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COMPOST 

 

Compost is often called black gold and many consider it the most important form of organic matter. It is univer-

sally recognized for improving soil structure and water-holding capacity. Compost helps the soil stay loose and 

easy to cultivate. 

 

Compost is, in fact, the end-product of the decomposition of organic matter. Making and using compost is also a 

way to recycle organic matter, especially materials that might otherwise have been treated as home or industrial 

wastes.  

 

In addition to soil improvement and the economic and social benefits of recycling organic matter, composting can 

provide other benefits. Composts help fight soilborne pathogens that cause plant diseases. However, not all com-

posts are suppressive to all diseases.  

 

Compost, along with other organic matter, improves the capacity of soil to hold nutrients through a complex pro-

cess called cation exchange capacity. In addition, compost indirectly provides nutrients for plant use when earth-

worms and other organisms digest the organic matter, producing nutrient-rich castings, or excrement.  

 

These products are significantly richer in nutrients than the surrounding soil, and in a form, which is readily avail-

able to plant roots. While compost provides small amounts of nutrients and makes other nutrients more available, 

it is not considered fertilizer. However, in many organic gardening or farming systems, compost is the major 

amendment to enrich soil.  

 

Not all composts are alike. Composts vary greatly, depending upon what goes into them and how they are pro-

cessed. Quality also varies depending on maturity, pH, presence of weed seeds, concentration of toxic substances, 

and the population of soil-dwelling organisms, such as earthworms, insects and microorganisms.  

 

The term "compost" is not regulated, so a wide range of products can be marketed under that name. Higher quali-

ty compost is not too wet, is mature and has good water-holding capacity and nutrient availability. 

 

Maturity makes a difference. Use of immature composts can cause problems. Maturity means that the compost 

has decomposed extensively and has become fairly stable. Immature compost may still contain some plant inhibi-

tors and excessive soluble salts. 

 

When immature compost is added to the garden, its bacteria compete with plants for nitrogen in the soil. The re-

sult is unhealthy plants with symptoms such as yellow leaves or stunted growth. If compost is still hot, smells like 

ammonia, or you can still recognize the original form of organic matter, then it is not ready to use. When in 

doubt, let compost mature longer. 

 

Maturity is not the same as quality. Maturity means the energy and nutrient containing materials have merged 

into a stable organic mass. Mature compost (also called "finished" compost) is dark-colored and has an earthy 

odor.  
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Quality is the chemical composition of that mass. For example, a compost could be mature, but of poor quality if 

nutrients had leached away or it contained contaminants.  

 

Source materials affect quality. Soluble salts, nutrients and contaminants vary, depending on what the source 

material of the compost is.  

 

Soluble salts are actually chemically charged particles (ions), usually from dissolved fertilizer and irrigation wa-

ter, but may come from the composted material itself. While not a human health concern, concentrated soluble 

salts can cause problems in plant growth. Compost made from food (fruits and vegetable scraps, fish residues, 

coffee grounds, brewery and bakery wastes) is typically richer in nutrients, but may have high salt content.  

 

The concentration of soluble salts, as well as the concentration of contaminants like lead and other heavy metals, 

in composted sewage sludge varies greatly, depending upon which industrial waste products are discharged to the 

sewage treatment plant. Yard waste compost is typically low in nutrients, contaminants and soluble salts. Com-

posted manure is generally high in nutrients and soluble salts, while low in contaminants.  

 

Letting the compost cure in exposed piles for several months can reduce salts, allowing them to leach out as pre-

cipitation moves through the compost. 

 

Hot is different from cold. Composts may or may not heat up during decomposition. Particularly in small-scale 

home composting systems, compost may not get hot.  

 

Some tests have shown that finished cold compost may actually have a higher nutrient content than products from 

a hotter compost. However, weed seeds and disease organisms are more likely to be destroyed in hot compost.  

 

Uses of Compost. Gardeners and landscapers use compost in many ways. It is used in establishing a planting bed; 

improving soils; mulching gardens or landscape plantings; backfilling during the planting of trees, shrubs, or per-

ennials; establishing or topdressing lawns; side-dressing vegetables; or controlling erosion. 

 

The amount of compost to use varies, depending upon soil and site characteristics, plant selection, compost qual-

ity, and availability. Most mature composts can be used in most planting situations without serious concern for 

precise amounts.  

 

In estimating how much compost is needed, measure the overall planting area, and calculate how much compost 

you will need to cover the area with 1 inch (or your preferred amount) of compost in a season. For instance, to 

apply 1 inch of compost over a 10 x10-foot area, you'll need about 8 cubic feet, or about 300 pounds, of compost.  

 

For a home garden, two 4 x 4 x 4-foot piles of compost can provide enough compost to accomplish this. Experi-

enced compost users rarely have enough compost for its many functions and are concerned with dispersing the 

black gold equitably among the garden and landscape plants.  

 

There are easy ways to apply compost for different horticultural uses. Compost in planting beds for perennials 

is often applied at a rate of 1 to 2 inches. This could be about 8 to 16 cubic feet of compost per 100 square feet of 

the planting beds. Incorporate the compost evenly about 6 to 8 inches into the soil.  

 

The prepared bed for trees and shrubs, however, should be 30-50% compost by volume to change structure, as 

well as to improve drainage, and root penetration into the site. To achieve this, add 4 inches of compost and in-

corporate it into the top 12 inches of the planting bed. This is about 32 cubic feet of compost per 100 square feet 

of planting bed.  
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To use compost as a landscape mulch, apply it 1-3 inches deep over the soil surface. This could be 8-24 cubic 

feet of compost per hundred square feet of mulched area. A few inches of compost may also be layered under oth-

er landscape mulches, such as wood chips, to improve the soil without working the compost into the soil.  

 

In using sludge composts, apply no more than 2 inches. Limit sludge compost to one inch if you are mulching 

around salt sensitive plants.  

 

In establishing a lawn, mix compost with the planting soil, in order to improve drainage, especially in a heavy 

clay soil.  

 

Compost may also suppress specific soil-borne diseases and plant pathogens in lawns. Before seeding a new 

lawn, evenly apply 1-2 inches of compost over the entire area. This could be 8-16 cubic feet of compost per hun-

dred square feet of lawn. Incorporate into the top 5-7 inches of soil, resulting in a final volume of 30% compost 

content. 

 

Established lawns may be top-dressed, that is, sprinkled with compost over the top of the grass and watered into 

the top layer of soil. However, it is important not to apply more than a quarter of an inch at a time, as the compost 

could smother established lawns, if it is applied more thickly. 

 

Any compost, except composted sewage sludge, may be added in many ways to vegetable gardens. Prior to 

planting, compost may be spread 3 inches over the surface and worked into the top 3-6 inches of soil. Other 

guidelines suggest 2-3 bushels of compost per hundred square feet should suffice.  

 

Side-dressing, or digging in compost next to growing plants, is often done a month or two after planting. Compost 

is also an excellent vegetable garden mulch, which breaks down slowly, encourages soil life and maintains an 

even soil temperature in the heat of summer.  

 

For erosion control, compost may be added to a sloped area to increase the soil's ability to retain water and dis-

courage run-off. To do this, spread a 3-4 inch layer of compost over the entire area and work into the top 6-8 

inches of soil.  

 

 
This publication may contain pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some materials mentioned 

may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold, and/or applied in New York State 

must be registered with the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/

or registration status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Specialist 

or your regional DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  

 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative thereof makes any 

representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the information provided by us or regard-

ing any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and 

to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted 

as an express or implied endorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on 

pest management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The information we provide 

is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following the manufacturer’s labeling and instruc-

tions. (October 2009) 
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