


Compost heaps were very much part of my child-
hood! My father, grandfather & several assorted 
uncles & aunts all had them & among the many 
jobs I was given (probably to get me out from un-

der their feet & to stop me asking so many questions) was a 
visit to the compost heap at the bottom of the garden with 
various vegetable detritus, carried in a bowl kept specially 
for the purpose. I remember the unpromising appearance of 
the top of the heap & the resulting product when the spade-
fuls of compost were incorporated in the soil ready to nour-
ish the next generation of fruit, flowers & veg! Possibly one 
of my earliest lessons in science! 
 

This was so much the accepted way of life for people 
who had lived through the deprivation of wartime, where 
nothing was wasted & it was a public duty to “grow your 
own” that no-one seemed to notice how quickly life was 
changing & how the “throw-away” society was becoming 
the accepted norm. 

I don’t think anyone then was aware of the importance 
of what they were doing but they knew why they did it; my 
mother said we mustn’t “waste anything” & my father ,
when asked why he put compost on the garden said he was 
“putting the goodness back into the soil” 

I am pleased to have been asked to write this introduc-
tion  & feel my parents & grandparents would have been 
pleased as well, although they may have been bewildered at 
the need to do it! 
Devon has a good record on dealing with waste issues. Last 
year we celebrated the tenth anniversary of D.A.W.R.R.C. 
A textbook example of partnership working, incorporating 
the County Council ,District Councils & Unitaries & in-
cluding other related bodies such as the Devon Community 
Composting Network. Among other functions I see our role 
as sending out a message of interdependence, Perhaps at 
some time in the future we could produce a film about the 
lifecycle of a compost heap, showing how many living 
things are involved in the process. A microcosm of the 
earth, maybe, that we are all trying to save for our children 
and grandchildren, so that one day, hopefully they can look 
back at us and see that we were trying to “put the goodness 
back into the soil”. 
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Introduction 
The Devon Authorities Waste Reduction and Recycling 
Committee,  (D.A.W.R.R.C.) has financially supported the 
Devon Community Composting Network since its 
foundation in 1996.   
 
Devon is unusual in having regular meetings of this 
committee, where all the local councils, (Borough, 
District, Unitary, City and County) all unite and meet 
together.   
 

Core Support 
 

Devon also is rare amongst local Authorities in that it pays 
Recycling Credits to community groups.  This is cash 
given to groups for each tonne of material which 
otherwise would have been landfilled.  For the groups this 
amounts to a form of core funding, which is usually so 
difficult to obtain and many groups would simply not be 
sustainable without this funding.   
 
The other key ‘core funding’ area, that we are extremely 
lucky in Devon to have, is the provision of the mobile 
shredding service.  Now the expansion of the network has 
proved to be a bit of a two edged sword.  More projects 
has meant more call on the shredding service, this in turn 
has meant applying for larger and larger budgets to D.A.
W.R.R.C.   So now instead of the individual area 
Authorities all contributing to a central budget for 
shredding, instead they all budget for shredding activities 
on their own patch.  The shredding situation still poses 
somewhat of a dilemma.  Authorities have to budget for 
it - for some this will amount to an extremely large 
amount and for others, there may be no groups in their 
area.  But what happens when a group is launched in a 
new area which has not provided for the potential of a 
group launching during that financial year? 
 

Potential for Growth?  
 
At the time of writing this update, (Spring 2003) Devon 
has twenty six active community composting groups.  (See 
the ‘thumbnails’ section pages 19 - 21) 
I feel that many more groups would have been formed 
were it not for the very heavy handed legislation and its 
interpretation by the Environment Agency officers.  
Happily the Environment Agency has just been through a 
complete restructuring, which means that the same 
approach should be followed across the whole Country to 
each situation.  We now have Agency staff well versed in 
the workings of the Community Composting Sector. 

 
Not so happily we have been waiting for a very long time 
for DEFRA to finally release a consultation document on 
the proposed changes to the Waste Exemptions.  All 
community composters are deemed to be working with 
and handling ’waste’ materials and so we come under the 
legislation.  This was originally drafted before there was 
any significant community sector composting happening, 
and aspects of it make setting up community schemes 
overly difficult.  Additionally for any schemes that were 
composting catering waste, or contemplating it, we have 
the Animal by-products order, which at the time of writing 
is in consultation, but which looks almost certain to make 
it nigh on impossible for the community sector to comply 
with.   
 

How do Local Authorities support 
Composting Initiatives? 

 
• Devon local authorities pay recycling Credits. 
•  D.A.W.R.R.C.  supports DCCN financially.  
• Individual Authorities support shredding service, as 

well of course as in other ways and on the home 
composting front. 

• DCCN supports existing and potential projects 
through its co-ordinator giving information, 
guidance, visits, talks etc.  Also through 10% grant 
support towards larger funding bids. 

• Devon also has a ‘compost demonstration site’, this 
is one of over twenty Nationally recognised sites 
supported by the National Community Composting 
Network.  (see Chagford in the ‘Thumbnails’ 
section)            

                                                        
                                                        Nicky Scott  -  April 2003 



 

1 Your project should be open to the public. People 
should either be able to bring materials to you, or you 
should be collecting materials from them.  A regular sys-
tem is vital.  Most groups operate once a week or once a 
month, some have almost daily opening. 
 
2 You must have a suitable site.  This will have to be 
carefully thought out in consultation with the Commu-
nity Composting Co-ordinator and later the Environment 
Agency and possibly planners.  There must be enough 
space to stock- pile materials, process them and com-
post.  If you are going to be shredding think of the noise 
and the neighbours.  There must be good access and 
room to turn vehicles, whether the ground is dry or wet. 
 

3 You must site composting activities so that no pollu-
tion of watercourses could occur. 
 
4 When you set up a composting operation with public 
access you must conform to certain legal requirements.  
You must either pay for a licence to compost or apply 
for an exemption certificate, Unless you are planning to 
process really enormous amounts of materials, (500 ton-
nes at a time) it's best to apply for an exemption certifi-
cate. 
 
5 You must have a bona fide group.  An individual can-
not apply for funding etc.  If you are not a member of a 
group, join one!  Check out your local allotment, gar-
dening or environmental groups.  It's important to get 
people on your side, You will need plenty of help to get 
going and to keep running. Alternatively you could set 
up your own constitution, but this will take a lot of time 
and money. 
 
6 However you plan to work your group you will need 
dedicated volunteers or paid staff.   Making compost is 
very rewarding, though not everyone's cup of tea and it's 
hard work at times. 
 
7 Groups will be expected to report back to the co-
ordinator twice a year to give a brief progress report.  
You must keep track of the tonnage, and the recycling 
credits claimed, as well as any thoughts or problems etc.  
‘Recycling Credits’ translates as money that the council 
give you for materials diverted from landfill - but it must 
be audited.  
 
8 New and prospective groups should  visit an existing 
scheme.  Preferably a community compost demonstra-
tion site. The scheme at Chagford is now a National 
demonstration site. 
 
9   The Golden Rule to remember is ‘Small is Beauti-
ful!’  Community Composting can be an ideal Local 
Agenda 21 project for a small village or hamlet.  This 
does not rule it out for larger communities but it will 
take more planning. 
 
10  Community Composting projects are characterised 
by their diversity.  Many of them are a part of a larger 
scheme, often addressing and involving marginalised so-
cial groups in a wider range of activities. 
 
9 Still interested ? Then contact Nicky Scott 
 (see Editorial). 

 

Don’t forget that tea break! 
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A community composting groups activities can be 
pretty diverse.  As a group you may well have a whole 
range of aspirations and fears.  Although initially you 
will not want to take on too much, it is good to imag-
ine where the project could be in a few years time.  It 
may well transpire that you just want to be, and re-
main, a small composting group run by volunteers.  Or 
you may well have members of the group who would 
like to take things further.  It is important to allow all 
potential ideas to be considered.  A good approach is 
to have a ‘brainstorming’ session.  At this all ideas are 
considered, however farfetched and impractical they 
seem - no holds barred at this stage.  Think of what the 
compost is going to be used for.  Who is going to do 
the work - is there any ‘free’ labour available.  Are 
there existing local organisations that you could work 
with?  These could include people with learning diffi-
culties, mental health projects, young offenders, long 
term unemployed and so on. You may well want to do 
some research at this stage, your community compost-
ing co-ordinator  is there either to help directly or to 
suggest other experts to assist you. 
All your group’s ideas need to be recorded and then 
sifted through and prioritised.  You don’t want to be 
overwhelmed by the possibilities, it’s important to 
work within the capabilities, and the time constraints 
of the group.  Create a time scale - start small within 
the capacity of the group - but start a dynamic rolling 
programme that you keep revisiting.  Put the bigger de-
velopmental ideas further along the time scale and fo-
cus on the immediate job in hand.   
 
Group dynamics 
 
Devon’s Local Agenda 21 working group on democ-
racy and consultation has come up with a useful leaf-

let - which includes information like: 
‘When your group gets together, take some time 
to  allow everybody to speak.  It can be useful 
to go around the group first to introduce them-
selves and how they are feeling.  Everybody 
should be able to see each other, circular seat-
ing is the ideal.’ 
Funding 
You will undoubtedly want to apply for fund-
ing, before you start, put yourself in he funders 
shoes.  Why would anyone want to give you 
money?  Do you have a well organised group 
and well thought out proposal?  Will the project 
eventually be self sustaining?  Who will benefit 
from it’s existence?  You need to be able to get 
down your proposal in a simple form - no more 
than a side of A4. 
You can get more help on this try your local 
CSV office, your local council, the DCCN co-

ordinator or look up  www.funderfinder.org.uk 
From this site you can get free funding and budgeting 
information and software. 

Checklist 
⇒ Site -suitability - risk assessment - legality etc.  

Remember the situation on this is changing - at 
the time of writing we still do not know exactly 
how it will change - but whatever the situation 
the risk assessment (see opposite) will be site 
specific 

⇒ Labour force - own group - social services etc 
⇒ Administration of group  
⇒ constitution - secretary, chair, treasure 
⇒ Insurance 
⇒ Visit(s) to other project site(s) 
⇒ Funding 
⇒ Budget.  E.G. Tools, equipment, - rotary sieve, 

machinery, materials for site construction, - 
timber, wire, nails etc. plant hire, consultation 
costs, planning costs, publicity materials, art 
work & design costs, printing, initial labour 
costs, insurance costs, office equipment/
materials, signs, first aid kit, vehicle, hiring of 
meeting space, - and don’t forget to factor in a 

Planning the project: selling the idea! 

 Further Help 
Why not join the National Organisation (CCN) 
at the earliest possible opportunity?  Latest 
funding opportunities are updated monthly 
as part of the service along with a Quarterly 

bulletin and much much more!  See re-
sources at the back of this document for con-

tact details.  
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A suitable site is obviously vital. Even if you have not 
yet got a group together, you could find out about suit-
able sites. The Local Authority may own a piece of 
land, or you could ask your Parish Council for ideas. If 
you are only contemplating a small village scheme 
then there may be space on the local allotments, talk 
to the allotment holders. Don’t forget that farms can 
make ideal composting sites and if you can get a 
farmer’s support you could have the use of some use-
ful machinery too. Once you think you have found a 
suitable site invite the co-ordinator to look at first.  
Then you must check it out with the Environment 
Agency. They will want to know, firstly, that you are op-
erating within the current legislation. This whole area is 
under review at the time of writing, to take into account 
the concerns of community composting. The main 
concerns of the E.A .are that you are not going to pol-
lute, or cause a nuisance. They will want you to pre-
pare a site specific risk assessment that will include: 

  
 
 
 

They will want to know who is going to use the 

scheme, and the tonnage of compost you anticipate 
making. 

 
These are more tricky questions. The project at Bratton 
Fleming automatically made everyone in the Parish a 
member of the scheme! Tonnages are difficult to esti-
mate. Chagford with a population of about 1,400 makes 
about 100 tonnes a year 
 
They will also want to know the precise location of the 
project. If uncomposted raw materials are going to be 
transported, then you will also need to register for an ex-
emption from a waste carriers licence (see resources 
page).  If you are going to be shredding then you need to 
apply for a shredding exemption too. 
 
This all sounds rather long winded and bureaucratic but 
it is just to check that your proposed site is realty suit-
able, that you are not going to be polluting the environ-
ment, or disturbing neighbours and that you have 
thought about the scale of operations and the involve-
ment of the community.  Contact the co-ordinator for 
more advice before you do anything. 

 

Before you go too far, make sure that you have read the whole of this document, and have 
contacted the co-ordinator too. If you are still trying to get a group together and stimulate 

more interest then it is part of the Co-ordinator’s job to give a presentation to the community. 
We have a good library of slides and overheads, as well as books and  videos. 

♦ Proximity to residential areas or inhabited 
buildings. 

 
♦ Geology (likelihood of leachate to reach 

groundwater). 
 
♦ Proximity to watercourses. 
 
♦  Surface and groundwater abstractions. 
 
♦ Other protection designations (e.g.       

Nitrate vulnerable zones, source protec-
tion areas). 

 
♦ Designated physical features and areas 

(e.g. SSSI, Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty, ancient monument, etc.). 

 
♦ Transport network. 
 
♦ Other considerations, (e.g. political, 

known objectors, etc.). 

Composting and the Law 
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Composting and 
the Law (part 2) 

 

Animal by-products 
 
Following the Foot and Mouth outbreak the situation 
governing the composting of catering wastes has become 
more tightly controlled.  Most community composting 
groups do not concern themselves with kitchen scraps as 
they are more complicated to deal with, however, some 
groups have established collection rounds and in-vessel 
composting systems to deal safely with this fraction.  
We hope that the community sector will be able to dem-
onstrate to DEFRA how we can safely compost this ma-
terial. The order does not apply 
to home composting, unless 
you keep a pig!  If you keep 
chickens you are supposed to 
be composting in a vessel.  The 
best advice here if you are con-
templating kitchen waste is to 
contact the co-ordinator to get 
the latest update on the situa-
tion. 

Planning Per-
mission 

 
Planning departments are un-
likely to be concerned about 
very small schemes.  If you 
ask if planning permission is 
required you are likely to be 
told to put in and pay for an 
application.  If your scheme 
only consists of a few com-
post boxes then common-sense says don’t beg the 
question of the planners, if there is going to be a 
‘serious’ site proposal with traffic and building impli-
cations then, clearly planning 
permission will have to be 
sought. Most of the concerns of 
the Environment Agency are 
echoed by the planners.  A 
thoughtful and carefully planned 
project which has the support of 
the community the Environment 
Agency and, in particular, the 
neighbours to the site is also 
most likely to get planning per-
mission.   
Objectors are the main problem 
with obtaining planning permis-
sion; try and pre-empt their ob-
jections by telling them all about 
your proposals.  Involve them as 
much as you can. 

Health and Safety 
Comprehensive Health and Safety guidelines 
can be obtained from the Composting Asso-
ciation and the Community Composting Net-
work - see resources section. 
Key points are: 
1)  Make sure all those involved have had 
some health and safety induction course. 
2)  Only trained personnel should operate 
machinery, e.g. shredders and tractors. 
3)  Site layout and design are integral to 

maintaining safe working 
conditions - slips and 
trips can be avoided by 
keeping a  tidy and well 
ordered site. 
4) Never turn dry, musty 
compost.  This is when 
bioaerosols are released 
in huge quantities -  
especially dangerous 
are the fugal spores 
which cause ‘farmers 
lung’.  Dry heaps do not 
compost well anyway 
and this is why it is es-
pecially important to 
keep an eye on the 
moisture levels.  If you 
have to turn dry heaps 
use a proper mask. 
5) Wear the appropriate 
clothing for the job - this 
is part of any machinery 

training but even handling thorny branches, 
for instance, needs proper protection.  Eyes 

hands and feet are espe-
cially vulnerable.  Always 
wear stout gloves and boots 
as a minimum precaution. 
6)  Make sure you know 
how to lift - bend at the 
knees and keep a straight 
back.  Do not lift heavy 
weights alone. 
7)  Always wash your hands 
after a composting ses-
sion - especially before eat-
ing. 
8) Finally don’t just rely on 
this short synopsis - get the 
full information - see top of 
the article. 
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Community Composting schemes are incredibly di-
verse; no two are the same.  This means that you can-
not just take a model off the shelf and copy it.  The 
main governing factors are the size of the community 
you will be serving and the size and capability of your 
organisation.  For instance starting from scratch is 
more challenging than adding composting onto exist-
ing activities.   
 

Unstaffed  ‘Bring Sites’ 
 
Unstaffed sites where people are trusted to bring mate-
rials and put them in the appropriate place are gener-
ally bad news.  There is too much potential for dump-
ing of unwanted rubbish. It is usually preferable to 
have a collection round.   However ’bring sites’ can 

work within a well organised, 
co-operative community with 
excellent communication from 
the community group.  It can 
even work with larger 
schemes, although these tend 
to have people working on 
them for much of the time and 
so are in effect being staffed.   
 
Examples in Devon include; 
Ashprington, Dartington, 
Sampford Peverell, Bratton 
Fleming, Uffculme, Sandford, 
Willand.  
 
All of these projects have 
worked hard with their com-
munities to ensure the right 
materials are brought and put 
in the right place.  
   
Bring sites - Advan-
tages 
 
⇒ You don’t need a 
          vehicle 
⇒ You’re not tied to a 
          collection round 
          week in and week 
          out 
Disadvantages 
 
⇒ Best to staff the   
                             site 
⇒ People will put 

things in the wrong place 
⇒ They will bring things you can’t deal 

with, like tree stumps - & plastic 
⇒ You will need good access.  Probably 

planning permission too. 
 

Staffed Bring Sites 
 

Many community composting projects are operating 
from sites with a variety of activities taking place and 
will be staffed during opening hours.  This is much 
more preferable to an unstaffed bring site as staff can 
help explain the system and what is appropriate to put 
where etc.  It also helps to involve the community 

Types of Project 
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more with the wider activities of the project.  A bring 
site has to have very good clear access approved by 
planning and highway departments.   
The Proper Job site in Chagford is now a National 
composting demonstration site and is also a staffed 
bring site. 

 
Collection points 

 
Instead of having the potential problems of unstaffed 
sites a half way house model has been trialled in some 
communities.  This involved having a trailer, pick up 
or skip in a local car park, usually for a few hours over 

a weekend once a 

month.  This seemed an excellent compromise, espe-
cially for newly formed groups.  It neatly got around 
all sorts of problems with access at sites and was easier 
to set up than a collection round.  Sadly though the En-
vironment Agency now tell us that it constitutes a 
‘waste transfer station’ for which no exemption ap-
plies.  Hopefully we will be able to amend the law on 
this in the fullness of time. 
If the Council owns a site that has a waste management 
licence though you could be able to operate your 
scheme from there. 
Chagford started with this system before adding a 
kitchen collection round and finally a bring site for 
garden clippings. Feniton and South Brent started with 
this approach too - before being stopped by the  
Environment Agency! 
 
Advantages 
⇒ Easy to set up and manage 
⇒  
Disadvantages 
⇒ Presently illegal - BUT!   I write this in Novem-

ber 2002 - however the law may be changed on 
this soon so please check with the co-
ordinator - see page 2. 

 

Collection Rounds 
 
The easiest way to have full control on your 
system is to operate a collection round.   
 
Probably the best way to do this is to make a charge 
for the service at the outset, either by an annual fee, 
which will guarantee a number of sacks collected, or 
by a tag system, whereby only material with the appro-
priate tags attached will be collected.  Councils are not 
obliged to collect garden materials, if they do they can 
charge for it.  Some do collect and charge some collect 
and don’t charge and some don’t collect.  If a commu-

nity group is going to 
collect this material 
they really should 
charge for the service 
in order to make it 
sustainable.  Conces-
sions can always be 
made for special cir-
cumstances.  Having 
a collection round in-
volves far fewer vehi-
cle movements, 
which is obviously 
preferable to lots of 
vehicles trundling 
around creating pol-
lution.  Also the site 
doesn’t have to be so 

rigorously checked, if at all, with planning and high-
way departments. 
 
Collection rounds have many advantages: 
 
⇒ Only one vehicle coming onto the site. 
⇒ The access does not have to be perfect 
⇒ Planning  can be a  lot easier to obtain 
⇒ Your site can be more remote 
⇒ It doesn’t have to have fixed opening times. 
⇒ You can control where you are collecting mate
           rials from so you can start small. 
⇒ You can easily monitor the quality of the mate
           rials left out for collection and reject anything 
           unsuitable. 
 
Disadvantages 
⇒ Once you start you must keep it up! 
⇒ You must have a suitable vehicle and keep it 
           maintained 
⇒ You must have a dedicated labour  force. 
          Examples Feniton, Witheridge, 
          Lympstone. 
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Even if you have been composting for years at home 
you may be surprised by the difference of approach 
needed for community composting.  There are two 
main reasons for this.  The sheer volumes of materials, 
and a preponderance of woody matter, generally 
needing shredding - or space!   
 
With many people bringing you things they can’t 

easily compost you are going to have to deal with 
them.  One of the first things you will probably notice 
is that it is extremely easy to make large heaps which 
heat up.  This is extremely satisfying of course but 
what you might not realise is, that lovely sight of the 
steaming heaps, is also much of the moisture in the 
heap disappearing.  Heaps need to be at quite a high 
moisture level initially and then the moisture level 
should hopefully gradually drop off, until at the point 
of screening and bagging up, it is very low.  Adding 
water to heaps is problematic in that it is difficult to 
assess how much and also that before the material has 
composted it does not absorb moisture readily.   
 
The composting process relies on the bringing together 
of five interrelated factors: materials high in carbon, 
materials high in nitrogen, water, air and micro-
organisms.  The ideal carbon to nitrogen ratio, C:N is 
about 25/30 parts carbon to 1 part nitrogen.  The 
trouble is how do we know in practise how this 
actually translates to the materials we are using.  One 
way is to be purely instinctive about it.  The extremes 
of the two types of material are easy enough to 
identify.  High carbon materials are dry, hard, light and 
usually plant matter.  High nitrogen materials can be of 
plant or animal origin and are wet, dense and soft, 

often smelly!  High nitrogen wastes will readily 
become ’putrescent’.  In other words they start to 
compost, to heat up, but they rapidly use up the 
available air and become even more dense.  At this 
point the anerobic bacteria (bacteria that live without 
air) are the only ones that can survive and putrefaction 
happens - rather than composting.  Dealing with high 
nitrogen wastes like kitchen/vegetable wastes about 

12:1  (i.e. over twice 
as nitrogen rich as 
the optimum) is a 
particular problem.  
We have to a) 
balance up the C:N 
ratio, b) absorb some 
of the water content 
and c) introduce air 
spaces.  
Woodchippings are 
good at introducing 
air spaces but unless 
half rotted they do 
not absorb moisture 
or release their 
carbon easily.  Paper 
and cardboard 
absorb water well 
and release carbon 
but do not add 

structure (unless each sheet is scrunched up into a 
ball).   

 

Understanding your materials 
 
You can see that it becomes important to understand 
your materials.   
• Cellulose and Lignin 
           The carbon fraction is further complicated by 
the fact that wood is composed of the softer cellulose 
and the harder denser lignin.  Lignins take a long time 
to break down in compost and in the soil but are 
ultimately responsible for the build up of humus.  
Paper and cardboard are principally made of cellulose. 
• Woodchips 
On a small scale wood chips don’t need much 
attention, as they will compost away aerobically for a 
long time without the need for turning, as long as they 
are moist enough.  Indeed this long slow warmth can 
be exploited as a heat source.  Woodchips take at least 
six months to a year to break down and even then need 
sieving out to remove any bigger chunks.  Getting the 
moisture level right, throughout the heap, can be a 
challenge.  Freshly cut branches have a fair amount of 
moisture in them but the initial heating up of the 

Community Composting Basics 

‘Browns’  ‘Hards’ High carbon (C) mix with ‘Greens’ ‘Softs’ high Nitrogen (N) 
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resultant  chippings drives it off, as water vapour.  
Watering the heap is tricky; because the chippings are 
so free draining.  Layering grass cuttings with the 
chippings helps add moisture, and nitrogen, but is 
labour intensive.  Rainwater does not penetrate far into 
the heap as the top layer acts as thatch keeping the 
centre of the heap dry.  

Options 
 So you are left with, a) mixing all your materials 
together and having a longer composting period, b) 
spreading the chippings out in a layer about a foot 
thick to absorb as much moisture as possible, c) 
Keeping the heap as moist as possible by turning, 
(adding water or grass cuttings as you go) covering, to 
recycle water vapour and taking the cover off to let 
rain water in! 
 
Longer term composting  
- without chipping. 
 
Very tough materials, like branches, will eventually 
break down.  The process can be speeded up by: a) 
stacking material as tightly and high as possible - to 
minimise air space. b) filling air spaces with soil, grass 
cuttings, manure, stomping down etc. c)  soaking well.  
It will still take time at least a year, if you turn the 
heaps with a tractor.  WyeCycle in Kent make large 
piles of their garden clippings collections, about four 
tonnes a week in the growing season.  The largest 
branches are extracted for firewood and the heaps are 
turned every month.  After a year each heap is sieved 
and all the lumps and big pieces go around the system 
again.   
I’ve also seen projects who simply make one large pile 
every year of woody material, without shredding then 
leave it for several years to break down.  You need lots 
of space to do this. 
    

Grass cuttings 
           Everybody knows about grass cuttings.  In fact I 
find that as a Nation we seem rather obsessed with our 
lawns.  When giving a talk I suggest that they are left 
on the lawn, but I make sure that I’ve checked out my 
fastest route to the exit first!  Grass cuttings are, 
ideally, best left on the lawn, to be absorbed back into 
the soil.  However people will insist on bringing them, 
in quantity, to community sites and they can be a major 
headache, but, as we’ve seen, they are a useful way to 
incorporate both moisture and nitrogen to woodchip. 
Freshly cut, they are useful, as an activator, in thin 
layers.  It’s important to mix them into the heaps 
before they reduce to a slimy mess. This means daily 
in the growing season.  Alternatively  they can be 
spread out to dry out, like hay, before being 
incorporated.  They also make a good mulch.  If they 
have been brought in sealed bags after festering in the 

sun for days or weeks then they are more problematic.  
The whole lot becomes a solid, smelly lump which is 
difficult to break up.  You can tip it out onto the soil, 
and spread out as much as possible.  Or try, counter 
intuitively, putting them into a barrel of water, in the 
same way that you can put manure in a barrel to get the 
liquid feed off.  After a few weeks you can break up 
the solids remaining and add them to the compost. 
 
• Pernicious Weeds & Earthy Turf 
 
Unless you are confident that you have a really hot 
heap, which will cook pernicious weeds, it’s probably 
best to exclude them from your compost heap.  But 
weed roots contain lots of valuable minerals, so it’s a 
great shame to waste them.  One option is particularly 
useful for very earthy weed clumps like couch grass.  
What you do is make a neat stack of the earthy clods 
and then cover up the whole heap with thick black 
plastic to exclude all light.  This need to be left for 
about two years to be sure that all the weed has died.  
The result is a lovely rich loam.  Smaller amounts can 
be treated in lightproof bags.  
 
 You don’t want to put large amounts of earth into a 
compost heap.  It’s true that a light sprinkling can 
help introduce beneficial organisms but earth is 
primarily inert minerals and about as useful and 

heavy as brick dust.  Either refuse it or build loam 
stacks as a separate system. 

 
Drown the Weeds! 

 
Another option is to drown the weeds to release their 
minerals.  They can either be put in a hessian sack and 
weighed down in a barrel of water or simply stuffed 
into a barrel of water and a cover put on.  After a few 
weeks the whole lot will rot and smell awful - so do it 
well away from habitation! The smelly water can be 
used on plants – the smell will go away very quickly – 
and the plant remains can now be safely composted. 
 
• Plants die without light 
• Most plants will ‘drown’ in water. 
 
Fly tipping is illegal and has caused the spread of 
many plants.   
 
• Japanese knotweed  
 
Japanese knotweed is extremely pernicious and 
difficult to kill.  You could be prosecuted for taking it 
to centralised composting sites or fly tipping it.  
Although the tops, or canes, can be composted, even 
the tiniest piece of the crown will regenerate.  If you 
have it on your property you could try mowing it.  This 
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will have to be done at least once a month for 
several years.  Once you have weakened the 
plant you can then dig over the ground and 
remove as much root and crown as you can. 
These are best burnt, as composting is still 
risky.  Don’t plant anything where the 
knotweed was because more is bound to come 
up and you must remove all the regrowth!  
Knotweed will even come up through tarmac 
and concrete – don’t spread it about.  Even 
treatments with herbicides take several years to 
kill off the plant.  For more advice on 
knotweed look at www.ex.ac.uk.knotweed or 
contact your local environment agency.  

  
Large Clumps 

Many plants, like knotweed, form clumps, and 
the heap from the compost does not easily 
penetrate a large clump.  Clumps free of earth 
can be shredded - or broken up with hand 
tools.  Beware of large amounts of any plant 
with roots!  Many are extremely difficult to 
kill.  If you look at the plants growing on easily 
accessible bits of waste ground you will generally 
see the usual suspects, monbretia, knotweed, 
bamboo, soapwort, mint, yarrow, couch, dock etc 
etc.   
Get to know your materials and your plants! 
On the plus side many of these plants you can sell!  

Gardeners divide up their plants and give away or 
dispose of the surplus.  Pot them up and sell them to 
raise funds.  Monbretia is a nuisance but does have a 

Peat has only been used in horticulture for a rela-
tively short time. Previously gardeners would 
make their own mixes using sterilised soil, as in 
John Innes mixes, or like the Victorian gardeners 
from leafmould, and of course utilising the end 
result of the composting process as a basis for 
their growing media. 
 
 Peat bogs form some of the nation’s most pre-
cious wildlife habitats and many are designated 
Sites of Special Scientific Interest. Despite this 
commercial extraction continues unabated. Al-
though many gardeners are aware that using 
peat is destroying unique habitats the use of peat 
based composts continues. This is partly be-
cause peat is so readily available, it’s a lot lighter 
than soil based composts, and it’s sterile. Other 

alternatives, like coir, have brought up other 
concerns and problems. Coir comes mostly 
from Sri Lanka which is obviously a concern in 
terms of ‘compost miles’, and it also behaves 
differently from peat and gardeners have to 
learn not to over water in particular. Community 
composters can start to reintroduce the com-
post mixes of the past and have locally pro-
duced sustainable, living compost.  
 

Community compost made from otherwise 
wasted vegetation is a sustainable resource the 
plants, which provide the raw material, keep 
growing!   
 
Furthermore this compost, far from being sterile 
is teeming with micro-organism which are essen-
tial for healthy plant growth Eco-Sci (based in 
Exeter) have been doing a lot of research into the 
disease resistant qualities of compost. They have 
shown, for example, that ‘damping off’ a fungal 
disease affecting seedlings is dramatically re-
duced when using this ‘living compost’ in the mix.  
 
The National Trust have banned the use of peat 
and peat based products from all their properties 
and gardens.   

PEAT 

But remember if you don’t deal with it where 
will it end up? 
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Becoming a composting expert 
Importance of Demonstration 
Once you 
start being a 
community 
composter 
you will 
almost 
inevitably be 
called upon to 
share your 
composting 
expertise.  
One of the 
problems 
here is that 
there is such 
a wealth of 
composting 
information - 
much of it 
conflicting, or 
seemingly 
conflicting 
advice!  How 
do you chart a course through this potential minefield?  
Firstly by personal experience of course but also by talking 
to other composters and reading some of the best books on 
the subject.  (See the resource section at the back for a 
suggested reading list.)  Nearly everyone has an idea that 
there is something or other that you just can’t compost, 
whether that’s rhubarb leaves, grass cuttings or tea bags.  So 
don’t start confusing the issue by perpetuating these myths. 
 
Also remember that, however long you have been 
composting at home, running a community composting site 
requires some different expertise.   Having a thorough 
understanding of the principles is vital.  What do you do 
when someone brings you half a mile of leylandii hedge or 
tip a massive trailer load of grass cuttings all over your site.  
You need to know what to do - and fast! 
If you are planning to compost catering wastes then you will 
need to satisfy not only the Environment Agency but also 
the State Veterinary Service.  You will need a good 
understanding of what’s going on.  The best way to find the 
answers is to visit a Compost Demonstration Site. 
 

Demonstration Sites. 
 
The Community Composting Network ( see resources 
section at the back for the address) has a number of its 
member sites across the UK designated as ‘Compost 
Demonstration Sites’.  One of these is ‘Proper Job’s’ site in 
Chagford and is a good place to visit if you are planning a 
project in Devon.  Of course every site is different and you 
have to bear in mind that not everything you see 

will apply to your 
situation but 
there will be 
plenty of 
common ground.   

 

Having a 
well 

ordered 
site. 

 
Even if you are 
not planning on 
having an ‘open’ 
accessible site, 
everybody still 
needs to be clear 
about how the 

site is run, where everything should be put, especially the 
compost and the materials being composted.  Have clear 
designated places for ‘woody material’ awaiting chipping, 
‘soft’ material which can go straight into a heap and a clear 
system of where the heaps are to be turned to and in what 
sequence.  The site needs to be designed so that the whole 
system does not ‘log jam’.  This is especially critical where 
space is at a premium.  Besides you will almost inevitably 
have an ‘Open day’ at some stage and hopefully become a 
demonstration site too. 

 
Stockpiling 

 
The way you stockpile woody branches prior to chipping 
makes all the difference when it comes to actually doing 

the work.  If you have to battle with a tangled mess of  
branches the job takes so much longer wasting time, 

energy and the budget!   
 
Only stockpile the largest woodiest fraction and put all the 
same way round with the main stem pointing towards where 
the chipper will be for ease of access.  You can always 
make another pile (or several) of smaller bits but you will 
find that it is really only the big stuff that really needs 
chipping up.   
 
Small chunky bits may not compost very rapidly but they do 
help with structure and aeration.  At the end of the process 
they can be riddled out either to go around the system again 
or to go on a special ’long term’ heap or to be part of a very 
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Small village sized schemes almost invaria-
bly want to contain their compost in bins.  It 
helps keep the site tidy and well managed.  
Larger schemes turning compost mechani-
cally either use very solid bays or make com-
post in windrows which are simply piles 
which extend laterally and can be turned by 
the side or in very large systems by special 
machines which straddle the whole windrow.  
 

Bins 
 
Most bins, that community groups use, are 
made from wood. The most expensive used 
is pressure treated sawn timber (tanalised).  
The advantages are that the wood will last 
longer and you can make the fronts (and 
backs and internal divisions) out of planks 
which slide in and out of slots. This makes 
the compost easily accessible for turning. 
However it is the most expensive option and 
many people don't like to use tanalised tim-
ber or timber treated with other toxins, espe-
cially when it's for compost.   
 
Sawmills sell 'outshelves'. These are the first 
cut from the trunk, complete with bark and 
taper from a thick base away to nothing.  
They will sometimes let you pick through a 
large pile cutting off both the thickest and the 
thinnest ends with a small chainsaw.   Cut-
ting the wood into the right number of lengths 

that you need will save on waste.  You will 
also need solid 4 inch square posts for your 
framework.  Instead of having slotted remov-
able fronts you can make lighter weight front 
sections, like a gate which is lifted on and off 
and tied up to the main frame.  The inevita-
ble gaps are covered up with flattened out 
cardboard boxes, this also helps to prolong 
the life of the timber.   
 

Some people ad-
vocate providing 
extra ventilation 
by putting a piece 
of heavy duty 
mesh on concrete 
blocks at the bot-
tom of the bins.  
This is quite a 
costly operation 
and has the dis-
advantage of not 
allowing earth-
worms to migrate 
into the heaps.  It 
is only useful if 
you are compost-
ing very dense 

wet materials.  Ventilation should not be a 
problem as community projects are usually 
processing large amounts of woody materi-
als which provide more than adequate drain-
age and aeration. Usually it is a good idea to 
tread down your heaps as you go and add 
lots of water otherwise  you will get  have dry 
pockets where no composting has taken 
place. 
 
Bins can also be made of ; old doors, railway 
sleepers, pallets, fencing panels, all manner 
of scrap wood and even bricks or blocks.   
Pallets can be obtained for nothing and any-
one can line them with cardboard.  Use a 
staple gun, you can even add a layer of 
opened out plastic sack to help keep the 
moisture in.  Then all you have to do is tie 
four together - instant compost bin! 
 
In Skegness they have two large containers 
built out of concrete blockwork joined onto 

Bins or windrows? 
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the back of a greenhouse.  These are filled 
with woodchip and watered and the heat  
piped into the greenhouse!  Straw and hay 
bales produce excellent superinsulating com-
post heaps and take a surprisingly long time 
to decompose themselves.   
Even corrugated iron or wire mesh on its 
own can be used to make a heap but will 
provide no insulation and wire alone will pro-
vide too much ventilation, fine for leafmould 
not so good for compost.  (You can of course 
line these containers with carpet, cardboard 
or paper and have a very cheap bin.) 
 

Signs 
 

As well as places to compost in you need 
designated areas for stockpiling materials.  
Woody materials need to be carefully 
stacked awaiting shredding, finished com-
post needs to dry out before sieving. 
  A separate bay is needed for woodchip and 
so on. 
If your site has public access then you must 
have very clear signs saying what can and 
can't be left for composting; what types of 
materials to put where e.g.  "Woody materi-
als here"  "Soft sappy materials here". 

(Grass cuttings fresh green weeds).  "Earthy 
stuff (and weeds with lots of earth on), 
please leave in the bags"  "Unsure/mixture"  
"Leave In bags".   
 
Unfortunately lots of people don't read signs 
and just want to dump and run so it's impor-
tant to maintain your profile with articles in lo-
cal, papers and bulletins and displays at 
events etc.  Sites with public access must be 
checked very regularly, preferably daily so 
that any soft 
green materials 
can be layered 
into the heaps 
with some 
tougher "soak" 
materials which 
you can keep 
in a heap or 
sacks nearby.   
 
Small amounts 
from the sacks 
of earthy mate-
rials can be 
added at the 
same time. 
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Heap Monitoring 
 
Temperature and moisture of the heaps should 
be monitored as often as possible, preferably on 
a daily basis.  This will show when the heaps are 
ready to be turned and if more water is required. 
 
Each bin or heap should be allocated a number 
by which it can be identified, and the number at-
tached to the heap.  This can be, for example, a 
small wooden label which can be hung on a nail 
or hook and moved as the batch is transferred 
from bin to bin.  This will help in keeping track of 
the process. 
 

Temperature 
 
Technical method - 
'Lockable' thermometers are useful here  like  a 
'Prima' digital locking thermometer. This is a 
probe with a digital display, allowing the tempera-
ture to be taken in the middle of the heap and 
'locked' before the instrument is removed.). 
 
Non-technical method - 
Allow a metal rod to heat up in the middle of the 
heap.  Take it out.  If the hot end can be held 
comfortably in the bare hand for only three sec-
onds the heap is hot enough and does not require 

turning.  Any longer than three seconds and the 
heap should be turned. 
 
Moisture 
 
Technical method - 
Moisture content of the heap can be measured 
using a moisture meter.  These are readily avail-
able from horticultural suppliers and garden cen-
tres. 
 
Non-technical method - 
Take a handful of compost and squeeze. If two or 
three drops of water are produced moisture con-
tent is ideal.  Any more it is too wet, any less it is 

too dry. 
 
How do you know that composting 
is completely finished? 
  A simple test, that the Forest of Dean 
composting group use, is to put a sam-
ple in a plastic bag; which they seal and 
leave for a few days.  When opened it 
should smell pleasantly of compost and 
not be horribly putrescent 
 
Progress of temperature and moisture 
levels can be plotted on a graph to 
show progress of each heap.  This is 
particularly useful in schools where the 
community composting scheme is used 
for teaching various aspects of the Na-
tional Curriculum. 
 

Compost sampling - Technical 
method 

 
You can also take samples of your fin-
ished compost and send them for 
analysis.  If you do want to, contact the 
Community Composting Network for 
advice.  They have been negotiating for 
a members price as the analysis can be 

costly.  
 

Non-technical 
 
The proof of the pudding is in the eating!  Grow 
plants in your compost.  Put some in a seed tray 
and see if any weeds germinate.  Pot up some 
plants in it and see how well they grow.  So some 
seeds in it and see how well they perform.  Mulch 
your garden with it, grow your vegetables with it, 
fill your window boxes and hanging baskets with 
it.  When you are happy with it - then start selling 
it with confidence! 

Monitoring. 
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Composted materials bear little resemblance to the 
‘peat mix in a bag with added chemicals,’ that most 
people have come to understand as compost.  If we 
want to market our compost to the general public,  
then we have to ensure that we have the best 
looking and performing material possible.  We have 
to make sure that the materials are properly 
composted, regularly monitored and turned and then 

sieved bagged and presented as attractively as 
possible. 
Quality of compost is not necessarily the first 
concern of the community composter.  We are 
concerned with stopping that material being wasted 
and doing something useful with it.  If we can plan 
the system to include a good quality end 
product, from the beginning, then so much the 
better.  
 
 In order to be sure that our compost is 
‘sanitised,’ meaning that every part of it has 
heated up properly, we need to turn the heaps at 
least twice. Ideally the temperature is carefully 
monitored and the heaps turned at the optimum 
time.  They should be turned until they stop 
heating up and then left to ‘mature.’  In practise 
this is difficult to achieve in largely voluntarily run 
organisations.  We have to do things when we 
can, and when weather and labour permit.  
Luckily, compost is benign, we can get away 
with turning later and it will still re-heat.  We are 
also much more prone to seasonal variation.  In 
the summer we can be inundated with grass 
cuttings, whereas in the winter it’s difficult to get 

enough green material.  However, in the winter we 
are less likely to be confronted with seeding weeds 
and roots, and it is easier to stockpile the woody 
materials without them composting, prior to 
chipping. .   
  

Sieving transforms the compost.   
 
What was an untidy looking jumble, 
becomes a homogeneous material, 
which anyone would be happy to 
use.  On a small scale, a hand 
operated sieve can be made or 
bought.  You can buy small powered 
screens too, Heeley City Farm in 
Sheffield bought one second hand 
for £2,000, it’s a serious piece of 
equipment.  You may be luckier and 
find a second hand machine that 
you could adapt to be a compost 
sieve.  The Seagull project in 
Skegness use an old sand and 
gravel grading machine.  Other 
projects (Lympstone & The Shaw 
Trust) have adapted  old potato 
riddles.  
 If you are dealing with larger 
amounts you could emulate 
WyeCycle in Kent.  Their operations 
depend on using a tractor with front 
end loader.  They have built a flat 
screen, which they can mount on a 

trailer, at 45 degrees.  The compost is picked up and 
poured over it; a few whacks of the screen with a 
shovel dislodge any blockages.  This system has the 
added advantage of having the material loaded at 
the same time for bulk sales: or it can be bagged up 
from the trailer.  Using this system it is probably best 

Quality of compost 

The Devon Rotary Sieve 
Designed and built by Sam Seward, Woodlands farm, 

Murchington,Chagford, Devon TQ13 8HJ 

Cheap sieve 
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Equipment:  Shredders 
 
Community projects in Devon were initially 
supplied with 8 HP shredder/chippers.  One 
of the problems with community scale 
composting is that it is filling a vast gap 

between home scale composting needing 
few if any, resources, and large, municipal 
scale operations which require a £100,000 
machine to shred materials, a £100,000 
machine to turn the windrows and another 
£100,000 machine to sieve the end product. 
 
Community projects themselves can vary 
enormously in scale too depending on the 
size of the community and the scope of the 
project.  Projects like WyeCycle in Kent and 
Uffculme in Devon have developed into small 
businesses collecting tonnes of materials 
every week and paying for the labour 
involved out of the recycling credits accrued.  
A big problem is the scaling of machinery to 
the scope of the project.  A £2,000  8 HP 
machine needs to be regularly used to make 
it's purchase worthwhile. On the other hand 
using a relatively small machine like this to 
process large amounts of materials is 

extremely time consuming, noisy and not 
conducive to a pleasant working 
atmosphere.   With the urgent need to 
remove as much of the organic fraction as 
possible from landfill sites, it makes sense 
for Councils to provide a variety of options 

including a mobile 
shredder service, to 
those people who wish 
to compost their own 
communities materials. 
 
 
The benefits of having 
a much larger 
machine with an 
operator. 
 
†  Groups do not have 
to be trained in the use 
of a shredder.  
†  Volunteers can 
devote their time to 
making compost. 
†  Less noise. The 
machine is only running 
for a relatively short 
time as it processes 

materials far more quickly and efficiently. 
†  The group does not have to insure the 
machine. 
†  They don't have to find the costs of 
running the machine: fuel; spare parts; 
repairs etc., 
†  They don't have to build a shed to put it in! 
†  Much larger amounts to compost can be 
contemplated with the removal of this most 
demanding task, 
†  Potential shredder accidents and costly 
claims and settlements will be avoided. 
 
The disadvantages of a larger machine. 
 
‡  You have to have sufficiently large 
amounts of' materials to merit having a larger 
machine visit.   
‡ This means that materials may have to be 
stockpiled for quite a while.  This in turn  

Pros and cons of machinery - shredders 

Green Mech shredder at Bratton Fleming - in the fog! 
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means that:  
a) the site must be large enough to 
accommodate the stuff, and  
b) the materials must be separated and 
stacked, so that any putrescible items are 
removed, that might otherwise clog up the 
machine.    

‡  This also means that instead of branches 
being chipped green, as they ideally should 
be, they are likely to be very dry and hard 
making them less suitable to being made 
into compost, or at least not as quickly.   The 
way materials are stockpiled on site will have 
to be thought through carefully.  However 
with the increase in the number of projects 

around the 
County it means 
that the 
shredder can 
often visit two or 
more projects in 
a day, and 
therefore less 
material has to 
be stockpiled. 
‡   You must 
have good level 
access and 
turning room on 
site. 
‡ Last but by no 
means least - 
shredder 
budgets are not      

         infinite!  
        (see page 3) Visiting shredder at Morchard Bishop - volunteers helping 
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Some groups may still need or want to use a 
small shredder.  There are some people who like 
shredding but they do seem to be the exception 
rather than the rule.  It's very noisy work so you 
must wear ear defenders.  It has other hazards, 
bits can fly out of either end, so eye protection is 
essential, either goggles or a visor.  Stout gloves 
and boots are also 
needed.  The machines 
have safety features 
which lessen the chance 
of anything actually 
whizzing out and injuring 
you, unfortunately these 
features also make it 
more difficult to get the 
materials in and out of the 
machine.  The exit chute 
particularly needs clearing 
constantly, otherwise the 
machine gets clogged up.  Under ideal conditions 
most problems can be avoided. Unfortunately few 
of' us operate under ideal conditions. Chippers 
work best on freshly cut branches. Foresters and 
tree surgeons chip as they go, which is the best 
way to do it, from the point of view of handling 
materials, and using the machine efficiently.  The 
fresher the chippings the more quickly they will 
break down.  
 
Very large branches will need to be pruned before 
they will go in the machine.   Machetes, saws and 

long handled ratchet pruners are good tools to 
have.   Sort out as much as you can before you 
start the machine up.  Don't have it needlessly 
running whilst you go back and forth extracting 
materials to shred.  Having a small team to supply 
the machine, a little at a time is the key to 
success.   
 
The 8 HP bulldog machine, (which was initially 
supplied to groups in Devon before the advent of 
mobile chipping,) comes with two screens, small 
and medium.  The smaller the screen size the 
more easily it gets clogged up. When I was 
running the Chagford project we never used the 
small screen and the larger one got blocked up 
so regularly that we had an even coarser grid 
specially made up by the manufacturers.  Even 
this grid got clogged up and we were very 
relieved when the mobile shredder made it 
redundant for us! 
  When your machine does clog up, turn the  
engine off!   
• Don't leave it getting more and more 

jammed or you run the risk of burning out 
the belts, an expensive replacement!   

• Don't clear out the shredder chamber with 
your bare hands.  These are dangerous 
machines even when switched off.   

• Never operate without thorough 
training.  See your contact co-ordinator for 
training details. 

 
Manufactures' recommendations for the thickness 
of materials to put through the respective chutes 
are only a very rough guide.  More important is 
the hardness of the stems.  This is something you 
just have to gradually get to know.  If you're not 

sure whether it should go 
through the shredder or the 
chipper, put it through the 
chipper. Some woods like 
cotoneaster; berberis and 
holly are very hard and only 
the very thinnest bits 
should go through the 
shredder, whereas great 
thick brussel sprout stems 
can go through with no 
trouble.  Its all a matter of 
common sense.   When a 

hammer does break, stop the machine at once.  
A loose hammer that doesn't go through the grid 
can whirl around taking others with it. and they're 
not cheap to replace.     
Firewood.  It can be much easier to put 
especially the larger pieces to one side to be 
sawn up for firewood.  We often get brought 
beautifully seasoned sticks and branches which 
would be far better used up as kindling or logs 
than laboriously fed through the chipper and 
composted. 

Using a Shredder 

Very small shredders - like this one run very 
quietly and some crush rather than chip, 

which many composters prefer.   

Have an organised site with each category 
of material in its rightful place.  Organise 
woody stacks with all long branches laid 

the same way round. Then the shredder op-
erator can grab the base of each one with-

out them all getting tangled together.  
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Community composting groups can get really 
hung up on their shredder.  It can become the 
main focus for their activity.  Don't forget that 
composting is the most important thing to do.   
 
If you have plenty of space you can do several 
things.  Long term heaps composed mainly of 
woody materials will eventually rot and in the 
meantime become wild life refuges.  If you can 
make a heap carefully and finish off with a layer 
of soil or compost on top you could even grow 
plants on it. However if you are contemplating this 
it's probably more sensible to do it properly and 
build a "German mound garden". 

 
To do this first mark out a piece of ground about 4 
to 5 feet wide and as long as you like.  Remove 
the top layer of soil, a spades depth (or spit).  Put 
this earth alongside your marked out area, you 
will need it later.  In the centre of this trench dig 
another spit this time only about 18 inches wide. 
Put this subsoil to one side within the main 
trench.   Make a core in this deepest trench, of all 
the thickest woodiest materials and try and fill as 
much of the air spaces you can by backfilling with 
the subsoil.  The mound garden is then built in a 
similar way to a conventional compost heap 
except that the layers become progressively  
'softer'  or more composted the higher it gets, 
finishing off with the spit of soil first excavated.  
When it has been raked into a good shape, (the 
sides should not be too steep otherwise watering 
can be a problem as the sides tend to wash 

away), then it's ready to be sown with its first 
crops.  Either choose shallow rooting crops 
because of the potential nitrogen robbery, or grow 
legumes, which provide their own nitrogen. 
 
Don't forget that much woody material is very 
useful for gardeners.  Save good poles and sticks 
for supporting plants, especially peas and beans.  
Hedges can be created and augmented using all 
manner of woody material.  They shelter all kind 
of wildlife as well as creating excellent wind 
breaks to protect crops.  Finally wood is a fuel.  
It's crazy to expend a lot of energy with a 
shredder reducing perfectly good firewood to 
wood chips if there is a local need for it, as fuel.  
Having said all that, shredders do have their 
uses.  For one thing you may not have all that 
amount of space to devote to long term 
composting.  A shredder quickly reduces the 
volume of your materials and makes them ready 

to include in your compost 
heap or mound garden.  Or 
why not just use them straight 
away, as a mulch? 
 
Don't get carried away with 
shredding, as it's easy to start 
putting all sorts of unsuitable 
materials in.  All you're going 
to do is make things difficult 
for yourselves.  The machine 
will either clog up because the 
stuff's too wet, or you'll break 
a hammers, because the 
materials are too hard, thick, 
or stony.  Have a long term 
heap for dodgy materials and 

go through it once a year or so, most of it will 
have turned into compost and the residue you 
can either sieve out or chuck back for another 
year.  If you're using the shredder you can't be 
heard without shouting and its not what I call a 
pleasant community 
activity. 
 
So be sensible with 
your shredding.  
Examine all the 
alternatives first.  Try 
and make compost 
without a shredder.  
You might find you 
don't need it at all.    

Shredding is the last thing you should do! 
Only shred materials as a last resort.  
 Consider all the other options first. 
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Volunteers become involved with 
community composting for a variety of 
reasons. 
But they all want to do something positive. Every 
positive single individual action helps. This is a 
key Local Agenda 21 principle. Volunteers want 
some social activity with people who share the 
same ideals and vision. Many community com-
posters are also organic gardeners who want 
large amounts of mulch.. 
 
Volunteers may be unemployed or retired or just 
interested in extending their knowledge of com-
posting; recycling and gardening. 
 
Volunteers may be promoted into part-time work-
ers, earning a small amount each week, which 
some schemes may be able to finance out of their 
recycling credits. 
 
Making compost is very therapeutic and satisfying 
and, apart from some people with physical dis-
abilities, can be enjoyed by everyone. 
 
With any group of people you are bound to get 
some who are more committed to the work than 
others, or maybe they just have more time avail-
able to do it. Conflicts and disagreements can 
easily arise. Its not really within the scope of this 
short piece to deal with that and anyway it goes 
beyond my expertise However I have learnt a few 
things along the way which may be of use. 
 
If one person has overall responsibility it can 
avoid a lot of potential for misunderstanding. 
Everyone should have had the same training and 
understand the working methods and aims of the 
project. Everyone should be rewarded equally for 
the work put in. 
 
Sometimes if people are given more responsibility 
and trust then they respond brilliantly, Becoming 

aware of the whole process, involve-
ment in monitoring the composts tem-
perature, for instance, setting up wor-
meries or their own bit of research, us-
ing the compost for their own bit of gar-
den, all these may help. 
Writing out a volunteers Agreement that 
both parties sign up to ensures that eve-
rything is made crystal clear - and well 
worth doing.  The volunteer bureau can 
give more help and guidance. 
 

Volunteer fatigue 
Inevitably for some projects volunteers, or more 
usually the lack of them is the main problem.  The 
same few people end up doing all the work and 
with increasing amounts of material it becomes 
too much like hard work for no return.  Many proj-
ects pay some people to do some of the work 
from the income derived from sales and recycling 
credits.  As well as selling compost and mulch 
you could be potting up plants to sell on open 
days etc.  It’s incredible the range of good plants 
brought to compost sites!  Don’t compost good 
plants which you can divide or propagate from.  
Pot them up bring them on and sell them at a 
profit!   
 

Instead of having weary volunteers - start 
thinking about the employment opportunities. 
 

Other Sources of income 
Offer a collection service which you charge for.  
This could be once a week or twice a year or as 
people need it. 
Provide a range of products, growing media for 
seeds - made from leafmould and sand -for 
young plants with added sieved compost. 
Stronger mixes with larger proportions of compost 
for potting on. Experiment with these on your own 
plants first to build up confidence.   
Raw wood chip can be used as a mulch for paths 
and part rotted chippings for established plants 
like shrubs and trees.  
Woody material may be better sawn and stacked 
as firewood for sale or food lengths sold for bean 
poles or pea sticks etc.   
Also don’t forget that your project may be able to 
expand into completely new areas, use the exper-
tise of the group, it could be something the site 
could accommodate, perhaps a garden demon-
stration area, which could be used for courses or 
a shed for paint recycling.  

Volunteers 

22 



The growing Community Composting Network in Devon 

Existing Projects 2003 
There has been enormous interest from many different communities in Devon and beyond.  Enquir-
ies come in every week and the previous information pack has gone out nation-wide. This interest 
has not translated into as many new projects as I would have expected.  I think there are many rea-
sons for this.  Firstly people underestimate how much there is involved in setting up a community pro-
ject.  Secondly there is the waste management legislation and the way it is interpreted by the Envi-
ronment Agency.  Thirdly there has been the lack of understanding of what community composting 
actually is from all sides.  The Agency tends to look at the worst possible scenario, that composting 
will get out of hand, the whole situation will get put of hand and cause pollution. The people wanting 
to start up projects tend  to think that the public will all behave angelically, read all their notices, put 
the materials in the right place, not bring any rubbish to the site and fully co-operate.  
 
Now with the Environment Agency having been restructured and a growing realisation that we must 
stop wasting our resources by burying them or burning them, we are embarking on a new phase.  We 
must stop calling it ‘waste management’ and instead come up with a new lexicon.  ‘Resource man-
agement’ perhaps, as it encompasses both people and material resources - which is what community 
composting is all about!  
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All projects were written to for updating the 
records in Autumn 2002.  The most common 
response was that there was too much 
material and not enough labour or money!  
Some projects put earnings from the project 
back into the community.  Others use 
earnings to pay for work on the project.  
Some projects get set up and operate very 
quickly.  Usually those already operating 
another activity and just adding compost to 
an already well run project.  Others can take 
years to get to their launch date.  Problems 
with site, access, funding and labour are all 
common.  Some projects, sadly have not 
stayed the course.  Lack of enough labour 
being the most common problem, not being 
able to expand within the site adequately is 
also common.  Some projects never get 
beyond the initial planning stage, not being 
able to cope with amount of legislation and 
bureaucracy to contend with! 

 
1) Ashprington, Type - Unstaffed bring site,  
launched in 2000, a small but enthusiastic group 
that has also created a wildlife area and planted 
an orchard.  An open day this year (2002) 
included a presentation given by the co-
ordinator).Ashprington Rotters has now been 
running for two years. It is very well used 
by the villagers and produces leaf mould, 
compost and wood chippings. The facility is sited 
in a three acre site which has been planted with 
500 items of native shrubs and trees together with 
over sixty ancient devon species of apples. All the 
apple trees are mulched annually with well rotted 
wood chips. 
2) Bratton Fleming.   Type - Unstaffed bring 
site.  Launched 1997.  Sited on the edge of the 
village next to the recycling pavilion.  The project 
has attracted substantial amounts of material, 
which initially caused some problems, however 
the group has worked their way through them and 
now operate a very successful and well-organised 
site. 
3) Chagford. (National Community 
Composting Demonstration Site).   
Type - Staffed bring site, plus collection 
round.  Plus RePaint scheme, reuse timber, 
and ‘other’ items plus some furniture 
recycling. Also involved in gardening projects, 
educational work, consultancy and 
community café. 
  Launched 1993.  Originally based on collection 

from car park once a 
month, now 
extended to include 
collections.  Made 
around 50 tonnes of 
compost by hand in 
98/99, now making 
around 100 tonnes 
using a tractor to 
turn the heaps.  The project has developed 
various pieces of appropriate technology, 
including a hand powered ‘rotary sieve’ to screen 
finished compost for sale, (selling at £2.50 a 25 
kilo sack in 1999).  The screen was also 
mechanised in 2002.  Launched a pilot 
‘putrescibles’ (kitchen waste) round in 1998 – 
stopped in 2001 due to Animal by-products order, 
now awaiting new legislation.  Materials originally 
composted in specially adapted and de-gassed 
chest freezers.  A new ‘In-Vessel’ composting 
system is now being researched and developed.   
The project also includes compost grown 
vegetables, a community shop and training 
programme. The new site opened June 23rd 
2001 includes a repair and reuse centre, a Re-
Paint scheme, furniture scheme, timber recycling 
and education centre. Uses mobile shredding 
service. 
4)  Cockington Court. Type - Staffed bring site.   
Launched 1998.  Residents bring their materials 
once a week to the site when they can be sorted 
for processing. The site is attached to a 
demonstration walled organic garden. Making 
about 5 tonnes a year, but plan to incorporate a 
more ambitious scheme. Use mobile shredding 
service. 
4a) Cockington Court 2.  Type - collection 
round.  A larger project also based at Cockington 
with a collection round in the immediate vicinity.  
5) Chudleigh, Type -  bring site.  launched 
2000, were successful in obtaining landfill tax 
monies which enabled them to improve the 
access to the site enabling shredder visits. They 
have already hosted a ‘networking’ day for the 
DCCN and a training session and talk for 
compost awareness week. 
6)    Dartington.  Type - Unstaffed bring site.  
Launched 1999. A small scheme on the Hunters 
Moon estate.  Around fifty households involved, 
run by the residents for themselves. Previously 
residents had been dumping materials for 
periodic burn ups. Mobile shredder used  
7) East Ogwell.  Type - collection round.  
Launched winter 95/96. Project originally run by 
prisoners from nearby open prison.  Collect 
garden materials from around the village and the 
compost is used for the ‘Britain in Bloom’ group.  

Thumbnails sketches of projects 
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Make around 15/20 tonnes a year.  Use mobile 
shredding service. 
8) Feniton, Type - collection round.  launched 
in 2000  - after many attempts to find a suitable 
site the group has finally found a site that the 
Environment agency approves of.  They are now 
concerned that the system for collection is not 
acceptable even though other projects in the 
County are operating in a similar fashion.  The 
Environment Agency is looking into the situation, 
which we hope will be speedily resolved. (Update: 
Feniton have now started a collection round and 
the EA are lobbying DEFRA to make ‘waste 
transfer stations’ eligible for exemption status). 
9) Great Torrington Type - Staffed bring site.  
the community development trust has been 
working on a whole range of projects including a 
walled garden ‘done over’ by Charlie Dimmock 
and her army.  They have a small composting 
scheme within the walled garden and are also 
investigating a larger scale scheme.  
10) Heathfield. Type - Partly staffed bring site.  
Launched summer 1997.  The Heathfield 
Community Centre has achieved an incredible 
amount in it’s first few years but have struggled 
somewhat with keeping up with the composting 
as well.  Changes of staff and management have 
not helped nor has the fact that the facility has 
proved so popular!  However it is now being 
brought in hand and with regular visits from the 
mobile chipper a good scheme will be maintained. 
(Update: Heathfield Community Centre are now 
looking to sell the site which means that the 
compost project is looking for a new home.) 
11)  Hele.  Type - Bring site.  Launched 1996.  
Environmental group given some bits of land, 
mostly old bits of orchard for composting project.  
Also involved in preserving local wetland, (culm).  
Make about 20 tonnes a year.  Use mobile 
shredding service. 
12) Horrabridge Type - collection round.  
launched 2000.  Horrabridge has been used as a 
meeting venue for Devon Community Recycling 
Network and Devon Community Composting 
Network.  The site is very well run and maintained 
and is a model project.  The project has also been 
working a ‘freezer’ system for putrescible kitchen 
scraps arising ‘in house’. 
13) Kingsbridge.  TheTressilian garden project 
has been operating since 1997 although it is not a 
community composting group in the usual sense 
it has an excellent compost demonstration site 
with a range of compost containers, wormeries,
leafmould and liquid comfrey making.  
14) Lympstone, Type - collection round.  
launched 2000, have an incredible number of 
volunteers working on the project (around 60!)  
they collect garden cuttings of all sorts every 

fortnight and make 
large clamps of 
compost.  The clamps 
are turned 
mechanically once a 
month. Other teams 
work at sieving and 
bagging using an 
ingeniously adapted 
potato riddle. 
15) Mary Tavy, Type - 
Unstaffed bring site.  
launched 1998 is 
unusual in that it only 
composts woody 
material and without 
recourse to using a 
shredder.  The 
decomposition cycle is 
therefore lengthy!   
16) Morchard Bishop. Type - Partly staffed 
bring site.   
Launched 1996.  Based at a community outside 
Morchard Bishop, people can bring their woody 
prunings to be shredded. Most compost used on 
the site, some sold at £1 for a half bag. Use a 
digger to turn heaps also use the  mobile 
shredding service. 
17) North Tawton.  Type - Staffed bring site.  
Launched in 1996 on a site outside of town.  
Volunteers were soon rather overwhelmed by the 
volume of materials brought to the site but bravely 
struggled to keep the scheme going.  In 1999 
they had to leave the site but, at the time of 
writing have been offered a much better site and 
it’s near the town centre.  They are also involved 
in conservation and development work.  Making 
about 30/40 tonnes a year. Use mobile shredding 
service.  
18)  Sampford Peverell.  Type - Bring site.  
Launched 1997.  A modest site, well designed 
with impressive bins about 5ft by 5ft each.  They 
had the idea of leaving a trailer in the local car 
park alongside the usual mini recycling banks, 
unfortunately although the trailer was well 
secured it was stolen. Make 40/50 tonnes a year. 
Use mobile shredding service. 
19)   Sandford, Type - Bring site.  launched 
1997. Another dynamic village group also 
concerned with recycling and linked to other 
community improvements including a new off 
road walks to Crediton.  
20)  Sidwell Street.  A community centre in 
Exeter with a community cafe, and lots more 
including  an emerging community garden and 
plans to develop a community system for the 
immediate environs.   

Thumbnails sketches of projects 
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‘Composting for All’ (book) Nicky Scott - pub 
2003 at £1.95  - bulk discounts available. 
 

Video: ‘Composting for All, with Nicky Scott’   
both  Green Earth Books 
 
‘Backyard Composting’ John Roulac edited by  
Nicky Scott £1.95 from Devon County Council. 
Tel. 01392 382675 or waste@devon.gov.uk 
 
Green Books and Green Earth Books  
Foxhole, Dartington, Totnes, Devon TQ9 6EB  
Tel: 01803 863260 
E-mail greenbooks@gn.apc.org 
Web site www.greenbooks.co.uk 
 

Other good compost books include: 
The Rodale Book of Composting  
- pub Rodale Press -distributed by eco-logic books 
 
Composting the Natural Organic Way  
By Dick Kitto - Thorsons 
 
All about compost by Pauline Pears (HDRA) 
 
The Soul of Soil by Joe Smillie & Grace  
 Gershuny distributed by Green Books. 
 
Gardening without Peat by Graham Howell, 
Friends of the Earth 
 

21)  Slapton.  Type - Staffed bring site.  
Launched 1994.  Based at Slapton Ley field 
studies centre.  Centre staff do most of the day to 
day management, it is mechanically turned in new 
big bins.  Slapton Community Composting and 
Slapton Ley Field Studies Centre jointly own a 
large shredder.  Local community contributes 
garden materials and helps with bagging when 
required.  Small annual subscription for 
Slaptonians, slightly bigger for non residents.  
Claim for about 10 tonnes a year. Shreddings 
used on nature reserve. 
22)   Stoke Canon,  Type - Staffed bring site.  
launched late 2000.  Part of their site consists of a 
railway platform, which makes an interesting split 
level site.  Project progressing nicely. 
23)  Tiverton, Launched in 1997. A primary school 
surrounded by extensive grounds full of exciting 
projects, different gardens, wildlife areas, recycling 
and much more. 
24)  Uffculme. Open partly staffed bring site. 
Not for personal profit (company limited by 
guarantee).  Launched 1998.  Uffculme rapidly has 
grown to become the largest community 
composting project in the County which has 
brought with it it’s concomitant challenges, luckily 
the group are up to the challenge and have 
successfully applied for funding to help them 
purchase the machinery necessary to enable them 
to keep up with the volume of materials coming 
onto the site.  56 tonnes made in the first 9 
months. 292 tonnes made the next year - now 
making around 400 tonnes pa. Also shred for other 
 Community sites. 
25)    Willand.  Type - Bring site.  Initial meeting 

was in Autumn 
1998 when a 
committee was 
formed.  It took 
until September 
2001 to finally 
launch owing 
principally to 
access 
problems.  
 26)  Witheridge. Type - Collection round.   
Launched 1995.  Collect materials from around the 
village for a small annual payment. Enthusiastic 
group of volunteers meets weekly to shred 
materials, turn heaps and sieve and bag. They 
have made their own rotary sieve based on 
Chagford’s design and have now bought their own 
shredder as well as using the mobile service. 
Make about 15/35 tonnes a year. Moved to a new 
site in 2001. 
 
Projects still at the research stage Spring 

2003: 
Plymouth ( various potential projects) Langford, 
Cheriton Fitzpaine, Aveton Gifford 
South Brent, South Tawton, Rackenford, 
Coombe Martin, Milton Damerell, Rosemoor 
Devon & Cornwall Housing Association. 
Finally, sadly,  - RIP - groups no longer with us. 
Exeter - Pinhoe - Wonford and Cowick, Stoke 
Gabriel, Buckfastleigh (well from a group to an 
individual!) 

Resources Section : Books 

Thumbnails sketches of projects 

26 



The Community Composting Network  (National) 
67 Alexandra Road, Sheffield, S2 3EE 
Telephone  0114 2580 483  
E-mail ccn@gn.apc.org 
Web www. Othas.org.uk/ccn 
Community  Groups & individuals membership £20 per 
annum. Includes the quarterly ‘Growing Heap’ magazine 
and much much more - It is highly recommended that 
you join! 
 

Some other useful organisations Nationally 
 
The Composting Association 
Avon House, Tithe Barn Road, Wellingborough, Nort-
hants, NN8 1DH 
Tel 01933 227777 www.compost.org.uk 
 
The Federation of City Farms 
The Greenhouse, Hereford Street, Bedminster, Bristol  
BS3 4NA.    Tel 0117 923 1800 
    
The Henry Doubleday Research Association (HDRA) 
National Centre for Organic Gardening,  
Ryton-on-Dunsmore, Coventry CV8 3LG 
Tel 01203 303517 
 
Community Recycling Network 
Trelawney House, Surrey Street, Bristol, BS2 8PS 
Tel: 0117 942 0142 
E-mail info@crn.org.uk 
Www.crn-org.uk 

 

Some useful Devon organisations 
 

Devon Community Composting Network  
(see page 2) 

Your Local Authority.  To contact visit  
www.recycledevon.org or telephone 

 Devon County Council 01392 382675 
 
The Environment Agency, Devon 
Waste licensing officers.  (Exemptions) 
Exminster House, Miller Way, Exminster,  Exeter, EX6 
8AS 
Exemptions (composting and shredding) - Elaine Wood-
ward 01392 316135(North / South Devon), Jane 
Fletcher-Peters 01392 6111 (Central) and Helen Buck-
ingham 01392 316116 (East Devon). 
Carriers - Sally Greenslade 01392 316177. 
Tel 01392 444000 (switch board)  
 
Community Enterprise Unit 
69a Sidwell Street 
Exeter, Devon EX4 6PH 
01392 666281 
 
British Trust for Conservation Volunteers 
BTCV 171 Sidwell Street, Exeter,  EX4 6RH 
Tel: 01392 666460 
 
The Community Council of Devon 
County Hall, Topsham Road, Exeter 
01392 383292 
 

FUNDING 
Funding changes all the time - join CCN and get 
regular updates or contact the DCCN co-ordinator. 
Or contact your local CVS or funding advice unit. 
 

Resources Section 
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