COMPOSTING
ALL WINTER LONG:

How to Keep Your Pile
Going in Cold Weather
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When winter blankets North Dakota with
snow and frost, many gardeners assume their
composting efforts must pause until spring.
However, winter composting is not only possible,
but also a rewarding way to keep turning kitchen
scraps into nutrient-rich compost. By using the
right strategies, you can continue composting
through the colder months and prepare for a
thriving garden come spring. Here's how to
maintain your compost pile all winter long.

WINTER COMPOSTING is the practice

of maintaining a compost pile or bin through the

coldest months of the year. Although the cold
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weather slows down decomposition significantly,
microorganisms continue to work, breaking
down organic matter and creating the rich, dark
compost which means your pile will take longer
to break down compared to the warmer months.

To get started with winter composting,
choosing the right container is essential. A
sturdy compost bin or tumbler, preferably one
with insulation, helps retain heat and keeps
animals from scavenging. Consider that close,
larger compost piles tend to retain heat better
than smaller ones, so aim to build your pile to a
sufficient size. Begin by layering your materials
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— alternate “browns” like dry leaves and straw
with “greens” such as vegetable peels and coffee
grounds. This balance is crucial for maintaining
microbial activity, even when the temperature
drops. Adding an extra layer of insulation, like
straw or a tarp, on top of your pile can help
retain heat and keep snow and rain out.

While maintaining your compost pile,
it’s important to monitor its moisture level.
Excessive snow or rain can make the pile too

wet, while freezing temperatures can cause it to
dry out. The pile should be damp, like a wrung-
out sponge, but not soggy, so it’s best to keep it
close or protected and add moisture sparingly.
Turning the pile occasionally can help aerate

it, though it’s important not to disturb it too
often, as frequent turning can release heat.

By the time spring arrives, your compost
pile will be rich with nutrients, ready to
nourish your soil and support your plants.
Where the growing season is short and
every bit of preparation counts, winter
composting is a valuable tool for gardeners
and conservationists alike. It’s a reminder
that even in the coldest months, the cycle of
life continues — and with it, the opportunity
to cultivate sustainability and growth. So,
bundle up, gather your scraps, and keep the
composting spirit alive all winter long. Your
garden will thank you in the spring.
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