
SMELLY COMPOST? 
 

WHAT TO DO ABOUT IT 

Find out the reasons your compost is smelly, and how to fix it 

 

homecompostingmadeeasy.net 

C. Forrest McDowell, PhD 

 

Note: The products shown in this guide are available at your local garden center,  

or on the Internet via Amazon 
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What to do With Smelly Compost 
 
 
A smelly compost pile usually indicates an imbalance in the materials you've added. Here are some 
common reasons for the smell and tips to correct it: 
 

 
Possible Causes: 
 

• Too Many Green Materials: 

Excessive nitrogen-rich materials (like 

food scraps and grass clippings) can 

lead to odors. 

 

• Insufficient Aeration: 

Compost needs oxygen for the 

microorganisms to break down the 

materials effectively. A turner/aerating tool can stir up the contents to create 

more air in the bin. 
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• Too Much Moisture: A compost pile that is too wet can become anaerobic, 

leading to unpleasant odors. 

 

 
 

 

• Lack of Carbon Materials: An imbalance of carbon-rich materials (like dry 

leaves and twigs) may result in a lack of structure and airflow. 
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How to Correct It: 
 
 

• Add Carbon-Rich Materials: 

Mix in dry leaves, straw, shredded 

paper, or cardboard to balance the 

nitrogen-rich materials. 

 

 

• Turn the Pile: Aerate the compost by turning it with a pitchfork or shovel. 

This helps introduce oxygen and improves decomposition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

• Monitor Moisture Levels: 

Ensure the compost is damp but not 

soggy. It should feel like a wrung-

out sponge. If too wet, add more dry 

materials. A moisture meter can 

help you know the degree of 

moisture inside your compost pile. 
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• Avoid Certain Foods: Avoid adding meat, dairy, or oily foods, which can cause 

odors and attract pests. 
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• Add Lime or Wood Ash: Sprinkle a bit of lime or wood ash into the pile to 

help reduce acidity and odors. 

 

 
 

 

 

Monitoring and adjusting your compost regularly will help maintain a healthy 

balance and eliminate odors.  

Happy composting! 
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