
nyc compost project tip sheet
get all the dirt at www.nyc.gov/wasteless/compostproject

Funded and managed by NYC Department of Sanitation’s Bureau of Waste Prevention, Reuse & Recycling.

The NYC Compost Project provides compost education and outreach through host sites in all  
five boroughs. Educational programs include: compost-related workshops and classes, on-site  

composting demonstrations, compost helpline, and composting technical assistance.

Earthworm Essentials
There are thousands of species of earthworms; however, two species in particular play an important role in the 
decomposition process: Eisenia fetida and Lumbricus terrestris. These earthworms do the bulk of the work among 
the macroorganisms in a compost pile by feeding on organic material and helping to transform it into compost.

Eisenia fetida: red wiggler worm
Red wiggler worms (also called tiger worms, manure worms, and brandling worms) are the most important
macroorganism decomposers in both indoor and outdoor composting systems. Outdoors, they don’t burrow but live 
in the upper layer of soil where they feed on microrganisms and decaying organic matter. They are prolific, thrive in 
habitats with high organic matter, can tolerate a wide range of temperatures and moisture conditions, and can live 
close to one another. An indoor worm bin mimics all of these natural conditions which makes Eisenia fetida great for 
indoor composting.

Lumbricus terrestris: common earthworm
Lumbricus terrestris (also called night crawlers) are one of the most common earthworms in North America and 
are another important macroorganism at work in an outdoor compost pile. They come up from underground to the 
bottom of a compost pile to pull leaves and other organic material into their burrows (as deep as 4–6 feet) to eat.  
This movement helps aerate the compost pile and moves materials around for other organisms to consume.

fun worm facts
•	 Worms	do	not	have	eyes;	they	have	cells	in	the	front	part	of	their	bodies	that	can	detect	light.

•	 Worms	do	not	have	teeth;	they	grind	up	food	by	using	the	grit	in	their	gizzard.

•	 Worms	living	in	an	indoor	worm	bin	(Eisenia fetida) can eat half their body weight in food scraps every day! 

•	 Worms	are	hermaphrodites;	they	have	both	male	and	female	reproductive	organs.

•	 Eisenia fetida have 5 “heart-like” organs called aortic arches.
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The NYC Compost Project, created by the NYC Department of Sanitation in 
1993, works to rebuild NYC’s soils by providing New Yorkers with the knowledge, 
skills, and opportunities they need to produce and use compost locally.  
Learn more at nyc.gov/compostproject.

EISENIA FETIDA:  
RED WIGGLER WORM
There are over seven thousand species of earthworms; however, one species in particular is well suited for indoor 
composting: Eisenia fetida. Eisenia fetida (also called red wiggler worm, tiger worm, manure worm, brandling worm, and a 
range of other names) are an important macrorganism decomposer in both indoor and outdoor composting systems.

RED WIGGLER WORM BASICS
Red wiggler worms live in the upper layer of soil where they feed on microorganisms and decaying organic matter. 
However, unlike other species of earthworms, Eisenia fetida don’t tunnel deeply or make permanent burrows. They 
reproduce quickly, thrive in habitats with high organic matter, can tolerate a wide range of temperatures and moisture 
conditions, and can live close to one another. An indoor worm bin mimics all of these natural conditions, which makes 
Eisenia fetida ideal for indoor composting.

FUN WORM FACTS
• Worms do not have eyes; they have cells in the front part of their bodies that can detect light.

• Worms do not have teeth; they grind up food by using the grit in their gizzard.

• Eisenia fetida living in an indoor worm bin can eat half their body weight in food scraps every day! 

• Worms have both male and female reproductive organs but still need another worm to reproduce.

• Eisenia fetida have 5 “heart-like” organs called aortic arches. 

• Eisenia fetida start reproducing when they are about 2 months old. 

• One mature worm can produce about 100 worms in a year.

• Worms live up to one year.

• �Worms “breathe” through their skin, so it is very important to keep them and their environment moist,  
but not sopping wet as they can drown if it’s too wet.

• If you hold a worm long enough, you will likely see a yellow secretion on your hand, called coelomic fluid. 

• �Coelomic fluid is thought to be a defense mechanism against predators as the liquid can smell bad. This  
bad smell is thought to be the basis of their name fetida or foetida which is the Latin scientific term used for many foul-
smelling species. 

• Coelomic fluid is also a way for worms to remoisten their bodies when conditions are dry. 
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COLOR A WIGGLY WORM!

TIP SHEET 

Color in the Eisenia fetida (red wiggler worm) image below to help you to identify the various parts of the worm.

intestine: performs the final 
digestion and absorption of 
the nutrients from food

mouth: 
entrance to 
the digestive 
tract of an 
earthworm

5 “hearts” 
(aortic 
arches): 
regulate blood 
flow and 
produce  
a pulse 

dorsal blood vessels: 
carry blood to the front 
of the worm’s body

crop: stores food in the 
earthworm’s digestive system

bristles (setae): tiny 
hairs that help the 
earthworm to move and 
sense the environment

cerebral ganglion: 
nerve bundle that 
serves as the brain 

clitellum: used in 
reproduction; makes 
mucus to form an egg- 
carrying cocoon; only 
found on adult worms 

esophagus: 
connects pharynx 
with the crop

anus: where worm 
manure (castings) are 
expelled from the worm

pharynx: 
pushes food 
down into the 
digestive system

ventral blood vessels: 
carry blood to the back of 
the worm’s body

gizzard: uses 
sandy grit from 
the soil to grind 
up the food

segments: small rings 
that surround the 
worm’s body

posterior:  
tail of worm

anterior:
head of worm


