
How to look after your tower wormery 

Information compiled by Morné Brits of Kironia Habitat Gardens  

 

1. Basic conditions for vermicomposting worms: 

The red wrigglers (Eisenia fetida) in their natural environment live in forest leaf litter in a moist, 

oxygen rich habitat with plenty of fresh and decaying plant matter and manure and mild to warm 

(but not too hot or cold temperatures); they occupy the top layer of humus, usually less than 20cm 

down, but tend to shun direct light. In the vermicomposting bins we try to re-create this habitat. In 

the South African (and specifically Gauteng Highveld) climate we have to shelter the bins from the 

severe cold snaps (in their natural environment they will burrow deep into the soil to survive these 

periods) and more importantly conditions that are too hot. We tend to have relatively low humidity 

and need to create a high humidity environment whilst avoiding waterlogged conditions. The next 

thing is to feed the right foods – there are certain things to avoid (see below), but accidentally 

including some of it would probably not be a disaster. As a rule (which, in our experience can be 

broken with certain feeds), try not to have too much of one item. 

 

2. Preparing the bedding 

Preparing the bedding is important when worms are first introduced into a new tray system. 

Bedding could also be prepared every time trays are swapped. Bedding should also be added if large 

amounts of one food type are introduced at the same time or to control the aeration of wet and/or 

very dense material.  

Bedding material can be made of shredded newspaper, cardboard or old egg boxes (do not use any 

plastic coated material). Prepare enough to cover the bottom of the tray. Soak the material in water 

and then squeeze out the excess water so the bedding material is damp, but not sopping. Cover this 

with a layer of compost (or if this is not available, good garden soil); a bit of dried kraal manure is a 

nice to have, but not essential. The worms can now be introduced and the first feed added. 

3. Feeding 

Feeding is where things can most easily go wrong when you’re starting out.  Here are some basic 

rules (the worms will probably survive even if you break the rules, but we are trying to create 

conditions in which they thrive and give you the maximum amount of compost in the minimum 

amount of time – without any nasty odours). If you have any doubt, move a corner of compost aside 

in the bin and add the food there; if the food is still shunned after a few weeks, you should remove 

it.  

a) Little at first: If you add too much food at once the worms won’t be able to cope and some 

of the material could start to rot. Do not fill your tray up all at once. 

b) Add some ‘brown matter’ - cardboard, newspaper or fallen leaves in addition to the food 

waste (see bedding above). This will help to aerate the trays and create better conditions for 

the worms. 
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c) Don’t add any one ingredient in large quantities (particularly processed foods). 

d) Feed it a varied diet. This will help create a healthy wormery and rich worm compost full of 

nutrients and trace elements. 

e) Chop up big pieces. The smaller the pieces the faster it will get recycled into vermicompost.  

f) A handy trick is to freeze food before adding it to the composter; this bursts the cell walls of 

the plants, speeding up the process of making the food edible to the worms.   

4. The do’s and don’ts of feeding 

Do’s 

 All vegetables and fruit (* with a few exceptions listed in maybes), including peelings and 

scraps (also vegetables that have gone off). 

 Coffee grounds and filters (it is first class worm food) and used tea-bags. 

 Crushed egg shells (washed). 

 All grains including bread even if mouldy (worms love fungi) and cooked pasta.  

 All grains including bread even if mouldy (worms love fungi) and cooked pasta.  

 Leaves and grass clippings (use small quantities to prevent high temperatures resulting from 

composting) – also see maybe’s below. 

 Dried farm manure - also see maybe’s below. 

 Paper and cardboard (don’t use anything that that is plastic coated or with a glossy feel to 

it). Use the dry/brown material in quantities of up to 40% of the total. Dampen before 

adding. 

Maybe’s or use with caution (never add large quantities of anything you are unsure of, 

especially if you have not tested it on your worms first): 

 Highly acidic and strongly scented vegetables and fruit.  Citrus, tomatoes, onions, garlic, 

chillies, etc. 

 Grass clippings: use small quantities as grass clippings tend to compact, excluding air 

(oxygen) and tend to generate lots of heat when decomposing/composting.  

 Pre-composted manure: cow, sheep, horse and rabbit droppings are ok, provided it has 

dried out already. Composted chicken and bird droppings might work, but is highly alkaline 

and could cause problems.  

 Organic pet bedding (straw and grass from horses, rabbits etc.) – avoid bedding saturated 

with urine. 

 Untreated wood shavings and sawdust (see below). Make sure that it has not been treated 

chemically. 

 

Don’t use: 

 Pineapple (an enzyme in pineapple juice is lethal to earth worms) 

 Processed food. 

 Cooked food (with the exception of pasta). 

 Meat, meat products and bones*. 

 Anything treated with pesticides. 



 Dog and cat droppings*. 

 Sawdust from industrial sites and workshops (the wood is often treated chemically).  

 Pet hair. 

 Cheese and yoghurt.  

 Cooking oils and other fatty substances. 

 Poisonous plants (oleander, eucalyptus, bay leaves, ivy). 

 Be careful about adding pine needles and other gymnosperm leaves. 

 Wood ash and charcoal. 

* The red wrigglers will happily eat meat as well as dog and cat poo (especially if you feed 

your pets good quality food), but this produces odours and is therefore not considered 

suitable for a small backyard wormery.  

 

5. A sheltered site 

Worms do best in a constant temperature, not too hot or too cold. A shady is spot is best (10 – 30oC 

is optimum).  If possible, it’s also good to place it somewhere protected from strong winds (to avoid 

it getting too cold) and rain (to minimise risk of flooding, see tip below). 

Tip: If your wormery will be rained on, leave the worm juice tap (if there is one) open with a collection 

jug underneath. This will help prevent flooding and possible mass worm deaths. 

6. Keep the wormery damp 

A healthy worm bin should be damp (like a squeezed out cloth/sponge) not dry or wet. Water lightly 

if it gets too dry. Add more paper and cardboard if too wet. Use the squeeze test if in doubt; squeeze 

some compost between your thumb and finger – it should produce a drop or two of water, no more 

and no less. 

5. Swapping trays 

Once the top tray is full, swap it for the empty middle tray. The empty tray will be resting on the full 
tray and the worms can freely move between the two trays. You can prepare the empty top tray by 
adding bedding as described above, although just adding some new feed to this tray should suffice. 
If the compost in the bottom tray sinks too low (and there are still worms in there), add some 
bedding material to raise it, thus allowing the worms to move freely to the top bin.  

6. A sheltered site 

Worms do best in a constant temperature, not too hot or too cold. A shady is spot is best (10 – 30oC 

is optimum).  If possible, it’s also good to place it somewhere protected from strong winds (to avoid 

it getting too cold) and rain (to minimise risk of flooding, see tip below). 

Tip: If your wormery will be rained on, leave the worm juice tap (if there is one) open with a collection 

jug underneath. This will help prevent flooding and possible mass worm deaths. 

 



7. Worm compost/castings 

After about four weeks the full bottom composting tray should be fully composted.  Check if there 

are any leftover vegetable cuttings or un-composted material; if there are leave it a bit longer (or sift 

it out and add it to the top tray). The compost should smell earthy and be a rich, dark colour.  Apply 

to your garden and watch your plants grow! Do not grow plants in 100% vermicompost, but rather 

mix it with garden soil, potting soil or other compost to a maximum ratio of 40% vermicompost. 

More won’t harm your plants, but will reduce the growth benefits from your vermicompost.  

 

10. Worm leachate.  

Drain excess liquid (leachate) off through the tap in the bottom container.  The quality and 

usefulness of the leachate depends on what you feed your worms. Some of the chemicals leaching 

form worm food might contain plant toxins and could cause damage if used in high concentrations. 

The leachate will most certainly also contain useful substances such as macro-and micro nutrients 

and beneficial bacteria and can be used as liquid fertiliser. As a precautionary measure, dilute the 

worm team 10 to 20:1 before using it in your garden. If you are feeling unsure, discard the worm 

leachate or use it on trees and in flower beds. 

If it has a strong or off smell (not the earthy smell that you would expect), it is best to discard the 

leachate.  

11. Worm tea: 
Worm tea is a high quality liquid fertilizer made by fermenting worm castings in aerobic conditions. 

Worm leachate is often called worm tea, but it is not the same thing. If you want to brew your own 

vermicompost tea, please contact us for some advice. 

12. Trouble shooting 

The wormery should smell sweet and healthy. An unpleasant smell is a sign that something is 

wrong. The two most common causes of a bad smell are: 

1. Overfeeding leading to putrefaction of uneaten food. Solution: feed less. 

2. Adding too much green matter and too little brown matter. Solution: add more torn up card or 

newspaper. 

3. If the worms are leaving your bin you are doing something wrong. Check if the moisture is right by 

doing the squeeze test (see above).  

The worms aren’t interested in the new food added? Give it some time. It takes a while for worms to 

get used to and to like newly added food, especially if it is very fresh and the decomposition process 

has not started yet. If they are still avoiding the food after two to three weeks, consider removing it.  

 

If you need more help or information, please email Morné at info@kironia.co.za or                         

phone 074-245-6359. 
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