
The recycling and decomposition of plant materials is called composting. Nature's recycling system 
is simple. Leaves and grasses that fall to the ground provide a home and food supply for nature's 
recyclers — bacteria, worms and insects. These organisms feed on the materials, turning it into 
composted organic material. Through decomposition, nutrients essential to plant growth are 
released into the soil and are absorbed through the roots. When you remove yard waste from the 
landscape where it was produced, you deprive plants of their own natural fertilizing source. 

What is Compost? 
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Mulch Yard Waste Directly 
Grass clippings, shredded leaves, hay and woodchips may be also used as composting mulches without 
going through a compost pile cycle. Spread plant materials around plants, trees and shrubs, keeping the 
mulch a few inches away from the stem of plants to avoid rot. Leave grass clippings and mowed leaves on 
the lawn to naturally decompose.  The clippings will recycle nitrogen and other nutrients back into the soil 
and reduce the need for fertilizers. 

Once yard wastes have fully decomposed, the compost appears as a rich, dark, crumbly material, also called 
humus.  Compost contributes to good soil structure, which allows soil to retain nutrients, moisture and 
oxygen for long periods of time. Compost helps lighten heavy clay soils and helps retain moisture in sandy 
environments. 

Several inches of humus may be added to flower and vegetable gardens in the spring or fall. Similar to peat 
moss, humus may be used when starting seedlings and planting trees and shrubs. Screened humus may be 
used as a top dressing for lawns. Spread up to one inch of compost over the lawn in spring and rake in 
gently. Mulching around plantings with humus helps prevent the soil from drying out, provides nutrients, 
prevents erosion and helps modify soil temperatures. 

Uses of Mature Compost 

Enclosed units prevent access by
small animals and hold in odors.
They are designed to compost
food wastes underground. 

Plastic structures do not
decompose over time. These
small units fill up quickly. 

Four wooden pallets may be tied
together to build a free recycled
unit. 

Multiple units separate fresh
yard wastes in one bin from
actively composting materials in
another. A third unit holds
mature compost until used. 

Twelve feet or more of chicken
wire or snow fencing can be tied
into a corral. Optional hooks or
clips make it easy to open. 

An open pile blends into the
landscape of a garden or semi-
wooded site. 

A good size for a home compost pile is three to four feet high by three to four feet wide. This size is large 
enough to hold heat and still small enough for good airflow. Locate your pile close to your garden and a 
water source and away from wooden structures and your neighbors. Yard wastes can be simply raked into an 
inconspicuous area on your lot.  A tidier method uses simple structures that confine the pile. 

Compost Pile Size & Location

A public display of home-built and commercially available bins can be seen at the Leslie Science Center, 
1831 Traver Road. More information on composting is available from:  

 Washtenaw County Master Gardeners Hotline, April – October, 734-997-1819 
 Project Grow, 996-3169, comnet.org/projectgrow/index.html 
 City of Ann Arbor, www.a2gov.org/recycle 
 Your local public library 

http://comnet.org/projectgrow/index.html
http://www.a2gov.org/recycle

