Worm farming fact sheet

What is worm farming?

Worms are the best thing for your garden. The
worms you use for worm farming are different to
the ordinary garden worms you find when digging
your garden. True composting worms, the ones
you will use for your worm farm, are called Red
Worms (from the Amazon) or Tiger Worms.
Worms can eat anything that was once living -
including cotton fabric, dog hair, vacuum cleaner
dust or paper!

Everyone can compost using a worm farm. They
don't smell, they don't take up much room, and
are great for people who live in units or high rises
or have limited space. They can be kept indoors
in office kitchens and school classrooms. They
also make great companions for compost bins.

More than a third of your waste could be given to your worm farm. By worm farming your
food scraps at home, you can:

Improve your soil and grow healthier plants

Reduce the need for weeding, watering, and artificial fertilisers

Encourage helpful garden worms and micro-organisms into your garden

Help keep garden vegetation out of landfill, reducing greenhouse gas emissions
and odour problems

Worm farms are the source of two very valuable commodities for your garden. Worm tea
is the liquid produced through the consumption of organics from the worms. It is a golden
brown colour and is packed with micro and macro nutrients. Your plants will thrive when
this is added to your garden or pots. Initially dilute one part worm tea to nine parts water.
Strength can be increased as your plants adapt to the richness. Worm castings are the
other nutrient rich product produced in your worm farm. Worm castings can be added to
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potting mix or compost. Include a small amount when repotting or planting plants. It is very
strong and only a small amount needs to be used.

Location

Worms are very sensitive to extremes in temperatures. Locate a spot for your worm farm
where it will not get too hot or too cold. If you choose to keep your worm farm outdoors,
leave the tap open to allow for drainage so the worms do not drown during periods of rain.
Make sure you place a bucket under the tap to collect your worm tea.

Worm farms can be purchased from Hornsby Council Waste
Management Team, garden shops or hardware stores. If you
choose not to purchase one and wish to make your own there
are a few options available. The worms used in worm farms
are special worms and can be bought from your local nursery
or hardware shop. If you are making your own worm farm the
base should have a solid floor to catch the run off or worm tea
from the upper layers or trays. Layers stacked above the base
layer need to have holes in them to allow run off to drip into the
bottom tray and for the worms to move between layers.

Use an old bath

Raise one end of the bath tub slightly so any liquid produced
can run out of the plug hole. Place a vessel under the hole to
collect this valuable ‘worm tea’ resource. Place bedding
material in the base of the bath and add your worms. Make
sure you cover your worm bedding with newspaper or hessian
to keep worms feeling warm and safe. Place food under the
newspaper.

Polystyrene boxes or buckets

Ask your local fruit and vegetable shop for two polystyrene boxes. Broccoli boxes are
ideal. Poke holes in one box and place on top of the other box. Make your bedding in the
top box. Place worms in bedding and cover with paper and then the lid. Your worm tea will
collect in the bottom tray. This method can be adapted to buckets or many containers that
fit inside each other. Use your imagination and see what can be reused around your home.
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In ground system

An alternative option is to obtain a pipe or cut the bottom out of a bucket and place it two-
thirds into the ground. Simply place your fruit and vegetable scraps in the pipe and worms
will come from afar to consume your waste. This method has the benefit of enriching the
soil around it and is ideal for vegetable gardens or nutrient loving plants. The pipe can be
moved around as required. You will need a lid on top to keep the moisture in and light out.

Bedding Material and Worms

Bedding material can be shredded newspaper or coconut fibre with a bit of soil or finished
compost. You can buy coconut fibre (coir) from gardening or hardware shops. Make sure
you chose one without fertiliser added.

You start a worm farm with about half a kilogram or 2000 worms. The population doubles
approximately every three months until the population reaches the capacity of the
container. Worms are self regulating and will stop breeding once they reach the capacity
of their container, as the older worms die off they will start breeding again.

Add food to the worm farm and cover it with either bedding material or soaked newspaper.
Looking after your worms

Do not over-feed your worms. Only add more food when the first lot is nearly eaten.
Worms eat a variety of kitchen scraps, but some are unpleasant for them to eat or can
change the acidity of their bedding. Do not overfeed — about half a kilogram per 2,000
worms per week is enough to keep them going. Once your worms start multiplying, you will
be able to give them more food. To help the worms eat more, you can mash or process
the food before adding it to the farm.

Materials that can be worm farmed include:

Vegetable, food scraps, tea bags, eggs shells
Soaked and ripped pizza boxes, egg cartons, paper
Leaves

Soil

Hair
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Materials that cannot be worm farmed include:

Meat

Fatty foods

Dairy products

Acidic foods, e.g. orange peels, onions, chillies, tomatoes
Manures

Pesticides

Potato peelings

Harvesting

Harvest the castings from the bottom working tray when
the castings have reached two centimetres above the
moulded line in the top tray. Stop feeding the worms for
1 week, remove the newspaper/hessian and remove the
first working tray and empty onto a plastic sheet. Any
worms left in the castings will move away from light,
slowly scrape layers off the casting until all worms have
migrated away from the light into a small pile of leftover
casting. Place worms back into the worm farm.

When the ‘current’ tray has reached the moulded line place the empty tray back in with
some food scraps and worms will start to make their way up into the new tray. Continue
the cycle.

The castings harvested from your worm farm can be-

e Mixed into compost and used in your “no dig” veggie garden

e Added to potting mix when potting plants (caution - if harvesting in spring & autumn
you could get baby worms appearing in pot plants!)

e Applied around the drip line of plants (especially vegetables and herbs) when
planting into your “no dig” veggie garden

e Applied around the drip line of native trees
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Troubleshooting

Worm farm smells

If your worm farm is getting smelly, you may have overfed them. Stop feeding the worms
and stir the material in the top tray with a fork - adding a sprinkling of lime. Continue this
procedure regularly and start feeding when the smell has gone. Also avoid meat, dairy
foods, and fatty foods.

Worms leaving farm

If the worms are leaving, it may be the farm is too dry or too wet. It is important to maintain
moisture in the farm and leave the bottom tap open. Also avoid putting acidic foods,
manures, and pesticides in the farm.

Unwelcome visitors

If you have unwelcome visitors, your worm farm may be too dry and acidic. Add water and
lime to deter ants. To get rid of maggots, put some milk-soaked bread in the feeding tray.
Leave it there for two days and then dispose of it. It is best to keep the worm bed covered
with a hessian sack or piece of carpet.

Not breeding

If your worms are not breeding, it may be the farm is too acidic. Some food tends to form
acid (such as fruit, grains, and sugary food). You may like to add some dolomite, wood
ash, or lime to the worm farm.

Other resources

- Buy aworm farm
Council offers compost bins, worm farms and accessories for sale through its
depot at Thornleigh (call 9847 4856).

- Workshops
Hornsby Shire Council runs free compost and worm farming workshops. To
find out the date of the next workshop, please ring Council's Waste
Education Officer on 9847 4835 or 9847 4817.

- Websites
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/households/EasyWormfarm.htm
www.hornsby.nsw.gov.au/uploads/documents/WormFarmDisplay.pdf.
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