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HOW TO COMPOST 
CHICKEN MANURE 

Composting chicken manure allows you 
to use your flock’s waste in vegetable or 
flower beds, or to feed perennials like 
berry bushes and trees. But fresh manure 
is too “hot” to put directly onto a garden, 
unless it’s just a drop here and there from 
chickens enjoying the shade and fresh fo-
liage. This means it has so much nitrogen 
that it will burn the plants rather than 
nourish them. Also, chickens’ omnivo-
rous diet makes them more likely to carry 
microbes which can sicken humans. 

Hot-composting the manure allows the 
higher temperatures of beneficial thermo-
philic bacterial growth to kill off the dan-
gerous mesophilic (lower-temperature) 
bacteria such as E. coli and Salmonella.  
To hot-compost, combine one part chick-
en manure to 20 parts “browns” such as 
bedding, dry grass and leaves, or card-
board. Wet it down if you don’t expect 
rain in the next day or so. Insert a com-
post thermometer to ensure that the pile 
reaches the 130-150 degrees F necessary 
to kill bad bacteria. Since the beneficial 
bacteria need both moisture and oxygen 

to grow and do their work, turn the com-
post (mix it with a pitchfork) after it has 
maintained at least 130 degrees F for at 
least three days, then wet it down again. 
This allows more areas of the pile to use 
the oxygen and water they need. After at 
least three cycles of heating and turning, 
your compost is ready to rest. Move it to 
an area where it can sit for about 60 days 
before adding it to a vegetable garden, 
to reduce any chance that surviving bad 
bacteria can cling to your tomatoes. For 
crops eaten raw and unpeeled, and grown 
at ground level, such as strawberries or 
raw spinach, allow the composted ma-
nure to cure 90-120 days before adding to 
the garden, or wait and add it in the fall 
for a spring crop.  

Cold composting also mellows out the 
high nitrogen content and bad bacteria, 
but it takes much longer. One method 
of cold composting involves adding the 
manure to a garden bed in the fall, after a 
killing frost, so it can compost all winter 
and be ready for planting in the spring. Be 
aware that not all microbes may die over 

Correctly composting chicken manure  
avoids nitrogen damage to plants and bacterial 
contamination onto food crops.

the winter, so avoid cold composting for 
berries and raw greens. 

Cleaning out a chicken coop, then pil-
ing the manure and bedding off to the 
side for a few seasons, is another way 
to cold-compost. This is easier, as it 
doesn’t require turning every few days, 
but should be stirred once in a while so  
oxygen and water can help the microbes 
do their job. If composting this way, wait 
a full year before adding the compost to a 
vegetable garden. 

Other composting tips: 
• Never compost manure from the  
 three Ps: people, pigs, or pets. 

• Wear gloves and face protection when 
 turning compost. 

• If the compost pile starts to smell, 
 turn it more often. 

• Always wash produce before eating, 
 even if you waited that full 60 days  
 before applying the compost. 


