
 

 

The soil removed by erosion contains about three times more nutrients than the soil 

that is left behind. About 60% of lost soil is deposited each year in streams and rivers, 

blocking waterways with sediment or polluting them with nutrients, pesticides and 

other contaminants.1 According to a national water quality assessment, 35% of U.S. 

streams are classified as polluted and approximately 75% of the U.S. population lives 

within a few miles of a polluted water body.2 Adding compost to local soils, both as a 

soil amendment and as an erosion control surface application (compost blankets, berms 

and encapsulated compost or ‘socks’) helps prevent erosion. The Iowa Department of 

Natural Resources and the Iowa Department of Transportation commissioned a 3-year 

study by Iowa State University researchers.3 Key findings of this project address the 

following areas: 

  

RUNOFF QUANTITY http://www.eng.iastate.edu/compost/results.runoff.html 

 Run-off from compost-treated areas during a 30 

minute high intensity rain storm was reduced by 

99.2% compared to runoff from areas treated with 

topsoil, and 0.5% or less of that from compacted 

subsoil. 

 Due to the water absorbing capacity of the compost, 

initiation of runoff from compost-treated areas was 

significantly delayed. 

 While compacted subsoil and topsoil typically began producing runoff within 5 to 8 

minutes after rainfall began, areas treated with any of the three types of compost 

took, on average, 30 – 60 minutes to begin producing runoff. 

 The reductions in quantity and frequency of runoff provided by compost treatments 

were similar under both un-vegetated and vegetated conditions.  These results 

show that compost blankets can provide storm water runoff control (and erosion 

control) on construction sites before vegetative cover can be established. 

 

EROSION CONTROL http://www.eng.iastate.edu/compost/results.erosion.html  

 On both bare and vegetated slopes, the highest interrill erosion (solids loss caused 

by raindrop impact and subsequent transport within a thin "sheet" of runoff) from 

compost treated areas during the first 30 minutes of intense rainfall was 0.02% (or 

less) of the erosion from slopes receiving 

conventional treatments. 

 One of the most important potential benefits of 

blanket compost treatments is that they provide 

significant erosion protection under un-vegetated 

conditions. Since rill erosion will not occur until rills 

are initiated by interrill erosion, compost-treated 

areas, which are highly resistant to interrill erosion, are expected to suffer relatively 
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little rill erosion as long as they are protected from concentrated runoff discharged 

from adjoining areas. 

CHEMICAL POLLUTANTS IN RUNOFF 

http://www.eng.iastate.edu/compost/results.chemical.html 

 Runoff from vegetated test plots contained lower total masses of soluble 

phosphorus and potassium than was found in the runoff from un-vegetated plots.   

Again, the total mass of pollutants was much lower in runoff from test plots treated 

with compost than from conventionally-treated test plots.  

 As was the case for the soluble pollutants, the total mass of adsorbed pollutants carried 

by eroded particles in runoff caused by a 30-minute high intensity storm was 

significantly lower for compost-treated areas than for test plots treated conventionally.  

ROADSIDE VEGETATION http://www.eng.iastate.edu/compost/results.vegetation.html  

 All compost-treated areas produced as much planted cover-crop growth (differences 

were not statistically significant) as conventionally-prepared roadside consisting of 

compacted subsoil or subsoil capped with 6 inches of imported topsoil.  

 Equally important, the combined dry mass of weeds harvested from test plots at the 

ends of two growing seasons showed that compost-treated plots produced significantly 

less (36% or less) weed growth than conventionally-prepared embankments. 

 

COMPOST BLANKETS: Apply ½” to 2” for areas that will be immediately vegetated, 
or 1” to 4” for unvegetated areas.  Application rate depends on annual rainfall/flow 
rate and rainfall erosivity index. 5 

  
COMPOST FILTER BERMS:  Berm dimensions vary from 1’x2” to 2’x4’. Application 
rate depends on annual rainfall/flow arte and rainfall erosivity index. 5 

  
COMPOST FILTER SOCKS:  Compost filled filter socks can either be made on site or 
delivered to the jobsite. In general, 12” diameter filter socks will replace 24” high 
silt fences, and 18” diameter filter socks will replace 36” high silt fencing. 5 

  
AASHTO5 ‘SPECS’ 
AASHTO has established compost specifications for the following compost properties:  pH, 
soluble salts, moisture, organic matter, particle size, stability (carbon dioxide evolution) and 
physical contaminants.  An abbreviated version of the AASHTO speculations and application 
rates and practices 6 for the compost uses identified above can be found on the US 

Composting Council website at: https://compostingcouncil.org/building-green/  
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Other Useful References 
The Soil and Water Connection, US Composting Council, 2013 http://compostingcouncil.org/publications/ 
This booklet is a great source of information and contains 67 references to technical articles and papers on the innovative uses of compost to 
conserve and help filter the nation’s water supply.    

COMPOST BENEFITS: 

 Improves soil structure 

and porosity  

 Improves soils’ 

moisture holding 

capacity - reducing 

water loss and nutrient 

leaching 

 Supplies vital organic 

matter 

 Supplies beneficial 

microorganisms to soils  

 Allows plants to more 

effectively utilize 

nutrients & reduce 

nutrient loss  

 Improves moisture 

infiltration rates and 

reducing erosion and 

runoff 

 Encourages vigorous 

root growth 

 Contains humus – 

assisting in soil 

aggregation and 

making nutrients more 

available for plant 

uptake 

 Buffers soil pH 

 

 

Please visit these sites for many 

more references on the use of 

compost for increasing soil organic 

matter and water conservation: 

www.compostingcouncil.org  

www.compostsolution.org  
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