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Composting on dairy farms—is it for my farm?
There is increasing interest in the cost effectiveness 
of compost on dairy farms, sometimes as an 
alternative to conventional chemical fertilisers, 
or as a means of recycling nutrients and organic 
matter in wastes back onto the farm.

What is composting?
Composting is the controlled decomposition of organic 
materials by microbes under aerobic (in the presence 
of oxygen) conditions. Compared with natural aerobic 
decay, composting speeds up the decay of organic 
materials, while retaining nutrients in mainly immobilised, 
slow release organic forms and stabilising the more 
resistant organic compounds. The outcome is a smaller 
volume of final product with higher concentrations of 
more stable nutrients.

Where can composting be used on-farm?
Most farm organic wastes can be composted. 
High carbon-low nitrogen (high C/N) wastes such as 
fouled bedding, woodchips, spoilt hay and silage can 
composted and safely applied to land. Manure can be 
composted to reduce odours, make it easier to handle 
and transport, while carcasses of dead animals can be 
safely disposed of by composting.

Potential advantages of using compost
 – Easier handling, storage, transport and spreading of 

organic wastes back to land.
 – Eliminates or reduces the risk of pathogens, parasites 

and weed seeds.
 – Produces a safe and stable soil amendment with 

nutrients in slowly available organic forms.
 – Enables high carbon-low nitrogen wastes (high C/N) 

wastes to be recycled back to land.
 – Can improve soil fertility, soil structure and general 

soil health.

Dairy feed pads produce large amounts of manure which 
can be mixed with other farm wastes and composted.

Windrows need to be turned and mixed regularly during the 
composting process.



Potential disadvantages of composting
 – The costs, effort, skills, time and equipment required.
 – Requires a dedicated area for compost making 

and storage typically up to 2 Ha in size for most 
dairy farms.

 – Additional materials may be needed to make a 
suitable mix for composting.

 – Losses of up to 30–60% in volume, 40–50%  
in total nitrogen and 50–70% of organic carbon.

 – Fertiliser value of compost can be low in the 
first year.

 – Poorly made or immature compost can contain toxic 
compounds that affect plant growth while others use 
up available soil nitrogen.

Basics of nutrient values—what you can expect 
with good compost
Compost has a low nutrient content and should be 
considered as a slow-release biofertiliser and soil 
conditioner rather than a conventional fertiliser. It 
is a variable product with the nutrient content and 
availability depending on the starting materials and the 
composting process. Typically farm compost has a 
nutrient content (dry weight) of 1–2% nitrogen, 0.2–1% 
phosphorus, 0.5–1% potassium and 30% carbon. 
Well-made, mature compost can have 3–5% of its 
total nitrogen content in readily available forms with an 
additional 5–10% becoming available over the year.

Compost V’s direct application of farm wastes
Direct application of low carbon-high nitrogen (low C/N) 
wastes such as manure is usually an effective and 
cheaper option than composting the material first. 
To reduce nitrogen losses they need to be applied to 
actively growing plants or physically incorporated into 
the soil soon after application. Other high carbon-
low nitrogen (high C/N) wastes such as spoilt hay or 
bedding are likely to be more effectively utilised and 
cause less problems if composted. 

Key points to think about when considering 
composting
 – Can my wastes be directly applied back to land? 

Low C/N ratio wastes can usually be directly applied 
without the costs and time involved in composting.

 – Do I need to transport my wastes such as manure 
off farm? Composted material is usually cheaper and 
easier to transport long distances.

 – Am I prepared to devote the time and resources to 
make good compost?

 – Am I prepared to buy suitable compost making 
equipment or are contractors available?

 – Are other materials needed to make a suitable 
composting mix available and at a reasonable price?
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Windrows of manure being prepared for composting 
on-farm.


