
Compost Tea

Methods for 
brewing aerated 
compost tea, 
to add beneficial 
microbes and plant 
available nutrients 
directly to plants 
throughout the 
growing season
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• Proof that it works…



Healthy LIVING Soil...

Life In The Soil



Life In The Soil

“All plants in nature, and in healthy environments have well 
established symbiotic relationships with soil and leaf life.”



“In nature, plants produce sugar (through 
photosynthesis) that is then fed by the 
plant (through its roots) to beneficial 
micro-organisms; namely bacteria and 
fungi. These microbes use that sugar to 
reproduce and access minerals out of the 
soil. These minerals are digested and then 
fed back into the plant. This symbiotic 
relationship is at the core of soil fertility.” 

Life In The Soil



CAKE AND COOKIES

“Roots release ‘Cakes and 
Cookies’ to feed microbes 
to:
• protect the root system 

from diseases and pests 
• enhance nutrient cycling
• build structure to allow 

roots to grow” 

From the book ‘Adding Biology by 
Dr. Elaine Ingham.
(Diagram Courtesy of Soil Foodweb)

Life In The Soil



Compost Tea:

Compost tea is the result of aerobically brewing compost 
in water with added amendments to produce a highly 
nutritious food source for your plants

Compost Tea



• Compost extract is compost suspended in water, no 
amendments added

• Microbes are released into the water, which is then 
added to plants

Compost Extract

Compost Tea



• Compost tea is actively aerated (usually for 24 hours).
• Compost and amendments are added
• Oxygen is added, usually with a electrical pump
• Microbes consume the amendments and multiply
• The finished liquid is teaming with beneficial microbes

Compost Tea vs. Compost Extract

Compost Tea



Compost Tea
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• Benefits of Compost Tea
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• Proof that it works…

Compost & Compost Tea



Potential Benefits of Compost Tea

� “Water retention in soil is improved, reducing water 
use by up to 70% in the first year in some cases.”

Dr. Elaine Ingham
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� “Plants take up nutrients needed to resist infection 
more rapidly.”
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Potential Benefits of Compost Tea

� “Water retention in soil is improved, reducing water 
use by up to 70% in the first year in some cases.”

� “Plants take up nutrients needed to resist infection 
more rapidly.”

� “Rooting depth of the plants is increased, increasing 
the nutrients the plant can access.”

� “Decomposition of dead plant material is increased.”
� “Chemical-based pesticides, herbicides and fertilizers 

are no longer used, and beneficial microorganisms in 
the ecosystem are no longer killed or harmed”

Dr. Elaine Ingham

Compost Tea
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Compost Tea

• Compost Tea, an introduction

• Benefits of Compost Tea

• How to make Compost Tea

• How to apply Compost Tea

• Proof that it works…

OLC Course: 
Compost & Compost Tea



Compost Tea brewing at Reservoir Community Farm:



Aerated Compost Tea

Method:
• Add amendments (food for bacteria 

and fungi) to non-chlorinated water 
(fish hydrolysate, kelp, humic acid)

• Brew Compost Tea for 24 hours, test 
under the microscope and apply 
within 3 hours

• Compost Tea can be applied  to seeds, 
foliage, and roots of plants

• Can be applied anytime during the 
growing process, from seed to harvest



Inputs:

Worm castings or compost approved for organic growing.  
*Recommend vegetative inputs only*

Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic Certification



Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic CertificationInputs:

(1) Approved castings
(2) Organic amendments (molasses

not recommended, causes 
over-population of bacteria)

(3) Non-chlorinated water



Inputs:

Organic amendments that are certified for organic 
growing, such as:
• fish hydrolysate
• liquid kelp
• fish bone meal
• alfalfa meal
• humic acid

* molasses not recommended – causes over-population of 
bacteria

Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic Certification



New research 
indicates that 
simple sugars,     
such as molasses, 
promote excessive 
bacterial growth 
and should be 
avoided.

Additives for brewing Compost Tea



Brewing Compost Tea



Compost Tea

One way to get the indigenous beneficial microorganisms into the tea is to 
add a pound of fungal dominant soil to your Compost Tea brew…



Microscopy

High Fungal Soil – Compost Tea



Microscopy

High Fungal Soil – Compost Tea – Treated 
Mounting Laurel (3 years later)



Microscopy

High Fungal Soil – Compost Tea – Treated 
Mounting Laurel (3 years later)



Method: 

(1)  Vessel must be clean, free of biofilm…

Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic Certification



Method: 

(1)  Vessel must be clean, free of biofilm 
(use hydrogen peroxide as cleaning agent, avoid chemical cleaners)

Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic Certification



Method: 

(2) Aerobic conditions should be maintained within the 
brewer by using the following protocol: 
• maintain minimum power of 1.35 watts per gallon with air pump 
• Inverted cone shape recommended to avoid anaerobic areas within 

the brewer 

Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic Certification



Method: 
(3) Brew compost tea aerobically for approx. 24 hours

Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic Certification



Method: 
(4) Compost tea should be tested periodically with a microscope 
to ensure aerobic, balanced conditions with healthy microbial 
populations

Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic Certification



Method: 
(4) Compost tea should be tested periodically with a microscope 
to ensure aerobic, balanced conditions with healthy microbial 
populations.
Testing should be done after brew is complete (24 hours after 
start). Suggest checking microscopy every 4-5 brews, or if 
changes are made to inputs or method of brewing. 

Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic Certification



Compost Tea brewing
is all about the Aeration…



Microscopy

Compost Tea Over Time



Method: 
(5) Compost tea should be used within 8 hours. Tea should not be 
stored in sealed containers for more than 4 hours
(6)  Compost Tea brewer should be 
emptied completely, cleaning any surface 
or hosing that comes in contact with 
tea to remove ‘biofilm'

Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic Certification



Method: 
(8) Dilution possible. No restrictions  

(dilute with non-chlorinated water)

Compost Tea – Proper Procedures

Compost Tea

For Organic Certification



• There should be NO SMELL at any time. Bad smells 
indicate anaerobic conditions

Compost Tea – Quality Control

Compost Tea





Training and Equipment

Hickories Farm – Brewing compost tea – August 2019 
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Training and Equipment

Hickories Farm – Brewing compost tea – August 2019 
Sprayers for Compost Tea:

• Oversized plumbing for easy 
cleaning

• Diaphragm pumps
• Agitation systems



Compost Tea

• Compost Tea, an introduction

• Benefits of Compost Tea

• How to make Compost Tea

• How to apply Compost Tea

• Proof that it works…

OLC Course: 
Compost & Compost Tea



FOLIAR SPRAYING
• When applying compost tea to leaf 

surfaces, the key is getting at least  
70% of the leaf covered with the tea 
organisms - on both sides of the 
leaves

• Do not apply tea when it is raining hard, 
but a light mist often helps the 
organisms establish a foothold on the 
leaf

• Tea should be applied during weather 
when plants are active. This means 
starting at two weeks before bud break, 
through to senescence of all plants

• Tea should be applied so liquid remains 
on the leaf, stem and flowers of the 
plant, and not drip off. The larger the 
drop size, the more likely the tea will run 
off the plant



Foliar Spray

How to use compost tea:
Ø The tea should be sprayed as soon as possible for maximum effectiveness



Foliar Spray

How to use compost tea:
Ø The tea should be sprayed as soon as possible for maximum effectiveness
Ø Use it as a foliar spray by spraying all stems and leaves (both sides)



Root Drench

How to use compost tea:
Ø The tea should be sprayed as soon as possible for maximum effectiveness
Ø Use it as a foliar spray by spraying all stems and leaves (both sides)
Ø Use it as a root drench by soaking the soil around your plants’ roots



Compost Tea

How to use compost tea:
Ø The tea should be sprayed as soon as possible for maximum effectiveness
Ø Use it as a foliar spray by spraying all stems and leaves (both sides)
Ø Use it as a root drench by soaking the soil around your plants’ roots
Ø The tea can be applied to any type of plant, including vegetables, flowers, and 

trees



Compost Tea

• Compost Tea, an introduction

• Benefits of Compost Tea

• How to make Compost Tea

• How to apply Compost Tea

• Proof that it works…

OLC Course: 
Compost & Compost Tea



Benefits of Compost Tea

“Misting plants with compost tea is a more effective method 
for delivering nutrients thereby boosting than drenching the 
soil.” (Arancon et al., 2006; Gonález et al. 



Test Trial
The Hickories Farm

2019

Showing the effect 
of adding 

worm castings and 
worm compost tea 

to organic 
vegetable crops     

on tilled beds

 

14 ft 

28 ft 

42 ft 

56 ft 

70 ft 

84 ft 

CONTROL         WORM CASTINGS 

Carrots 
Spaced 2 inches apart 

 

Tomatoes 
Spaced 2 ft. apart 

Eggplant 
Spaced 20 inches apart 
 

Beans 
Spaced 8 inches apart 
 

Marigolds 
Spaced 8 inches apart 

Basil 
Spaced between tomato   

plants on North side 
 



Soil and Plant Nutrient Testing Laboratory
203 Paige Laboratory
161 Holdsworth Way
University of Massachusetts
Amherst, MA  01003
Phone:  (413) 545-2311
e-mail: soiltest@umass.edu
website: soiltest.umass.edu

Prepared For:

Soil Test Report

203-858-8829

Sample Information:

Area Sampled: 250 sq ft

Sample ID: South Bed CONTROL

Lab Number: S190610-210

Received: 6/10/2019
Reported: 8/6/2019

Results

Monique Bosch
Wiggle Room LLC
8 Grumman Avenue
Wilton, CT  06897

moniqueb@optonline.net

Order Number: 45232
  

Value
Analysis Found

Optimum
Range

Value
Analysis Found

Optimum
Range

6.4Soil pH (1:1, H2O)
Modified Morgan extractable, ppm

Macronutrients
36.2      Phosphorus (P) 4-14
368      Potassium (K) 100-160

3122      Calcium (Ca) 1000-1500
484      Magnesium (Mg) 50-120
24.1      Sulfur (S) >10

Micronutrients *
1.4      Boron (B) 0.1-0.5
5.6      Manganese (Mn) 1.1-6.3
2.2      Zinc (Zn) 1.0-7.6
0.1      Copper (Cu) 0.3-0.6
3.7      Iron (Fe) 2.7-9.4
14Aluminum (Al) <75
1.2Lead (Pb) <22

24.6Cation Exch. Capacity, meq/100g
4.0Exch. Acidity, meq/100g

Base Saturation, %
64      Calcium Base Saturation 50-80
16      Magnesium Base Saturation 10-30
4      Potassium Base Saturation 2.0-7.0

0.76Scoop Density, g/cc
Optional tests

12.7      Soil Organic Matter (LOI), %

  Nutrient                                  Very Low                           Low                             Optimum                Above Optimum     
 Soil Test Interpretation

Phosphorus (P):
Potassium (K):

Magnesium (Mg):
Calcium (Ca):

* Micronutrient deficiencies rarely occur in New England soils; therefore, an Optimum Range has never been defined. Values provided represent the normal range 
found in soils and are for reference only. 

1 of 2 Lab Number S190610-210Sample ID: South Bed CONTROL

 

Soil and Plant Nutrient Testing Laboratory
203 Paige Laboratory
161 Holdsworth Way
University of Massachusetts
Amherst, MA  01003
Phone:  (413) 545-2311
e-mail: soiltest@umass.edu
website: soiltest.umass.edu

Prepared For:

Soil Test Report

203-858-8829

Sample Information:

Area Sampled: 250 sq ft

Sample ID: North Bed W.C.

Lab Number: S190610-209

Received: 6/10/2019
Reported: 8/6/2019

Results

Monique Bosch
Wiggle Room LLC
8 Grumman Avenue
Wilton, CT  06897

moniqueb@optonline.net

Order Number: 45232
  

Value
Analysis Found

Optimum
Range

Value
Analysis Found

Optimum
Range

6.1Soil pH (1:1, H2O)
Modified Morgan extractable, ppm

Macronutrients
12.8      Phosphorus (P) 4-14
231      Potassium (K) 100-160

2174      Calcium (Ca) 1000-1500
342      Magnesium (Mg) 50-120
17.9      Sulfur (S) >10

Micronutrients *
0.8      Boron (B) 0.1-0.5
7.8      Manganese (Mn) 1.1-6.3
1.8      Zinc (Zn) 1.0-7.6
0.2      Copper (Cu) 0.3-0.6
7.6      Iron (Fe) 2.7-9.4
22Aluminum (Al) <75
1.3Lead (Pb) <22

20.7Cation Exch. Capacity, meq/100g
6.5Exch. Acidity, meq/100g

Base Saturation, %
52      Calcium Base Saturation 50-80
14      Magnesium Base Saturation 10-30
3      Potassium Base Saturation 2.0-7.0

0.90Scoop Density, g/cc
Optional tests

10.4      Soil Organic Matter (LOI), %

  Nutrient                                  Very Low                           Low                             Optimum                Above Optimum     
 Soil Test Interpretation

Phosphorus (P):
Potassium (K):

Magnesium (Mg):
Calcium (Ca):

* Micronutrient deficiencies rarely occur in New England soils; therefore, an Optimum Range has never been defined. Values provided represent the normal range 
found in soils and are for reference only. 

1 of 2 Lab Number S190610-209Sample ID: North Bed W.C.

South Bed 
Control 

North Bed 
W.C. 

(2.8 X higher) 
(1.6 X higher) 
(1.4 X higher) 
(1.4 X higher) 
(1.3 X higher) 

(1.7 X higher) 
(1.4 X higher) 

(1.2 X higher) 
(2 X higher) 
(2 X higher) 

(1.6 X higher) 

‘Before trial’ soil tests showed higher nutrients in control bed 
vs. the bed treated with worm castings and compost tea

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



WORM  CASTINGS added to W.C. bed

• 10% added to seed starting mix

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



WORM  CASTINGS added to W.C. bed

• 10% added to seed starting mix

• ½ cup added to eggplant and basil during transplant

• 1 cup added to tomato during transplant

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



Compost Tea applications – foliar spray and root 
drench every 3 weeks, starting June 28th.  

(5 applications)

2 Gallon Recipe
Control Worm Castings/Compost Tea

• 1 T. Liquid Kelp
• 1 t. Fish Hydrolysate
• 1 t. Humic Acid
• 1.5 cups Worm Castings

BREW FOR 24 HOURS

• 1 T. Liquid Kelp
• 1 t. Fish Hydrolysate
• 1 t. Humic Acid

APPLY IMMEDIATELY

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



August 8th & 12th

Tomatoes – Control
Harvested 9.08 lbs.

Tomatoes – W.C.
Harvested 19.27 lbs.

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



August 29th

Tomatoes – Control Tomatoes – W.C.

4 days after Harvest

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



September 3rd Harvest 

Eggplant – Control Eggplant – W.C.

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



Sept. 11th

Tomatoes – Control Tomatoes – W.C.

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm

2 days after Harvest



September 20th Harvest 

Eggplant – Control Eggplant – W.C.

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



September 24th Harvest 

Eggplant – Control Eggplant – W.C.

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



September 29th Harvest 

Eggplant & Tomatoes
Control

Eggplant & Tomatoes
W.C.

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



October 4th Harvest
(frost expected) 

Eggplant – Control Eggplant – W.C.

Control bed vs. bed with worm castings/compost tea

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



October 4th Harvest
(frost expected) 

Tomatoes – Control Tomatoes – W.C.

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



October 4th Harvest
15 days later (Oct. 19th)

Tomatoes – Control Tomatoes – W.C.

Test Trial – The Hickories Farm



Effects of Compost Tea



Effects of Compost Tea



Effects of Compost Tea



Effects of Compost Tea



Effects of Compost Tea



Life in the Soil



Life in the Soil

Day One:

• Fill CLEAN 5-gallon bucket with water
• If chlorine in water, let sit 

Next Day:
• Set up your aquarium air pump
• Add amendments, let bubble for 10 

minutes
• Add worm casEngs to 400-micron mesh 

bag, 
• Use sEck to hold bag over bucket
• Bubble for 24 hours
• Apply right away, as foliar spray and root 

drench



Life in the Soil



Life in the Soil



Life in the Soil

“Essentially all life 
depends on the 
soil.  There can be 
no life without soil 
and no soil without 
life; they have 
evolved together.”

Charles E Kellogg,
USDA Yearbook of 
Agriculture, 1938


