Worm Bins


Have you ever thought about keeping worms to act as a kitchen garbage disposal?  Here’s some information to help you decide whether or not you want to do this.


First of all, just any kind of earthworm will not do.  You need one of two species of redworms, Eisentia foetida or Lumbruscus rubellus.  They are often called “red wigglers.”  They are the same worms that fishermen use as bait.  They differ from other earthworms in that they live at the surface of soil in loose organic matter and do not burrow into the soil.  They are more tolerant of temperature changes.  Redworms have a healthy appetite and are continually ingesting and processing organic matter turning it into “castings,” the material that is excreted after food passes through the worm’s body.  As the castings break down they release nutrients in the soil.  This process is the real reason to have a worm bin: not because worms make interesting house pets, but because it is a way to recycle kitchen and garden waste and get nutrient-rich soil amendments in return.


There are a few requirements that you need to be mindful of in order to keep worms healthy and happy.  Actually they are the same requirements all living creatures need: shelter, food and moisture.  Bins can be made of wood or plastic, approximately 2x2x3 feet with, a tight-fitting lid.  Plastic storage bins work well.  Drill holes in the top and bottom to allow for air circulation and drainage.  Fill the bin with bedding.  Thin strips of torn newspapers, shredded cardboard, partly composted leaves or a combination of these can be used, or you can buy commercial worm bedding.  Whichever bedding material you choose, it should be damp.  Newspaper and cardboard should be presoaked until it is soft, then excess water is squeezed out.  Mix the bedding with a couple of handfuls of garden soil. This provides worms with grit to aid in digestion and adds the microorganisms needed in the composting process.


After you have prepared the bedding and introduced the worms to their new home, you can start adding scraps from the kitchen.  Any vegetable scrap may be added without any problems.  Good foods include: fruit and vegetable peelings, cores, husks, leaves, tea bags, coffee filters and grounds, and  crushed egg shells.  Paper towels and napkins can be added if they are not too greasy.


Avoid colored napkins and cut large vegetable scraps into smaller pieces.  Do not put meat or fish scraps into the worm bin or any oily foods such as greens with oily salad dressing or cheese.  Animal manure should not be added unless it is from herbivores.  Do not use cat or dog manure for compost of any kind.  


Worms will eat up to one half of their body weight daily.  If you have a pound of worms you can add a half pound of food per day.  This varies depending on moisture level, temperature, the presence of microorganisms, and how decomposed the food is when added.  However, worms do not have to be fed daily.  They will wait for a week or two for a meal if necessary.


Red worms can tolerate temperature extremes of 37 degrees F to 84 degrees F for a short time, but they prefer temperature ranges of 55 degrees F to 77 degrees F.  Worm bins can be kept in a garage or garden shed during extreme cold or warm spells.  Many people keep their worm bins inside the house to maintain a constant temperature.


Harvesting the castings should be done every 2 or 3 months.  In order to do that, push everything in the box to one end.  Then add new bedding and food to the vacant space and in a few days the worms should have migrated to the fresh area.  Then clean out the old bedding, tossing back any stray worms and uneaten food.  Remove the rich compost from the bottom of the bin and

 spread the bedding out.  With a little TLC the worms should flourish and multiply.  Soon there will be enough to share with family and friends.  Use the castings as plant fertilizer.  Sprinkle it lightly on the soil around plants and work it in.  It is great stuff!  What could be more satisfying than to dispose of kitchen waste and manufacture your own plant food?

.

