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Welcome to our composting with worms demonstration. We are Hanover Master Gardener Land Care Stewards. (I am and introduce others) This is the fourth year we have been here at the Maymont Home and Garden Show with our worms, and we love to show them off. We are here to demonstrate how easy and how much fun it is to recycle your fruit and vegetable scraps using worms right in your home. 

What is composting with worms or vermicomposting?


Literally it is feeding your vegetable scraps and leftovers to worms that you keep in a bin indoors; and letting them digest the scraps to provide you with an excellent compost you can use with your houseplants or garden plants.

You might wonder, isn’t this what happens in a compost pile?

How is this different from composting in a compost pile or bin outdoors?

1. First, while you may find earthworms in your compost pile outdoors, the worms you will be using for vermicomposting are a different species of worm, the red wiggler, that looks very much like the common earthworm, just smaller.

2. However, the red wigglers, the same worms you can buy in bait shops for fishing, will not live in the extremely hot or cold temperatures you find outside. 

3. Instead, red wigglers are ideally suited to living in an enclosed bin or box indoors. Earthworms will die kept under similar conditions. They live several feet below ground, require a cool temperature, and do not reproduce well in a box.

4. Red wigglers require a temperature between about 55 and 80 degrees F to thrive. That means a basement, kitchen or garage, although they may be kept outside when the temperature is moderate.

What is the advantage of composting with worms as opposed to just throwing your food scraps in the compost pile? Or in the trash? Or down the garbage disposal?
1. Red wigglers can eat half their weight in food  per day.

2. They can live in a small, confined space.

3. You don’t need to walk outside to your compost pile to get rid of your vegetable scraps, a real bonus in the kind of weather we've been having.

4. You don’t need to throw your vegetable scraps into the trash (reducing garbage and smell and fruit flies).

5. You won’t clog up your garbage disposal or septic system with vegetable waste.

6. Finally, you get all that great compost (hold up bag) and some good bait for fishing

O.K. so how do you get started?


We’re going to demonstrate to you how easy and inexpensive it is to make a worm bin and get started. In addition, we are going to give out free boxes of red wigglers from our own worm bins to get you started as well as directions for making and maintaining your worm bins.


I’m going to explain how to make a simple bin out of a plastic bin such as we have up front. There are lots of other ways to make bins out of wood or other materials. You can find out more information on the internet. Type vermicomposting or worm bins in your search engine. Mary Apelhof’s book: Worms Eat My Garbage is another excellent source.

1. Start out with a flexible plastic storage bin with a lid. Get one that is colored, not clear plastic because the worms do not like light. It should be at least approx. 18 x 20 x 15 inches. It doesn’t need to be deep; worms live in the top 12 in. 

2. Drill holes in the top and part way down the sides with a 1/8-1/4 in bit.

3. Shred some newspaper, either in a paper shredder or by hand. Do not use the glossy advertising sections as the dye may contain some heavy metals or toxic substances. This is called the bedding, and the worms will eat it along with the scraps you feed them. 

4. Newspaper absorbs water the easiest, but you can also use white printed paper or junk mail (not glossy colored).  Think of what a great way to get rid of private papers you don’t want anyone to see: old tax returns, bills, etc. 

5. Dampen the shredded paper and squeeze out excess moisture (like a sponge with excess water squeezed out) The moist paper has several purposes:

a. First, it keeps the worms from drying out. Because they breathe through their skins, their skin must be kept moist. They die when dried out.

b. Second, the newspaper helps keep down the odors in the bins by providing some air spaces so that the worms don’t suffocate, die and smell bad.

c. Also, there is some regular composting going on in the bin. In order for organic materials to compost, there must be the right proportion of carbon and nitrogen (commonly known as browns (C) and greens (N)). The newspaper is a good carbon source, while the vegetable scraps are a good N source.  Good aerobic composting will occur ensuring a sweet smelling bin.

6. Fill the bin with 8 – 10 inches of moistened, shredded paper. 

7. Mix in a little compost or soil. You want to do this because you want some useful organisms in your bin besides the worms. Good garden soil is teeming with microorganisms; the majority are beneficial. Worms need some of these valuable microorganisms in their digestive tracts. The microorganisms also help break down the food scraps you put in the bin and soften them up so that the worms can eat them. Worms do not have teeth and can not chew hard, crunchy things. Instead they have crops (like birds) and use bits of sand or grit to grind the food as it passes through their digestive tracts. Crushed egg shells; coffee grounds or corn meal will also help them with digestion.

8. Now you are ready to put in your worms. Some instructions call for putting in about a pound of worms to start your bin, but if you don’t put in that many, don’t worry. They can breed quickly: can double in 1 month. Within a few months you will have a healthy bin of worms, in another few months you'll be looking for someone to share them with. 

9. While we’re on the subject let me talk a bit about worm reproduction. Although worms are both sexes, it takes two of them to produce a worm cocoon. Worm cocoons are about the size of a pencil tip. We can probably find some cocoons in our worm bins to show you when you come up. Instead of eggs or baby worms, worms produce cocoons. After 3 weeks 2 or 3 baby worms come out of each cocoon. It takes about 6 weeks for the baby worms to grow up and reproduce. Thus, it takes worms about 3 months to become grandparents.

How do you maintain your worm bin?


Now that we’ve gone over how to start a worm bin, here are a few tips for keeping your worms healthy once you’ve set it up. 

1. Keep the bin in area where the temperature is between about 55 and 80 degrees. Kitchens, basements, garages near a water heater are good places. Even though you might think "ugh," your kitchen is an ideal place for a worm bin. You can put your vegetable scraps right into the bin. If the conditions in your bin are right, the bin should be odorless. I’ll explain some problems that can occur and what you can do about them in a minute.

2. Worms don’t like vibrations. So don’t put them next to your refrigerator or on your washing machine, for example. They also don’t like to be disturbed and might try to crawl out. When you first set up your bin, if you keep the top off and a light on for a day or two, they will settle down under the bedding (they do not like light). When I first started my bin, I used to fluff the bedding every few days and couldn’t figure out why they were crawling up the sides.

3. Maintain the bin with the correct moisture level. Worms don’t like it too wet (they drown) or too dry (they can’t breathe). They need about 70% moisture content in the bedding to breathe through their skins. The bedding should be kept as moist as a squeezed out sponge. 

4. If you feed them regularly, it is more likely there will be too much water in the bin. You can add dry newspaper to soak up some of the moisture. If there is standing water on the bottom drain it out using a turkey baster. 

5. Feed your worms vegetable and fruit scraps, pasta, bread, coffee grounds, tea bags, cooked vegetables and fruits (unless there is a lot of oil or butter in them). I have found they are especially fond of pumpkins and melons. If you’ve been eating out a lot lately and don’t have any leftover scraps for them, you can give them worm MREs (hold up can). They love baked beans. A good rule of thumb for how much they can eat is about 1 lb. per week per sq. foot of surface space in the bin. Put the food under the bedding.

6. Do not put the following things in the bin: meat or fish, bones or greasy foods. These can attract pests and also smell bad. Also, avoid citrus peels, onions and garlic. Never put dog or cat waste in the bin because of parasites.

7. Finally, don’t cover up all those little air holes you’ve drilled in the bin by stacking things on top of your bin.

What do you do when after 3 to 6 months when your worms have devoured the bedding and food and have produced a nice dark compost?  You need to harvest the vermicompost. There are several methods for doing this:

1. Push all of the compost and worms to one side. Add fresh moist bedding on the other side and begin feeding the worms on that side. After a few weeks most of the worms should have moved over to the fresh side, and you can collect the vermicompost. 

2. Dump the entire bin out on a sheet of plastic under a bright light. The worms will dive for the bottom away from the light. Then divide the big pile into a few smaller ones. Start skimming the top layer of compost off of each pile. As you get towards the bottom of the piles, you will find a mass of worms. Put those back into your bin with fresh bedding a little soil. 

3. Lazy man’s method: Take 2/3 of your vermicompost out of the bin. This is the compost you will use in your garden. Then put fresh bedding in your bin. Even though you have removed about 2/3 of the worms, there will be enough left to reproduce and replenish the bin. 

4. If the vermicompost is very wet, spread it out in a tray or some other container with a screen over the top and allow it to season and partially dry out for a month or so before using. However, it loses some of its microorganisms and value if you let it dry out completely. That’s why your own vermicompost is much better than that produced by big worm farms and sold dried in a bag.

Now that you have your compost, what do you do with it?

1. Use it like compost: dig it into your topsoil around plants

2. Incorporate it into new beds or with transplanted plants, but you need to use only half as much.

3. In pots use about ¼ vermicompost and ¾ potting soil.

What is in vermicompost that makes it so beneficial?


It consists of worm castings (worm poop), decayed organic matter, microorganisms and enzymes. The castings contain 8 times a many microorganisms as compost, and these favor plant growth. The bad microorganisms don’t grow well in the worms’ gut. Worm casts also have 5 x more N, 7 x more P and 11 x more K, the major plant elements needed for growth than regular soil. 

There are a few problems you could experience you’re your worm bin. What do you do?

Troubleshooting Worm Bins: 


We have a chart in our handout about vermicomposting, but to go over some of them quickly:

1. Bad odors: there are 3 possible causes: bin is too wet, worms have more food than they can eat or they don’t have enough air. To correct for moisture, put in dry bedding, remove standing water with a turkey baster; fluff bedding if it seems matted; add some more air holes in the bin; stop feeding for a week or two, and bury the food under the bedding when you do feed.

2. Bedding too dry: worms are drying out. To correct, spray with water; keep a sheet of black plastic garbage bag on top of bedding

3. Worms crawling up sides: put bin in a light area with the top off; don’t disturb worms too much when feeding; keep away from vibrations.

4. Other critters in your bin: most inhabit the bin alongside your worms and are fellow decomposers. They will not escape and invade your house. The tiny white bugs you may see are probably springtails.

5. Flies: sometimes fruit flies can be a problem. This is usually because fruit fly eggs have gotten into the bin. The best way to avoid this problem is to keep the bin covered; bury food under the bedding in the bin; add food as soon as it is available (e.g. as soon as you have your scraps) or refrigerate or freeze scraps until ready to feed worms; do not put banana peels in bin. Fruit fly eggs are often found in the top stem of bananas. Bananas also often have been sprayed with pesticides. Anything that still has a lot of pesticide residues when you put it in the bin can adversely affect your worms. 

Other questions we’re asked include:

1. What about vacations?

Don’t worry; you can leave for a week, 2 weeks, even a month, and when you return your worms will be there to greet you. You might want to give them a worm MRE before you leave.

2. Don’t put them somewhere out of the way so that you forget about them.

3. If you have any problems, call the Hanover County Cooperative Extension Office at 752-4310.

4. Finally, come and get a box of our nice red wigglers; but if you take one, you must promise to buy a plastic bin on your way home so that you can give them a home right away. They won’t last long in this little box. Don’t confuse your box of worms with last night’s take out dinner.

Any questions?

