can escape the heat generated by the bin. Ideally, 
turn the compost at least once a week. Because this 
method can take 12 months or longer, you may need up 
to three bins—two at different stages of the composting 
process and one ready to harvest. 

Compost tumblers 

Tumblers are a faster way of composting, but you need 
to turn your compost at least once a day and add 
manure to the mix as you won’t have worms or microbes 
from the ground. You may find it easier to compost in 
batches to separate the old from the new. 

Compost heaps 

Construct a heap out of timber slats or wire, or just 
create a heap on the ground. Aim for at least a square 
metre, exposed to direct sunshine, with good ventilation, 
away from the house. Cover with hessian or construct a 
lid to keep in the heat and moisture. Turn the heap once 
a week, and keep it moist but not soaking. 

Worm farms 

A great way to involve the kids. Feed the worms weekly 
and make sure they can retreat into an area away from 
their food. If there are food odours, remove excess food 

until the worm population grows. Avoid too much citrus, 
onions or pineapple. Keep the worm farm damp but not 
wet, and out of the hot sun. 

What can I add to my compost? 

 • food scraps

 • tea bags

 • coffee grounds

 • paper (not glossy)

 • shredded cardboard

 • prunings

 • leaves

 • lawn clippings

 • cut flowers

 • egg shells

 • lint

 • pet hair

 • animal manure (but not pet manure)

 • straw

 • sawdust

Anything that is dry should be dampened before adding.

What should I not add to my compost? 

 • Meat, bread, fish and dairy products are likely to 
attract rodents, which can attract snakes..

 • Oils and fats are difficult to break down.

 • Cat or dog manures can invite harmful bacteria.

 • Noxious weeds or diseased plants may spread 
throughout your garden.

 For more ideas, tips and information on ACT Government programs and rebates...



Can I speed up the process?
Composting is a completely natural process, but 
there are things you can do to help things along. 
Heat, aeration, moisture and the right size and ratio of 
ingredients are key: 

 • Place the compost heap in the sun. 

 • Keep the compost moist but not soaking wet.

 • Layer the materials. 

 • Add manure. 

 • Turn the heap if the temperature has dropped. 

 • Larger heaps (greater than one cubic metre) will 
generate more heat. 

 • Keep the carbon-to-nitrogen ratio close to 30:1. 

Tried-and-true compost recipes 
1.  Four parts food scraps (fruit and vegetables), two 

parts chicken or cow manure, one part shredded 
newspaper, one part shredded dry leaves. 

2.  Two parts food scraps, one part chicken manure, one 
part shredded leaves. 

3.  Two parts grass clippings, one part chicken manure, 
one part shredded leaves. 

SYMPTOM 

Compost pile is wet and smells like 
rotten eggs.

Compost pile is not heating up. 

Matted leaves or grass clippings 
aren’t decomposing. 

Attracts rodents, flies or other 
animals. 

Ants. 

CAUSE 

Your pile is too wet and there is not 
enough oxygen. 

Not enough nitrogen (green). 

Not enough oxygen. 

Not enough moisture. 

Cold weather. 

Poor aeration or lack of moisture. 

Meat and other animal products have 
been included or the food scraps are 
too close to the surface of the pile. 

Your pile could be too dry or has too 
much brown material. 

SOLUTION 

Turn your pile to aerate it and add 
dry carbon (brown) materials to 
absorb excessive moisture. 

Make sure you have enough 
nitrogen-rich sources like manure, 
grass clippings or food scraps. 

Mix up the pile so it can breathe. 

Mix up the pile and add water to 
moisten. 

Wait for spring, cover the pile or use 
a compost bin

Avoid thick layers of just one material 
(especially brown materials). Break 
up the layers and mix well. 

Don’t add inappropriate materials to 
the compost. Bury food scraps near 
the centre of the pile. 

Mix up the pile and add water to 
moisten. The ants will soon leave. 

visit: actsmart.act.gov.au  •  email: actsmart@act.gov.au  •  call: 13 22 81



Health and safety 

Take the following precautions when working with your 
compost: 

 • Always wear gloves. 

 • Wash your hands thoroughly after handling compost 
or soil materials. 

 • Keep your compost moist to prevent airborne spores 
or bacteria being inhaled. 

 • Avoid working with your compost in a confined 
space. 

 • Consider wearing a face mask if known to be 
susceptible to allergies, asthma or other respiratory 
problems. 

Understanding the science

Your compost will naturally generate a carbon-to-
nitrogen (C:N) ratio as things decompose. If the C:N ratio 
is too high, decomposition slows down. If the C:N ratio is 
too low, compost begins to smell bad. 

Refer to the table below to aim for an average C:N ratio 
of 30:1.

For example, combining equal parts of food scraps, lawn 
clippings and leaves comes close to an average of 30:1. 
How? Add up the carbon side of the ratio for all three 
materials (15+20+60=95) then divide by the number 
of parts (3). Since 95 ÷ 3 = approx 32, your C:N ratio is 
about 32:1.

For more ideas, tips and information
visit: actsmart.act.gov.au
email: actsmart@act.gov.au
or call: 13 22 81

For more information on composting,  
visit abc.net.au/gardening/factsheets/

Greens - High Nitrogen  

Food scraps 15:1 

Animal manure (e.g. cow and sheep) 20:1 

Chicken manure 7:1 

Lawn clippings 20:1 

Coffee grounds 25:1 

Humus (soil) 10:1 

Fruit waste 25:1 

Browns - High Carbon  

Leaves 60-80:1 

Straw 90:1 

Sawdust, cardboard (shredded) 350:1 

Paper (shredded) 175:1 

Nut shells 35:1 

Pine needles 80:1 (can be acidic so use sparingly) 

Wood ash 25:1


