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Every thing that you put into the waste basket goes into a landfill. In big cities like Chennai, a lot of garbage is dumped into water bodies and marsh lands like Pallikaranai. This pollutes the soil. Since the pollutants leach from the soil, this eventually pollutes the water and air as well. In addition to spoiling the natural environment, it is also a health hazard.

If you look into the garbage that you dump every day, you may find that almost half of it can be converted into fertilizer or composted. Composting helps to remove huge amounts of household and garden waste from landfills. It also produces organic compost that helps plants and trees to grow better.

What is composting
Composting is the natural process of converting organic left-over food and leaves into organic fertilizer. All vegetable and fruit waste, leaves, grass, tea and coffee powder and even paper/newsprint can be converted into compost.

Anything that grows eventually rots and decays. By providing the proper mix of water and oxygen it is possible to speed up this natural process. The actual hard work is done by bacteria, fungi, worms and other micro-organisms. These eat the organic waste matter and break it down to produce a fibre-rich compound called humus. Humus contains both organic (carbon-containing) compounds as well as it is rich in minerals like nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium. This is exactly what is needed for plants to grow.

How to compost your organic waste
Depending on where you live, you can put your kitchen waste into a small pit dug in your garden or compost pots that can be fitted into balconies of your high-rise apartment. 

The micro-organisms need water to live and multiply. So the waste mixture should be moist (and not soggy). Since all parts of the waste should get access to water and oxygen, it is better to have smaller pieces (chop up big pieces of corn or fruit waste, or tear paper into smaller pieces).

The micro-organisms break down the waste matter using aerobic respiration (see box). This means that they need oxygen to work. So, for composting you need to keep turning the composting matter so that air (with oxygen) gets incorporated into it.

BOX Respiration
Respiration is the act of breathing. There are two types of respiration: aerobic and anaerobic. Aerobic means 'with air'. This is the normal breathing when you take in air into the lungs and send it to all cells of the body. These produce energy using the oxygen in the air. Any routine activity or gentle exercise is done through aerobic respiration. You may have heard of “cardio” workouts. Here the exercise is done in a sustained way (like swimming, cycling or running) so that the heart rate goes up slowly and steadily along with the rate of breathing so that more and more oxygen reaches the muscle cells.

Anaerobic means 'without air'. Here the body generates energy without using oxygen. Anaerobic exercises involve quick bursts of energy and are performed at maximum effort for a short time. Examples include jumping, sprinting, or heavy weight lifting. Here the body requires energy at short notice and for a short time. The body typically burns glucose (or other stored energy source) to produce energy. That's why, when you sprint, you can feel pain in the legs. This is because of the waste products from glucose break-down accumulating in the muscles. This happens because when you are sprinting, the blood is not able to provide sufficient oxygen to the muscles, and energy is produce by breaking down glucose with anaerobic respiration instead.

END OF BOX
As with any living thing that breathes, the composting process releases carbon dioxide and heat. Temperatures within a compost pile can rise as high as 38 to 66 degrees Celsius. So the compost needs tobe turned over and watered regularly (once a week or so). Then you will get compost within a few weeks. This compost, that farmers and gardeners call “black gold,” is rich in nutrients and can be used for gardening, horticulture, and agriculture.

Benefits of composting
One obvious benefit is that the amount of solid waste going into landfills is cut down. Also, the end product of composting, that is, compost, is very useful for growing more plants.

One of the more important benefits is the reduction of methane in our atmosphere. We know that methane and carbon-dioxide are greenhouse gases that contribute to global warming. In fact, methane has 30 times the global warming potential of an equivalent amount of carbon dioxide.

How does this happen? When organic waste is dumped in landfills, it is covered by newer waste and also non-biodegradable waste. So even if water may be available, the waste is not exposed to air. So there is less availability of oxygen and the waste decomposes through anaerobic respiration.

During anaerobic decomposition, biogas, which is made of equal parts of methane and carbon dioxide, is created as a by-product. Hence dumping organic waste in landfills causes a huge amount of such greenhouse gases to be formed.

Finally, adding compost improves soil quality. Compost contains three primary nutrients needed by garden crops: nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. It also includes traces of other essential elements like calcium, magnesium, iron, and zinc. So there is no need to add harmful synthetic fertilizers. In fact, compost increases the capacity of soil to hold water and so using compost ends up conserving water as well.

So why don't you try and compost your household waste? If you are already doing it, why don't you write to JM and tell us about your experiences.
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