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Introduction 
On-farm composting of agricultural wastes in 
BC is regulated under the Agricultural 
Environmental Management Code of Practice 
(the AEM Code) under the Environmental 
Management Act. This legislation was 
introduced in 2019. You can access the 
Agricultural Environmental Management 
Code (AEM) here.  

There are regulatory requirements for several 
aspects of on-farm composting including: 

• Acceptable feedstocks 
• Siting of temporary vs. permanent 

compost facilities 
• Monitoring and record keeping 

requirements 
• Land application restrictions 

 

Important Note: This factsheet focuses on 
requirements in the AEM Code for on-farm 
composting of agricultural feedstocks. 
Composting using non-agricultural materials 
is regulated by the Organic Matter Recycling 
Regulation (OMRR). Learn more about the 
OMRR here.  

Acceptable Feedstocks 
Under the AEM Code 
The following feedstocks can be composted 
under the AEM Code:  

• Manure 
• Soiled animal bedding (wood residues, 

waste feed) 
• Waste feed (hay, silage, grains) 
• Agricultural vegetative debris (waste 

from on-farm harvest and processing of 
fruit and vegetables, cuttings and 
prunings, spent mushroom compost, 
soilless growing media) 

• Mortalities that died on the same farm 
• Slaughter waste from animals reared or 

slaughtered on the same farm 
• Wood residues (sawdust, shavings, hog 

fuel etc.) 

The following feedstocks cannot be 
composted on-farm under the AEM Code. 
They can only be composted under the OMRR 
which requires a more stringent process and 
quality standards for compost: 

• Digestate from an anaerobic digester 
• Hatchery and dairy processing waste 
• Municipal wastewater treatment plant 

biosolids 
• Food waste (residential, commercial or 

industrial) 
• Septage (domestic septic tank sludge) 
• Fish mortalities and fish processing waste 
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https://www.bclaws.gov.bc.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/8_2019
https://www.bclaws.gov.bc.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/18_2002
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Siting and Infrastructure 
Requirements for 
Temporary vs. Permanent 
Facilities 
The AEM Code differentiates between 
temporary and permanent compost facilities. 
There are different requirements for each 
type of facility which are outlined in the 
following sections. It is very important to 
understand the difference between 
temporary sites and permanent facilities 
because it will impact where and how you 
compost your agricultural wastes.  

Temporary sites: Are short-term sites of 1 
year or less, without a protective base or 
other infrastructure. You must rotate sites 
around your property annually and not reuse 
sites for at least 3 years. An example of this 
would be a windrow of manure or vegetative 
waste that is turned periodically over 1 year 
then spread on a field. The next windrow is 
built at a different location on your farm.  

Permanent facilities: Are for composting in 
the same location for more than 1 year. They 
must have a protective base such as clay or 
concrete and in some cases roofing may be 
required. An example of this type of facility is 
a concrete-floored, roofed multi-bin system 
such as in the photo at the top of page one.  

The regulatory requirements for temporary 
and permanent composting sites are further 
discussed in the following sections.  

Requirements for Temporary Composting 
Sites 

If you are willing to rotate composting sites 
around your property annually, you can 
compost without infrastructure and with 
minimal siting requirements under the AEM 
Code. The Code limits use of temporary sites 

to 1 year maximum followed by a period of 
rest. If you wish to compost in one location 
for more than 1 year, some infrastructure is 
required to prevent impacts to the site. See 
the section on ‘Permanent Compost Facilities’ 
later in this factsheet for details. 

Requirements for temporary composting 
sites:  

• Temporary composting sites can be used 
for a maximum of 1 year. This also applies 
to any wood residuals stored on-site for 
future use in compost. 

• Temporary composting sites must not be 
reused for 3 years. 

• Temporary composting sites cannot be 
located in areas prone to flooding or areas 
with saturated soil or standing water. 

• Temporary composting sites must be at 
least 30 m (100 ft) from all water courses 
including drinking water sources and 4.5 
m (15 ft) from the property boundary. 

• In vulnerable aquifer recharge areas (as 
outlined in the AEM Code), temporary 
composting sites cannot be located on 
coarse-textured soils such as sand or 
loamy sand. They can only be sited on soils 
with a predominately silt or clay texture.  

To determine if your farm is in a vulnerable 
aquifer recharge area, you can use the 
Vulnerable Aquifer Recharge Areas Map Tool.  

To find out the texture of your soil, you can 
send it to a lab and request them to analyze 
for particle size analysis. Alternatively, you 
can assess soil texture by hand texturing. To 
learn how to assess soil texture by the feel 
method, you can watch a video on Soil 
Texture By Feel here.  

Key Point: Temporary composting sites do not 
require a protective base, but they must be 
rotated annually and rested for three years. 

https://governmentofbc.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=b2eb013a0666473dabeacf89f81f0e89
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GWZwbVJCNec
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Requirements for Permanent Composting 
Facilities 

If you wish to compost for more than 1 year 
in the same location, you must install some 
protective infrastructure including a 
protective base and possibly berms to 
capture leachate.  

Requirements for permanent compost 
facilities: 

• Permanent facilities must have a 
protective base to prevent downward 
movement of leachate from the compost. 
A protective base is defined as any 
material which does not allow liquids to 
soak through, and can be asphalt, 
concrete or a minimum of 30 cm of clay. 

• The protective base must be maintained to 
prevent leaks. 

• Permanent compost facilities must be 
sited at least 30 m (100 ft) from drinking 
water sources, 15 m (50 ft) from other 
watercourses and 4.5 m (15 ft) from the 
property boundary. 

Key Point: Permanent composting facilities do 
not need to be rotated, but they require a 
protective (water-impermeable) base.   

Additional Requirements for All 
Composting Sites and Facilities 

The following requirements apply to both 
temporary sites and permanent facilities:  

• In areas of the province where winter 
rainfall is high (600 mm of rainfall or 
more during the October 1 to April 1 
period), including the Fraser Valley and 
Island regions, compost must be covered 
during this period. Compost does not 
require covering during the April 2 to 
September 30 period. In areas where the 
6-month winter rainfall is less than 600 
mm (most of the rest of the province), 
compost is not required to be covered 
over the winter months. 

• Clean runoff should be diverted away from 
compost piles if necessary. 

• Any leachate generated from the compost 
piles should be contained and must not 
leave the property boundary or enter a 
watercourse. This may require the 
installation of berms or walls. 

Requirements for Compost 
Process and Testing 
The AEM Code does not specify any process 
or quality standards for agricultural compost. 
Provided you are composting only approved 
agricultural wastes (see list above), there is no 
testing required for compost. Agricultural 
compost made from approved feedstocks can 
be sold off-farm with no restrictions, provided 
you adhere to the record keeping 
requirements outlined later in this factsheet. 
However, it cannot be sold as OMRR Class A 
or Class B compost, nor can it be sold with an 
N-P-K fertilizer guarantee unless registered 
with the Canadian Food Inspection Agency 
(CFIA). 

Requirements for 
Monitoring and 
Recordkeeping 
Temporary Composting Sites 

The AEM Code has new monitoring and 
record keeping requirements for temporary 
composting sites (these do not apply to 
compost produced in permanent composting 
facilities).  

• Piles must be monitored weekly for 
leachate production and pest-attracting 
odours, and a record kept of the weekly 
monitoring.  

• Records must be kept of the type and 
source of agricultural wastes being 
composted. 



Page 4 
 

• Pile locations must be recorded. 
• Monitoring records must be kept on file 

for 5 years. 

Sale or Off-Farm Distribution of Compost 

If you sell or distribute the compost off-farm, 
you must keep the following records: 

• If you move compost off-farm in small 
volumes (less than 5 m3 at a time), you 
must keep records of the amount and 
dates of distribution as well as the type of 
waste that was composted. 

• If you move compost off-farm in large 
volumes (more than 5 m3 at a time), you 
must keep records of the amount and 
dates of compost distributed and what the 
compost was made of. This information 
must be on a receipt which is signed by 
the person who received the compost. 

Requirements for Land 
Application of Compost 
The AEM Code regulates the land application 
of nutrient sources based on the nitrogen 
content of the nutrient source and the 
nitrogen requirement of the crop to be grown 
on-site. Under the AEM Code, compost is 
considered a nutrient source and therefore its 
application to crop land is regulated.  

The following are compost application 
requirements: 

• The application rate of compost must be 
based on meeting the nitrogen 
requirement of the crop to be grown 
(under certain circumstances, the compost 
application rate must also consider the 
crop’s phosphorus requirement – refer to 
the AEM Code for details).  

• Compost application must be set back a 
minimum of 30 m from drinking water 
sources including wells or diversion points 
and 3 m from other watercourses. 

• Compost cannot be applied to land that is 
frozen or snow-covered. 

• Compost cannot be applied when the 
ground is saturated or has standing water.  

• Fields receiving compost as a nutrient 
source must be tested for available 
nitrogen and phosphorus every 3 years, 
with annual repeat testing for fields with 
elevated levels of these nutrients as per 
AEM Code requirements.  

Application restrictions in high rainfall 
areas: 

• Prohibited application period: In regions 
of the province that receive over 600 mm 
of precipitation between October 1 and 
April 1, such as the Fraser Valley and 
Island regions, compost cannot be land-
applied during the months of November, 
December and January.  

• Restrictions during the shoulder months 
of October, February and March:  
o No application of compost unless 

the nutrients are needed by the crop 
on site, and a risk assessment has 
been completed to show that there 
is low risk that the application will 
lead to runoff of nutrients. 

o Application in October on bare soil 
permitted only on fine or medium 
textured soils and if a cover crop is 
growing on the field.  

Record keeping requirements when 
compost is land applied: 

On farms with more than 2 hectares (5 acres) 
of agricultural land, the application of 
compost (and other nutrient sources) must be 
tracked and records kept. The following 
records are required: 

• Date, location, amount and type of 
compost applied on each field  

• Field sizes 
• Crop yields 
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• Application rate determination (how the 
compost application rate was 
determined) 

Requirements for 
Composting Mortalities 
and Slaughter waste 
The AEM Code regulates the on-farm 
composting of mortalities and slaughter 
wastes. There are several requirements for 
the composting of these wastes: 

• Only mortalities that died on the farm 
and slaughter waste from animals reared 
or slaughtered on the farm can be 
composted on-farm under the AEM 
Code. 

• These wastes can be composted at a 
temporary field site or in a permanent 
structure. 

• If composted at a temporary site, the 
maximum time a pile can be in one 
location is 15 months. After 15 months, 
the compost must be land-applied or the 
pile moved. Sites cannot be reused for 3 
years.  

• Wastes must be well decomposed before 
being land-applied (no tissues remaining 
but bones, horns, hair etc. are okay). 

• Compost made from these wastes 
cannot be removed from the farm. It 
must be used on the farm where it was 
produced. 

• If the compost contains bovine specified 
risk material (SRM) it cannot be applied 
to land used for growing crops for 
human consumption or land used for 
grazing domestic ruminants. SRM is 
cattle tissues that may contain the 
Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy 
prion. 

• A maximum of 5 tonnes of mortalities or 
slaughter waste can be composted on-
farm per month. Volumes larger than 
that must be disposed of off-farm. 

BC Agricultural Land 
Commission Requirements  
The BC Agricultural Land Commission (ALC) 
regulates some aspects of composting 
activities within the Agricultural Land Reserve 
(ALR) land relating to the use of SRM-
containing compost. 

The ALC prohibits the application of SRM-
containing compost brought from off-farm. It 
also prohibits bringing off-farm slaughter 
waste containing SRM material to compost on 
your farm. However, as long as you comply 
with the AEM Code requirements for 
composting of mortalities and slaughter 
waste as outlined above, the ALC has no 
further restrictions on composting or land 
application of agricultural compost.  
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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 
 
AEM Code 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Vulnerable Aquifer Recharge Map 

 
Organic Matter Recycling Regulation 

 
Soil Texture Video 

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
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