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n the past, Lia Chasar
found it difficult to get
someone to take away
food scraps from her
restaurant for compost-
ing.

The owner of Wild Greens
Community Cafe and Bakery
said she always composts, and
until recently five friends
would collect the restaurant
scraps for personal use. Her
goal for the restaurant is to
work toward a zero carbon
footprint.

A few weeks ago, Chasar
heard about Sundiata Ameh-el’s
recent community composting
initiative to pick up fruit and
vegetable scraps from restau-
rants and residences to make
compost for Tallahassee com-
munity gardens.

“It’s almost near impossible
if you didn’t have someone like
Sundiata,” Chasar said.

Currently, Ameh-el takes
fruit and veggie waste from
four restaurants and four resi-
dences in Tallahassee. He start-
ed Compost Community in the
fall as a way for the teens at
the iGrow Farm on Dunn
Street behind the Frenchtown
Community Garden to learn
about the role of compost in
agriculture. The students use
the compost to grow their
crops.

Ameh-el provides two-gallon
buckets for residents and four-
gallon buckets for restaurants.
After six months, residents
who donate food scraps to
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ABOVE & LEFT: Sundiata Ameh-el mixes leaves with recent scraps of
vegetables and fruits to begin the composting process. DANA
EDWARDS/DEMOCRAT
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ONLINE
» Video:Watch the
composting process online at
Tallahassee.com/composting

FUN FACTS
COMPOSTING
» Stay away from composting
meats and dairy products.
These products attract ani-
mals and harmful pathogens.
» Two main elements needed
to compost are nitrogen
(fruit and vegetable scraps)
and carbon (leaves, wood
chips and paper), or, as
Ameh-el likes to say, your
“greens and browns.” The
browns control odors and
insects as well.
» Sandy Florida soil needs
compost in order to grow
plants.
» Temperatures in a compost
pile can reach 130 to 150
degrees Fahrenheit.
» Oxygen and water are a
must for fast compost break-
down.
» Ameh-el suggests keeping
compost areas clean.

FORMORE
INFORMATION
COMPOST
COMMUNITY
For $20 a month, residential
pickup occurs each week. For
restaurants: $20 for one or
two bins, $28 for three bins
and $34 for four bins. Resi-
dents can participate in com-
post sharing.
Contact compostcommun-
ity9@gmail.com or call 850-
270-7313. Sign up online at
www.compostcommunity.org
.

See COMPOSTING » 3B

Video: See how easy it is to bring
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Local farming and food
preservation topic of
discussions

Eating Local:Wes Shaffer and
Greg Jubinsky with the Tallahassee
Food Network will discuss local
farming and availability to Farmers
Markets at 10 a.m.

Preserving the Harvest:Heidi
Copeland, with the Leon County
Extension Office, will discuss can-
ning, freezing, drying and other
food preservation methods at 11
a.m. She will have demos and a
cookbook for sale.

These two seminars will be held
Saturday at Tallahassee Nurseries,
2911 Thomasville Road. Call 385-
2162 for details.

Esposito hosts container
gardening workshop

The experts at Esposito Garden
Center, 2743 Capital Circle NE, will
host a workshop Saturday at 10 a.m.
to assist you in selecting plants for
your container garden, using the
guiding principal “the right plants
for the right place.” Bring your own
pot, or unique container. Pay only
for your plants and potting soil.
Containers also available for sale.
Contact 386-2114 for more informa-
tion.

Pesto demonstration and
tasting

Join Joseph Walthall as he dem-
onstrates how to make delicious
pesto from both sweet and lemon
basil fresh from the garden. This
short but tasty demonstration is
free and takes place at Native Nurs-
eries, 1661 Centerville Road, Sat-
urday at 10 a.m. Call 386-8882 for
more information.

Learn how to sharpen your
Felco pruners

Timothy Roop, certified arborist
and landscape supervisor, will dem-
onstrate how to take your Felco
pruners apart for a thorough clean-
ing and sharpening. This is a hands-
on workshop; bring your Felcos or
just watch. Note the time of 2 p.m.,
but don’t worry about the heat —
the meeting will be inside in air-
conditioned comfort. There is a $5
fee for this workshop and regis-
tration is required. It takes place at
Native Nurseries, 1661 Centerville
Road, on Wednesday at 10 a.m. Call
386-8882 for more information and
to register.

Send your Home and Garden news and notes to TLH
Local editor Soni Greer at segreer@tallahassee.com.
Deadline is 3 p.m. Wednesday.

TLH Garden briefs

Bad soil? Not enough
soil? Maybe even no
soil?

Skip the ground and try
planting fruits and vegeta-
bles in straw bales instead,
suggests Joel Karsten, au-
thor of “Straw Bale Gar-
dens” (Cool Springs Press,
2013) and guru of one of this
year’s gardening trends.

The idea behind straw-
bale gardening is simple.

“It’s basically a different
type of container garden,”
says Karsten of Roseville,
Minn.

Only the vessel is a bale
of straw and the medium, a
nutrient-rich compost cre-
ated by the straw and a bit of
fertilizer, is weed-free.

That’s right. No weeds.
Perhaps that’s what’s

drawn tens of thousands of
people to Karsten’s Face-
book page.

Karsten offers these tips
to start your own straw-bale
garden (and, no, it’s not too
late this season):

First, be sure to buy straw
bales, not hay. Hay bales
contain seeds, which will

grow into weeds.
Hay bales are typically

green while straw bales are
a golden yellow. You can find
them at many nurseries and
garden stores, and Karsten
has also started a website
(www.strawbalemarket.com)
to help people find bales for
sale.

About 15 bales will pro-
vide the same plant produc-
tion as a 20-by-20-foot tradi-
tional soil garden.

You’ll also need a soaker

hose and 2 1⁄2 cups per bale of
lawn fertilizer that’s at least
20 percent nitrogen, with no
added herbicides. If you’re
going the organic route,
Karsten recommends using
three pounds of blood meal
per bale.

Before planting, you need
to “condition” the straw
bales for 10 to 12 days.

First, lay them out end to
end in a row and turning
them up on their sides.

Every other day, sprinkle

some of whatever fertilizer
you’re using over the bale
and “wash” it into the bale
with a spray hose, Karsten
says. Water once a day until
saturation.

On the 12th day, you
should be ready to plant on
the tops and even the sides
of the bales, spacing the
plants as you normally
would.

If planting seeds, lay
down 1 to 2 inches of potting
soil on top of the bales first.

There’s not a lot of main-
tenance required, but Kar-
sten does recommend water-
ing the bales every day when
it’s hot with a soaker hose or
a dripper system with one
hose down into the middle of
the bale. Every two to three
days is fine in the spring and
fall.

Trellises are needed for
taller or climbing plants like
tomatoes and beans, and
Karsten recommends cov-
ering the bales with a tarp if
temperatures are going to
dip to 30 degrees or lower at
night.

Many times, you can use a
bale two years in a row, but
after that, it’s time to pile
them for compost.

Time to try a straw-bale garden
By SarahWolfe
Associated Press

Cabbage and other vegetables thrive growing in straw bales in
Minnesota. Straw-bale gardening is a hot trend this summer. AP

Compost Community also have the
option of receiving cultivated compost
for their own gardens. The compost
takes three to six months to fully de-
compose.

Kevin Hixon, a resident in the Com-
post Community program, has a signifi-
cant gardening interest. As a raw food
vegan, Hixon grows his own food and
generates a lot of produce waste that he
wants to go back into the production of
food.

“I would like to see more people
support (composting) because it’s defi-
nitely a piece that’s missing in the local
community gardens,” Hixon said. “The
compost provides themwith nonchem-
ical fertilizer.”

SinceMay, Compost Community has
diverted 1,200 pounds of produce from
the landfill.

As a former history teacher, Ameh-el
enjoys learning about ancient growing
methods and teaching the iGrow stu-
dents about good agriculture practices.
He experimented with compost on his
own before starting Compost Communi-
ty, and he continues to conduct research

on the subject.
“Composting is a great way for cities

and locals to save money and divert
trash away from landfills, and cut down
on the travel time of garbage trucks,”
Ameh-el said.

Ameh-el hopes to take the “farm to
table” idea a step further by returning
it back to farms. He has replicated this
idea from some larger farms in the
Tallahassee area.

Turkey Hill Farm owners Herman
Holley and Louise Divine practice orga-
nic farming techniques, which include
making their own compost. Holley first
harvested farm animal waste for com-
post until about five years ago when
Southern SeafoodMarket in Market
Square began to donate two tons of fish
waste a week. Keiser University’s culi-
nary school also donates food scraps to
Turkey Hill Farm. As for the required
carbon source, Holley lets Asplundh
Tree Expert Co. dump tree mulch at his
farm.

“It’s not remarkable organic farmers
are involved in composting,” Holley
said. “I could talk about it for hours.”

Holley welcomes visitors to see his
composting process during farm tours.

As for Compost Community, Ameh-el
hopes the compost generated can bene-
fit one community garden at a time.

Continued » 1B

Composting

Once the compost is ready to garden with,
Sundiata Ameh-el sifts the mixture into a
bucket for compost that is easy to use.
DANA EDWARDS/DEMOCRATWRITER


