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“For all things come from earth, and all things end  
 by becoming earth.”
       ~ Xenophanes of  580 b.c.

Share, Educate, Inspire — 
Become a Master Composter/Recycler and help educate the public 
about easy ways to reduce waste, recycle more, and rethink and revise 
our impact on natural resouces. Master Composter/Recyclers are key 
to Clark County’s Sustainability Education Program. These community 
volunteers teach people techniques that promote a healthier, more 
sustainable world. They share the basics of home composting, and 
inspire Clark County residents to recycle more and to adopt best prac-
tices to help keep our environment healthy.

The Master Composter/Recycler training program is free. In exchange, 
Master Composter/Recycler volunteers are asked to perform 40 hours 
of community service in support of the program in Clark County within 
one year of graduation. The program schedules information booths 

and workshops at a wide range of fun venues including local farmer’s 
markets, harvest festivals, home and garden shows, and Earth Day 
events. It also helps with environmental education events for children.

Master Composter/Recyclers participate in a 12-week, in-depth, 
hands-on training in such topics as:

• Backyard composting and vermicomposting
• Recycling and waste reduction
• Green cleaning and other sustainability techniques

To find out when our next training is, visit the program's website at 
www.columbiasprings.org/mcr.  

BE THE CHANGE !  BECOME A MASTER COMPOSTER/RECYCLER



INDOOR COMPOSTING & REDWORMS

Harvesting the Worm Bin
When the worms have consumed all of the food and bedding 

in the bin, what remains is a dark, crumbly, soil-like product called 
vermicompost.

To move the worms out of the vermicompost, simply push the 
nearly finished compost to one side of the bin and put fresh bedding in 
the empty side. For the next few weeks, bury food wastes in the newly 
bedded side only. The worms will migrate over to the fresh food in the 
new bedding as the food on the other side runs out.

Another harvesting method is to lay a piece of window screen six 
inches larger than the opening to your worm bin directly on top of the 
vermicompost in the bin and refill the bin with damp bedding laid on 
top of the screen. Begin burying your food scraps in this new bedding.

The small, young worms will migrate through the screen to the 
bedding and food on top, while the older, larger worms will stay 
in the bottom, finishing off any food that remains in the vermi-
compost. When they’ve eaten everything available, they too will 
migrate through the screen. When the material on top of the screen 
is converted to vermicompost, lift out the screen carrying the new 
vermicompost with it and set it aside. Nearly all of the worms will be 
in this material.

Harvest the old vermicompost from the bottom of the bin and use 
in your garden, and put the new vermicompost containing the worms 
into the now empty worm bin. Lay the screen on top of this worm rich 
vermicompost, refill the bin with damp  
bedding laid on top of the screen, and  
begin burying food scraps into  
the new bedding.

Healthy Soil Means Healthier Plants
If you want to have a beautiful garden that is easy to maintain, you 

have to work from the ground up and build your soil. A good garden 
must have healthy soil – a wonderful living mélange of sand, clay, 
organic matter, moisture, air, and microorganisms.

Healthy soil supports an intricate web of life, a soil food web. 
Billions of organisms live in a teaspoon of healthy soil. These beneficial 
organisms, such as bacteria and fungi, live around each plant root 
and convert decaying materials into usable nutrients for plants. Soil 
bacteria exude a slime that binds soil particles into aggregates. Fungi 
further bind the aggregates together to build good soil structure, or 
tilth. Earthworms and other organisms tunnel their way through soil, 
making space for air and water to infiltrate. Before you plant, start 
building a soil with good tilth- soil teeming with microorganisms.

"A nation that destroys its soils 
destroys itself"
 ~ Franklin D. Roosevelt

     The paper and cardboard should be torn into two-inch strips and 
moistened to the consistency of a wrung out sponge. The worms will 
eat this bedding material as well as the food waste. Burying food 
waste in the bedding, or covering each addition of food waste with a 
thin layer of newspaper or bedding, helps to prevent fruit flies from 
becoming a problem.

Build Your Own Worm Composting Bin
Materials: 1 - ½” exterior grade sheet of plywood

1 - 2”x 4”x 12’
1 - 2”x 4”x 16’

2 lbs. 6d galvanized nails
½ lb. 16d galvanized nails
2 galvanized hinges

How to Use Worm Castings
• Work a small amount of castings into the soil in house plants
• For potting or transplanting, use vermicompost for up to 20 percent 

of planting medium
• In the vegetable garden, make a shallow, narrow trench and 

sprinkle some castings into the row before planting. 



ABOUT HEALTHY SOIL

Worm Composting Turns Your Food 
Scraps Into Plant Food

Worm composting, or vermicomposting, is a simple, efficient way 
to turn food wastes into high-quality compost for your garden. Worm 
bins also help reduce household garbage volume.

Eisenia fetida, also known as red wigglers, are the best worms for 
composting in a worm bin. They thrive on organic materials such as 
food scraps. Red worms are not the same as earthworms or night-
crawlers, which need mineral soils to survive. One pound of red worms 
is needed to start a home worm bin. You can get your worms from a 
manure pile or a friend’s worm bin, or type "buy redworms" in your 
computer's browser to find a source.

Inside the bin, you should create an environment in which the red 
worms can thrive.

Ideally, the bin you choose should have one and one-half square 
feet of surface area per member of your household. For example, a 1’x 
2’ x 3’ box has six square feet of surface area and should process the 
food scraps of a family of four.

The bin should be made of sturdy, opaque plastic or wood, with a 
lid to keep pets out and keep the bin moist and dark. It should be no 
deeper than 24 inches to ensure the bedding at the bottom does not 
become compacted.

Red worms breathe oxygen through their skin, so the bin should 
have several air holes for good ventilation.

The bins will need bedding to provide the worms with a damp, 
aerated environment. Common bedding materials are fallen leaves, 
shredded paper egg cartons, newspaper, and shredded cardboard.    

Soil with high organic content is full of decomposing plant material 
and beneficial organisms that provide nutrients to plants and enhance 
the soil’s ability to absorb and retain water.  Compost applied to a 
landscape can help slow runoff, release water to plants between 
rainfalls, and filter air and water that percolate through.

You can damage a healthy soil food web by applying synthetic 
fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides to your lawn or garden. Synthetic 
fertilizers give a quick burst of nutrients that is often more than plants 
or lawns can absorb and may kill helpful soil organisms. Pollution  
occurs when rains flush these chemicals from the garden into  
stormdrains and waterways – harming aquatic life and water quality.

The Difference Between Compost and 
Vermicompost
Vermicompost, compost made by redworms, contains higher and more 
active microbial populations than backyard compost. Vermicompost 
also contains more nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium than 
backyard compost. Backyard compost is primarily produced through 
organic decomposition done by microorganisms such as bacteria and 
fungi. It is a soil amendment rather than a plant food. In the end, 
organic matter returning to the nutrient cycle instead of going to a 
landfill is a good thing, and all compost is good for the soil!

The Do’s and Don’ts of 
Worm Feeding
Do feed your worms vegetable and fruit 
scraps, bread crusts, fruit rinds and peels, 
coffee grounds, coffee filters and tea bags.

Don’t feed your worms meat, fish, dairy 
foods, oily foods, or bones. They will smell 
before the worms can eat them.



Ick Alert!!
Pet waste from dogs, cats, pot 
bellied pigs, and exotic birds 
should never be included in a home 
compost pile or worm bin. These 
wastes can contain pathogens that 
are harmful to human health.

4. Ratio - Remember the compost mantra, “equal parts of green 
and brown help to break the compost down.”  The beneficial soil fungi 
and bacteria that make decomposition happen need carbon and ni-
trogen to grow well. Brown colored, dry plant matter is generally high 
in carbon. The fresher greens are moist and rich in nitrogen. Mix these 
together as you build your pile.

5. Turn Your "Spoils" into Soil! - By thinking SMART - pay-
ing attention to these compost control factors: size of pile and materi-
als; keeping it moist as a wrung out sponge; turning it to introduce air; 
and making sure you have the proper ratio of greens to browns - you 
can get usable compost in as little as two months.

Quick, Hot (batch) or Slow, Cold (additive)
Composting? - Cold composting is the easiest way to compost.
Simply add organic materials as they become available. This results 
in a slow composting process that may take up to a year or so to com-
plete. To harvest the finished compost, remove the top of the pile and 
sift or scoop out the brown, crumbly material at the bottom of the pile.

Hot composting is faster, but takes more work. Create a pile follow-
ing the compost control factors and it should heat up to about
110° to 150° F. At this temperature, most weed seeds will be killed.
After the pile starts to cool off, turn it. After turning, the temperature 
will rise again. When the pile cools down again, it should be turned.
If the temperature rises again, turn the pile a third time. After the 
pile no longer heats up, let it rest without turning for a few weeks to 
finish the process. When the compost is finished, you should no longer 
recognize the original material and it will smell like rich earth.

Compost Uses Throughout the Seasons
• Apply a 4 - 6 inch layer of compost as mulch around woody perenni-

als in the fall.
•    After the soil has warmed up in the spring, apply compost around 

root zone of warm season vegetable crops such as zucchini and 
tomatoes.

•   Add compost to container gardens and hanging baskets.
•   During the growing season, side-dress your plants with compost to 

provide a slow-release source of nutrients.
•   Apply a 1 - 2 inch thick mulch around flowers, trees and shrubs in 

spring to maintain soil moisture and discourage weed growth.

Did You Know?
A horse can produce 50 
pounds of manure a day

COMPOSTING MADE EASY

Compost Trouble Shooting

Rotten smell • Not enough air
• Too much water

• Turn the pile
• Mix in dry material

Pile won't  
heat up

• Too small
• Too dry
• Needs air
• Too many browns 
(carbon)

• Need 3'x3'x3' pile size
• Add water and turn pile
• Mix in green, nitrogen-rich  
materials like manure, grass  
clippings or coffee grounds

Slimy and  
smells bad

• Too many greens 
(nitrogen)

• Mix in brown, high-carbon  
material such as shredded  
newspaper, straw or wood chips

Did You Know?
People have been composting for 
over 2,000 years!



PET WASTE & MANURE MANAGEMENT

Compost – Gardener’s Gold
When getting started composting, consider both aesthetics and 

function as you look for a system and an area in your yard to keep the 
compost. The area should be convenient for adding materials and re-
moving the compost. But you don’t want it to detract from the beauty 
of your (or your neighbor’s) landscape. Also, locate the pile close to the 
garden hose so you can moisten it during dry periods.

The Recipe for Making Compost- Think SMART!

1. Size - The amount of material you’re composting will determine 
the type of compost bin you use. You need a pile big enough to retain 
heat and moisture, and small enough to make aeration easy. A pile 
3’x3’x3’ is ideal. Particle size matters too. Chopping your yard trim-
mings and kitchen scraps into 1”-2” pieces will speed up decomposi-
tion. A few chunky things are ok, they'll provide some room for air to 
get into the pile.

2. Moisture - The compost pile should be consistently damp, but 
not sopping wet. The material should feel like a well-wrung sponge. 
Too much moisture will force out air and suffocate beneficial organ-
isms. Not enough moisture will slow the decomposition process. 
Sprinkle with a hose as you add materials.

3. Aeration -  Turning or mixing the compost aerates the material 
and speeds up the decomposition process. If you are not in a hurry to 
get finished compost, you don’t need to turn the pile.  The materials 
will decompose eventually. However, turning it even once will cut 
decomposition time in half.

The Best Disposal Method- Scoop the Poop
The best disposal method for pet waste is to put it in the garbage. 

It’s OK, really! Pick up your pet’s waste, bag it, and put it in the gar-
bage. On walks, carry a couple of bags with you and either dispose of 
the waste in the nearest public trash can, or take it home with you. Cat 
owners should dispose of used kitty litter by bagging it and putting it 
in the garbage as well. Please do not flush it down the toilet in either 
case, as it can damage or reduce the ef-
ficiency of sewer and septic systems.

Do not compost pet waste and NEVER 
BURY IT IN AREAS WHERE FOOD WILL 
EVER BE GROWN

For more information on what you can 
do, check out Clark County’s Canines for 
Clean Water Program at  
www.cleanwaterdogs.com.

Horse Manure Management
More information on how to compost stock manure is available at the
Clark Conservation District at www.clarkcd.org or at (360) 883-1987.
The district offers the free use of a manure spreader in spring and fall, 
and a manure exchange program that connects gardeners in search of 
free manure with livestock owners who have excess manure.

Some general guidelines for composting horse manure:
•   Clean up manure every 1-3 days.
•   Reduce the amount of bedding used in stalls. Manure itself has 

almost the perfect carbon to nitrogen ratio.
•   Locate the compost pile away from water sources, and on a level 

area.
•    For 1-5 horses, try a three-bin system. Fill the first 4’ x 4’x 4’bin with 

manure, then move to the second bin.
•    Cover the manure pile to keep nutrients from contaminating water. 

You could cover with a tarp, or build your compost bin with a cover 
and a concrete floor. Your pile will need to be aerated and may need 
to be watered. Try inserting perforated pipe to increase aeration.

Cinder Block Bin
Sturdy, durable, and easily 
accessible.

Wooden Box Bin
Can be built inexpensively using wooden pal-
lets, or from lumber to make a nicer looking bin.

Wire Mesh Bin
Inexpensive and easy to build from galvanized  
hardware cloth.
• 12’ x 48” wide ½” hardware cloth
• Heavy wire for ties
• Optional wooden or metal posts may be added

Greens
• Fruit wastes
• Spent annuals
• Grass clippings
• Manure
• Vegetable  
  peelings
• Coffee grounds

Browns
• Cornstalks and cobs
• Evergreen needles
• Paper
• Sawdust
• Wood chips
• Straw
• Most dry tree leaves

Do not compost
• Diseased plants
• Insect-infested plants
• Meat, fish, bones or fats
• Black Walnut leaves
• Cat, dog, or tropical bird feces
• Pot bellied pig or human waste
• Weeds gone to seed
• Invasive weeds



Go Green Without Chemicals 
Mulching for Soil Health and Water 
Conservation
In a northwest forest, plants have a thick layer of mulch around them.
This mulch is a mixture of dead herbaceous plants, leaves, sticks and 
twigs, a very small percent of manure, and dead animal life. At home, 
you can mimic the natural system with mulch made from wood chips, 
leaves, or compost.

Applying organic mulch is one of the best things you can do for 
your garden. Mulching conserves soil moisture, suppresses weeds, and 
keeps soil temperatures from becoming too hot or too cold. Mulch also 
protects sloping ground from soil erosion. In addition, mulch provides 
ideal conditions for worms and other soil organisms that are necessary 
for a healthy soil.

Make mulching a part of your planting process. Layer newspaper 
over weeds and spread a layer of mulching material, keeping it away 
from tree trunks and stems.

The finer the mulch, the thinner you should layer it. One inch of 
sifted compost or grass clippings is enough. Wood chips, leaves, and 
unsifted compost should be 2 to 3 inches thick.

Northwest lawns should not be cut shorter than 2½” – 3½”.
Taller grass blades form longer root systems, shade the grass roots, 
and preserve soil moisture. Cutting too short will cause grass plants 
to form shallow root systems that require more water, tolerate heat 
poorly, and promote the formation of thatch. Thatch can be described 
as a tightly intermingled layer of partially decomposed stems, roots 
and some blades of grass. Stems and roots are more resistant to decay 
than grass blades, and contribute most to thatch development in all 
grass varieties.

The lawn should be mowed frequently to 
ensure that not more than 1/3 of the grass blade 
is removed. When more than 1/3 is removed, the 
grass stem, not just the blade, may be cut, stressing 
the plant and damaging the lawn’s appearance. 
This may mean the lawn will need to be mowed 
more frequently, particularly in the spring when 
grass grows rapidly. When grass is very wet 
or very long, grasscycling may not be 
effective and clippings will need 
to be composted or used as 
mulch in the garden.

Grasscycling
Grasscycling is the practice of leaving grass clippings on the lawn 

instead of raking or bagging them, saving time and money, and 
improving the health of the lawn.

Because they are 85 percent water, the clippings break down quick-
ly, returning their considerable load of nitrogen to the soil, and adding 
organic matter that enhances soil structure and texture. Nitrogen is 
especially important to support populations of beneficial bacterial or-
ganisms. A program of sustainable turf management, which includes 
grasscycling, can dramatically reduce water and fertilizer usage.

Manually powered reel mowers are the best mowers for turf health. 
A sharp manual mower gives a cleaner cut to the grass blades than do 
rotary, gas powered mowers. They are also clean and emission free, 
while gas powered mowers are a contributor to air pollution.

Mulching mowers have the advantage of cutting the grass clippings 
into finer pieces, thereby enabling them to decompose more rapidly. 
Mulching mowers also blow the clippings to the soil surface rather 
than allowing them to rest on top of the grass plants. An inexpensive 
alternative to purchasing a mulching mower is to replace the existing 
blade of a rotary mower with a mulching blade, which also cuts the 
clippings into fine particles. It is important to keep all lawn mower 
blades sharp so that the grass blade is cleanly cut and not torn off.

Good turf management practices also involve annual core aera-
tion of the lawn, and compost top-dressing. Core aerators remove soil 
plugs about the size of your little finger, enabling oxygen to reach the 
grass roots and helping to loosen compactions. Compost top-dressing 
feeds beneficial soil organisms and helps the soil to retain mois-
ture and nutrients. Top-dressed lawns use far less water and, when 
grasscycling is practiced, require far less fertilizer than do lawns not 
managed using these methods.

MULCHING & GRASSCYCLING

Mulch is any material 
(such as wood chips, 
grass clippings, leaves or 
compost) that is spread 
over the surface of soil.


