Quick Guide to Setting Up a Worm Bin and Harvesting Castings

Setting up and maintaining a worm bin is one of the most rewarding ways to recycle kitchen
scraps into rich, biologically active organic nutrients. For beginners, a simple, cost-
effective plastic tote system is the best way to learn worm behavior, master moisture
control, and prepare for harvesting finished castings later.

This step-by-step guide starts with building and launching a successful starter worm bin,
then explains beginner-friendly ways to harvest the finished castings when the bin is
mature.

This guide covers two beginner tasks: setting up a starter worm bin and harvesting finished
castings once the bin is mature.

’s Materials Needed

¢ The Bin: One 10 to 18-gallon opaque plastic storage tote (worms prefer total
darkness).

e The Worms: 1 pound of Red Wigglers (Eisenia fetida). This is roughly 1,000 worms,
which is the ideal starter population for a bin this size.

¢ Bedding: Unscented shredded cardboard, shredded newspaper, or coconut coir.
¢ Tools: Adrillwith a 1/4-inch bit (or a hammer and a large nail).

< Step-by-Step Setup Guide

1.Drill Ventilation Holes: Prep Time: 10 mins.

Worms need oxygen to survive and keep the bin from turning anaerobic (stinky). Drill a row
of 1/4-inch holes spaced 2 to 3 inches apart around the top rim of the tote and a few on the
lid.

Tip: If you plan to keep the bin indoors, avoid drilling holes in the bottom unless you use a
two-bin drainage setup. Place one bin with small bottom holes inside a solid bin, separated
by bricks or gravel, so excess liquid can collect below without leaking onto the floor.

2.Prepare the Bedding: Prep Time: 15 mins.

Bedding acts as the worms' home and primary carbon source. Fill the bin about 3/4 full
with loose, shredded cardboard or paper; most of the bin should be bedding rather than
food. Overfeeding is a common beginner mistake because it can create excess moisture,
anaerobic conditions, acidity, and other problems.
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Slowly add water and fluff it up until the bedding reaches the consistency of a wrung-out
sponge. If you squeeze a handful tightly, only a few drops of water should come out.

3.Add a Handful of Living Soil: Prep Time: 2 mins.

Worms do not have teeth; they use grit in their gizzards to grind down food, and they rely on
microbes to soften organic matter first. Toss in a handful of finished organic compost or
healthy garden soil. This introduces the necessary grit and inoculates the bin with
beneficial microbes.

4.Introduce Your Worms: Prep Time: 5 mins.

Gently empty your starter worms onto the top of the wet bedding. Leave the lid off and
place the bin under a bright indoor light for 15 to 30 minutes. Because worms are highly
photophobic (sensitive to light), this will encourage them to burrow down into their new
bedding rather than trying to crawl out of the bin.

5.Add the First Feeding: Prep Time: 5 mins.

Dig a small pocket in one corner of the bin, place about 1 to 2 cups of kitchen scraps
inside, and completely cover it with at least two inches of damp bedding to prevent fruit
flies. Do not feed them again until this first pocket of food is almost entirely gone.

# Beginner Feeding Rules

Worms eat the microbes growing on decaying organic matter. To keep the ecosystem
balanced and odorless, follow these guidelines:

@ Yes: Fruit and vegetable scraps (melon rinds, apple cores), coffee grounds and
paper filters, crushed eggshells (excellent for calcium and grit).

@ No: Meat, dairy, fats/oils, bones (these attract pests and create foul odors),
citrus fruits, and heavy alliums like onions or garlic (which can irritate worm skin).

Pro-Tip for Beginners: Worms can process food much faster if itis chopped into small
pieces. Freezing your kitchen scraps beforehand breaks down the plant cell walls, causing
the food to soften and decompose quickly once thawed, making it immediately accessible
to the microbes and worms.

& Troubleshooting Tips

¢ The bin smells bad: This usually means it is too wet or overfed. Add a layer of dry,
shredded cardboard to absorb excess moisture and pause feeding for a week.
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e Worms are escaping up the walls: This is common in the first 48 hours as they
adjust. However, if it continues, the bin may be too acidic or too wet. Mix in some
crushed eggshells to buffer the pH and check your moisture levels.
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Harvesting the Castings

When your starter bin begins to look like dark, rich, crumbly soil and the original bedding
has mostly disappeared (usually after 3 to 6 months), it’s time to harvest your worm
castings.

Choose the harvesting method that best fits your time, space, and comfort level: a hands-
on light migration method, a low-effort horizontal migration method, or a sifting screen
method for finer castings.

Method 1: The "Light Migration" Method (Best for an Easy Weekend Project)

Worms are highly sensitive to light and will naturally move away from it. This method lets
you harvest your castings in a single afternoon using a bright indoor light or a shaded spot
outdoors.

1. Dump the Bin: Spread a large plastic tarp or garbage bag on a table under a bright
light. Empty the entire contents of your worm bin onto the plastic.

2. Make Cones: Divide the material into several small, cone-shaped piles (about the
size of a melon).

3. Wait 10 Minutes: Under the bright light, the worms will immediately dive downward
into the center of each pile to hide.

4. Scrape the Top: Gently scrape off the top and sides of each pile where the finished
castings are. Stop when you start seeing worms.

5. Repeat: Wait another 10 minutes for the worms to dive deeper, then scrape again.
Eventually, you will be left with piles of pure worm castings and a small,
concentrated mass of worms at the bottom of each cone. Put the worms right back
into a freshly prepared bin!

Method 2: The "Horizontal Migration" Method (Hands-Off & Low Effort)

If you don't want to sort through the material by hand, you can let the worms do 90% of the
work over a few weeks.

1. Shift Everything to One Side: Move all the material in your current bin over to one
half of the box, leaving the other half completely empty.
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Prep the Empty Side: Fill the vacant side with fresh, damp bedding (shredded
cardboard or paper) and a handful of highly enticing kitchen scraps (like sweet
melon rinds or banana peels).

Stop Feeding the Old Side: Do not add any new food to the finished castings side.

The Migration: Over the next 2 to 3 weeks, the worms will run out of food in the old
section and naturally migrate across the bin into the fresh bedding and new food.

Scoop and Go: Once the majority of the worms have crossed over, you can easily
scoop out the nearly worm-free castings from the old side.

Method 3: The Sifting Screen Method (Fastest for Pure Castings)

If you want ultra-fine, retail-grade castings for seed starting or making compost teas, using

a mechanical or hand-held sifter is the way to go.

1.

Let the Bin Dry Slightly: Stop watering the bin a week before harvesting. The
castings should be crumbly, not muddy or sticky, so they pass through a screen
easily.

Use a1/8" or 1/4" Screen: Pass your compost through a framed wire mesh screen.

The finished, fine castings will fall through into a container below.

Save the "Overs": The worms, uncomposted food chunks, and intact cocoons
(worm eggs) will stay on top of the screen. You can simply gather these up and drop
them directly into your next bin setup.

Quick Harvesting Tips for Success:

Don't Worry About a Few Stray Worms: If a few small worms or cocoons make it
into your garden beds or container plants, that's completely fine! They will continue
to benefit your soil.

Save the Cocoons: Worm cocoons look like tiny, yellowish-brown lemon seeds. If
you use Method 1 or 2, you'll naturally preserve most of them in the active worm
mass, ensuring your population continues to thrive in its next cycle.
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