Give Gompost
a Chance

Compost offers a multitude
of benefits for stormwater
management and erosion control

BY RACHEL SIM

hen most people think about
compost, they picture the stuff '
gathered in the kitchen, decom-
posed in the backyard, and then
spread on the garden. But compost
is more complicated than that, and it offers impres-
sive benefits in stormwater and erosion control appli-
cations. Not only does compost capture carbon by
diverting waste from landfills, it also holds an immense
amount of water, promotes soil health, and can reduce
the need for fertilizers. All this from just our kitchen -
scraps? Well, not quite. ®

First of all, compost is not what many people think. “A
lot of people think that aged mulch is compost,” says Gary
Gittere. “It’s really not, it's an organic residual,” he says.
The same goes for kitchen scraps, he says.

Gittere is the president of the North Carolina chapter
of the United States Composting Council (USCC) and he is
part of the Marketing Committee for the National Chap-
ter. The USCC is a non-profit 501(c)(6) organization that
advances compost manufacturing, compost utilization, and
organics recycling. The USCC has three main goals, says
Gittere: advocacy, research, and education.

For the USCC and the composting industry, kitchen
scraps and yard waste don't cut it; there are certain stan-
dards to which compost must adhere.

“You have to have a carbon-to-nitrogen ratio. You need
a certain time before it actually decomposes properly—it
helps to kill any potential pathogens and things like that,”
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he explains.

“You must have

your time and tempera-
ture monitored. Yau have to go through

a process to make sure you reduce your patho-
gens and any vector issues.” Most compost used for
stormwater management and erosion control purposes is
manufactured, says Gittere.

“Anything that is organic in nature, as long as it's not
manmade, can be composted,” he explains. “Sixty to 65%
of anything that goes into a landfill could technically be |
composted.” Gittere says there is a tremendous opportunity |
to take material that is being thrown away and turn it into
compost, benefiting the soil and capturing carbon. How-
ever, he adds, contamination is a major issue.
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« “If you have two bins, and one says
‘Landfill' and one says ‘Compostables,
people just throw things in with the com-

~ postables,” he explains. They don’t realize

there may be plastic or other non-compostable
materials in the waste. Gittere says that the chal-
lenge for composting is similar to the “aspirational recy-
cling” problem that plagues the recycling industry—throw-
ing something in the recycling bin because you feel like it
ought to be recyclable. Unfortunately, aspirational recycling
and composting contaminates waste streams. Gittere says
that while industrial composting facilities screen their mate-
rials very well, ideally the contamination wouldn’t happen
in the first place. “You just need to be cognizant, and it’s
labout] education,” he says.

‘Twenty years ago, the USCC started the Seal of Testing
Assurance Program (STA), which analyzes the compost for
certaub properties including pH, nutrient content, organic
matter content, pathogens, and more. Some of the STA
standards are for safety and quality; others may address
specific problems. On a slope, for example, Gittere recom-
mends a coarser material.

“Compost is primarily carbon and carbon is a lot of
wood and wood product,” he explains. Materials like food
waste, bio salvage, and sludges are added, which provide a
nitrogen source. “For an erosion project, we usually recom-
‘mend using a coarser material,” he continues, “as opposed
to something they put in your yard or on a golf course.”
Gittere says the coarseness helps divert the impact of rain-
fall so the compost is less likely to wash away.

“Compost will hold about 27,000 gallons of water per
acre-foot for each one percent of organic matter added to

M{ the soil,” Gittere adds. Holding that much water not only
o~ # address flooding and runoff concerns, but also reduces

«erosion and helps establish vegetation. “The number one
thing for erosion control is establishing vegetation,” he says,
“and to have vegetation establishment, you need to have
the right soil—the right planting environment.”
During a construction project, for example, soil can be

_ seriously impacted, he explains. Topsoil is often removed,
‘and with that goes all the organic matter and the microbes.

The best way to rebuild that subsoil? Compost.

Because compost is about 50% organic matter, it adds
microbes back to the soil, which helps establish a good
planting environment, he explains.

Most of what is used for erosion control, instead of com-
post, is straw and tack, Gittere explains. Which, he says, has
success if there’s enough soil with enough organic matter
and enough rain, but not so much it washes away.

Gittere recalls a highway project he drove past some
years ago. The slope was bare until about two-thirds of the
way down where vegetation was growing. “Everything had
just obviously eroded down to there,” he explains. “What
topsoil they had there eroded away, any fertilizer they put
on there was eroded away and went into our streams and
waterways.”

Because it holds so much water, compost is less likely to
erode, says Gittere. For erosion control projects, he suggests
placing compost first before seeding. “The goal is holding
the soil in place, letting the vegetation get established, and
once that happens, you don’t have to worry about erosion.”
Straw many not even be necessary, he says, since the com-
post will hold the soil in place.

The phosphorus and nitrogen content of fertilizer have
become concerns around the country as waterbodies like
the Chesapeake Bay and the Gulf of Mexico experience
more frequent algae blooms and nutrient-laden fertilizer
runoff are blamed. But, Gittere points out, plants need
these nutrients and compost can provide them, in addition
to other micronutrients.

“I'm not anti-fertilizer,” explains Gittere. “I believe that
there’s an application for that. I tell people all the time, that
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compost is part of the solution. It's a
piece to the puzzle.” Gittere acknowl-
edges that each site is unique, which
is why he recommends testing to find
out what the site actually needs. In the
long run, he says, it will save money.

“Put down the compost, get your
seed out, then come back and do a
soil test. See what your actual demand
really is, because you're wasting
money otherwise,” he advises.

Golf courses are some of the best
at this strategy, in Gittere's experience.
“A lot of folks think that golf courses
are the biggest waste, but they are the
most well-managed of any people we
work with,” he says. “They conduct
soil analyses, they

can only put down “Pu'[ down the
compost, get your

so much fertilizer
because of cost,
and they’re look-

gallons of water a night because

they amended their soil, they got the
organic matter built up, they got much
better root proliferation, and it allowed
them to use much less water.”

“The perception is that it can be
expensive, and sometimes it can,”
admits Gittere. But, he says, the
upfront cost will be offset if compost
works better and the work doesn’t
have to be fixed later.

“In erosion control projects, what
I find the most difficult is that people
can quantify the cost of going back
and replacing a tree, adding synthetics,
more seed, and so on,” he says, “but
they don't quantify the soil loss.” He
uses the example
of a seed and
straw project
where everything
is washed away

ing for ways of seed out, then cOmME by rain and the
saving, and that's ; contractor must
why the smart baCk and dO d SO” pay to reapply
ones start to look seed, straw, and
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compost’s water- d em and real Iy IS. soil? What's the
holding proper- impact to our

ties, over the course of two and a half
years, one golf course Gittere worked
with went from using 1.3 million gal-
lons of water a night to 800,000 gal-
lons. “Now they’re down to 500,000

waterways? What about the synthet-
ics that were used, the nitrogen and
phosphorus? What is that opportu-
nity loss worth that you're not really
measuring?”

Once your soil is healthy, Gittere
says you won't need him anymore.
“It's almost like a bell curve,” he
explains. Gittere has done a lot of
work in the agriculture industry and
after a while, farmers tell him they
don’t need to apply as much compost
as they did before, or even none. “We
tell them, ‘That’s what I told you,”
he says. “You're going to build your
soil back up to the point where it
needs to be and after that, you're all
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Photos: McGill Premium Compost

Top, left to right: McGill Premium Compost used a blower truck to compost and reseed a range field at Camp Lejeune, NC.
Above, left to right: A stream bank restoration at Camp Lejeune leading to a retention pond. The project used erosion control socks with
McGill SoilBuilder Premium Compost.

good to go.” He admits that there is and [ wanted it to be green.” He had
some impact you can have on healthy  no experience in the industry (he

soil—in agriculture, crops are rotated, did once own a garden center that,
for example—but by and large, once ironically, didn’t carry compost), but
vegetation can establish, the soil has he did have a background in market-
recovered. ing. Now, in addition to his day job

Gittere got into the compost

industry, he says, because, “I wanted For related articles:
to get into something sustainable www.stormh2o.com

for a compost manufacturer, he gives
presentations on the general benefits
of compost. “I absolutely adore the
industry,” he says.

“When [ first started in this
industry,” he laughs, “I felt like the
sales guy trying to sell somebody on
something they wouldn’t believe.”
Compost, he says, works great on
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clay or sandy soils and that was a hard sell.
Gittere would explain to people that for sandy
soils with no organics, compost can add organic
matter, and hold water. For those with hard,
compacted clay soil, “compost is great because
all these microbes are going to start to create
little channels, and the water and the air are
going to get through, and then your roots are
going to proliferate down through the soil,” he
would say.

Gittere sees opportunities for compost use
everywhere. “Every place where you see dirt,
you could have compost,” he jokes. In reality,
that would be unrealistic, he says, but there are
signs that composting is becoming more com-
mon. California, for example, has set a goal that
75% of solid waste be recycled, composted, or
reduced by 2020, and in 2014 began requir-
‘ing business to recycle their organic waste. In &
Vermont, food scraps will be banned from the
trash as of July 1, 2020. Although not all of the
organic waste in Vermont or California ends up as com-
post—some will be used to feed animals, some to create
biogas—Gittere sees this as a win. In the landfill, food waste
and other organics decompose and produce methane gas,
which is both a potent greenhouse gas and a potential
energy resource. As waste diversion becomes more com-
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Camp Lejeune stream bank restoration

mon, awareness of the compost industry grows.

“It takes a groundswell of people saying, this is really
what we have to do,” says Gittere. “Fortunately, compost is
a big part of it.” &

Rachel Sim is the editor of Stormwater magazine.
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