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The second in a series, this article examines science-based research, pro-
grams and processes that set the standard for compost use, ensuring that con-
sumers get what they pay for to achieve successful results. Also included is
information for professionals to keep in mind when using compost in erosion
and sediment control applications.

Over the last thirteen years, the U.S. Composting Council (USCC),
in association with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, has developed
and promulgated test methods and effective directions for compost use
that encourage and support successful results in the landscape. Without
this necessary guidance, using compost is like drinking wine or grape
juice -- what is the difference? Well, you don’t feel funny when you drink
grape juice. All joking aside, the specifications for how to make wine
and when are not altogether different from making compost. Both are
all-natural processes, and both utilize “bugs,” or microorganisms, to do
the work until the stuff is “done.”

This process carries with it the age-old argument of when is compost
done? When is it soup? When is the wine ready to drink? The USCC
has a sister organization called the Composting Council Research and
Education Foundation (CCREF), which performs research and educa-
tional activities. Over the years, the Foundation has conducted millions
of dollars of research and has published incredibly moving documents
that have affected change in our world. The USCC has taken much of
that research and has formed important documents that guide people
on using compost. One of those documents, called The Compost Use
Guidelines, was printed through a CCREF grant and is a cornerstone
guide for using compost in landscape, nursery, topsoil and homeowner
applications.

Raising the Bar
More recently, the USCC has developed a program called the Seal of

Testing Assurance (STA). This program is similar to a UL (Underwriters
Laboratories) label listing on an electric appliance, as it shows a buyer
that the compost manufacturer has done the following:

• Tested the product on a regular basis, with testing frequency dic-
tated by production tonnage (testing is required quarterly to as
often as monthly);

• Followed the strict test methods recognized by the USCC in
accordance with Test Methods for the Examination of Composting
and Compost (TMECC), a document of more than 1000 pages for
lab practices; and

• Provided an accurate statement of content and effective direc-
tions for use to the consumer for the intended application.

All participating STA compost producers receive a Compost
Technical Data Sheet (CTDS) report for each batch of compost that is
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Rod Tyler is a graduate of The Ohio State University, a
Certified Professional Agronomist and has been working
with compost for more than twenty years. As the owner
and CEO of Filtrexx International LLC, he also is the
inventor of the patented Filtrexx FilterSoxx technology,
a tubular containment system for compost-based BMP’s
for stormwater management. Rod has written two books,
including The Sustainable Site: The Design Manual for
Green Infrastructure and Low Impact Development,
which includes twenty-five design techniques to reduce
runoff, increase water quality, reduce pollution and restore
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Al Rattie has been involved in the U.S. composting indus-
try since 1981, when he co-founded EarthLife Sales, a
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on the east coast, representing all major producers from
Philadelphia through Washington, DC. This company
evolved into Compost America, which operated yard trim-
mings and food scraps composting facilities. Al currently is
Director of Market Development for the U.S. Composting
Council and the Manager of the USCC’s Seal of Testing
Assurance (STA) Program. The STA Program is a national
compost testing and labeling program. The STA Program
recently has launched the Consumer Compost Use pro-
gram, the first national compost standards program. Al is
a graduate of Penn State and the University of Maryland’s
“Better Composting School.”
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tested. These reports are generated by independently certified 
STA labs and are sent directly to the STA participant and to the 
STA Program Manager only. The reports contain a list of chemi-
cal, physical and biological test results and allow users from 
across the U.S. to compare different compost products using a 
compost-specific, standardized national testing program. 

The program has grown over the years, and millions of cubic 
yards per year are currently enrolled in the STA program. Those 
companies are recognized by the USCC at their annual meet-
ing and at other event programming throughout the year. In 
some of the promotional campaigns, the following question was 
raised: If it is not STA Compost, what is it? This question goes 
back to wine – Is it an accredited wine or is it Ripple?

Compost for Erosion Control
You all know where we are going with this discussion. 

The foundations of the STA and of the research and science-
based directions for use from the USCC and the CCREF have 
resulted in a tremendous influx of compost use within the IECA 
world for erosion control and stormwater management. In fact, 
compost has been used in thousands of projects in well over ten 
countries. In struggling areas where topsoils are very poor, com-
post is one of the few options to consider for permanent reveg-
etation. But buyers should beware! There are bad composts out 
there. Here are some tips on how to make informed decisions.  

Professionals should pay close attention to Item Number 
3 within the STA guidelines. Many people think compost or 
composted products are only used to grow tomatoes or posies. 
This assumption is not true. A great deal of compost is used as 
mulch or for compost blankets, which is a mulch use intended 
to prevent erosion rather than to grow vegetation. Or it can be 
used for compost berms and for compost filter socks. These 
applications use less refined compost than the garden compost 
grandma used. The requirements for these uses, therefore, are 
not as demanding. To clarify, consider this scenario: A com-
post manufacturer has created a product that is only partially 
composted. The directions for use say, “Only use for mulch, do 
not try to grow anything in this compost and/or do not till it 

into your soil.” If the manufacturer did the testing required on 
this product, they would receive an STA seal, since their direc-
tions for use were appropriate for the state of the product when 
sold. On the other hand, if the directions for use say to use the 
product as a topdressing for turf, consumers would complain 
that the product sold did not do what it was intended to do. 
    There are now seven states (CA, NC, OR, SC, TX, WA 
and WI) with full STA specifications for general landscaping 
and erosion control in their Department of Transportations’ 
(DOTs) landscape manual, and one state (Iowa) has a specific 
erosion control specification for STA compost. All of these states 
recognize these facts:

• A coarser grade of compost is more suitable and preferred 
for use in erosion control applications (blankets, filter 
berms and compost socks). Erosion control profession-
als have found that coarser, less mature compost does a 
better job at controlling erosion than does a more stable, 
finer compost. In addition, the less fertile erosion control 
grade of compost encourages the growth of native spe-
cies, which rapidly are becoming the plants of choice for 
these applications.

A 32-inch compost filter sock is installed between trees prior to clearing and 
construction.

A compost blanket stabilized a steep bank after construction prevented access 
for many other technologies.

The roots of seeded compost filter socks are like Nature’s Velcro.
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channel linings
drop structures / weirs
erosion control
longitudinal structures
retaining structures
river training
slope revetment
soil bioengineering
soil nailing
soil reinforcement
streambank protection

Flexibility is our strength 
For over 130 years Maccaferri has provided world-class technical support and 

job site assistance to all of our customers. Our team of highly trained professionals 

is available to offer advice, guidance, and design solutions for all of our products. 1-800-638-7744
www.maccaferri-usa.com

E n g i n e e r i n g  a  b e t t e r  s o l u t i o n

• Having a third party accreditation agency (the U.S.
Composting Council) makes DOT field inspectors’ jobs
much easier. They simply compare the aforementioned
CTDS reports and the seller’s price to place themselves in
an empowered buying position.

IECA members depend on standards that work, and using
organics and compost is no different. The intent of this arti-
cle series is to introduce the professionals of IECA to the vast
data and history behind using compost in erosion control and

stormwater applications. It is important to understand the his-
toric background of the science behind why compost works, as
well as how our compost manufacturing industry has created

specifications for use that are based on science. Stay tuned for
the next article in this series which will focus on specifications,
federal agencies approving compost use and trends. For more
information about compost use in erosion control, please contact
www.compostingcouncil.org.

Eight-inch compost filter socks are used as slope interruption devices as well as 
ditch checks.

Installation of a compost blanket using a pneumatic blower truck on a steep 
slope for the North Carolina Department of Transportation.
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