
 

 

 
Composting is one of the most effective, economical, and environmentally friendly ways to improve soil 
and plant health in your backyard or community garden. But certain precautions must be taken when 
composting, especially at a small scale. Composting can create strong odors or attract pest animals—not 
only can this be unpleasant for you and your neighbors, it could actually put you at risk of creating a legal 
nuisance. Additionally, improperly prepared compost, or compost that has been exposed to raw manure, 
may contain pathogens like E. coli that could contaminate food grown in your garden. This guide 
provides some best practices that can reduce these risks of nuisance and contamination when composting 
on a small scale.  
 

Preventing Contamination 
 

• Ideally, maintain your compost pile at a 
temperature between 131- and 170-
degrees F for at least 3 days to ensure 
dangerous foodborne pathogens are 
destroyed. 

• It is more difficult for small compost piles to 
reach the temperatures required to destroy 
pathogens; to avoid concerns about 
temperature and still reduce the risk of 
contamination, compost only plant 
materials (no manure, meat, or dairy). 

• Use only potable water for irrigation; if 
this is not possible, wells have a lower 
potential for E. coli than surface water 
sources. Also avoid water sources located 
near septic systems, or where wildlife or 
livestock have unrestricted access. 

• Locate your compost pile or bin as far 
away from animal pens as possible to 
prevent contamination from manure. 

• If necessary, install fences or other 
barriers to keep pets and wildlife away 
from compost piles or growing areas. 

• Ensure that runoff from the pile cannot 
reach growing crops, finished compost, or 
water sources that will be used on crops. 

• Compost in a closed container such as a 
rotating drum or a compost bin. This can 
prevent animal contamination and runoff 
issues.  

• Let compost “cure” for a period of time 
after it appears finished, and store finished 
compost in an area safe from contamination. 

• Use different sets of tools and equipment 
for handling finished compost, feedstocks, 
and produce. 

• Wash your hands after working with 
compost, especially if you will be working 
with produce or in growing areas afterwards. 

• Inform anyone eating produce from your 
garden that it must be thoroughly washed 
before being prepared and eaten. 

 

Preventing Nuisance Odors or Pests 
 

• Make sure that your compost pile has a 
balanced mixture of green materials, like 
vegetable scraps, and brown materials, like 
straw, leaves, or paper. 

• Compost piles can start to smell like rotten 
eggs if they aren’t properly aerated or are 
too moist. Turn the compost frequently to 
aerate, and add dry brown materials as 
needed to absorb excess moisture. 

• Avoid composting meat or dairy 
products, which are more likely to produce 
nuisance odors and attract scavengers like 
mice, skunks, or biting flies. 

• Composting manure is more likely to cause 
unpleasant odors. Avoid adding manure to 
compost, or cover the pile with 6-12 inches 
of straw or newspaper to reduce odor.  

• Odor and pests can also be reduced by 
composting in a closed container.  Be sure 
that the container allows you to add water as 
needed and to mix and turn the compost.  
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