
Composting at Home 
 
If you eat food, which I hope most of you do, you have the power to reduce 
waste and take climate action. After you finish eating an apple or chopping up 
a carrot, have you ever asked yourself what happens to that leftover waste? 
Within a short period, what was once food becomes trash. Throwing it away with 
municipal waste means it will likely end up in a landfill, where it decomposes 
without oxygen and releases methane—a greenhouse gas with 80 times more 
warming potential than carbon dioxide over 20 years (EPA, 2023). So, how can 
we solve this issue? Composting is the solution. 
 
I remember growing up, my Nana lived in Belvoir, North Carolina, and the 
closest dump was 20 minutes away, so to avoid having to drive every time she 
had to toss out rotten produce or smelly leftovers, she’d take them to the edge 
of her property. There, she had a pile of yard debris and would throw the food 
waste on top. Occasionally, she would throw water on it and use a rake to turn 
the pile. I thought she was crazy messing with a pile of rotten veggies and sticks, 
but looking back, Nana had the right idea. She made dealing with her food 
waste convenient, and so can you. First, let’s talk about the basics of food 
decomposition.  
 
The natural breakdown of food waste is called aerobic digestion. For food to 
naturally break down, air must be present, allowing microorganisms to 
decompose organic matter and turn it into nutrient-rich material. This material is 
called compost and it's the end product of aerobic digestion. Finished compost 
can be added to landscaping, houseplants, and garden beds as fertilizer. 
Turning food scraps into compost reduces food waste and the greenhouse gas 
emissions associated with it. 
 
When food breaks down in oxygen-deprived environments like landfills, it 
produces significantly more carbon dioxide and methane than in oxygen-rich 
conditions. These gases contribute to climate change and negatively impact air 
quality and public health. Composting, on the other hand, reduces these 
emissions by 50% and turns waste into a valuable resource (Project Drawdown, 
2015). 
 
Good compost is all about balance. You need nitrogen, carbon, water, and 
oxygen. Too much of any one component can cause problems. Nitrogen-rich 
materials, often called “greens,” include food scraps like vegetable peels and 
coffee grounds. Carbon-rich materials, known as “browns,” include yard debris 



like leaves and sticks, as well as cardboard (without tape), paper, and sawdust. 
To get the best results, aim for the ratio 3:1. Three parts browns to one part 
greens. This golden ratio helps your compost break down properly. To speed up 
decomposition, make sure larger pieces (especially the browns) are chopped or 
shredded.  
 
Your compost should be moist (sorry if you hate that word), NOT WET. If the bin 
becomes too wet, the greens won’t break down properly. To fix this, add more 
browns, specifically sawdust or wood chips. Aerating your pile is also essential. 
Use a shovel, metal rod, or as my Nana did a “big ole stick” to turn the compost 
regularly. Compost needs airflow to decompose naturally, and the more often 
you turn it, the faster it will break down and the fewer odors it will produce. A 
stinky compost bin is no fun, trust me.  
 
Finally, and most importantly: WAIT! Composting takes a few weeks to several 
months. When it’s dark, crumbly, and has no visible food waste, it’s ready to be 
used in your garden or for your houseplants. 
 
Don’t have a yard or unable to have a composting bin? No worries, try 
supporting organizations that are committed to reducing food waste in Iowa 
such as Table to Table and across the world such as Full Belly Brasil.  
 
Another great way to reduce food waste is to change your habits. Intentional 
shopping helps ensure you’re only buying food you’ll actually eat. If you notice 
that produce is spoiling before you have a chance to use it, consider choosing 
longer-lasting options. Potatoes (russet or sweet), cabbages, onions, apples, and 
grapefruits are examples of produce that store well in the refrigerator when kept 
properly (Moncel, 2020). 
 
It’s also helpful to understand what expiration labels actually mean. “Best if used 
by” refers to quality, meaning the product may not taste or perform as 
expected but is still safe to eat. “Use by” is reserved for products that are highly 
perishable and may become unsafe to consume after that date (RTS, 2025) 
such as meats or milks. 
 
While expiration labels are important for food safety, much of the food thrown 
away in the U.S. is still perfectly safe to eat. Everyone has their own level of 
comfort with expired foods, but learning more about what these labels mean 
can help you reduce waste in your home. 
 

https://table2table.org/
https://fullbellybrasil.com/


 



 



 



 


