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Q1: We are in a heat wave now.  Is there anything I should be concerned about regarding my 
active thermal compost and the separate “passive” pile? 
 
A: The only concern here would be that the compost could dry out. You may consider sprinkling 
water on the outside of the piles once or twice a day and covering them with breathable fabric 
such as weed cloth to help slow evaporation. To make sure the interior of the active thermal pile 
is moist enough, reach in, grab a handful of material, pull it out and squeeze it. If you can 
squeeze out a drop of liquid, then the middle of the pile is fine and you will just need to pay 
attention to the outer few inches. Be careful touching the bins or tools if left in the sun as they 
can become very hot. 
 
Q2: If I harvest fresh greens, but then let them dry out, are they still “greens” (higher in 
nitrogen), or have they become “browns” (higher in carbon)? 
 
A: When you harvest plant material that is alive, such as when you trim back plants, those 
materials are green. If you dry those in a single layer right away, either on a screen or on a tarp 
(you may have to turn them to get the underside dry), they will still remain as a “green” material 
with plenty of nitrogen for bacteria to consume. If you leave them in a pile and they start to 
decompose, then they will become “brown” material for your next pile. 
 
Q3: Can you comment on the use of compost starter? 
 
A: We understand compost starters to contain microbes and/or high-nitrogen materials which 
make your pile heat up quickly. We do not consider use of a compost starter necessary. Plenty 
of beneficial microbes already exist on the surfaces of the materials you’re composting, and you 
can add a handful of compost from a previous pile or soil to a new pile to kick it 
off. Furthermore, if you have the right “green” to “brown” ratio, then your material will compost in 
a timely way. If you want to add extra material to really heat up your pile, you can add legumes 
such as alfalfa, spent beer grains, or fresh manure from herbivores such as chickens (they 
aren't true herbivores, but you can use their manure), goats, horses or cows. These materials 
will really bring on the heat, so use them sparingly and monitor the pile’s temperature. 
 
Q4: I would like to have a thermal pile, but how do I get my compost pile to heat up? 
 
A: In order to get your pile to heat up, you need plenty of “green” material such as food waste, 
grass clippings, plant trimmings and coffee grounds. Some types of “greens” known as “high 
nitrogen” material will make the temperature rise more quickly. Examples of these materials are 
cut grass, legumes (such as alfalfa, clover, and pea or bean plants that were picked and used 
green), spent beer grains and fresh herbivore manure. Along with the types of greens in your 
pile, the proportion of browns and greens you add to your pile can increase or decrease the 
temperature curve. Aim for a balanced amount to produce a thermal pile. The size of the pile 
should be at least 3’x3’x3’ because mass is needed to retain heat. Be aware that a thermal pile 
requires more of your time for monitoring and maintenance for taking temperatures, turning and 
watering to keep the pile moist and aerated. 

 
 


