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To my husband who puts up with my spontaneous, wacky projects and crazy 
ideas. He’s dented his truck to help me transport giant hypertuffa sculptures, 
thrown out his back building me inventive contraptions and dealt with all kinds of 
smelly experiments - including the composting scraps in the refrigerator that have 
been mistaken for leftovers. 

 

  



 



 



 

  



PREFACE 

Goodbye to Synthetic Fertilizers 
When we bought our first home 15 years ago I used synthetic fertilizers to 

make the yard pretty. The retired pro golfer who sold us the house left us a box of 
bright blue granules and a huge bag of iron pellets for the lawn. Wow, my turf 
looked great and I felt like a proud, suburban wife! 

I started thinking about water contamination and potential health issues but 
more often I asked myself if I really needed to buy all this stuff. I didn’t feel right 
using it on my vegetables. Eventually I gave away what was left and stopped using 
synthetic garden chemicals all together.  

 

Wonderful Weeds 

Our lawn didn’t look as green or pristine - we had more weeds, bugs and signs 
of trouble. When the kids were born, the crabgrass and prickly lettuce spread 
even more.  

The retired marine colonel next door walked around with his trusty canister of 
weed killer annihilating all enemy plants with a quick squirt. He called it his “can 
of death”, and offered it to me regularly with a playful, devious smile. 

While everyone near us was grooming, trimming and slaying weeds with their 
own chemical weapons of choice, we picked by hand, trucked in yards of compost 



and mulch, shoveled, amended, low-crawled and layered until we blew brown 
goo out of our noses.  

Then I found out I could use those annoying weeds to make homemade 
fertilizer! 

Gardening for Fun 
 The hours at work and travel were crazy. Many projects turned into all-nighters 

and I grew accustomed to staying on the computer until the birds tweeted 
everyone awake. Gardening became an outlet, a chance to get away from 
computers, proposals and phone calls.  

 

Before my girls could walk, they gardened. And I hoped our tiny Southern 
California backyard would seem magical to them. I wanted my kids to have some 
form of nature outside their back door like I did growing up in Maine. So we 
planted lots of fruit trees and got creative with containers. 

I needed to figure out how to keep everything going, naturally. 



 

I can still picture my toddler girls scuffling outside to pick breakfast wearing 
their footsy pajamas. The youngest would twist off a green pepper and chomp on 



it like an apple, balancing on the edge of a half whiskey barrel. The oldest loved 
looking for carrots and long beans.  

There’s nothing like little smiles covered in home grown strawberries. Those 
were the days! 

Composting Like a Crazy Woman 
When I got my first compost tumbler, a birthday present from my father-in-law, 

I was instantly hooked. I learned on my own how to mix materials to get results in 
just a couple of months. The neighbors caught on and left bags of stale bread and 
veggie scraps on top of the fence.  

Kids and Composting 

As my passion for composting grew, I brought the fun to our elementary school 
and organized a Recycling and Composting Fair. We created a giant landfill that 
showed how we could recycle stuff found around the house and convert it into 
soil amendment. The kids explored different composting systems including heaps, 
tumblers and bins. The red wiggler worms were the star of the show! 

 



Along the fence I attached examples of what materials we could compost and 
what we should not, including a dollop of dog poo. (Cleared that with the 
teachers first, since it might incite a potty humor riot!)  

 

I didn’t anticipate that my zeal for composting would cause a bit of trouble. 
After the event, motivated students halted their parents at the trash can, 
forbidding them to throw away school papers, banana peels and apple cores, 
explaining that they could be transformed into compost.  

Moms and dads passed me in the school parking lot casting appreciative but 
annoyed “thanks a lot” smiles.  

Kids in the neighborhood started ringing the doorbell to check out our worms 
and to smell and touch what was growing in our wild backyard. Soon, we had the 
regulars-the door would open and I would hear, “How is the borage growing?” or 
“Can I feed the worms today?” 



 

“Cindy, Is this for the worms or for me?” 
I keep bags of veggie scraps in my refrigerator until I’m ready to feed my red 

wigglers. I must be a terrible cook if my husband can’t tell the difference between 
the leftovers and the scraps I’m saving for the composting worms.  

Brown, squishy bananas that would never get eaten by my daughters get 
recycled into fruit leather, fertilizer for my plants or worm food. The worms seem 
to love melon rinds so if I’m not in the mood to pickle them, they get shredded 
and dumped in the bin.  

Reduce, Reuse, Recycle 

We all have extra stuff lying around or within close reach that could potentially 
be recycled in our gardens. This book shows you what to reuse and how to reuse 
it to amend your soil, feed your plants and reduce landfill waste.  

In my own trials and research over the last 15 years I discovered hundreds of 
ways to improve my garden using materials found around the house - even my 
kids’ pee - more on the yellow stuff later on. Try out the recipes and discover 
what works best for you, in your mini ecosystem.  

Hope you find the information easy to understand, enjoyable to read and 
useful for years to come! 

Cindy Rajhel 



 

  



ABOUT THE BOOK 

Who Should Read This Book 
This book is a good fit for anyone curious about natural fertilizer options and 

interested in reducing what ends up down the drain, piled in a landfill and stashed 
in and around the house. 

The recipes cater to folks that grow in smaller garden plots, 100 square feet or 
less: community gardens, school gardens, raised beds, pots, barrels, sacks, bags, 
bottles and pretty much anything we can stick a plant in.  

Why Read This Book 
Get inspired to repurpose your weeds, seashells and urine. If you like to 

experiment in the garden, you’ll find plenty of ideas and suggestions for 
combining materials such as alfalfa pellets and seaweed. Learn why natural 
options benefit your garden, which materials will improve soil over time and how 
to apply them effectively. Discover new ways to save money and conserve 
resources.  

You may never buy another commercial fertilizer product again! 

As you might have noticed in the Table of Contents, I have a lot of information 
in this book including a long list of materials, 34 to be exact, that I use to create 
my own fertilizers and soil amendments, or mulch my garden.  

Each material section is laid out in an organized fashion and explains: 

~Why it might be good for the garden. 

~Where to find it for free. 

~Which plants may benefit. 

~What to combine it with. 

Then, for each material, I give you one or more recipes that spell out how to 
create the fertilizer or soil amendment, plus where, when and how to use it for 
the most benefit.  

You’ll learn how to make liquid fertilizers, fertilizer teas, soil drenches, soil 
conditioners, foliar treatments, planting hole enhancers, container rejuvenators, 
compost ingredients, compost accelerators, green manures, cover crops and top 
dressing techniques. 



I have personally used every recipe several times in my own garden, or in the 
school garden with good to great results. I can’t prove without a doubt that the 
materials I use will make a difference for you. However, I can honestly say that 
I’ve done a good amount of research on each material and am confident that my 
recipes have merit. Who knows, you may know of a way to make them even 
better!  

In addition to the recipes I explain how I test my soil without purchasing lab or 
strip tests and why pH tests may be unnecessary in your garden. Through my 
own investigation I discovered secrets about sewage sludge and fish fertilizer 
that I want you to be informed about.  

If you want to learn how to compost with worms or use manures safely, this 
book could serve as your go-to-reference.  

Bat Poop. What’s Not Included in the Book 
Techniques that I haven’t used myself or that I personally deem unsafe or 

unsustainable are not included in the recipes. For example, I wouldn’t use last 
year’s dog run as a vegetable garden or dump fresh kitchen scraps directly on top 
of the garden.  

Some of the fertilizers and soil amendments I chose NOT to write about require 
specialized processing such as blood meal and bone meal. Hard-to-harvest 
materials like bat guano are omitted too because it’s unlikely you have access to a 
bat infested cave-or the time and desire to scrape it for feces.  

This book concentrates on accessible materials that don’t require a gas mask, 
butchering, spelunking or even spending any extra money.  



 

How To - Stir Up Trouble 
In your quest for your own homemade remedies, please do not blow anything 

up, create concoctions that become environmental concerns or produce 
dangerous gases or liquids that cause harm to any living thing.  

The ingredients here should not harm your plants or soil if used in moderation. 
If you over apply any material, natural or synthetic, you risk damage to your 
soil, plants and the environment.  

Bottom line is I cannot be held responsible for your crazy antics. I get myself 
into enough messes without your help, thank you very much. 

  



CHAPTER 1: HOMEMADE – NOT A HOAX 

Experience and Evidence 
I don’t need guarantees or test results before I try something out in my garden. 

For me experience and evidence go hand in hand. I could never garden based on 
science alone. Could you?  

Lots of what we learn about gardening comes from reading, discussions with 
friends and our own experiences, successes and failures. There are certainly more 
opinions out there than scientific studies.  

Prove It 

It is difficult to prove a technique works in the home garden because there are 
so many variables. Controlled studies require lots of samples, time and money. 
But as I read more university studies and books, I find my experiences often 
intersect with related evidence. 

Sometimes I must assume I am on the right track because the scientific data is 
complicated or the information is focused on much larger farms - commercial 
operations with different requirements, conditions and goals.  

We’ve adopted many garden remedies over the years based largely on 
personal experience.  

Take coffee grounds, for example. Rich in nitrogen, they’ve become a popular 
garden amendment. However, out of the 168,000 search results on Google for 
“coffee grounds fertilizer”, only a few come from the research community.  



 

After looking over a few college research papers and extension office articles, I 
discovered that coffee grounds may indeed provide a healthy dose of nitrogen to 
nutrient-needy plants. However, despite popular belief, they may not make the 
soil more acidic for blueberries, azaleas and other acid-loving plants.  

Once inside the recipes for using coffee grounds, you’ll get the lowdown on 
how to use them strategically to grow a healthy garden. 

Folklore and Fact 
There’s a gray area between folklore and fact and I don’t ignore ideas that live 

in that space, especially those that have been used for centuries, are still used 
today, and continue to generate favorable feedback.  

Many natural and Do-It-Yourself (DIY) garden concoctions connect to history 
and folklore. For example, Romans and medieval French farmers used shellfish 
debris to fertilize the fields. And agricultural fish products are widely used today 
to increase the productivity of tomatoes, strawberries, lettuce and more.  



 

I gather up kelp from the beach from time to time and add the leaves directly 
to the soil. I also dry fish parts to create homemade fish tea.  

Ancient Manure  

Manure is probably the most widely used soil amendment in the world. Until 
recently, researchers believed that the Romans were first to use it for edible 
crops. New information published in the July, 2013 issue of Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, reveals that manure was used on fields in Europe 
thousands of years before the Romans.  

It seems Neolithic farmers understood a lot more than initially thought - that 
the condition of the soil can be improved over time. It was a matter of survival 
and family status back then.  

Modern Manure 

Annie Haven, from Haven Family Ranch in San Juan Capistrano, California, 
produces a soil conditioning product appropriately nicknamed “Moo Poo” 
manure tea. She offers it to consumers and resellers across the United States.  

The small muslin bags of dried and aged manure are a popular soil amendment 
option because they’re convenient to brew, don’t smell stinky and give the soil 
nutrients in a form that can easily be converted to food for plants. 



 

Cows and horses roam freely in open pasture, raised without antibiotics or 
hormones. Thousands of gardeners “swear by” her product raving about how it 
builds microbes and increases absorption of water, oxygen and nutrients.  

One of my favorite uses for manure tea is to recondition worn out soil. 

There’s more of a focus these days on how to acquire disease-free manures; 
and how to use specific manures for specific garden goals. Which manures work 
better for growing pumpkins? How do you safely use manures in your garden? 
Find out in this book.  

Gardening Is Adventure 
Many of us do not have the luxury of a large greenhouse, loads of land or raised 

beds filled with perfect soil. And even if we did have the tools and the space, we 
still need the knowledge and the desire to grow healthy food. In the process of 
making the most of our growing spaces, weather and budget, we’ve become 
more resourceful and inventive.  

Research combined with our own experiences, instincts, traditions and beliefs 
makes gardening an adventure! 



Where’d I Get All This Information? 
Most of the information in this book was derived from my own experience, 

discussions with friends and experimentation. Many of the fact-based statements 
are general knowledge.  

Citable research discovered from physical books, university studies, scientific 
journals and government websites are listed in the Bibliography and organized by 
topic for ease of use.  
  



CHAPTER 2: EASY WAYS TO MANAGE YOUR SOIL 

Difference Between Fertilizers and Soil Amendments 
The word “fertilizer” is often used liberally, and many times incorrectly these 

days to describe manure, soil conditioners and pretty much anything dumped 
onto the surface of a garden to make something grow.  

There is an important difference between fertilizers and soil amendments. This 
matters because you need to know why you are using a certain material and what 
effect it will have on your soil and plants, short and long-term.  

Fertilizers 

Fertilizers impact plants soon after application. Most of the nutrients are in 
water soluble form, making them easier for plants to absorb. Fertilizers last for 
hours, days or weeks and don’t do much to improve the quality  

CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 

Five Reasons to Pass on pH 
If you suspect your soil could be contaminated, maybe by runoff, or previous 

applications of sewage sludge or some other unknown material, have it tested 
professionally. Or you might want to have it analyzed in detail if you garden in a 
huge plot.  



 

However, if you grow in small areas, raised beds and containers like me, and 
don’t have worries about the safety of the soil or major nutrient deficiencies, then 
I suggest you skip the testing and concentrate on creating a balanced 
environment where nutrients can easily be absorbed by your plants and water 
can drain properly.  

That’s right, I recommend you not purchase pH home testing kits, or spend 
the time and money preparing samples for professional pH analysis done by a 
lab.  

Why don’t I use pH tests when it seems every Internet article and gardening 
expert insists that we should get our soil tested?  

Most of us can grow vegetables, herbs and fruit successfully without spending a 
dime or the time on soil testing. Here’s why: 

Five Reasons to Pass on pH 

1. For many home gardeners, soil testing is not practical. We do not have 
massive garden plots or the desire to fool around with powdered lime 
or sulfur. We have a small or medium-sized garden, a couple of raised 



beds, or we garden solely in containers because we have a busy 
lifestyle, lack the quality soil or simple don’t have the real estate to 
spread out.  

CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 

For references on how compost regulates pH, go to the topic of COMPOST in 
the Bibliography.  



The What, Why, Where and “WOW” of Organic Matter 
The word “organic” is multi-dimensional and sometimes misunderstood 

because there are so many variations depending on context. In this book, we’re 
using the term as it relates to organic soil amendments and fertilizers.  

You can create your own organic products without using certified organic 
materials.  

What is Organic Matter? 

Materials that come from living or once living plants and animals are called 
organic matter. Manure, plants and leaves (dead or living), worm castings, peat, 
seaweed and humus are all good examples of organic matter. Plants grown to 
amend the soil, called green manures, are also considered organic matter.  

 

Organic matter eventually decays in nature or we can help it decay by 
composting it. Humus is naturally occurring organic matter that has decayed 
about as much as it can. Compost is decomposed or partially decomposed organic 
matter created by humans.  

Why is Organic Matter Good for the Garden? 

Garden soil must have organic matter to retain and move water, maintain 
structure and feed microorganisms, fungi and bacteria. Organic matter keeps the 
soil “alive”.  

Where do I find Organic Matter? 

CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 
  



Evaluate Your Soil in 5 Steps 
Before you start whipping up your own home brews and flora fusions, identify 

what kind of shape your soil is in. All the fertilizer in the world won’t help if your 
soil is diseased, doesn’t drain well or can’t retain nutrients.  

There are many ways to determine the fertility of your soil and to make 
assumptions about what it needs. I like to use a process that doesn’t involve 
commercial kits or laboratory tests. 

We created a method at school called the “The 5 ITs”, based on several 
references from  

CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 

CHAPTER 3: NUTRIENTS IN A NUTSHELL 
There are 16 nutrients that plants need the most - nine crucial macronutrients 

and seven micronutrients vital for growth in lower concentrations.  

CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 
 

 



Differences Between Natural and Synthetic Nutrients 
Plants might not be able to tell the difference between synthetic and natural 

nutrients. But that doesn’t mean using a fertilizer made in the lab is just as good 
as one derived from nature.  

Natural and Organic Fertilizers 

Natural and organic fertilizers and soil amendments encourage growth of 
beneficial fungi, bacteria and other organisms. Most contain multiple nutrients 
and trace minerals that benefit soil and plants. They feed soil organisms. 

Natural nutrients are usually not a “quick fix”. They tend to release nutrients 
slower than the synthetic version.  

Synthetic Fertilizers 

Although synthetic fertilizers are not generally accepted in organic gardening, 
they are used by commercial farmers and home gardeners because they are  

CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 

How Plants Absorb Nutrients 
Many types of soil organisms populate the garden. Bacteria dominate with 

millions occupying just one teaspoon of soil. Fungi, protozoa, nematodes, 
anthropoids and earthworms also share the “soil food web”. The soil food web is 
a network of organisms that live as a community with plants and animals – all 
impacted by the environment and other factors.  

Bacteria 

There are several types of bacteria in the soil food web.  

CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 

  



CHAPTER 4: 100 NATURAL FERTILIZER RECIPES 
I’ve lived in apartments, condominiums, military housing and my own home, 

from the East Coast to the West. The soil types and ecosystems in each location 
were all different.  

The size of your growing area, the types of plants you grow, the weather, soil 
and watering methods you use will all impact the effectiveness of fertilizers and 
soil amendments. Try to keep those variables in mind when you put these 
homemade concoctions to the test.  

 

How to Use the Recipes 
CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 

Simple Measurements 
CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 

 



How Often and When 
CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 

  



From ALFALFA to FISH 

 

ALFALFA 

Preparing planting beds, side dressing and watering with alfalfa tea can make a 
positive difference in your garden. Alfalfa is one of my favorite materials for 
making homemade fertilizer.  

Why might alfalfa be good for the garden? 

Alfalfa, a nitrogen-rich legume, is used as livestock feed and is also abundant in 
an array of macro and micronutrients. Without enough nitrogen, plants are 
stunted and foliage will take on a pale yellow tint. Tomatoes with a nitrogen 
deficiency will get purple-looking veins. Alfalfa encourages microbial activity in 
the soil, breaks down quickly and stimulates plant growth.  

Where do I find alfalfa? 

You’re in business if you have stale pellets hanging around from a pet rabbit or 
can snag a small bucketful of horse feed from a friend. The same goes for alfalfa 
hay. Sometimes animals decide they don’t want to eat the food put in front of 
them and so it will just sit there until it can be composted or given away.  

I got my hands on a bag of pure alfalfa horse feed in pellet form. If you have 
access to packaged rabbit food, look at the label to check for additives. 



 

Which plants may benefit from alfalfa? 

Alfalfa treatments are especially good for nitrogen-loving plants such as 
cucumbers, sweet corn, tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, squash, pole beans, 
broccoli and cabbage (all Brassicas).  

Celery, potatoes and carrots can also benefit from a bit more nitrogen but read 
the tips coming up to find out when it’s best to apply.  

There are several reasons why you should not over-apply alfalfa or any 
nitrogen-rich material.  

1. Alfalfa produces a lot of heat when it decomposes. It will rob the soil of 
nitrogen while it breaks down because the microbes that work on it 
need nitrogen for fuel. 

2. Excess nitrogen can decrease the plants ability to fight off disease and 
pests (aphids will multiply quickly). 

3. You will get lots of leaves but little in the way of fruit or flowers. 
4. If applied too late in the growing cycle, you run the risk of weaker crops, 

e.g., cracked cabbage heads, split carrots and poor quality potatoes.  



Combine alfalfa with… 

Alfalfa works well with kelp for added phosphorus and trace minerals. Simply 
add 2-3 chopped kelp leaves for every cup of alfalfa.  

Sometimes I use 2-3 crushed eggshells per square foot along with an alfalfa 
treatment.  



 

1. Alfalfa Pellets Soil Amendment Recipe 



To prepare the garden a few weeks before planting, scatter alfalfa pellets in 
your planting bed. For a 3 foot by 3 foot area use one cup, or 3.5 cups for the 
entire raised bed. Work into the top layer of soil and water well. A few weeks 
later, plant your seed or transplants.  

For a smaller area, planting hole or container, add a small handful of alfalfa 
pellets for every square foot and cover with an inch or two of soil before planting.  

You can also use baled alfalfa hay to prepare a planting bed although it will 
take longer than pellets to decompose. Pull the bale apart, lightly spread it in the 
planting bed and wait at least a month before planting. Or add a 3 inch layer of 
alfalfa in the fall and it will decompose during winter. Come spring you won’t have 
to do much to get the garden prepared for planting! 

Alfalfa Pellets to Recondition Container Soil 

If you use containers and the soil has lost its life, dump all the spent stuff in a 
giant tub with drainage holes. Mix equal amounts of alfalfa, chopped kelp leaves 
and crushed eggshells. Add a cup of this combo for every square foot of soil and 
let it sit for a month.  

2. Alfalfa Pellets for Compost Recipe 

Alfalfa pellets are an effective compost accelerator. There’s no need to buy 
commercial starter products to rev up the pile. Alfalfa will increases heat and 
speed decomposition, especially helpful in cool weather.  

Use one cup of pellets for every square foot of compost material.  

Make sure you add about a square foot of carbon-rich brown materials for 
every cup of alfalfa pellets to balance out the nitrogen in the alfalfa: dried leaves, 
straw or uncoated paper work well. Check out my list of 100 Compost Ingredients 
for more ideas.  

3. Alfalfa Pellets Top Dressing Recipe 

Sprinkle alfalfa pellets on top of your garden bed and water in. Do not over 
apply because excess nitrogen can harm your plants and make them more 
susceptible to disease.  

I use a small handful (about 1/4 cup) for each square foot or two large handfuls 
(about a cup) for every 3 square feet, making sure the pellets do not touch the 
plants.  

Timing is Important 



For vegetables such as cabbage, carrots and potatoes, time your top dressing so 
that you do not apply the alfalfa too late in the growth cycle.  

~Do not add alfalfa after cabbage heads out or you’ll run the risk that it will 
grow too quickly, become weak and crack.  

~For carrots, apply alfalfa a few weeks into growth only. If you apply a 
month out or even closer to harvest, the carrots might split. 

~Just as with cabbage and carrots, potatoes might get weak and become 
more prone to damage if subjected to too much nitrogen too late. Stop 
adding any nitrogen-rich fertilizer 60 days prior to harvest. (This is why 
bagged soil with time released nitrogen fertilizer is not a good idea for 
potatoes.) 

4. Alfalfa Fertilizer Tea 

For small applications use a quart jar or any similar-sized container. Add ¼ cup 
(or a small handful) of alfalfa pellets and let sit for 5-10 minutes. Water one plant 
with the liquid and keep the solids in the container. Add water again and wait 
another 5-10 minutes to use once more. Keep doing this until all your plants that 
need nitrogen are fertilized.  

 

To make a larger batch, add 1 cup of alfalfa pellets to a gallon of water or 5 
cups to a 5 gallon container.  



For a more complete fertilizer, add the same amount of worm castings and/or 
kelp to the water. The solids leftover from the tea can be worked into the soil or 
added to your compost bin.  

Alfalfa Tea Using Hay Dust 

Compressed bales of alfalfa when shaken will drop fine particles that you can 
use to make a tea for your plants. Just open the bale of alfalfa over a tarp and 
sweep up the powder. Place in a pantyhose or sock and tie the end. Drop in a 
bucket of water and let sit for a day or two. Water your nitrogen-loving plants as 
usual with the alfalfa tea.  

 

Foliar Feed 

Spray your liquid fertilizer tea on the leaves early morning or evening. Make 
sure to get the undersides of leaves because they are more porous.  

Alfalfa Tips 

 Rabbit alfalfa pellets are smaller than horse alfalfa pellets and may break 
down faster in water and the soil.  

 Alfalfa feed may have other ingredients added. Check the label or ask.  

 Do not use alfalfa on plants that are going dormant because it will 
stimulate growth at the wrong time.  



 When alfalfa hay gets wet it can mold and take on a musty smell. Fresh 
alfalfa hay smells good, like newly cut grass. You can use it for the garden 
even if it’s starting to spoil.  

 Usually alfalfa hay is cut and baled before it goes to seed. Try using it as a 
mulch much like grass clippings. Let it dry out first and apply thinly so it 
won’t heat up and rob nitrogen from the soil to decompose. As with the 
side dressing recipe above for pellets, make sure to have a bit of clearance 
around the plants to prevent nitrogen burn.  

 

CONTENT REMOVED – THIS IS A PREVIEW 

 
  



 

BEER-SPENT GRAINS 

Beer from a bottle or can is not highly beneficial to the edible garden as a 
fertilizer or soil amendment. The yeast is dead in many bottled beers and the 
sugar does little to excite or feed microorganisms. Generally, I am not convinced 
that adding straight sweets to the soil is a good practice for my vegetable garden.  

 

Then why might beer be good for the garden? 

There is a by-product of the beer making process that you can turn into an 
asset. If you live near a brewery, or brew yourself, you can recycle the spent beer 
grains into your compost. Beer grains are a protein-rich, fibrous mash - the tough 
leftover hulls, seed parts and plant tissue. Spent grains contain nitrogen and a 
texture that can help fluff up the pile.  

Where do I find spent beer grains? 

Many large companies including Craft Brewing Company give away their spent 
grains to farms and agricultural organizations for use as livestock feed and a 
compost medium. If you have friends that brew at home, you might actually be 
doing them a favor by recycling the waste.  



 

Spent grains can also be used in baked goods such as bread, pizza dough, 
cookies and even dog biscuits! So you might find there’s a bit of competition for 
spent grains with their new found popularity.  

Which plants may benefit from spent beer grains? 

I got my hands on some spent grains and immediately dried them to prevent 
them from going sour on me. Unfortunately rain was in the forecast and I had to 
take them inside. My family will not let me forget just how gross the garage 
smelled during those three thunderous days.  



 

Once dry, I spread it out as a mulch and top dressing around kale. The goal is to 
keep moisture in and provide a natural, gentle boost of nitrogen.  

 

I am not sure if the grains rob the soil of any nitrogen during decomposition, so 
my favorite way to recycle them is in the compost heap.  

Combine spent grains with… 



In the compost, combine with lots of brown materials such as hay, straw and 
old leaves, to reduce odors and speed decomposition.  

8. Spent Beer Grains for Compost Recipe 

If you already have a compost pile in full swing, add the spent grains and the 
same amount or more of carbon-rich materials such as paper, straw and dried 
leaves. Make sure to mix the ingredients well and fluff up the pile. The more 
integrated the grains and balanced the compost pile, the less stinky the pile will 
become and the less likely you will be visited by wild animals. If you live in an 
urban area, odor control will be much more important to you, and your 
neighbors.  

Keep the pile moist like a wrung out sponge - not wet because the grain mash 
already contains plenty of water.  

If you’ll be creating a new compost pile, add some soil from your yard to 
introduce microbes into the mix.  

Spent Beer Grains as Worm Food 

While I was experimenting with worm food I tried adding spent beer grains into 
the bin. I combine it with other scraps and layer the slurry in between moist 
cardboard. The worms seem to love it. 

Spent Beer Grains Quick Tips 

 It’s important to keep the beer grains covered in a worm bin to prevent a 
fly problem. Covering food scraps with a few inches of shredded 
cardboard is always a good practice.  

 Spent beer grains will start spoil in a few hours if left in a bucket or thick 
mass, especially so in warm weather. Freeze them if you can’t use them 
right away or spread them out on a hot surface in full sun if you want to 
dry them for storage.  

 I’ve heard spent beer grains combined with straw make a great medium 
for growing mushrooms! Something to try out. Please let me know if 
you’ve done this and if you would recommend it. Leave a comment on my 
website and join the conversation about homemade fertilizers here.   

 Breweries also use materials like paper filters and diatomaceous earth 
during processing. Diatomaceous earth is finely ground fossilized shells. 
Both the filters and diatomaceous earth can be composted.  

http://www.homegrownfun.com/50-homemade-fertilizers-soil-amendments-easy-organic-gardens-free-recipes-recycled-gardening/
http://www.homegrownfun.com/50-homemade-fertilizers-soil-amendments-easy-organic-gardens-free-recipes-recycled-gardening/
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