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Monitoring for Problems 
with Compost 
During the composting process, there will be 
some monitoring required to make sure the 
process is working properly. The two most 
important components to monitor are 
temperature and odour, as these are usually 
direct indicators of whether the compost 
process is working properly.  

Temperature 

The heat produced during the composting 
process is directly related to the level of 
activity by microorganisms and soil bugs. If 
temperatures are not adequate, it is an 
indication that there will not be the necessary 
activity by soil microorganisms to rapidly 
break down the material and produce high 
quality and usable compost. For this reason, it 
is important to track temperatures regularly 
using a compost thermometer probe, ideally 
one that can reach at least 1 m (3 ft) into the 
pile.  

Odour  

While there is always expected to be some 
odour from composting, it is important to  

check for strong putrid odours such as 
ammonia, which are an indication that 
something is going wrong in the compost 
pile.   

For odour, simply monitoring the site using 
your nose should indicate whether there is an 
issue. Some common odours you may 
encounter include:  

Ammonia or Fish Smell: Indicates there is 
likely too much high nitrogen material in the 
compost (e.g. chicken manure).     

Rotten Eggs: Indicates that compost does 
not have enough oxygen and is anaerobic. 
This may occur if the pile is too wet or too 
dense and compacted.  

Soil, Forest Floor, Earthy: Natural compost 
smell. Indicates that composting conditions 
are optimum.  

How to Troubleshoot 
Common Problems 
Generally, the most common problems 
encountered during the on-farm composting 
process will be related to temperature, odour 
and pests. Table 1 below highlights some of 
the more common problems most on-farm 
composters will face, and recommended 
solutions. Factsheet 1 provides a list of 
resources that can provide further guidance 
on troubleshooting the compost process.
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Table 1. Common agricultural composting problems, causes, and potential solutions 
 

If You Are Encountering 
This… 

 

 
Most Likely Cause(s) 

 
Visual/Other Clues 

 
Try This… 

Compost pile does not 
heat up - temperatures 
are below 40°C 
consistently 

Pile does not have enough 
airflow 
 

Pile has not been turned, 
temperatures have 
dropped below optimum 
range 

Turn the pile more 
frequently to maintain air 
channels in compost 

Pile does not have enough 
coarse woody material 
with larger particle size 

Add more coarse material 
such as a woody bulking 
agent or high C:N ratio 
feedstock 

Pile is too dry 
 

When a handful of 
compost from the center 
of the pile is squeezed, 
there is no moisture on 
your hand and the 
compost does not hold its 
shape 
 
Pile may also appear very 
loose and dry  

Add water to the pile and 
turn 
*In the Interior of BC 
where the climate is hot 
and dry, ensure the 
moisture content of the 
compost is at the high end 
of the optimum range 
(approximately 60%) when 
compost is mixed. It is 
easier to add water at the 
start of the process than 
mid-process 
 

Pile is too wet 
 

Compost appears wet and 
soggy 
Compost pile slumps 
Puddles form around the 
edges of the pile  
Pile generating offensive 
odours 

Turning the pile more 
frequently will lower the 
moisture content of the 
compost 
If turning does not reduce 
moisture, add more 
bulking agents (sawdust, 
wood chips etc.) and turn 
pile again 
  

Too much large coarse 
material (i.e. woody 
debris) in the pile, C:N 
ratio too high 

Pile does not heat up  
Pile may appear loose 
with large amounts of 
coarse material 

Grind coarse material and 
re-mix into pile. Add high 
nitrogen feedstock such 
as manure 

Material is not well mixed 
Individual feedstock 
materials are visible and 
do not appear mixed 

Re-mix feedstocks 
 

C:N ratio too low due to 
high nitrogen feedstocks 
such as chicken manure 

Ammonia odour from 
piles 

Add bulking agent or low 
nitrogen feedstocks to 
raise C:N ratio 
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If You Are Encountering 

This… 
 

 
Most Likely Cause(s) 

 
Visual/Other Clues 

 
Try This… 

Pile is too small  
Height of the pile is less 
than 1.2 m (4 ft) (generally 
when the weather is cold) 

Add more materials to pile 
to increase pile size  

Compost is not breaking 
down 

High moisture and relative 
humidity in compost 

Pile is damp and sweet-
smelling, but not breaking 
down 

Turn pile until excess 
water evaporates 
Add dry bulking agent to 
absorb moisture and 
improve pile porosity 

Too much large coarse 
material (i.e. woody 
materials) 

Pile has large amounts of 
coarse material 

Grind coarse material and 
re-mix into pile  
Add high nitrogen 
feedstock 

Pile has an odour 

Large amount of high 
nitrogen feedstocks Pile smells like ammonia 

Add more bulking agents 
or low nitrogen feedstock 
to pile  

Pile does not have enough 
airflow or is too wet, 
leading to anaerobic 
conditions  

Pile smells like rotten eggs 
or garbage 

Turn the pile more 
frequently, add dry 
bulking agents  

Flies or other insects 
around pile 

Insects breeding in 
standing water or puddles 
near piles 

Increased insect activity 
Observable standing 
water around piles 

Grade site to prevent 
puddles forming around 
compost pile 
Keep compost piles in 
covered area to avoid 
water contacting piles 

Insects breeding in raw 
organic material (manure, 
other feedstocks) 

Increased insect activity 
around manure or other 
uncomposted material 

High odour feedstocks 
should be mixed and 
placed in compost piles as 
soon as possible 
If necessary, cover raw 
material with wood 
shavings or cured 
compost until they are 
mixed and placed in 
windrows or bins 

Insects breeding in 
compost piles 

Increased insect activity 
on compost piles 

Turn piles regularly  
Ensure temperatures are 
being met 
Adjust mix if required to 
maintain temperatures 
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Opinions expressed in this document are those of the author and not necessarily those of the Government of Canada or the 
BC Ministry of Agriculture and Food. The Government of Canada, the BC Ministry of Agriculture and Food, and their directors, 
agents, employees, or contractors will not be liable for any claims, damages, or losses of any kind whatsoever arising out of 
the use of, or reliance upon, this information. 

 

Resources 
 

On-Farm Composting Handbook 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

For more information about composting, or any programs operated by the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Food, please reach out by email or phone.  

Email: AgriServiceBC@gov.bc.ca    |   Phone: 1-877-221-7141 

mailto:AgriServiceBC@gov.bc.ca

	Monitoring for Problems with Compost
	How to Troubleshoot Common Problems
	Resources

