
COMPOSTING SERIES

Food Safety Issues Related to Compost
Foodborne pathogens are microorganisms that can adversely affect a 

person’s health when ingested. These pathogens can be found in many 
diverse environments in our everyday life. Environments in which pathogens 
can survive and multiply are known as reservoirs. Animals are an example 
of reservoirs because pathogens may live in their skin, digestive tracts and 
manure. Considering that animal manure is an important material in certain 
composts, and these are used for growing produce, it is important to be aware 
of ways to reduce food safety risks related to their application.

Treated vs Untreated:

Compost that is “treated” refers to a compost to which a scientifically 
validated procedure has been applied in order to reduce pathogens present 
in the compost. This treatment process usually refers to using heat to reduce 
pathogens; however, as long as the process has been scientifically proven to 
be effective in reducing pathogens, heat may not be necessary. Any compost 
that has not undergone a validated process is considered “untreated.” 
Untreated compost will have a higher likelihood of being a reservoir 
for pathogens, and, therefore, a higher likelihood of transferring those 
pathogens to our crops.

Applying Compost to Crops:

When deciding what composting technique may be the best fit for you, it is 
always important to consider what compost presents a higher food safety risk 
to you. When using an untreated compost, one must always try to avoid this 
type of compost from coming in contact with the edible parts of our crops. 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Organic Program recommends 
that if a compost is untreated and is not tilled into the soil, then the crop 
should be harvested 120 days after application. If the compost being used 

is untreated and is tilled into the soil, then the crop should be harvested 90 
days after application. However, if the compost being used is treated, then 
there is no interval needed before harvesting.

Considerations When Using Compost:

•	 Always keep treated composts separate from untreated composts.

•	 If using untreated composts, do not use the harvesting space again for a 
couple months.

•	 Tools used for untreated composts should only be used for untreated 
composts.

•	 Always keep children and pets away from untreated composts.

•	 When deciding if use of untreated composts is appropriate, consider using 
them for crops that later need to be cooked. 

•	 Can attract fruit flies

•	 Effectively reduces pathogens.
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