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The worm has turned 

A pioneering scheme to compost food waste has banished rats and rot from a London estate, writes Sophie Verhagen 
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Until a few months ago rats thrived on the Nightingale estate in Hackney, east London. But a ground-breaking food waste composting project, run partly by an army of worms, is forcing them to move out. 

Cam Matheson, a former Hackney councillor now with East London Community Recycling Partnership (ELCRP), started the initiative after years of walking around Hackney estates that he says, "reeked" in the summer because food waste rots more quickly in the heat, sticks to the sides of disposal chutes and frequently overflows from bins, attracting rodents and other vermin. 

Matheson introduced a doorstep collection of food waste and organised food composting, the first time it has ever been tried on an inner-city estate. Stringent regulations, partly introduced after the foot and mouth crisis of 2001, have so far prevented the composting of food waste containing any animal products but, against the odds and backed by the council, ELCRP has shown that its system complies with all the animal byproduct rules. As a result, it is the only community-based organisation in Britain that is carrying out large-scale food disposal. 

It is simple for the tenants. They are given a lockable kitchen bin, a bin liner made of cornstarch, and a small bag of brown powder, known as EM Bokashi, which was developed in Japan and consists of micro-organisms, bran and molasses. When this is put on food waste it prevents the food from putrefying while speeding up decomposition through fermentation. All food waste, cooked and raw, animal and vegetable, can now be binned. 

The turning point for Matheson came two years ago when he discovered a machine called the "Rocket" that converts food waste into compost within two weeks rather than several months. Designed and built by John Webb, an authority on organic composting, and his son Simon, it is made of stainless steel and is about the size of an office desk. Food waste and shredded cardboard are ingested by the Rocket, churned up by a long screw and heated to over 60C. Two weeks later the mixture has become compost that is salmonella and pathogen-free. Its enclosed design prevents the entry of vermin and, remarkably, it uses just £20 worth of electricity a year. 

Four mornings a week, collected waste is brought back to ELCRP's yard, home to three Rockets and several wormeries whose worms turn any excessively wet compost into fertiliser. A pungent farmyard smell hangs in the air. Occasionally the worms make a break for freedom, much to the satisfaction of a happy blackbird and her family who have taken up residence nearby. The compost (when it has been approved by the state vet) will be given back to those tenants who have window boxes or gardens. The worm-produced fertiliser may eventually provide ELCRP with another source of income. 

The partnership's work is taking place at a critical time. By next year it will be illegal for any commercial enterprise to dispose of food waste in landfills and by 2010 the same will apply to household food waste. The government wants 50% of households to be composting by 2006 and 35% of household waste to be composted or recycled by 2010. Food waste constitutes about a third of such waste. ELCRP has achieved over 50% overall participation on the estate. Until recently, Hackney was only meeting 1% of its recycling target, rather than the required 18%. No wonder ELCRP has the council's support. 

The project's strong community links have been vital to its success. "If you can get people talking to you, you can then win them over. If they're not talking to you, you can do what the hell you like, you can dance in the summer sun, it makes no damn difference," says Matheson. Something is clearly working. Volunteers from the estate also run a recycling shop, and Seaton Point, the tower block that dominates the estate, boasts the highest participation rate in the composting project - an extraordinary 86%. 
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