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Introduction to Composting

1. Remember our microbial helpers!  The microbes in the compost are what break the ingredients down and every other rule is basically about how to keep them alive and healthy.  The microbes in box and tumbling composters need oxygen. They also produce heat, so heat coming off of your compost is a key sign that it is breaking down.

2. Be aware of the food you put in your compost bin.  Only put vegetarian food scraps in, not meat, dairy, or anything with grease. The smell of these ingredients will attract flies and rats.  Also, because microbes have difficulty decomposing these ingredients, they'll take a very long time to break down. Other compostable ingredients include bread, egg shells, coffee grounds, and tea bags (without staples). 

3. Balance your “greens” and “browns.” Microbes thrive in an environment with a certain balance of carbon and nitrogen. “Greens,” which have high levels of nitrogen, include food waste, fresh-cut grass, coffee grounds, and other wet ingredients.  “Browns,” which have high levels of carbon, include dry leaves, newspapers, and other dry ingredients.  If you alternate between the two and keep them at about the same volume, you'll balance out your carbon and nitrogen.

4. Keep your compost damp, but not soaking.  Having too much water will rob the microbes of oxygen and kill them. 

5. Tumble often, but not too often.  Tumbling composters are much easier to tumble than composting boxes are to turn.  Tumbling speeds up the decomposition process but it also kills the microbes that are exposed to the cool surface.  If you tumble too often, it kills the microbes  often and the compost never has the chance to break down. Tumbling once to twice a week should be sufficient.

Materials Needed to Build a Tumbling Composter:

· Sturdy plastic food barrel (20 to 55 gallons) 

· Drill 

· Saw 

· Hammer 

· Adjustable wrench 

· 8 3⁄8-by-3 1⁄2-inch carriage bolts 

· 8 3⁄8-inch nuts 

· 8 3⁄8-inch washers 

· 16d galvanized nails (as many as needed)

· 2 bungee cords 

· Hinges with appropriate screws

· 5 2-by-6-inch boards (Lengths will be determined by the size of the container.) 

· 3⁄4-inch galvanized pipe, threaded both ends (You can get a standard-size pre-cut threaded pipe. The length will be determined by diameter of the barrel.) 

· 2 3⁄4-inch galvanized pipe caps 

Resources for Obtaining Materials:

· ReStore, Habitat for Humanity

· Carries recycled wood, lighting fixtures, hardware, doors, furniture, etc.

· 9100 Gaither Road, Gaithersburg, MD

· Phone number: (301) 990-0014 

· http://habitat.montgomery.md.us/restore/index.html 

· Community Forklift

· Carries lumber, plumbing, light fixtures, paint, wallpaper, etc.

· 4671 Tanglewood Drive, Edmonston MD (near Hyattsville)

· Phone number: (301) 985-5180 

· http://www.communityforklift.com/ 

· Pepsi plant

· For barrels – 20 gallons is $10, 55 gallons is $20

· They are only available for sale on Fridays between 6-11 AM

· They only take check or money order

· Recycling manager: Howard Turk

· Phone number: (301) 341-2326

· 2611 Pepsi Place, Hyattsville, MD 

Steps for Building a Composting Tumber:

1) Wash out the barrel.  The Pepsi barrels will still have soda syrup in the bottom, so it's best to do this outside if possible.

2) Drill two 7⁄8-inch holes halfway between the top and bottom of the barrel. Be sure they're perfectly even.

3) Drill 1⁄2-inch holes fairly evenly spaced around the barrel.  These will allow oxygen in for the microbes.

4) Cut a 10-inch or larger door in the top of the barrel so that you can put compostable materials in and get compost out.  

5) Drill holes on either side of the door for bungee cords to hold the door in place.  Hook the bungees into the holes and across the door. If you want the door to be more formal, attach a hinge to the door and barrel. 

6) Cut the 2-by-6-inch boards as appropriate to the size of the barrel. The feet should be almost as long as the legs are high. It's okay if these are not perfectly even.

7) Drill 4 holes on each “foot” to put in the “arms” that will hold the barrel in place.  These holes must line up perfectly. 

8) Place one nut in each of the holes in the feet, place the washer over it, and secure with a bolt. 

9) Drill 1-inch holes at the top of the legs. These must be perfectly even. 

10) Place the barrel between the two legs of the frame. 

11) Pass the 3⁄4-inch steel pipe through the hole in one leg, into the barrel and out through the leg on the other side. If you are having trouble fitting the pipe through, use the drill to widen the holes in the legs.

12) Screw the pipe caps on the two ends of the pipe.

13) Nail the supporting board left to the two legs to form an I shape, as shown.

14) Get ready to start composting!  If you have a 55-gallon barrel, you may not want to fill it completely, as it will be extremely heavy and difficult to handle.

Courtesy of Boys' Life magazine

September 2008

http://boyslife.org/hobbies-projects/projects/6184/make-a-compost-tumbler/ 

Additional Resources:

Video on making a compost tumbler

http://www.treehugger.com/files/2008/09/diy-compost-tumbler.php

How to Build a Tumbling Composter from WikiHow

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

