Building and Managing a Worm Bin
What is Worm Composting?

Worm composting, also known as vermicomposting or vermiculture, is an inexpensive way to
acquire an incredibly rich and fertile soil amendment for your garden and house plants. Worms
will feed on the bacteria and fungi that are feeding on your food scraps and bedding waste. The
worm castings (or worm poop) that they excrete is biologically active, nutrient rich, and contains
microbes that are capable of suppressing plant diseases.

Procuring Worms

For every square foot of space you want about a pound of red wigglers. With a small 3-gallon bin,
like the one depicted in Figure 1, 20-30 worms is plenty. Worms can process about ½ their weight
every dayso 1 pound of red wigglers can process ½ pound of food scraps per day.
Red Wiggler worms can be purchased locally in Vermont at Down to Earth Worm Farm in
Greensboro: downtoearthwormfarmvt.com. Red Wigglers can also be mail ordered online from
many different sites and locations.

Definitions:
		• Bedding: Fluffy carbon-rich material like newspaper, 100% brown paper towels, 		
		
100% paper tissues/napkins, dried leaves
		• Food scraps: For worms, simple to breakdown left over food residuals from snack 		
		
or meal times such as fruit and fruit rinds (without the PLU sticker), vegetables and
		
peels, breads and grains, coffee grounds, and paper filters

Building a Worm Bin

As with many aspects of composting, there is no one superior method for constructing a
container for worm composting. This guide details one model for building a worm bin, but
many other functional designs exist. The key is to provide an aerated home for these wiggly
pets. This process is very easy and could be done with kids!
Materials:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Dark, plastic storage container (3 to 10 gallon)
Drill with 1/8” bit
Newspaper or other bedding
Water (spray bottle or glass of water)
Red Wiggler worms
Food scraps

Step 1: Drill Holes
Using a 1/8” bit on an electric drill, drill holes in an alternating
grid pattern on the top and bottom of the plastic bin (Figure 2
and 3). Holes should be about 2 inches apart. On the sides of
the bins, drill holes about 2” apart in a line about 3 inches from
the top of the bin (Figure 3). For deeper bins, drill two rows of
holes. To make it easier and for building a bin with kids, mark
the bin with marker before drilling.
Step 2: Prepare the Bedding
Newspaper tends to work the best as a bedding material for
worms, but other 100% paper products work as well. You want
to shred this material either by hand or with a shredder. Shred
newspaper to ½” strips or smaller because increased surface
area will speed up breakdown. Shred into a large mixing bowl
and moisten lightly with a spray bottle, spray nozzle or by
sprinkling water with your fingers. You want the paper to be
moist but not wet. Excess moisture can be squeezed out of the
material, but make sure to peel newspaper apart afterwards so
it doesn’t clump.

Figure 1: Holes on the bottom of the
bin

Figure 2: Holes drilled on the sides,
bottom and top of the bin

Step 3: Layer Materials
Start with a layer of moistened shredded newspaper.
Depending on the size of your bin, you want a layer
between 1” and 3” on the bottom of your bin. Sprinkle
worms on top with a little bit of soil to get them
acclimated. Sprinkle food scraps on top of the worms,
again make sure to create as much surface area as
possible. Vegetable peels are the perfect food for worms,
and if you have larger material just break it up a bit before
adding it. Cap the food scraps with another 1-2” layer of
moistened shredded newspaper.
Figure 3: Layered and assembled worm bin

Step 4: Station Your Bin
Worms want dark environments with temperatures
between 50 and 70 degrees F, so a great place for the bin is a basement or under a kitchen sink.
If you use a dark bin, it is less critical that you choose a dark location. Because there are holes on
the bottom, place the bin on a tray of some kind so that if water leaches out it won’t make a mess.

Managing Your Worm Bin

Once your bin is built, it is very easy to manage. Worms are the lowest maintenance pets you’ll
ever have! Continue to add food scraps and cap with moistened newspaper. Read on to hear some
FAQ about worm composting.
What Can Go In a Worm Bin?
Generally speaking any easy to break down food scraps such as vegetables, fruit, grains and coffee
grounds can be put in a worm bin. All food scraps added to a bin should be covered with a few
inches of bedding.
What Shouldn’t Go In The Worm Bin
Meats, bones and dairy should not be added to a worm bin because of the likelihood of attracting
maggots and causing odors. Avoid liquids as they can make the worm bin too wet and create
anaerobic, smelly conditions. Also avoid too much volume of materials that have an acidic pH
like citrus and coffee grounds. Acidic conditions create the ideal breeding grounds for fruit flies.
Store-bought flowers should not be composted as they often are treated with herbicides and
fungicides that can harm worms and the microorganisms and fungi that they coexist with in the
compost bin. In general stay away from harder to break down materials.

How Often Should I Feed my Worms?
Feeding worms once a week is just fine, but how often you feed them depends on how big
your system is, how many worms are present and how fast material appears to get broken
down.
What If You Are Going Out of Town?
Feed your worms a little extra and leave them undisturbed when leaving them for some time.
Worms can go for longer than three weeks or a month without fresh food scraps.
Harvesting Your Vermicompost
After many weeks you will notice that the material in the
worm bin is settling. This is a result of worms and other
microorganisms and fungi in the worm bin eating your organic
wastes. Decomposition and composting is occurring. The color
of the material in the worm bin will become darker and a few
inches or more of worm castings can build up at the bottom or
sides of the worm bin. You can harvest this bottom-most layer
of material by scooping it by hand or with a kitchen utensil like
a spatula. Avoid adding other worms to your worm bin as they
Figure 4: Finished worm bin
will compete for space in the bin; some worms are inherently
more aggressive than others. There is also some indication that
worm castings from one worm may be harmful to other kinds of worms.
Smells and Pest Control
Odor can be controlled by limiting the amount of food scraps added to the bin and providing
adequate fresh bedding. In a worm bin, do not overload the bin with too much food waste
until the worm population is established.
Fruit flies are more of a nuisance than a serious problem. Minimize fruit flies in a worm bin
by fully covering fresh food waste with several inches of bedding, and by covering the
bedding with a sheet of newspaper, cardboard or wax paper tucked in around the edges.
Securing noseeum netting around the top of your worm bin will greatly reduce, if not
eliminate, the presence of fruit flies altogether.

The following resource uses or is adapted from content originally developed by the Highfields Center for Composting
in Hardwick VT. The Highfields Center for Composting dissolved as an organization in 2014 and ended its active
involvement in the Close the Loop Program. The content has been made publically available for use in supporting
organics management in Vermont and elsewhere through the generosity of the High Meadows Fund, the Harris and
Frances Block Foundation, and the Vermont Community Foundation. The Vermont community wishes to thank the
Highfields Center for Composting for its years of outstanding leadership in the service of community composting and
universal recycling in Vermont.

