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Vermiculture
Indoor Composting with Worms

Say you want to start composting. Where do 
you do it? Many Brooklynites don’t have ac-
cess to backyard spaces, and composting at 
local community gardens or greenmarkets is 
not always convenient. 

One solution is to compost inside your 
apartment. The best way to do this is to cre-
ate an enclosed habitat in which red worms 
can turn your food scraps into superb 
soil. Worm composting—also known 
as vermiculture—is a clean, odorless 
way to reduce waste by converting your 
kitchen scraps into organic soil fertilizer 
for house and garden plants. 

How Does It work? 
Red worms (usually Eisenia fetida or Lumbricus rubel- lus) require a dark, en-

closed space in which to live. This can be made from a plastic tub, a wooden box, 
or a metal container. A bed is created from shredded and moistened newspaper, 
cardboard, peat, or brown leaves, and the worms are then fed with kitchen scraps, 
such as vegetables, fruits, and coffee grounds. The worms consume the bedding 
and the food scraps, turning it into high-quality vermicompost you can use for 
your plants. It’s easy to set up and easy to maintain. Your main jobs will be burying 
food scraps for your worms regularly, and adding new bedding a few times a year 
when you remove the vermicompost. 

CreatIng a worm BIn 
No matter what material you build your bin out of, your container should be deep 

enough to hold 8 to 12 inches of bedding and food scraps. And of course, your con-
tainer should be large enough to accommodate the waste you plan to put in it. For 
example, a family of four to six people might want a large box of approximately 1’ 
x 2’ x 3’, but a smaller family, a couple, or an individual may only require a smaller 
box measuring 18” x 2’ x 1’. For every pound of worms—each pound contains 
more than 500 worms—you’ll need about one square foot of surface area.  

Most worm bins are made from plywood or from pre-made plastic storage con-
tainers. Wood provides the nicest habitat for the worms themselves because it can 
be made from nontoxic materials and breathes well. Excess moisture can be ab-
sorbed in a wooden bin, which can also make for happier worms. With a large sheet 
of plywood, some two-by-fours, a sheet of row covering, and nails and hinges, you 
can construct your own such box—though this method requires some carpentry 
skills. You can also recycle a pre-constructed wooden box. In all cases, ensure that 
your bin is constructed tightly enough to keep moisture in. 

To build a bin out of a plastic storage box, you’ll need an 8- to 10-gallon box that 
is dark in color (not see-through); a drill with a roughly 1/16” bit to make holes for 



ventilation; materials for bedding such as newspaper, 
cardboard, peat, or brown leaves; and about a pound 
of red worms. 

First, drill ventilation holes about 1 to 1.5 inches 
apart on each side of the bin near the top edge, then 
30 small holes in the top of the lids. Shred the news-
paper into 1” strips and moisten it, or collect fallen 
brown leaves and moisten them. Fill the bin with 8” 
to 12” of newspaper and leaves, along with a couple 
handfuls of dirt. 

Next, add worms to the bedding. These can be col-
lected from outdoors—be sure you get red worms—
or purchased by the pound. Then cut a piece of card-
board to fit over the bedding inside the plastic bin. 
Place the ventilated lid on top of your bin, and store 
in a dark, warm place, e.g., under a sink or in your 
laundry area.

If building a bin is not your style, purchasing a bin 
is an easy and affordable option. The Down to Earth 
Worm Farm (downtoearthwormfarmvt.com), run by 
two sisters in Vermont, makes high-quality wooden 
worm bins that they ship to New York City for fairly 
reasonable prices. They also sell great worms for $30 
per pound. 

Closer to home, you can purchase worm bins and 
worms through the New York City Compost Project 
at the Lower East Side Ecology Center. Visit them at 
lesecologycenter.org or reach them by phone at (212) 
477-4022. Bins with worms are $55, and worms 
alone are $22 per pound. 

FeeDIng Your worms 
Begin by slowly adding food to your worm bin, 

taking care not to add too much food right away. For 
every pound of worms in your bin, give them about 
half that amount per day. For example, one pound 
of worms should be able to eat a half-pound of cut 
kitchen scraps in a day. Be sure to bury all of the 
food in layers of bedding to keep fruit flies away. Ro-
tate the places where you put the food. The worms’ 
favorite foods are breads and grains, cereals, coffee 
grounds and filters, fruits, tea, and vegetables. They 
do not like dairy products, fats, meat, or oils. 

trouBlesHootIng
If your bin starts to smell, it means there’s not 

enough air, there’s too much food, or the container is 
too wet. Try drilling more ventilation holes, refrain 
from adding new food for a week, or add more bed-

Questions about gardening?
Contact us at 

brooklynbackyard@gmail.com
And join our online community on Facebook! 

ding. If your worms are dying, it may be that the bed-
ding is used up and the worms need fresh habitat. Try 
adding more bedding and harvesting the worm cast-
ings—the end product of composting. The worms 
may also be dying because the container is too wet 
or too dry. Add more bedding to absorb moisture, or 
moisten your bin if it appears too dry. 

HarvestIng vermICompost 
Harvesting the bins is as easy as moving all the 

compost to one side of the bin and adding new bed-
ding to the other side. In a week or two, the worms 
will migrate over to the new bedding, leaving the 
compost ready for your plants.


