
Newspapers for this program provide by:

WORLD yourknow
E N V I R O N M E N T A L   H E A L T H   A N D   A W A R E N E S S

Meet the Decomposers
Decomposers are living organisms that 
break down dead plants and animals, the 
waste (poop) from other organisms and are 
responsible for nutrient recycling in your 
garden ecosystem. When the things we 
put into our compost piles (leaves, kitchen 
scraps, dead plant material, coffee grounds, 
etc.) are completely decomposed, nutrients 
like nitrogen, phosphorus, and sulfur that 
were once locked inside are taken up by 
living plants.

Bacteria: These microscopic critters are 
the smallest living organisms, but they are 
the most numerous. 90% of decomposers 
are nitrogen hungry bacteria, going after 
material that contains lots of nutrients, like 
greens and manures. As they break these 
down, they make the nitrogen in the grass 
and manure available to plants. In just one 
teaspoon of soil there are: between 5 million 
and 2 billion bacteria.

Fungi and Mold: Fungi are simple organisms 
including molds and yeasts, some of which 
are big enough to see (fuzzy grey, blue or 
white colonies near the soil surface), and 
some which are microscopic filaments. Fungi 
are the second most efficient decomposers 
and break down tough materials like straw, 
leaves and the cellulose and lignin in wood. 

When fungi have eaten through most of the 
cellulose, they move on and bacteria will 
come in and finish the job. They carry the 
nutrients they ate with them, making them 
available for plants. Molds are a type of fungi 
that eat materials like refrigerator leftovers. 
Molds grow long filaments and reproduce 
using spores. In just one teaspoon of soil 
there are up to 40 miles of fungal strands or 
“hyphae.”

Actinomycetes: These are a fungi-like 
bacteria that form long filaments that stretch 
through the soil. Actinomycetes are the 
primary decomposers of tough plant tissues 
like bark, paper and stems. Soil’s “earthy” 
smell is caused by actinomycetes at work.

Invertebrates: Invertebrates are not 
technically decomposers, but they assist 
the decomposers by breaking down plant 
matter. They are organisms without a 
backbone such as earthworms, centipedes, 
millipedes, snails, springtails, sow bugs, 
ants, nematodes, and slugs. Earthworms 
are the star invertebrates in a compost pile 
as they tunnel through soil, allowing for 
air and water to move through it. They eat 
a lot of organic plant matter too, leaving 
behind worm castings (poop) which is rich in 
nutrients and great plant food.
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