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We know that children learn 
in different ways, some 
work well with head centred 
academic learning, others learn 
primarily through doing and 
we know that action reinforces 
the verbal messages.

Environmental, green, sustainable, 
whatever we choose to call it is part 
of the mission statement of schools 
now and it is important that these 
messages are not ‘tacked on’ to the 
curriculum but become part of the 
warp and weft of school life.

Waste and composting are not topics 
to be studied and moved on from; 
they should become a part of  
school culture.

School gardens used to be an integral 
part of school life and somehow 
they were dropped and seen as 
irrelevant – well they are now coming 
back as part of a much needed and 
more joined up agenda involving 
growing food, cooking healthy meals, 
procuring locally grown food and 
teaching children about how their 
food is produced and where it comes 
from. Schools are also investigating 

alternative energy and reducing their 
waste, and composting is a natural 
part of this commitment to both 
enhance garden areas and  
reduce waste.

 The government’s fruit scheme, which 
enables many primary school children 
to get some fresh fruit every day, has 
meant that the schools have had all 
the peels and cores to dispose of, 
or compost. Using the right systems 
this volume of ‘putrescible’ waste 
is easily converted into compost for 
the garden. However, what often 
happens is that schools struggle with 
inadequate composters and end up 
with plagues of fruit flies.

In Devon there is a wealth of support 
for schools, the Local Authorities have 
a grant you can apply for called, 
‘Cutting your Wasteline’, you can get 
free waste audits and workshops 
from Resource Futures, and technical 
and practical advice from Devon 
Community Composting Network.

If you are a parent, governor or 
teacher, you might want to start a 
composting system or get a better 
system going at your school. This 
guide will help you get started.

This special edition of 
Junk Mail is designed 
to help all the schools 
in Devon that would 
like to run, or are 
already running an 
initiative connected 
with composting and 
food growing. If you 
are involved with your 
local school and they 
are not yet composting 
perhaps you could 
take this guide to a 
staff member you 
know and suggest  
they have a look at it. 
It is also available as 
a PDF on the website 
address below:
www.dccn.org.uk
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Ilfracombe
Ilfracombe School has been suc-
cessfully trialling new composting 
systems since July 2006, starting 
with two Jora 270 composters and 
two Scotty’s Hot Boxes. However, 
Ilfracombe is a large school with 
over 500 pupils and the system was 
creaking at the seams when trying 
to compost all the food waste. So 
when the opportunity came to trial a 
new composter, Ilfracombe was the 
ideal candidate. DCCN funded the 
first prototype, a continuous through-
put composter called the Ridan. 

Ridan Mk1 arrived at the beginning 
of December 2008 and was started 
immediately. The chopped cooked 
and raw food waste is put into the 
composter with woodchip, and the 
handle is turned 4 times a day. This 
is easily achieved when up to half 
full, but sadly once the composter is 
over half full it becomes too difficult 
for the children to turn. However, they 
really enjoy watching this as when 
the compost is churned through the 
body of the Ridan, it looks like the 
composter is doing a poo!

School
Case Studies 

Quantities of compost 
Joras composted about 60 kilos per 
month based on 15kg a week. 
Ridan composted about 700kg kilos 
a month based on 175kg a week.

Both Joras and the Ridan Mk1 are 
difficult to turn even when half full, 
until the food has been significantly 
broken down and has lost a lot of 
water content. The Jora has food 
in it for up to 6 weeks, where as 
the Ridan Mk1 has significantly 
decomposed food after 2 weeks.

After this time the contents of both 
are put into the Scotty’s hotbox 
compost bin for maturation – 
the waste is put in layers with 
cardboard and green garden 
waste, for a year’s decomposition. 
In the Summer of 2008, 20 
wheelbarrow’s worth of compost 
were emptied from 2 hotboxes (10 
from each). A third hotbox  was 
started in November 2008, which 
made a huge difference.

A Ridan Mk2 is due imminently, 
which has an improved gearing 

system to make turning much easier.

Thank you once again for your 
generosity in awarding us this grant, 
which as you can see has made an 
impressive difference to the volume 
of waste that can be composted in 
our school, as well as supporting a 
local farmer to design and produce 
an innovative composter.  
Chris Howard - Project 
Administrator

Two Moors school
When I popped into Two Moors 
school in the Autumn of 2009 I was 
dragged into the headmaster’s office 
where a basket of awards had been 
scooped the night before and a 
delighted head (Roy Kerrigan) 
proudly showed off awards for the 
best school gardens in the South 
west region from the RHS, the Viridor 
composting award, the tallest 
sunflower and various Britain in 
Bloom awards too, six in total.

School case studies
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Two Moors school has the most 
enthusiastic and dedicated head 
in Roy Kerrigan and he is always 
keen to teach through doing 
and the children are as busy 
outside as inside. The gardens 
have been developed amazingly 
well through the guiding hand 
of Sarah Vine-Tester who works 
at nearby National Trust property 
Knightshayes Court. 
 
For me Two Moors really shows 
how important it is to get the full 
support and interest of the head 
and why it is the garden that is the 
most interesting and engaging 
part of the puzzle to get right; the 
composting then follows quite 
naturally.  

In October 2008 Martin Preston 
applied for the Cutting your 
Wasteline grant and as a result 
Two Moors now has two Jora 270 
bins and 2 Hot boxes and some 
wonderful home-made New 
Zealand bins too.  N.Scott

Dartington Primary
At Dartington Primary, reducing the 
amount of waste that is taken to be 
buried in landfill sites involves the 
whole school community.  

First the children sort their waste 
into the appropriate containers 
at breaktimes and lunchtimes.  
Secondly, the Catering Team sort the 
waste created from the preparation 
of meals for the school as well as 
nearby Broadhempston Primary 
School.  There has been a significant 
change of view in the Catering Team, 
a positive unintended consequence, 
since they have been sorting waste 
for composting, they have also 
begun to recycle cardboard, plastic 
and metal.  

Moreover, when others have 
put cardboard into the skip, they 
have requested that recycling is 
mentioned at the morning staff 
meeting. Teaching assistants for 
both Key Stage One and Two help 
to clean waste bins and take the full 
bins to the Ridan composter. 

A member of the Sites and Grounds 
Team loads the food waste, green 
waste and woodchip into the Ridan 
and works hard to get the mix right 
for quality compost.  Composting 
has been written in to his Job 
Description now to ensure these 
responsibilities are carried out in 
the long term. Dartington Primary 
School is now composting around 
17-19kg of food waste per day, 
rather than having it sent to landfill.  
Furthermore, they are nurturing 
closer community partnerships since 
a local tree surgeon kindly agreed to 
deliver woodchip free of charge.

The children have also benefitted 
from raised awareness through 
a ‘Composting Day’, by the 
Devon Community Composting 

Network.  The children watched an 
informative slide show in separate 
assemblies for Key Stage One and 
Two and some children made mini 
composters. Information boards 
have been put up by the Ridan 
and in the Reception area.  This 
was linked to the theme of the term 
‘Be the change that you want to 
see in the world’ (Gandhi), i.e. the 
change we want to see is a healthier 
planet. They have also developed 
composting numeracy and literacy 
worksheets.
 
Parents are told about the compost-
ing project via a Newsletter and com-
posting page on the school website 
www.dartington.devon.sch.uk, details 
are currently on the PTFA page with a 
link to the Ridan website.
  
Summary 
This project has been successful for 
several reasons. 
 
First, with reference to setting up our 
composting project, the purchase 
of our Ridan would not have been 
possible without the financial 
support of the Devon County 
Council’s ‘Cutting Your Wasteline’ 
grant, the Devon Community 
Composting Network and our PTFA.  
Furthermore, the support of South 
Hams Waste Management Team 
in supplying plastic containers was 
fundamental in minimising the 
cost to our school for setting up our 

School case studies School case studies
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1   Start with looking at reducing the 
amount of waste at school. E.g. 
Paper is usually the most wasted 
fraction of the total waste stream. 
Introduce some simple systems 
such as reusing paper. Have scrap 
paper trays in each classroom for 
using the reverse blank side of 
paper.

2   Look at separating out as many 
different types of material for 
reuse or recycling as possible 
and also look ‘upstream’ at the 
procurement process to reduce 
wastage in the first place. 

3   After paper, food waste is the 
next biggest waste in schools. 
Having a  waste audit will 
identify what types and amounts 
of waste are being produced, 
i.e. fruit waste from the fruit 
scheme, unserved canteen food, 
plate scrapings, raw fruit and 
veg trimmings, peelings etc from 
the kitchens. 

4   Devon Schools can contact 
Resource Futures to undertake  
a waste audit. Telephone 07944 
791971 or e-mail: waste.
education@resourcefutures.co.uk.

5   Financial and technical assistance 
is available in Devon to help 
you choose and purchase the 
composting equipment most 
suited to your size of school  
(see table over page). 

    N.B. the figures in the following 
table are very conservative figures 
and with experience greater 
quantities can be contemplated. 
Specialised composting 
equipment is not cheap and to 
get the best use of resources the 
composting process is divided 
into two stages. The first stage 
mixes woodchip (and/or sawdust /
shavings/pelletised sawdust) with 
raw and cooked food waste to 
ensure a good mix and  rapid first 
stage decomposition. This stage 
can be as quick as 2 weeks. The 
second maturation stage will take 
6 – 9 months or more (see more 
on this on the How to Compost 
pages).

6   Join eco-schools or other 
schools programme (see 
organisations section).

Recycling & composting in schools

How to start recycling and 
composting in schools

composting operation. Our first two 
deliveries of woodchip, from Dan 
Welburn and Richard Gedge, along 
with the advice of Dan (at Ridan) 
and Darran McLane (at Riverford 
Organics) was also important in 
creating good compost from  
the start.
 
Secondly, with reference to ongoing 
success, the support of our local 
tree surgeon by delivering free 
woodchip will be instrumental in 
keeping the running costs to £0 
and creating good compost.  The 
children’s role in sorting their food 
waste efficiently is also a significant 
factor in creating good compost, as 
is the role of our Catering Team.  Mr 
Salem’s dedication in getting the 
recipe right has been fundamental 
to the project’s success.  Finally the 
support from Teaching Assistants on 
Key Stage One and Two in delivering 
the waste bins to the compost area 
is also important.  Karen Bradford

Growing our Future – 
Okehampton learning 
community
Beth Hamer is a graduate of 
Glasgow Art School and became 
involved with Okehampton 
school as an environmental 
artist. Such a lot has happened at 
Okehampton since Beth started 
that it is impossible to sum it all up 
in a few words. She has invited, 

cajoled, involved and employed 
a whole host of people on the 
project which includes the entire 
learning community (as well as the 
communities where the schools are 
based) and has a wide remit which 
includes all aspects of the food 
cycle, from seed to plate, from  
food scraps to compost and back  
to the garden. 

The community college has 
recently won a National award for 
sustainable initiatives and projects 
include a solar panel installation, 
a locally sourced timber frame 
building, a ‘Big Hanna’ in vessel 
composter to compost all the 
school’s food waste and much 
more. The Growing our Future team 
go into all eleven primary schools 
in the learning community running 
all kinds of workshops and activities 
and they regularly get together 
at the community college to, for 
example, network, sit around the 
fire pit, enjoy some freshly made 
food, share experiences and listen 
to various visiting experts and see 
the changes and progress on site.

IMPORTANT: In order to comply with government regulations you need to know that 
the food waste must be created on site, not brought in from elsewhere, composted on 
site and then the compost used on site.(You can bring food to eat on site and compost 
any leftovers - but you cannot bring your food waste from home to be composted at the 
school),. You therefore need an on-site garden or grounds on which to use the compost.
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Pupil and Staff Numbers

Composter – 
first stage

Price 
(approx)

Food waste 
(kg/wk)

Food 
prepared  
OFF site

Food 
prepared ON 
site

Jora 270 £390 15 Up to 50 Up to 100

Scotspin £600 50 50 - 100 100 - 250

2 x Scotspin £1,200 50 - 75 100 - 250 250 - 400

Ridan £2,250 75 - 125 250 - 350 400 +

Maturation stage Price (approx)

Hotbox £445

Ridan 900 £240
N.B. You will also need to add the cost of woodchip to these figures

Follow the four point 
composting mantra 

food,
air, 
water, 
warmth
Food – balanced diet
The materials you add to any 
compost heap become food for the 
countless macro and microorganisms 
that create the compost. Getting 
the right mix of these materials 
provides the air and water which 
are vital for the wellbeing of all the 
life in the heap. Food waste both 
cooked and raw is high in Nitrogen 
and needs to be balanced and well 
mixed with material high in carbon, 
which is hard, dry structural stuff 
like woodchip, sawdust, wood 
shavings, dry plant stems, twigs etc.

Food waste must be added fresh 
every day as it arises. If you leave it 
festering in a bucket it will become 
anaerobic (without air), be very 
smelly, attract flies and wasps 
and is much more difficult to get 
composting properly.

Air
Air is provided by the woodchip and/
or sawdust/pellets that you mix with 
the food waste. This is preferable to 
softwood and must not be sawdust 
from MDF or other composite wood 
with glue materials or tanalised 
timber etc. 

Water 
Raw fruit and veg is mostly water 
so it is rare that you need to add 
more, however waste in the second 
stage composter (or maturation 
system e.g. a Scotty’s Hot Box) can 
dry out especially if paper towels 
and cardboard have been added 
– if this is the case add water, 
preferably rainwater.

Warmth
The composters recommended to 
schools in this guidance, e.g. Jora, 
Scotspin, Ridan and Hot Box and are 
all insulated to maintain warmth.

Food, air, water, warmth

Paper Towels 
Paper Towels can form a very significant part of a school’s waste stream. Although 
paper is compostable, the blue towels seem to resist composting unlike the brown 
unbleached ones (see below). Also sheer volume can be a problem, especially in 
the tumbling and turning hot phase of composting. The towels tend to clog up, ball 
together and generally not help the composting process when introduced in large 
quantities. Maturation systems tend to deal with the situation better but it does take 
a long time for the worms to chomp their way through them!

Brown paper towels: try www.supplyzone.org.uk. Tel 01392 384600.
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For all food wastes cooked 
and raw. If you are composting 
cooked food, plate scrapings 
and left over unserved food 
follow the rule of thirds:
•     One bucket fresh raw peelings
•   One bucket of cooked food 
•   One bucket of dry woodchip/

sawdust (you may need to 
add extra woodchip/sawdust if 
the cooked food is particularly 
dense, wet and heavy).

For just raw peelings etc. If you 
are just composting fruit scheme 
peels and cores, mostly raw fruit 
and vegetable peelings etc follow 
a 50 /50 ratio. Roughly equal 
volumes of fresh materials with 
woodchip/sawdust. If you are using 
pelletised sawdust the ratio will be 
approximately 6:1, food to pellets.
 
Follow these tips for getting off 
to a smooth start: 
1  During the start up phase 

– for the first few weeks or 
month, it’s best to make sure 
that the air supply, in the 
form of woodchip/sawdust 
is higher than is needed for 
both systems, rather than less. 
If you start a system with not 
enough structure it can easily 
go airless and start to smell 
and then it’s difficult to get 
it back on track. Continue to 
add materials but make sure 
you balance ‘wet’ materials 
(like fresh fruit and vegetable 
peel) with dry structural 
material (like dry woodchip).

2  When you first start composting 
it is also advisable to limit the 
materials as far as possible 
to fresh peelings rather than 
tackling the cooked fraction, 
introduce this element gradually 
as and when the compost 
is steaming away nicely. 

Starting and 
maintaining 

a food waste 
composting 

system 

Food waste composting system

3  Also add a bucket of 
composting material from an 
active heap, if at all possible, 
to kick start the microbial 
populations and a bucket of 
finished (or partially finished) 
compost is also good. 

4  Chopping up whole vegetables 
and fruit with a spade in a 
bucket is advisable otherwise 
they tend to emerge 
relatively unscathed.

5  Adding too many paper towels, 
shredded paper or cardboard 
to a tumbling system tends to 
‘ball’ the material up into a big 
solid lump, layer this material 
into the maturation bin making 
sure it is wetted and doesn’t 
dry the compost out too much.

Composting ideally falls into 
two main stages. 
Stage one is rapid and eventful. 
Heat is generated and steam should 
become visible. Liquid leachate may 
also ooze out. This stage is greatly 
accelerated by regular turning, 
which is why insulated tumblers and 
turning mechanisms are used. After 
2 weeks, what you will have at this 
stage is not going to be like finished 
compost, but Ok to move into a 
maturation bin for stage two.
Stage two is slower and will 
generally take 6 – 9 months. 

When you transfer materials from 
the stage one composter check the 
moisture levels. If it is at all dry and 
powdery, wet the materials down 
before you handle them, dry musty 
compost releases airborne particles, 
including fungal spores, which can 
be dangerous to inhale. Ideally, if 
you were to take a handful of the 
material and squeeze it, you would  
get out a drop or two of water.   
Worms should colonise the heap at 
this stage and they need to be in a 
moist but not airless environment. 
These are naturally occurring 
surface dwelling worms known 
as ‘brandlings’, ‘tiger worms’, 
‘dendrobaenas’ or ‘eisenia’, you 
will also get small white worms 
known as ‘pot worms’. They should 
find the compost naturally, but you 
can also ‘seed’ the heap with a 
bucket of compost with worms in 
from a previous, or friends, heap. 

N.B. these are just guidelines and 
you can augment food waste 
composters with garden clippings 
just balance the ‘browns’ and 
‘greens’ as much as possible.
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this means that the most recent 
materials added have only had 
a limited time to break down 
when the whole chamber needs 
emptying, unless you have two 
Scotspins or an additional system 
of some sort. 

It doesn’t matter that not all the 
materials are composted, as the 
system is designed in tandem with 
the Scotty’s Hot Box. Here the 
uncomposted materials should be 
well mixed in and the Scotty’s Hot 
Box becomes, in effect, a large 
wormery. (You can also buy Scotty’s 
Hot Boxes with a transparent front 
to see the worms)

Jora 270

Joras will arrive flat packed and 
you will need, ideally, two people 
to put it together – this will take 
some time, unless you are good at 
Ikea! If you only have one Jora it’s 
advisable to (almost) fill one side 

Different composting systems

The Scotspin is an insulated, 
tumbling bin. Scotspins arrive pre 
-assembled for easy installation, 
they are very durable and stand 
at optimum height for emptying. 
Scotspins have one large chamber, 

Using the 
different 
composting 
systems!

Whatever composter you have follow 
the instructions as explained on pages 
10-11 ‘starting and maintaining a 
composting system’.

Tumbling systems 

Scotspin

first before starting to fill the other 
side. If you have two Joras, fill both 
sides of one Jora before starting to 
fill the second. Keep adding and 
tumbling on a daily basis during 
the week, don’t worry about the 
weekends, each day the volume 
should reduce leaving more space. 
When your tumbler is about three 
quarters full stop adding food 
waste or woodchip, as it will not 
tumble and mix effectively. When 
the second compartment or the 
second Jora is getting full you must 
empty the first compartment or 
Jora - transfer the contents to the 
maturation unit.

Depending on the volumes you 
are putting through the system 
(and this will vary from school to 
school and even week to week) 
the material coming out will vary 
in its degree of decomposition but 
as long as most of the material has 
started to break down it’s fine to 
transfer to the maturation bin.

Ridan

Different composting systems

The Ridan differs from the two 
systems above in that materials  
are harvested every time fresh 
materials are added and the 
mechanism turned. 

The first materials to emerge from 
the Ridan can be put through the 
front end of the system again; this 
helps to boost the pH and to get all 
the right bugs multiplying. Sieving 
the materials through a coarse sieve 
into the maturation bin enables 
you not only to reuse some of the 
woodchip but helps the pH and 
microbe mix.

See the Ridan website for more 
advice www.ridan.co.uk

Scotty’s Hot Box 
or other maturation system  
e.g Ridan 900

The 1,000 cubic litre, Scotty’s 
Hot Box is made in the UK, from 
recycled plastic and is extremely 
strong and durable. A Hot box 
can be delivered fully made up, 
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although they are very simple to 
put together. Scotty’s Hot Box has 
a thick flexible plastic base and 
lid and insulated (hollow) plastic 
planks. The front planks slide up 
for easy emptying. It’s advisable 
to set up Hot Boxes on a solid flat 
surface such as paving slabs so 
that there is no chance that rats 
can get in. 

Materials added to the maturation 
bin can be in any stage of 
decomposition, although with food 
waste the whole point is for the 
materials to have been through 
a rapid hot phase which kills off 
pathogens and renders the material 
unappealing to rats.  Take the 
materials from the Jora, Scotspin or 
Ridan and tip into the Hot box, rake 
the contents level. 
 
This is also a good time to check 
the moisture levels. If the compost 
is wet and sloppy still, you can layer 
in paper towels (the unbleached 
cream coloured ones are best, if 
your school gets blue ones consider 
procuring unbleached ones – see 
paper towels section) and cardboard 
to mop up excess moisture. If it 
is too dry then you can add fresh 
garden greens in layers, such as 
grass cuttings or fresh weeds etc 

or you can add water, through a 
sprinkler (or rose on a watering can) 
is best.

When emptying a Hot box, scoop off 
the top layers and put them to one 
side (or into another hotbox if you 
have one). You should find plenty 
of worms under this top layer, put 
them to one side too. The worms 
and top layer will go back in the bin 
to start the cycle off once more. The 
bottom section should yield plenty 
of finished compost after six to nine 
months or so. This can either be 
used immediately on the gardens or 
bagged up until needed.
 
If you have two or more hot boxes, 
then as you fill one, move onto the 
next one. When all are filled empty 
the first to be filled and the whole 
bin should be ready. If you are not 
happy with the look of the compost 
try sieving it to remove any lumps, 
sticks or stones. 

Different composting  
systems continued.

 Top 
Tips 
 
1   Add fresh materials 

daily – do not leave 
waste hanging around 
in buckets/caddies 
getting smelly and 
attracting flies.

 
2   Line your buckets/

caddies with 
newspaper, school 
paper and or card to 
soak up liquids and 
make cleaning easier.

 
3  Always make sure you 

have the right mix of 
wet to dry materials 
– roughly equal 
amounts of ‘fresh raw 
and cooked’ to ‘dry 
woodchip/sawdust’ 
and mix well together.
(ratio of 6:1 for food to 
pellets).

 
4  It’s easy to store dry 

woodchip, just cover 
it up in a bay or use 
a container - go to a 
recycling centre and 

buy a bin with lid.
 5   There’s plenty of 

woodchip around, 
you could ask if any 
parents or governors 
have a tree surgery 
business and 
could supply you. 
Alternatively wood 
pellets are easy  
to use.

 
6  Wherever possible 

chop up whole fruit 
and vegetables or 
large items.

 
7  Tumble and mix every 

time you add fresh 
materials.

 
8   Leave enough space 

for tumbling to occur.
 
9  Keep records of 

what you are doing 
e.g. amounts, 
weights, volumes, 
types of materials, 
observations of 
moisture, temperature 
and odour. This can 
be linked to curriculum 
work and some real 
understanding of the 
biological processes 
eg. pH monitoring 
using simple litmus 

tests at different stages 
of the composting. 
This monitoring can 
inform other schools 
how to develop better 
practice.

 
10    Cardboard and paper 

should not be added 
to tumbling systems 
in any large quantity. 
They tend to absorb 
too much moisture, 
do not offer structure 
allowing air flow and 
tend to conglomerate 
into balls.

 
11  Observe what is going 

on and take steps to 
rectify any problems 
as soon as possible, 
this generally means 
adjusting the moisture 
levels or emptying 
the tumbler into the 
maturation bin.

 
12   It’s rare for the 

compost to be too dry, 
but if it does seem to 
be too dry, it’s better 
to add fresh green 
material than water.

 
13  Don’t panic! Compost 

happens!

Different composting systems Top Tips for composting
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could go to a recycling centre and buy 
a cheap bin with lid to store it in.

Sawdust – if you can get good 
uncontaminated (no MDF, tantalised 
etc) sawdust then it will work fine 
too however you do have a health 
and safety issue with the dust and it’s 
advisable to wear a mask. (Cardboard 
dust is also great in food waste 
composting – but you still need to 
add sawdust/woodchip/shavings for 
structure)

Woodshavings – again uncontami-
nated is fine. 

N.B. Soft wood products compost 
more readily than hardwood 

Using your foodwaste / woodchip/
sawdust/shavings compost 

The downside of using hard, structural 
materials to aid the composting 
process is that when you come to use 
the compost they will almost certainly 
not be fully broken down. High 
nitrogen materials, like grass cuttings 
and food waste compost very quickly 
but high carbon materials, especially 
large wood chips are gradually taken 
apart, primarily by fungi.  This will 
mean that if you dig them into the soil 
you will get ‘nitrogen robbery’ until the 
carbon has been broken down by the 
soil micro flora and fauna. 

No Dig
The simple answer to this is not to dig 
in the finished compost but to adopt 
‘no-dig’ gardening techniques. By 
applying this material onto the surface, 
the nitrogen is combined gradually 

without affecting the plants in the 
vicinity. How? by rain? Worm activity?
A great place to find out all about this 
is from the expert Charles Dowding – 
see www.charlesdowding.co.uk  and 
see his book ‘Organic Gardening – the 
Natural no-dig way’.  

Sieving
If you have large chunky woodchip 
you could also consider sieving these 
out whenever it seems feasible. 
Sometimes this can be done before 
transferring the material into a 
maturation bin, or later when taking 
out of the maturation bin. Either way 
the woodchip can be recycled back 
into the first phase composter where 
it will also add valuable microbes. 
However, sieving can be very laborious 
with a small sieve. If you can find a 
friend to help you, get hold of a length 
of chicken wire and hold it so that it 
forms a U shape, a foot or so from 
the ground. While one of you holds 
the chicken wire the other one puts a 
forkful of compost at a time on to it. 
Then you rock the wire up and down, 
rolling the compost through. The big 
bits can be flicked to one side. 

Wood chip/sawdust/shavingsWood chip/sawdust/shavings

Using in Composting 
You will notice from reading this brief 
guide to food waste composting that 
mixing with dry, structural, carbon rich 
matter is vital. Paper and cardboard are 
abundant in schools but unfortunately 
do not cut the mustard when it comes 
to making good compost. Paper and 
card are great for absorbing liquid 
but then quickly lose any structural 
integrity. The main way to allow air 
(and liquid flow) is to add structure 
and you must do it as you add the 
food waste. (The same applies to 
composting fresh grass cuttings). 
So you are faced with the problem of 
where to get hold of a good supply of 
the right stuff! This e-mail pinged into 
my inbox as I was writing this and may 
be a solution for you. 

Pelletised sawdust
“I just thought that I would also let 
you know how pleased I am with 
using wood pellets instead of wood 
chip for my composting needs – it 
is so much easier, less bulky, quicker 
and still makes lovely compost – a real 
winner. This could certainly be the 
answer to your “oh where do we get 
the wood chip, where do we store the 
wood chip” etc type questions. Also 
it is less problematic to deliver wood 
pellets to schools that wood chip due 
to its smaller bulk.  A one tonne pallet 
containing 100 x 10 kg bags would 

Wood chip / sawdust / 
shavings/pelletised sawdust 

cost approx £225 + vat and could be 
delivered to the overseeing college. If 
delivery was to be to each individual 
school, that would cost more. I know 
from experience (by visiting some of 
the other feeder schools) that unless 
the whole composting process is 
provided (i.e. the equipment, the man 
power, the resources and the backup) 
composting will fall flat on its face and 
the last thing we want to happen is to 
put schools off of composting.” 
(Fran from Okehampton  
Primary school)

Other ideas 
Wood chip – ask your parents/
governors/staff if they have any 
friends or contacts that can supply 
dry seasoned woodchip – or look for 
local tree surgeons in your area. Store 
it where it will not get wet, saturated 
woodchip is not what you want. You 
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Composting in Schools Project
This initiative is funded by Devon 
County Council and over two 
years is assisting schools in eight 
learning communities across 
Devon to develop appropriate 
composting systems. The aim is 
to use these as an educational 
resource by providing free 
advice, education and in-vessel 
composting equipment which 
can compost all food waste (both 
cooked and uncooked).  It is 
hoped that by implementing this 
scheme effectively, each learning 
community could potentially save 
approximately £10,000  
a year, 40 tonnes of waste going 
to landfill a year and 40 tonnes of 
carbon dioxide a year. 

Annette Dentith, Principal Waste 
Manager at Devon County Council 

‘This is a fantastic scheme. 
Not only does it encourage the 
children to reduce the amount of 
food waste they create, it saves 

Reducing 
food 
waste to 
landfill

DCCN history of composting in school

A brief history 
of Devon 
Community 
Composting’s 
involvement 
with food waste 
composting in 
schools
At a conference held in 
Plymouth in the Autumn of 
2005, many schools throughout 
the South West were reporting 
problems composting the waste 
from the government’s healthy 
fruit scheme.  

In November 2005, Devon 
Community Composting Network 
(DCCN) held a follow up event to 
explore alternatives to the clearly 
inadequate ‘Dalek’ compost bins. 

Following this event DCCN decided 
to trial a range of composters 
in willing schools in Devon. The 
composters had to be rat proof and 
the schools had to be prepared to 
provide data to enable us to see 
which were the best systems and 
how improvements could be made. 

organic waste from going to 
landfill. The composters are also 
a great teaching resource as they 
help the children understand the 
nutrient cycle of growing food, 
eating food, composting waste 
food, and using compost on the 
land to help grow more food.’

Dawn Neil from Resource 
Futures has been appointed as 
Composting in Schools Officer 
for Devon and is managing the 
project.  She has approached 
learning communities by 
presenting the project to head 
teachers at learning community 
meetings in order to get them 
onboard. She produced project 
summaries for head teachers 
and district waste officers and 
has confirmed each school’s 
commitment through use of a 
questionnaire.  

Dawn then meets with Head 
teachers and teachers at schools 
to conduct waste audits and 
preliminary meetings; looking 
at the school site for suitable 
locations for the equipment, 
meeting with kitchen staff / meal 

time assistants and discussing the 
practicalities of using an in-vessel 
composting system in school.  
Using the waste audit results 
a compost report is produced, 
recommending composting 
equipment which best meets the 
school’s needs.

‘I work closely with each 
school and educate the children 
about composting at home 
through a range of composting 
workshops and celebrate the 
school’s new ‘special’ in-vessel 
equipment through a whole 
school assembly.  Once schools 
receive their equipment, I meet 
with the nominated operator 
for an initial start up meeting, 
giving specific guidance on how 
to use the system correctly 
and safely.  I have put together 
start up packs consisting of; A 
Memorandum of Understanding 
from Devon County Council, 
Specific guidelines on using the 
in-vessel equipment provided 
and a risk assessment template 
for schools to personalize to their 
own needs.  Schools then begin 
composting and are offered 
ongoing support when they 
require it.’  
Dawn Neil – Composting in 
Schools Officer for Devon.

For more information regarding the 
project contact:  
Dawn Neil on 07903 037 297  
or email  
dawn.neil@resourcefutures.co.uk
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One of the first composters on 
trial was the ‘Rolypig’, developed 
by farming brothers in Devon. 
The Rolypig was popular with 
primary school children however, 
it required a lot of rolling and had 
a low throughput of material. It 
also did not stand up to the heavy 
wear and tear it was subjected to 
in schools. 

Next to be seriously trialed was 
the Jora 270. This is a double 
chambered, insulated, tumbling 
composter and rapidly takes 
materials to be composted 
through the first ‘hot’ phase 
of composting. DCCN then 
realised that a ‘second stage’ 
composter was needed to take 
the materials from the hot phase 
so the compost could mature. 
This also needed to be a rat proof 
environment, so bins with good 
lids and bases and an adequate 
capacity were sought. None of 
the bins on the market fulfilled 
all the criteria and so the Scotty’s 
Hot Box was designed and built 
by the Worm Research Centre by 
their ‘Green Machine’ team. The 
combination of Jora 270 and Hot 
Box continues to be used by  
many schools. 

 In 2008 Richard Gedge visited the 
DCCN office to discuss food waste 
composting options. Consequently, 
a new, continuous throughput, 
hand-powered prototype machine 
was built and trialed at Ilfracombe 
school. The ‘Ridan’ as it has been 
christened is now much improved 
and is being used in a few schools 
in Devon and beyond. 

Also in 2008 the ‘Scotspin’ was 
developed by the ‘Green Machine’ 
team. This is similar to, but larger 
and more robust than the Jora 270. 

 Very large schools need an even 
bigger machine and so far (March 
2010) only Okehampton College 
has a powered machine, the ‘Big 
Hanna’. At the time of writing, 
Ivybridge Community College is 
being provided with a Big Hanna.

So depending on the number of 
staff and pupils, and the amounts 
of waste being produced, there is 
a composting system suitable for 
your school. 

We believe that Devon is the 
only County that has really 
taken on this level of food waste 
composting in schools and has 
been instrumental in developing 
the technology to do it. 

The National Framework for Sustainable Schools has 
been established by the Government to help schools to 
become a “sustainable school” by 2020.
There are eight sustainability themes which schools can 
establish or develop. Each theme draws its inspiration 
from a range of Government policies concerning 
sustainable development and quality of life. The themes 
are:
• Energy and water
• Travel and traffic
• Building and grounds
• Inclusion and participation
• Local well-being
• Food and drink
• Purchasing and waste
 For more details look at www.teachernet.gov.uk/
sustainableschools
Two of the eight, ‘Food and drink’ & ‘Purchasing and 
Waste’ are linked through food waste composting. The 
Government’s recommendation (by 2020) is: 
“All schools to be models of waste minimisation and 
sustainable procurement, using goods and services of 
high environmental and ethical standards from local 
sources where practicable, and increasing value for 
money by (composting editor’s addition!) reducing, 
reusing, repairing and recycling as much as possible.
www.teachernet.gov.uk/sustainableschools

National Framework for 
Sustainable Schools

DCCN history of composting in school



Contacts in Devon 
Waste Audits and Waste Education Programme (free to Devon LEA schools) 
To Book a waste audit and to find out about waste education in schools 
contact Resource Futures 07944 791971.
e-mail  waste.education@resourcefutures.co.uk 

Schools Cutting your Wasteline Grant 
Two levels of grant are available in 2010/2011 to help with composting and waste  
reduction and recycling in schools. 

 1) up to £500

 2) up to £1,000 (any money over £500 to be match funded by the school) 

Contact Heidi Diepold – recycle@devon.gov.uk 01392 382920

Advice on composting and composting equipment 
Devon Community Composting Network (DCCN)  www.dccn.org.uk
Nicky.scott@devon.gov.uk  01647 432923

Local Authorities
Advice on practicalities setting up/improving recycling system in school –  
contact your local council on – 

Devon County Council: 01392 382920

East Devon: 01395 517528

Exeter: 01392 665028

Mid Devon: 01884 233102

North Devon: 01271 374791

Plymouth: 01752 304700

South Hams: 01803 861199

Teignbridge: 01626 215824

Torbay: 01803 207744

Torridge: 01237 428734

West Devon: 01822 813570

Useful websites 
Go to links on website below for contacts to each district
www.recycledevon.org.uk 


