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OVER THE PAST 15 years, the
composting of organic waste
materials has become an extreme-
ly popular solid waste manage-
ment tool. The composting of
sewage sludge became a pre-
ferred mode of management in the
"80s, and it’s possible the *90s will
find the same trend in dealing with
leaf/yard waste and municipal
solid waste.

The composting of food pro-
cessing residues, animal manures
and other agricultural wastes are
also on the increase. Keeping
these trends in mind, there is no
doubt that the volume of compost
available to the green industry will
increase exponentially by the end
of the decade.

As compostquantities increase,
more companies will be trying to
sell products. This is a plus, be-
cause high quality compost has
proven to be a valuable commodi-
ty to the landscape industry. Un-
fortunately, as the volume of com-
post and the number of compost
producers increase, the likelihood
of inferior product finding its way
to the market also increases.

The benefits of using compost
are numerous. Compost:

® is rich in organic matter

e is rich in macro- and micro-
nutrients

® improves friability/workabili-
ty of soil

°® improves cation exchange
capacity of growing media

® can improve drainage and per-
colation rate of growing media

® can improve water-holding
capacity of growing mix

e can suppress soilborne plant
pathogens

e is relatively inexpensive

However, inordertocashinon
the benefits of using compost, it
is important to understand what
is being purchased. By under-
standing what to look for when
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BEWARE?

As the need for compost
increases, the numbers supplying
product will also expand.
Landscapers should be prepared
to demand consistent,
quality compost.

By Ron Alexander

selecting compost, the chance of
receiving a product which is in-
ferior in quality, or inappropriate
for a particular application, will
be minimized.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS. In
order to properly use compost
products, itis important tounder-
stand what they are, whatthey are
used for and to dispel any miscon-
ceptions. Composted organic
materials are often referred to as
“fertilizers” or “artificial top-
soils.” They are neither.
Fertilizers are purchased and
used for their innate nutrient val-

The screening process:
Compost produced with dif-
ferent levels of refinement
have different uses.

ue. They supply plants with the
nutritionthey need to flourish. Al-
though some composts are used,
in part, because they contain ap-
preciable amounts of nutrition,
long-term benefits come from
their content of organic matter.

Dictionaries define topsoil as
“‘the surface or upper part of the
soil.” Individuals who use top-
soil define it as a naturally pro-
duced media consisting of sand,
siltand clay, organic matter, trace

amounts of nutrition and other in-
erts, inwhich turf, trees, etc., can
be grown.

Compost is not topsoil because
itcannot be used inthe same man-
ner as topsoil. Generally, itis not
a good idea to grow plant mater-
ials in 100 percent compost;
whereas, most plants can survive
in good quality topsoil.

Compost is a material pro-
duced fromdecomposed organic
substances which often contain
some fertilizer value. Compostis
used as an amendment or additive
to soils and other growing media
because of its positive physical,
chemical/nutritional and biolo-
gical effects.

Another misconception is that
all composts are alike. Although
many composted materials are
similar visually, chemical and
biological properties may differ.
For example, sludge composts
have a higher nitrogen content
than municipal solid waste com-
posts, and animal manure and
mushroom composts have a high-
er soluble salt content than leaf/
yard waste composts.

Compost produced from dif-
ferent feedstocks and with dif-
ferent levels of refinement, have
different specific uses. For exam-
ple, compost produced from
municipal solid waste will gene-
rally possess a greater water hold-
ing capacity than other composted
materials. This is because the
waste stream, from which it is
produced, contains a great deal
of paper. This compost is there-
fore ideal for use in areas where
drought conditions exist (sandy
soils) or where low maintenance
occurs (roadsides).

SPECIFICATIONS. The type of
compost used on a specific pro-
ject will depend on the product’s

{continued on page 42)
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characteristics and the use for
which it is intended. Therefore,
it is imperative to understand
enough about compost to know
which products should be used
and where.

Although it is difficult to de-
scribe the perfect compost for a
particular use, an ideal “general
use” compost should possess
these qualities:

1. Organic matter content of 50
percent or more

2. Meets state and federal regu-
lations

3. Moisture content between
35 percent and 50 percent

4. Density weight of approx-
imately 1,000 Ibs. per cubic yard

5. pH of between 6 and 7

6. Carbon/nitrogen ratio of ap-
proximately 30:1

7. Adequately cured/mature

8. Screened to meet specific
needs

9. Free from weed seeds

10. Free from objectionable
odor and foreign matter

Understanding why specific

productquality issues are impor-
tant will help you purchase and
use aproduct which best suits your
specific needs.

Product consistency. Regard-
less of the quality of the compost
being used, it is important its
quality and characteristics do not
significantly vary from load to
load. Evena ““poor quality” com-
post has specific end uses, as long
as its characteristics remain consis-

tent.

Only throughthe production of
consistent product can long-term
markets be found forits use. Con-
sequently, both contractors and
customers must make sure com-
post suppliers can guarantee con-
sistent product on an ongoing
basis.

Moisture content. The moisture
content of compost is important
to product users because it affects

Plant material feedstocks await
composting.

product handling. Compost
which is dry, under 35 percent
moisture, can be dusty and irri-
tating to work with. If it becomes
toodry, it will become hydropho-
bic and not easily re-wet.

Compost which is wet, more
than 50 percent moisture, can be-
come heavy and clumpy, making
itdifficult to work with. Compost
which is too wet can also cause
application difficulties and extra
expense in delivery.

Avoid using dry compost in
plant growing mixes because it
may cause the mix to become
hydrophobic. Avoid using wet
compost on projects where exten-
sive hand work is necessary. Wet
compost is probably best used on
large soil incorporation projects
where the product can be spread
and incorporated by mechanical
means. Also, note that the com-
posting process can only take
place within specific moisture
parameters. So, product whichis

(continued on page 44)
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excessively wet or dry, may not be properly
composted.

pH. The pH of a compost product depends
on the compost feedstock, additives (lime),
and the composting process itself. Most com-
mercially available composts have a pH of be-
tween 3.5 and 7.5. In some products lime is
added before or after the composting process.

Unlimed composts are commonly consid-
ered more versatile products because they can
be used in more applications. This is because
limed compost is more difficult to buffer or

more difficult toalter its pH for a specific use.
Compost with a lower pH, and ones which
are not limed, are better to use in soils which
have a high pH or in commercial growing
mixes. Most greenhouse and nursery crops
are grown in media possessing an acidic pH.

Compost with a higher pH, or ones which
have been limed, are better to use in acidic
soils or in areas where a more basic growing
media is needed. Never use limed compost,
or ones that possess a high pH, when growing
acid-loving (ericaceous) plants.

Texture. The texture or particle size of com-
postis affected by both degradation occurring
inthe compost process, and by product screen-
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ing. Almost all commercially available com-
posts are screened. This enables the producer
to marketa product which is consistent in par-
ticle size and free from foreign matter.

The size of the screen used depends on both
the type of compost being screened and the
targeted markets for whichits use is intended.
Finely screened composts are excellent to use
asturftopdressings, and are usually found more
appropriate to bag. Coarser products may be
used in growing mixes where texture may im-
prove drainage, or in soil incorporation pro-
jects where the bulk density of the soil needs
to be decreased.

Compost produced from specific feedstocks
must be more finely screened to produce a
highly marketable product. For example, com-
post produced from municipal solid waste is
known to contain more man-made inerts such
as film and hard plastics. These materials can-
not be entirely removed before composting,
and must therefore be removed through screen-
ing after composting is complete. To accom-
plish this, a 1/4-inch screen (or the equivalent)
is usually used.

Odor. Compost products, like many prod-
ucts, have adistinguishable odor or scent. Prop-
erly composted materials have a discernible
earthy scent. Compost should never possess
asulfurous orammonia-like odor. These odors
could be the result of improper composting
orof poor storage conditions, and may be unac-
ceptable for certain applications.

Because excessive odor may be the symp-
tom of a more serious problem, it’s advisable
not to use odorous composts on high valued
crops such as nursery and greenhouse plants.
To avoid potential complaints, the use of com-
posts possessing objectional odors should be
avoided in areas which are highly trafficked
such as homeowner lawns or high profile com-
mercial sites.

Itis also importantto note that normal com-
post odors dissipate rapidly once the product
is applied, and are usually non-existent once
the compost has been mixed with other mat-
erials.

Curing. Proper curing (stabilization) is es-
sential to the production of ahigh quality com-
post. During curing, compost has the oppor-
tunity to further stabilize, pile temperatures
decrease and moisture content is reduced. Cur-
ing also allows for the reduction of soluble
salts and the continuation of pathogen de-
struction.

Proper and thorough curing will improve
the quality of composts which have not been
thoroughly composted. These “‘immature”
composts may stunt plant growth, cause ni-
trogen immobility and may contain phytotox-
ic materials. When immature compost is ap-
plied and begins to decompose, ituses nitrogen,
thus robbing nutrition which could otherwise
be used by the plants grown in it.

Immature compost may also contain organic
acids which are detrimental to seed germina-
tion and plant growth. Tests have been devel-
oped which candetermine whether acompost

{continued on page 46)
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is mature or not. Mature composts have a car-
bon/nitrogen ratio of between 25-30:1.

Keep in mind that product quality is con-
trolled by many factors such as proper com-
posting and curing, storage and environmen-
tal conditions, the chemical makeup of the com-
post feedstock and screening/final processing,
It is important to know as much about your
compost supplier or producer as possible.

Along with the assurance of product quali-
ty, we as customers have other specific needs
which are important to discuss.

CUSTOMER NEEDS. As more compost is pro-
duced and marketed, landscapers will have
the task of choosing a supplier. Hopefully, in-
creased competition for business will improve
the quality of product available, keep prod-
uct pricing in check and improve customer
service.

It is important to find a reputable supplier.
A supplier should have a history of good
customer service, be reliable and provide high
quality, consistent products, Whether your
compost source is a facility or broker, it must
be able to provide product when needed. This
need is accentuated because of the seasonability
of the landscape industry.
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In order to assure product availability, it’s
helpful to know the production and storage
capacities of your source facility. How a pro-
duct is going to be delivered to your site and
who will arrange for delivery are other ques-
tions which should be considered.

It is important that your supplier not only
employ reliable truckers, but truckers with the
proper equipment to deliver compost. The size
of the truck and the mode of unloading the
compost must meet your specific site re-
quirements. Remember, it is often more im-
portant to have the product delivered when
and where you need it, than it is to get the
cheapest price,

Your compost supplier should also be able
to supply you with specific technical data and
compost use assistance. They should be able
to supply you with test data in support of their
product quality claims and even arrange a per-
sonal visit to the compost facility. Your sup-
plier should also be able to provide research
data pertaining to product use, as well as de-
tailed product literature which explains how

s =

g

Compost quality
is controlled by many
factors; it's important

to know as much about

your supplier or

producer as possible.

to optimally use the product.

Inorderto satisfy any of your other product-
use needs, your supplier should employ a ser-
vice-minded staff that can assist you in work-
ing through daily situations and problems. Your
supplier should also provide you with access
to technical representatives who can supply
in-depth product-use assistance.

A good supplieris also open to your sugges-
tions and willing to work to satisfy your par-
ticular needs.

Bear in mind that there is a cost involved
in responding to customer needs, and even
many of the quality issues. Buying an inferior
product for a superior price is no deal. Also,
if a supplier can provide you with the technical
assistance and service you desire, don't be
afraid to pay for it.

Remember, every compost product is dif-
ferent, every supplieris differentand soisevery
customer. Don’tbeafraid to find the ones which
best suit your company’s needs. ]

The author is the compost marketing/utiliza-
tion specialist for E&A Environmental/EM-
CON Inc. He is responsible for directing all
compost marketing studies and use programs
at E&A, and is currently managing its com-
post marketing assistance program.
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