
Compost and Soil Food Web: Cheat Sheet

“Brown” “Green” High Nitrogen  

Fallen leaves 
(30-80:1)

Fresh weeds (20:1) Aged chicken 
manure (7:1)

1/4 inch -3 inch 
diameter branches 
(30-170:1)

Clover (23:1) Alfalfa (12:1)

Straw & other plant 
stalk material (40:1 
- 100:1)

Coffee grounds 
(25:1)

Food wastes 
(15-20:1)

Pine needles (80:1) Vegetable scraps 
(25:1)

Fresh grass 
clippings (17:1)

Bark (100-130:1) Fruit wastes 
(25-40:1)

Seaweed (19:1)

Paper (170:1) General garden 
waste (30:1)

Cow Manure 
(10-20:1)

Cardboard (350:1) Green leaves (30:1) Horse Manure 
(15-25:1)

Wood chips and 
saw dust 
(300-700:1)

Peanut shells (35:1)

Deciduous trees 
(300:1)

Coniferous trees 
(500:1)

Compost Materials List (C:N Ratios) 

Reading Moisture Content:  
The “Squeeze Test”

Reading Moisture Content: 
Moisture Percentages

If  you take random handfuls 
from as deep in the pile as you 
can manage (at least 8 inches in) 
and you see:

You can figure:

Zero drops of  water and organic 
matter falls apart/doesn’t hold 
together upon opening fingers

20-30% moisture (ADD 
WATER)

Zero drops of  water but material 
holds together and is shiny upon 
opening fingers

40% moisture (ADD WATER)

One drop of  water, or moisture 
gathers between clenched 
fingers

50% moisture (PERFECT)

3 or more drops from clenched 
fist

>60% moisture (DO NOT 
ADD WATER)

Reading Moisture Content 

Bacterial 
Dominated 
Pile

Fungal 
Dominated 
Pile

Balanced 
Pile

% high 
nitrogen 

20% 20% 20%

% green 50% 30% 45%

% brown 30% 50% 45%

Additional 
Notes/
Instructions 
(For All Piles)

Piles need a 
minimum 
mass of  3.5 
cubic feet or 1 
cubic meter to 
heat properly

Set up as a 
windrow, on a 
palate, caged 
in, whatever 
works

Cover pile 
with tarp to 
control 
moisture 
content

Hot Compost Recipes 
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Household Food 
Scraps

Garden Waste 
Heap

Malcolm Beck 
Method (for farm-
scale static 
composting)

Make a pile 50% 
green and 50% 
brown

Create a 6-12 inch 
thick foundation of  
branches

Create 4 ft thick 
foundation of  
branches, limbs, and 
logs

Add kitchen wastes 2 
ft into pile, spacing 
between new 
additions

Cover completely 
with leaves or other 
readily available 
brown material

Cover completely 
with a mixture of  
50% green and 50% 
brown

Optional: add high 
nitrogen material 
after pile runs out of  
space while turning

Spread 2-3 inch 
layer of  garden 
waste on top, 
followed by 3 inches 
brown material

Add 1 part high 
nitrogen (dead 
animals, food waste, 
manure, etc)

Takes 6 months to 1 
year to mature

Build pile alternating 
layers of  brown and 
green

Cover completely 
with 2 parts mixture 
of  50% green and 
50% brown 
materials

Cold Compost Recipes 
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