
 

Other Materials: compost thermometer, cover (tarp, landscape fabric, cardboard, felt, and clips or 
weights to secure) 

YOUR GUIDE TO THERMAL 
COMPOSTING FOR THE BACKYARD 

GARDENER 
 

 

Just like the plants, animals and insects above the ground, the 
soil is a thriving community of micro and macro organisms. 

If you cultivate life in your compost: 
• There will be no odor. 
• It won’t attract pests. 
• You will have beneficial bacteria, fungus, 
earthworms and more, which will work with your 
plants’ roots to allow them to thrive. 
 

 

STEP 1: Decide on a Composting System 

• 3x3x3 feet is the minimum size, or 1 cubic yard 
• We prefer to use ¼ inch hardware cloth, either 3 or 4 feet 

high and at least 10 feet long, 13 feet preferred 
• A wooden bin, standard 3 bin system or a large heap on the 

ground also works 

 

STEP 2: Gather Materials  

Carbon – 60% Nitrogen – 30% 
Wood chips  Food Scraps  
Mulch Garden Waste 
Dry Leaves Dried Grass 
  

 High Nitrogen – 10% 
 Coffee Grounds 
 Herbivore or Chicken Manure 
Shovel and Long-  Blood Meal  
Handled Pitchfork   Fresh Grass or Weed Clippings 

 60% Moisture 

Rain Water (preferred), Hose, Chloramine Filter if desired 
for city water 

 



 

 

STEP 3: Build the Pile 

Try to build the pile all at one time. Evenly chop your 
materials into small pieces about 3 inches in size, carbon 
materials smaller.  

Moisten the materials, especially the carbon and dried 
vegetative matter, turn and let sit, repeat until saturated 
to 60% (consistency of a damp sponge). 

Create a mixture of 60% carbon, 30% nitrogen, and 10% 
high nitrogen.  

Shovel or pitchfork it into you compost system 

Top with additional carbon 

Cover loosely, do not seal at the bottom 

Record your starting temperature and date 

 

STEP 4: Temperature Data 

Take the temperature daily around the same time, morning preferred. Take it in 3 places and record the 
average. Note when you turn the pile, it rains and add water. Moisture should be checked weekly or 
when you turn it.  

It should get up to 131*F or above within 3 days and remain that high for 15 days or longer. Turn it after 
it has been at or above 131*F for 3 full days (72 hours). If it gets above 160*F at any time, turn it 
whether it has been 3 days or not. 

Thermophilic composting begins at 131 degrees Fahrenheit and goes up to 170 degrees Fahrenheit.  

Date Temp 1 Temp 2 Temp 3 Average Moisture Notes 
Apr 1 65 67 64 65.3   
Apr 2 87 92 90 89.6   
Apr 3 132 133 131 132  Day 1 - Start Counting Here 
Apr 4 144 143 142 143  Day 2 
Apr 5 145 146 144 145  Day 3 
Apr 6 110 111 110 110.3 None 

needed 
TURN after 3 days > 131*F and 
take new starting temp 

 

 

  



 

 

STEP 5: Turning 

Once your pile has been HOT ENOUGH, LONG ENOUGH, which is 131 degrees Fahrenheit for 72 hours, 
you should plan to turn it that day or the next day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Your goal is to get all materials into the hot middle within three turnings, but you would benefit from 5 
turnings, preferably within 15 – 20 days. 

Here is an article by Rodale Institute that you may find interesting, although a bit technical 
https://rodaleinstitute.org/science/articles/turning-compost-by-temperature/. 

While you’re turning, check the moisture level and water as needed.  

If your compost fails to reach or maintain thermal temperatures, OR if you have not built your pile in one 
day, it’s okay. Add 10% high nitrogen materials while turning, check the moisture level, and water as 
needed. Consider this pile to be freshly made, requiring 5 additional turnings. 

Moisture Level: Do a “Squeeze Test” by grasping and squeezing a handful of compost. 60% moisture will 
feel like a moist sponge. 

• Just right will clump together like clay when squeezed, with 1-2 drops of water squeezing out 
between the fingers. 

• Too dry will fall apart and maybe even feel powdery. 
• Too wet compost will ooze water when squeezed. 

 

STEP 6: Compost Curing 

Your compost should be turned between 3-5 times by temperature, and is no longer heating up when 
turned. Once it is < 10*F warmer than the ambient temperature, it is ready for curing.  

To cure, keep the compost covered, monitor moisture level and allow to cure for about a month. 

Test your compost doneness by either doing the Germination Test or the Plastic Bag Test. If it fails either 
test, allow to cure for another month. 

 

https://rodaleinstitute.org/science/articles/turning-compost-by-temperature/


 

 

Germination Test 

Take some compost and put it in small pots. Plant some fast germinating seeds (radish, lettuce, tomato) 
and see if they grow. If they grow and produce true leaves, it is likely done. If not, let the compost cure 
longer. 

Bag Test 

Put some finished compost in a Ziploc bag and place it in a dark room for 3 days. When you open it, if it 
smells like ammonia, it isn’t done. 

 

Tips for Rodent, Odor, and Pest Attraction Reduction 

Avoid messy compost areas that may provide hiding places for rodents. 

Do not allow food scraps to sit unprocessed or uncovered in the compost area. 

Maintain community drop off locations, and have procedures in place to communicate with your 
participants if you need to close your site or to change procedures. This may include email, text, and/or 
signage. 

If you can smell it, so can others.  

Inspect regularly for signs of burrows, droppings, and digging into or under your compost and carbon 
storage areas.  

Allow three feet of space between your compost and obstructions including plants and fences. 

You may need to top off a smelly compost pile with used coffee grounds, additional carbon and  
Compost is very forgiving. If you make a batch that isn’t great, you can always re-compost it in a new 
batch. I offer you these guidelines as best practice.  

 

 

 

 

For more information  

on composting support, consultations, or designing and implementing  

compost initiatives at schools or other institutions please contact: 

Amanda@PinellasCommunityCompost.com 

PinellasCommunityCompost.com 

727-488-9750 

mailto:Amanda@PinellasCommunityCompost.com
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