
MY COMPOST PROBLEMS 
 

COMPOST NOT BREAKING DOWN? HERE’S WHY! 
Read about 7 Problems and their solutions when home composting 
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Note: The products shown in this guide are available at your local garden center,  
or on the Internet via Amazon 
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My Composting Failed  
What Did I Do Wrong? 

 
 
 
 

1. Problem: Your Compost is Too Wet and Smelly 
 
What went wrong: You likely added too many “greens” (wet, nitrogen-rich 
materials like food scraps) without enough “browns” (dry, carbon-rich materials 

like leaves, paper, or straw). This 
imbalance can lead to a sloppy, 
smelly mess and an anaerobic 
(oxygen-deprived) environment. 
 
Solution: 
• Add more browns to absorb 
moisture and rebalance the pile. 
• Turn the pile regularly to 
introduce oxygen and mix materials. 
• Keep the pile covered to avoid 
excess rain soaking it. 

 
 

2. Problem: Your Compost is Dry and Not 
Decomposing 
 
What went wrong: If your compost is bone-dry or crusty, 
it means there isn’t enough moisture for microbes to 
thrive. Decomposition slows dramatically in dry piles, 
especially in hot or arid climates. Use a garden hose with a 
spray nozzle, or a watering can. 
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Solution: 
• Water your compost pile gradually, aiming for a moisture level like a wrung-
out sponge. 
• Add more moist green materials (e.g., melon rinds, fruit scraps). 
• Cover with a tarp to retain humidity and prevent evaporation. 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Problem: It Didn’t Heat Up 
 
What went wrong: A compost pile that doesn’t heat up is likely missing a critical 
mass or the proper carbon-to-nitrogen ratio. Without heat, decomposition is 

slow, and weed seeds or pathogens 
may not be killed off. 
 
Solution: 
• Make sure your pile is at least 
3x3 feet in size to retain heat. 
• Add a balanced mix of greens 
and browns. 
• Turn the pile to increase oxygen 
flow, which boosts microbial activity. 
• Check moisture—too dry or too 
wet can stop the heating process. 
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4. Problem: You Added the Wrong Materials 
 

 
What went wrong: 
Composting the 
wrong things (like 
meat, dairy, oily 
foods, or pet waste) 
can introduce bad 
odors, pests, and 
contamination. 
These materials 
don’t break down 
properly in most 
home compost piles. 

 
Solution: 
• Stick to compost-safe items: fruit and veggie scraps, coffee grounds, tea 
bags, eggshells, yard clippings, and cardboard. 
• Avoid meat, dairy, greasy food, and synthetic materials. 
• If you need to compost meat or dairy, consider Bokashi composting instead. 
 
 
5. Problem: You Didn’t Turn or Mix the Pile 
 
What went wrong: A stagnant pile without mixing can become compacted and 
deprived of oxygen, leading to slow decomposition or foul smells. 
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Solution: 
• Turn your compost at least once every 1–2 weeks using a garden fork or 
compost aerator. 
• Mix new additions into the pile instead of just layering them on top. 
• If your pile is large, focus on aerating the center, where decomposition is 
most active. 
 
 
 
6. Problem: Your Compost Attracted Pests 
 
What went wrong: If your compost is attracting rodents, raccoons, or flies, it’s 
likely because something smelly or attractive to animals was added, or the pile 
isn’t properly covered or sealed. 
 
Solution: 
• Avoid composting meat, bones, dairy, and greasy foods, which are pest 
magnets. 
• Always bury fresh food scraps under a layer of browns like leaves or 
shredded paper. 
• Use a closed or lidded bin if you're in a pest-prone area. 
• If using an open pile, surround it with hardware cloth or mesh to block 
rodents. 
 
 
 
7. Problem: Large Chunks Didn’t Break Down 
 
What went wrong: If your finished compost has big, recognizable chunks (like 
whole corn cobs or thick branches), they likely were added without being chopped 
or they weren’t mixed well.  
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Solution: 
• Shred or chop large items 
like corn husks, woody stems, 
and cardboard before 
composting. 
• Use a compost sifter at 
the end to separate unfinished 
bits and toss them back into a 
new batch. 
• Maintain a balanced mix and turn the pile often to ensure all materials get 
even exposure to heat and microbes. 
 


