
destined for the dustbin. Because paper and
cardboard are made largely of cellulose
fibres, and because these seem to play a role
similar to roughage in the diet, we have
called this the ‘high-fibre’ or HF system.

The most common examples of
compostable paper and card 
(all in the <sliced bread> category) are:
• used tissues;
• kitchen towels;
• other crumpled papers;
• cereal boxes;
• other cardboard packaging;
• toilet roll spindles;
• egg boxes. 

From an environmental point of view it is
best to recycle, rather than compost, flat
paper, such as newspapers, magazines,

office paper and junk mail, and anyway
these are difficult to compost without a lot of
preparation. That leaves material which is not
flat, but bulky and unsuitable for recycling,
and – gratifyingly – ideal for composting (see
figure 5). Thus the two main forms of
household waste paper are complementary,
one suitable for recycling, the other for
composting. Having said this, balled
newspaper does work extremely well in HF
systems, so if there is a shortage of other
sources newspaper can be used, at the cost
of a little extra effort and some loss from the
recycling stream.

Paper and card for composting can be
collected separately from kitchen waste or put
into the same kitchen bin – (after all, 
they are all going to get mixed together
eventually – see figure 1 on page 1). 

If collected separately it is important to put
them into the compost regularly and not save
them up for months. It is a good habit to take
both bins to the compost at the same time. It
is all very simple, but there is one vital
process: scrunching. Compost loves irregular,
air-filled shapes. Some paper is already in an
ideal form – used tissues, paper towels and
egg boxes for example – but it is important to
give cardboard boxes a quick squeeze to
crumple them a bit (see figure 5). Neatness is
the enemy here: do not carefully flatten boxes
and put them on the heap in a tidy stack.
Abuse them first! There is no need to tear or
shred them unless they are very large. As a
rule of thumb you are looking for scrunched
balls of <bread> with a volume between 0.1
and 1 litre (between the size of an egg and
the size of a melon, perhaps fist-size being a
good medium) mixed with cells of <cheese>
of a similar or slightly smaller size range.

There are however some cardboard
materials that should not be used because
they have plastic laminations which do not
break down. Milk and drinks cartons are the
main examples, but many frozen food packets
are also laminated. The plastic is quite inert
and non-toxic, and the cardboard in these
items gets broken down eventually in the

In the old days printing inks contained toxic heavy
metals such as lead and cadmium, and there is still
a widespread belief that the inks are poisonous.
They are not any more. In fact the heavy metal
content is lower than it is in most garden soils, so
by adding paper and cardboard you are actually
improving matters and diluting any existing heavy
metals in your garden.

Box 1: A note about printing inks

Figure 5:  Typical paper and cardboard waste items suitable for composting.
Items which do not naturally have irregular shapes are shown 'scrunched'.

6 Composting

The logic of <bread> and <cheese>

As it happens, the materials we are calling <bread> often have the stiffness to act as
'pit-props' keeping the insides of the heap accessible to fresh oxygen from outside.
So, generally speaking <bread> can supply both carbon/energy and oxygen. As it
also happens, the materials we are calling <cheese> usually contain a good deal of
moisture and the stickiness to conserve it, so they can supply both nitrogen (and
other minerals) and water. This means that, in principle, mixing wastes from just
these two categories will provide all the necessary ingredients all in one go. This
makes the composter's life a lot easier! The table summarises the effects on
composting of a shortage of the main four ingredients, and what can be done to
remedy them.
BUT there is a complication as far as practical composting is concerned, in that
some kinds of <bread> are easily accessible to decomposers and break down
readily, while others are resistant to decomposers and take a long time to break
down. This makes a practical difference because in order for the <bread> and
<cheese> to help each other effectively, they should decompose at roughly the same

rate. That is why in the table on page 2-3 we distinguish three categories of <bread>.
One category, which we call <sliced bread> is rather soft and breaks down at the
same rate as <cheese>. Together, <sliced bread> and <cheese> make up a
functional category called 'soft wastes' which are best dealt with by any of the
conventional systems or by our High Fibre method. The other two categories of
<bread> make up the 'hard wastes'. What we call <ship's biscuit> is the really tough
and resistant branches and twigs, while <Ryvita> is an intermediate category. Hard
wastes are best processed separately, or 'exported' for processing elsewhere.

A note about <ship's biscuit>
These days we don't have any common carbohydrate food that is completely
inedible! But in the days of sailing ships the staple food was a dense, dry, rock-hard
cooked bread that would keep for months in its dry condition. It was known as hard-
tack or ship's biscuit and could only be eaten after prolonged soaking. This is the
closest culinary analogy to really tough woody wastes.



compost. But removing the plastic from the
finished compost can be a bit of a nuisance,
so it is best to keep this problem to a
minimum. In the fullness of time we shall have
to bully manufacturers not to put plastic on
their packaging; it has no function apart from
making the printing look sharp and glossy. As
for printing inks, contrary to a persistent urban
myth, they are not a problem (see box 1).

What do you actually do?
The basic method is extremely simple. A layer
of crumpled cardboard and paper is put in
the bottom of a container, say 20-30cm
deep, ideally with some worm-rich compost
from a previous batch, or someone else's
system. Then the heap is simply fed with 'soft
wastes' as they arise (see table in pages 2-3).
For typical households this generates
approximately equal volumes of <bread> and
<cheese> in suitable layers or cells.
Otherwise the ‘sandwich’ rules are followed,
for example grass clippings should not be
introduced in layers thicker than 15cm. If
there is more than this, extra crumpled
paper/cardboard should be introduced.

Over the next few months, the organisms
and biological processes summarised in
figure 7 swing into action, and a zone of fine
dung or 'frass' builds up from the bottom. As
more material is added at the top, the zone of
furious decomposer activity moves up with it.
In a mature heap you will usually find a
heaving layer of worms about six inches
below the surface. In fact it is a good check
that everything is OK to dig down a little way
from the top and observe the visible activity.
A correctly functioning High Fibre heap
should be visibly lively.

The invertebrates are essential to the HF
system: it doesn’t work without them. They are
all likely to be in your garden anyway, so in
most cases they just turn up, although it takes
a while for the populations to build up in the
heap. Once you have got a good mixed
population going there is usually no further
problem for new batches of compost. It’s the
beginning that is most difficult, a danger that
the cheese will putrefy and set everything off
in the wrong direction. To ensure a good start
it is best to overdo the bread a bit to make
sure there’s plenty of air, and seed the heap
with a good batch of worms from a similar
heap, or failing that, get worms from a
fishing-tackle shop or from suppliers of
wormery systems. The commonest kind is the
small stripy brandling or tiger worm Eisenia
foetida, although Dendrobaena worms are
equally good. You might find that small white
worms become common; these are
'enchytraeids' or potworms and more tolerant
of acidic conditions. They do the job but not
as well as the larger red worms. 

Eventually your compost container will fill
up and need emptying. But the top will still
have undecomposed material from the last
contribution, while the finished compost will
be at the bottom (see figure 6). There are
various things you can do about this, and to
some extent this depends on the design of
your container, which we will now discuss.

Containers
Making compost, either by the classical
method or the HF method, does not absolutely
need a container. But without some kind of
enclosure the stuff gets scattered about by
wind and animals. Almost any kind of
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Applying the <bread and cheese> principles

First Aid Long-term

Water Goes slowly or stops Add water Leave cover off permanently
In HF systems you will find ants and Several litres through rose of Use more <cheese>
woodlice rather than worms watering-can over several days; especially wetter kitchen wastes

or better, leave cover off during rain such as tea leaves/coffee grounds,
or freshly-mown grass clippings

Nitrogen Goes Slowly Mix in moist <cheese> Use more <cheese>
such as fresh grass clippings or You can also add urine diluted10:1
plate waste through the watering-can rose

Carbon Smelly Mix in <sliced bread> Use more <sliced> or <Ryvita>
Smells of ammonia, like a 
farmyard or stable

Oxygen Smelly Turn the heap Use more <bread>
Smells putrid or sour Mix in dry <bread> If persistent, occasional layers 

Balled cardboard is good and of <Ryvita>. Regular addition of 
<Ryvita> is often easier to mix in <ship's biscuit> gives a permanent

solution but very coarse compost

Constituent What happens if Remedy
there is not enough?

Figure 6:  Typical profile of a High Fibre
compost heap. At the top, fresh material just
added – note cereal box. Below, dark
crumbly humus.




