
            

COMPOST FACT SHEET #4:
Testing Composts

Cornell Waste Management Institute

Overview
There are two situations in which a compost manager 

should have their product tested: 

1) If certifi cation is being sought; and 

2) If the composter wants information for consumers  
or for themselves.  

Testing compost is important because many 
consumers need to know the characteristics of a product 
before using it. Fact Sheet #1 in this series describes the 
variety of different end uses for compost. Testing is also 
important to producers who want to use results to identify 
changes in management that might be desirable (see Fact 
Sheet #3) or to monitor changes in the compost product.  
Testing can also help the producer address customer 
questions or complaints.
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What To Test For
A compost manager is faced with a large range of 

possibilities when testing.Parameters often include pH, 
soluble salts, organic matter content, percent solids (or 
conversely percent moisture), total nitrogen, water holding 
capacity, phosphorus,C:N ratio, maturity and density.  
Others may include carbonates, ammonia, heavy metals, 
pesticides, herbicides, bacteria (generally fecal coliform 
and Salmonella), and more. Some labs offer a testing package 
that includes a particular group of analytes.

To help compost managers better understand the tests 
available for compost, Table 1 provides a brief defi nition 
of compost parameters, and a short explanation of why 
information obtained from such a test is important. It 
also includes data on NYS dairy and poultry manure 
compost obtained as part of a CWMI study. The data 
shows a wide range.

What Laboratory to Use
Compost testing requires special 

consideration.  Testing compost is not 
the same as testing soils or manure, 
and the US Composting Council 
(USCC) has published a standardized 
set of methods for compost testing. 
The program is called Test Methods 
for the Examination of Composting 
and Compost (TMECC). The USCC 
also has a laboratory certification 
program as part of their Seal of Testing 
Assurance (STA) Program (http://
compostingcouncil.org/labs/). Not all 
qualifi ed labs are enrolled, but these labs 
may be a good option, since oversight 
is provided. If you choose not to use 
an STA-certifi ed lab, at least make sure 
TMECC methods are used. This will 
ensure compost samples are analyzed 
using established methods. 

Sample Label for Compost 
Products

It may be important for those who sell compost to include 
a detailed information sheet or label (see table below) that 
provides suffi cient information for end users to make informed 
purchasing choices. A survey of horticultural users indicated 
that they were most interested in seeing information on pH 
and NPK content followed by organic matter and carbon to 
nitrogen ratio. Other parameters of interest are feedstocks, 
maturity, density and conductivity (salinity). Since compost 
characteristics may change over time and with the feedstocks 
used, we propose testing composts be analyzed for at least the 
above parameters whenever a batch is completed as well as 
when feedstocks change. We further propose that the results 
of the last three tests, along with the average value be included 
in an information sheet or on a label along with the feedstocks 
used to create the compost.

Date xx/xx/xx xx/xx/xx xx/xx/xx Average
General Characteristics
Maturity (Solvita rankings) 7 7 7 7
Organic Matter (%) 26.9 24.6 17.1 23.5
Density (lb/ft) 51 57 57 56
pH 7.8 7.7 8.2 7.8
Conductivity (mmhos/cm) 2.4 3.7 3.1 3.3
C:N Ratio 17.1 17.4 17.3 17.3
Nutrients
Total nitrogen (%) 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.7
Total phosphorus (%) 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3
Total potassium (%) 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.4

Proposed information sheet (label) for agricultural composts
Compost characteristics:
XXX Compost is best used on: vegetable gardens, landscaping, top dress lawns
Feedstock: Dairy cow manure, straw, wood

Analysis:
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Figure1.  Material Sampling 
schematic.  

Courtesy of Woods End 
Laboratories, Inc. 2004

How To Sample
No matter what compost is tested for, it is very 

important that the results represent what is actually in a 
compost pile or fi nished product.

Collecting a single grab sample or bucket full 
of compost at one location in the pile will not be 
“representative” of the entire pile. CWMI recommends that 
each sample submitted to the laboratory be a composite 
– or mixture – of at least 16 sub-samples taken from 
throughout the pile. See Figure 1 for details.

Generally, the more samples submitted the better; at 
least two are recommended. Submitting one sample does 
not give a sense of variation within the compost pile, 
and compost can be highly variable. Using data from at 
least two samples provides a better sense of the range 
of possible values a product will have. The number of 
samples needed depends on the variability and the degree 
of confi dence desired in the results.

Cross-contamination of samples must be avoided, 
especially when compost samples will be tested for 
bacteria. CWMI recommends the following guidelines 
to maintain sample integrity:

1.  Use a bucket or other container of suitable 
volume, lined with a clean heavy-duty garbage 
bag, to collect each sample. Using a clean bag 
every time eliminates the hassle of washing 
buckets after each sample. Garbage bags also 
provide an easy way to mix samples well before 
packing for shipment.

2.  Always start at the base of a pile and work 
upward when collecting compost sub-samples to 
avoid unintentional contamination by shoes.

In addition to these guidelines, it is very important to 
properly ship compost samples being tested for microbes 
in a timely manner. Always call the lab in advance to be 

A.  Well Mixed Piles:  Take 8 sub-samples each from each side of pile; mix well in bucket 
and remove 1 gallon and ship to lab with ice packs.

B.  Not Well-Mixed Piles:  Cut cross-section with loader; take 6 sub-samples each from 
side-wall of cut; repeat operation at 3-5 other locations; remove 1 gallon and ship to lab 
with ice paks.
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For an overview of these guidelines, visit:
http://compost.css.cornell.edu/market-label/guidelines/home.htm

Acknowledgement
Thanks to Cornell Cooperative Extension, the NYS Energy Research and Development Authority, and the College of Agriculture and 

Life Sciences at Cornell for funding in support of CWMI compost work. Thanks also to Dan Olmstead who co-authored this fact sheet and 
reviewers (Aldrich, Cornell University;  Davis, Maine Environmental Services Inc; Fiesinger, NYSERDA; Goldstein, J.G. Press; Powell, 
Kansas Dept of Health; Richard, Iowa State University; Rowland, NYSDEC;  Suarez, NY Farm Bureau; and Wolf, Penn State). This fact sheet 
represents the best professional judgment of the authors and does not necessarily refl ect the views of the funders or reviewers.

sure they are prepared to receive your samples. Always 
pack compost in insulated containers with ice packs to 
prevent bacterial growth during shipment. (Water frozen in 
plastic beverage bottles can be used to keep samples cool).

When To Test
The best times to test depends on the purpose. Testing 

of feedstocks and testing during the composting process 
can help a producer determine an appropriate mix or make 
process modifi cations. Prior to marketing, the best time to 
test compost is when the product is “fi nished.” “Finished” 
will have a different meaning to different people and for 
different uses. It is the point when the compost manager 
feels that a product is ready for intended use and refl ects 
the product being offered to consumers. Technically, fully 
fi nished compost has reached the point when it is no longer 
thermophilic and it has gone through suffi cient curing to be 
stable and mature.

Understanding Test Results
The interpretation of compost test results depends 

in part on the intended use. A compost that might be 
acceptable in an agricultural setting may not be appropriate 
for use as a component of potting mix. Therefore, the 
best way to interpret test results is by working closely 
with consumers, or learning what characteristics are most 
important, to see if a compost will suit its intended use. 
Professional help in interpreting results may be available 
through the laboratory providing the analyses or by 
qualifi ed consultants.

Guidelines are also available through a variety of 
organizations. These suggestions may help compost 
producers and consumers gain a better sense of what is 
desirable for particular end uses.
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Maps of a database of NYS Compost Facilities can be accessed at: http://compost.css.cornell.edu/maps.html (see 
example below). 

New York State Compost Facilities Search

  Some Additional Composting Resources:

• Farm-Based Composting: Manure & More video - http://hdl.handle.net/1813/14193
• Natural Rendering: Composting Livestock Mortality & Butcher Waste:
    Fact Sheet -  http://compost.css.cornell.edu/naturalrenderingFS.pdf
    Video - http://hdl.handle.net/1813/7870 (English);  http://hdl.handle.net/1813/22942 (Spanish)
• Co-Composter:  http://compost.css.cornell.edu/CoCompost.html
• Compost...because a rind is a terrible thing to waste - http://compost.css.cornell.edu/FoodCompostpr.html

For more composting resources see CWMI’s web site: http://cwmi.css.cornell.edu/composting.htm

Reference to any specifi c product, service, process, or method does not constitute an implied or expressed recommendation or endorsement 
of it. The Cornell Waste Management Institute makes no warranties or representations, expressed or implied, as to the fi tness for particular 
purpose or merchantability of any product, apparatus, or service or the usefulness, completeness, or accuracy of any processes, methods or 
other information contained, described, disclosed, or referred to in this publication.
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