
Composting: it's not a 
backyard hobby anymore 
Will yard waste landfill 
bans boost the growth of 
compost facilities, spur a 
green industry demand for 
recycled waste products? 

• Most lawn and landscape service profes-
sionals haven't made up their minds about 
compost yet. 

They're not sure they want (a) to pro-
duce it, (b) to take their landscape waste to 
someone else to produce it, (c) to use com-
post in their own services, or (d) to sell it. 

Woven through these doubts is the dol-
lar sign. And, of course, knowing what 
compost is and what it can or cannot do. 

Many in the green industry are just now 
educating themselves about the material. 

"I think at first you're going to see 
everyone gaining some interest and knowl-
edge about composting," says Ed Janesz of 
Kurtz Brothers, Inc., Cleveland, a major 
supplier of compost, topsoils and other 
landscape materials in Ohio. 

Compost is an accumulation of organic 
matter augmented with soil and nutrients 
to provide decomposition. It can be made 
from a variety of organic waste materials. 

It's produced through aerobic micro-
bial processes. Unless oxygen is present or 
provided t h rough periodic mechanical 
turning/aeration, the process turns mal-
odorously anaerobic. 

The finished product is dark, moist and 
all but odorless. It's most often used as a 
soil cond i t ione r or mulch , s o m e t h i n g 
that's added to the soil or something that's 
spread on top of it. It's not classified as a 
fert i l izer because its N-P-K analysis is 
extremely low. although it does contain 
trace elements that plants need. It general-
ly has a pH of between 
6.9 and 8.1. Part of the 
value of compost lies in 
its ability to hold nutri-
ents in the rootzones of 
plants. 

Increas ingly , com-
posting is discussed as 
an alternative to dump-
ing landscape wastes , 
p r imar i ly leaves and 
grass clippings, in land-
fills. Even the most opti-
mistic concede it'll be a 
partial solution at best. 

Even so, thousands 
of t o n s of leaves and 
grass clippings will be entering the Ohio 
recycling stream as of Dec. 1, 1993, the 
date when landfills there quit accepting 
yard waste. Several other states are follow-
ing similar timetables. 

Not coincidentally, Ohio is one of a 
handful of states that have—or will soon 
have—regulations for locating and operat-
ing commerc ia l compos t si tes. Ohio 's 
rules are nearly complete. 

For example, these regulations will stipu-

Ed Janesz says yard waste can 
become valuable compost. 

late that compost facilities be located on 
compacted clay sites, and that they be oper-
ated correctly to discourage leaching and 
odors. Contained in over 40 pages of ver-
biage, the Ohio rules at least tacitly acknowl-
edge that composting is now more—much 
more—than a backyard activity. 

Janesz, who carries the unwieldy title 
of organic recycling development manager 
for Kurtz Brothers, offers these observa-
tions about composting: 

• Although many small and communi-
ty compost facilities will be started, even-

tually they'll give way 
to larger, more efficient 
compost operations. 

• Suppliers, some 
coming f rom Europe 
where large-scale com-
pos t i ng is c o m m o n -
place, will begin pro-
viding some of the spe-
cia l ized mach ine ry 
needed for cost-effec-
tive and qual i ty-con-
scious operations. 

• There will be a 
slowly growing market 
for compost, but only if 
it 's of consis tent and 

high quality. 
Customer education is what Janesz sees 

as one of the biggest challenges facing the 
marketing of compost. And marketing will 
become increasingly important as the vol-
ume of compost increases after landfills 
are closed to yard wastes by 1994. 

"If you do a good job of educating your 
customers about compost, they're going to 
buy it again and again and again," promis-
es Janesz. 

What industry, public perceive 
to be organic is not the same 
• Are we all talking the same language 
concern ing today's fert i l izer products , 
specifically the organic products? 

Chuck Darrah from CLC Labs, an inde-
pendent soil testing laboratory in Ohio, 
thinks not. 

"The re ' s no doub t a b o u t i t ," says 
Darrah, "it's confusing." 

The confusion starts with the defini-
tions of these products. Regulators, usual-
ly with backgrounds in chemistry, supply 
the official definitions (each state is free to 
adopt its own) while end users typically 
describe fertilizer products from an agro-

nomic viewpoint. 
For example , t he c o m m o n l y - u s e d 

nitrogen source urea would be classified as 
a "synthetic organic" fertilizer, according 
to the recognized definition of "synthetic 
organic." 

"I don't think that many of your lawn 
care customers would accept urea as an 
organic fertilizer," says Darrah. "The pub-
lic, I think, perceives organic as being nat-
ural. The public perceives organic as what, 
technically, is defined as natural organic." 

These distinctions are important, says 
Darrah, because fertilizer suppliers are 

Chuck Darrah: does public know what 
organic is? 


