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Overview 
Devine Gardens, a 70-acre farm, was purchased in November 2009, by Tina and 
Mike Jacobs. A livestock barn and some pasture land on the farm are leased by a 
farmer for raising 30 head of cattle, as well as pigs. The farm includes around 15 
acres of hay fields, about 20 acres of woods, and additional pasture. Tina and 
Mike’s hope is to slowly bring the livestock barn and the land back into 
productive agriculture. In 2013, the fields were plowed and reseeded with hay. 
Rotting fence posts and old barbed wire removed, and a high tensile fence 
installed near the livestock barn to allow the cows to pasture. The farmer who 
raises the cattle has also planted corn for feed. Devine Gardens has a license 
from the New York Department of Agriculture and Markets to sell live plants.  
 
Tina Jacobs, proprietor of Devine Gardens, runs a vermicompost (worm 
composting) business on the farm.  The previous owner of the farm had a 
vermicompost operation.  When the operation closed, the remaining vermicast 
stock (worm castings) and worms were purchased by Devine Gardens. The 
Devine Gardens vermicompost operation continues to operate, with additional 
containers and equipment for the operation undertaken by Devine Gardens. 
 
Devine Gardens presents a unique agricultural business model.  The farm 
business uses farmland for growing hay and pasture, and leases the livestock 
barn to a farmer for raising cattle and pigs. The bedding and manure generated 
from the cattle and pigs is in turn composted to produce a variety of value-added 
farm products. 
 
  

Integrating composting practices into farming operations and 
refining compost production and utilization methods can help 

farmers better manage farm organic waste, including manure and 
crop residues. The resulting compost can be applied for on-farm soil 

benefits and/or sold as a valued-added product. To expand and 
support farm-based compost markets in the Northeast, NERC was 

awarded a grant from the Northeast Sustainable Agriculture 
Research and Education (SARE) program. Resources developed by 
NERC for the project, as well as presentations from seven compost 

marketing workshops, are posted on NERC’s website. NERC provided 
technical assistance to farm compost operations, including 

development of operation-specific marketing plans. 

The Northeast Recycling 
Council (NERC) is a non-
profit organization that 
conducts research, hands-on 
projects, training, and 
outreach on issues 
associated with source 
reduction, recycling, 
composting, 
environmentally preferable 
purchasing, and decreasing 
the toxicity of the solid 
waste stream.  

http://www.devinegardensllc.com/
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Materials Composted 
Manure and bedding from the livestock operation run through the lease 
arrangement, is used for feedstock in an aerated compost bay prior to being 
transferred to the operation’s worm bins. This business relationship assures an 
ongoing, quality feedstock. Some used horse bedding (chopped straw with some 
sawdust) is also collected from a nearby horse operation by Devine Gardens and 
first used as bedded pack for the cattle, prior to use in the compost. 
 
Compost Method and Equipment 
The collected manure and bedded pack along with additional horse bedding, as 
needed, is mixed to obtain a good carbon nitrogen ratio A TMR horizontal mixer 
is used.  The material is then transferred to an aerated compost bay to be 
composted. The aerated bay system, constructed in 2012, is an O2Compost 
system consisting of four bays. PVC piping is laid into grooves in the cement 
flooring of the bays. The piping is connected to an electric blower system 
designed to effectively aerate the composting organics.  
 
The blower cycles on and off 24 hours a day with the objective of maintaining 
the materials at temperature of 131 °F, or higher, for a minimum of three days to 
sufficiently destroy any pathogens and weed seeds and to promote rapid 
decomposition. The pile temperature can be easily controlled by adjusting the 
airflow into the pile.  The bays have concrete retainer and divider walls.  A roof 
covers all bays to keep rain and snow off the piles and to provide shade during 
the summer months. 
 
The system is arranged so that one bay is filled up and actively composting for 30 
days or more.  Additional materials are placed in the second bay, where material 
is aerated and actively composts while materials are placed in the third bay, and 
then the fourth bay. The compost in the first bay is then removed to a separate 
area for curing and storage, allowing for the cycle to begin again with fresh 
manure and bedding. 
 
Finished compost from the aerated bays is either cured for sale or is used as a 
pre-composted feedstock for the Devine Garden’s vermicomposting operation. 
Compost destined for direct sale is cured for at least two months in a used truck 
body storage container placed next to the livestock barn.  
 
Pre-composted material used for vermicompost feedstock is fed to the worms 
every four days. The worms are misted with water twice a day, or as needed, 
depending on weather conditions. The worm bins were constructed by Devine 
Gardens. The bins are 8 feet long by 4 feet wide by 2 feet high. The bins were 
designed with a proprietary mechanism on the bottom to allow for easy removal 
and harvesting of worm castings. The bins are lined with electrical heat cables 
with temperatures maintained at about 55° F during the winter months. This 
allows the worms to remain active all year around.   
 
  

http://www.nerc.org/
http://www.o2compost.com/
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In the summer of 2013, additional worm bins were constructed with the goal of 
producing four times as much vermicompost as produced the prior year. 
 
The finished vermicompost is screened to 1/8" prior to packaging and sale. 
 
Marketing 
Studies have shown that vermicompost enhances plant growth, suppresses 
disease in plants, and helps to increase microbial activity in soil. Using 
vermicompost also improves water retention, aeration, and porosity in soils. 
Devine Gardens effectively promotes these and other qualities of using 
vermicompost through its website marketing and customer education. Its 
marketing not only promotes the benefits of vermicompost, but effectively 
focusses on Devine Gardens’ products and what sets their vermicompost apart 
from regular compost and other soil supplements.   
 
Devine Gardens’ vermicompost is tested using a regular compost analysis to test 
for nutrient levels and also a food web analysis from Soil Foodweb, which shows 
what microorganisms are present and at what levels. These tests are posted on 
the website, and discussed, and promoted as demonstrating that Devine 
Gardens’ vermicompost product is a quality product.  
 
Devine Gardens’ marketing capacity building and strategy includes: 
• Extensive literature review and research on vermicompost businesses, 

techniques, operations, and sales strategies: 
o Attended North Carolina State University’s annual  Vermiculture 

Conference in 2010 and 2011 
o Completed the U.S. Compost Council’s 40-hour Compost Operations 

Training Course in August 2010 
o Participated in numerous workshops , tours and meetings through 

Cornell’s Waste Management Institute 
o Consulted with compost experts 
o Attended NERC compost marketing workshop, 2010 
o Consulted with compost experts, on pricing, packaging labels, etc. 
o Developed business and marketing skills with help from the WISE 

Women's Business Center 
o Became a member of Toastmasters to improve public speaking skills, 

2013 
• Researching and testing appropriate packaging to meet the needs of 

customers and best present the vermicompost product in a practical and 
utilitarian manner, through use of biodegradable boxes for earth friendly 
packaging and effective use of labeling. 

• Effective use of word-of-mouth to promote the product. 
• Establishing a presence at garden shows, farmers markets, festivals, and 

other events to achieve greater visibility. 
• Offering helpful advice and handouts about composting and gardening. 
• Development of an extensive website in 2011 and heavy use of the website 

to promote product and e-commerce.  

http://www.nerc.org/
http://www.soilfoodweb.com/
http://www.wisecenter.org/
http://www.wisecenter.org/
http://www.devinegardensllc.com/
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o Vermicompost and its benefits are relatively new to many gardeners 
and landscapers. Devine Gardens  effectively uses its website as an 
educational tool for selling compost to meet targeted customer needs 
with information on vermicompost and its benefits, along with 
information on Devine Gardens and the specific benefits and quality 
of Devine Gardens’ vermicompost. 

o A suggested usage guide is also posted on the website. 
o To help drive traffic to the website, Devine Gardens conducts a 

quarterly contest (from entrants on Devine Gardens’ website).  
Winners may choose between a 16 quart box of Devine Gardens’ 
vermicompost, a 1/2 pound of composting worms, or a t-shirt. 

• Speaking with garden centers and other retail settings to determine their 
requirements for carrying the Devine Gardens’ product, educating staff on 
the product, and working with the centers for effective promotion. 

• Development of a Facebook page in January 2013. 
 

Compost Utilization, Customer Base, and Sales 
Land is leased to a farmer to raise cattle and pigs. This arrangement provides 
some revenue for the farm operation along with a guaranteed feedstock for the 
vermicompost operation. 
 
Devine Gardens markets its vermicompost in “Earth-friendly” packaging. The 
bags and box used in the packaging are both biodegradable. 
 
Vermicompost packaging and pricing is as follows: 
• 1 quart bag sells for $3 
• 16 quart box sells for $15 
• Bulk sales, call for pricing 
• Delivery by the yard is available, rates based on location   
 
Devine Garden Vermicompost is sold at several retail outlets in Central New 
York: 
• Ballantyne Gardens, Liverpool 
• Buyea's True Value, Cazenovia  
• Carol Watson Greenhouse, LaFayette  
• Manlius True Value, Manlius  
• Westvale Gardens, Syracuse  
• Made in Central New York  Store, Shoppingtown Mall, Dewitt 
• DeRuyter Co-op, DeRuyter  
 
The Devine Gardens also sells its packaged product at the Central New York 
Regional Farmers Market in Syracuse, the Cazenovia Farmers Market, and 
through e-commerce on the Devine Gardens website. 
  

http://www.nerc.org/
https://www.facebook.com/Devine.Gardens.LLC
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In addition, the product is marketed at numerous festivals and garden shows, 
including: 
• CNY in Bloom Show, Syracuse, New York 
• Herb & Flower Festival, Oriskany, New York 
• Garden Party, Sharon Springs, New York 
• Baltimore Woods Plant Sale, Marcellus, New York 
 
Devine Gardens also sells composting worms for customers to start their own 
vermicompost bin. Composting worms are sold through the Devine Garden’s 
website:   
• 1 pound of red wigglers sells for $29 + shipping 
• 1/2 pound red wigglers sells for $15 + shipping 

 
In its first three years of operation, sales increased 60%. In 2012, product sales 
were just under $3,200. Inventory in each of these years has sold out.  
 
Challenges and Solutions 
Challenge: Developing a business model to cost-effectively use available farm 
land and buildings resulting in sales of a value-added product. 
Solution: Developing a sound foundation in how to run a vermicomposting 
business by attending conferences, conducting research, and consulting with 
experts, as well as compost marketing workshops and researching effective 
marketing techniques.  This knowledge was then applied to the design and 
construction of worm bins, feedstock and recipe development, and product 
marketing. 
 
Challenge: Determining the appropriate investment in equipment and 
infrastructure in order to maximize product development and sales potential in 
the most cost effective manner. 
Solution: Sales of vermicompost stock obtained with the purchase of the farm 
enabled immediate product sales and the ability to “test” marketing strategies 
and product packaging. Developing an effective packaging and marketing 
strategy to lay the foundation for expanding the vermicompost business, 
construction of new worm bins and the aerated composting system to improve 
vermicompost feedstock and allow for a diversity of compost products.  
 
Challenge: Working with the farmer leasing the barn and pasture to increase 
bedding used for bedded pack in order to both more humanely house the 
animals and to increase the proper mix of carbon materials (bedding) and 
manure removed from the barn for composting. 
Solution: Ongoing negotiations and providing the farmer with animal bedding for 
use at no cost. 
 
  

http://www.nerc.org/
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Future Plans 
Vermicompost is increasingly used by organic growers and horticulturalists. It is 
also used and sold by nurseries as a soil amendment or planting medium for 
ornamental plants.  Research demonstrating the beneficial uses of 
vermicompost on plants and soil is helping to increase market outlets. Blending 
vermicompost with compost can give the product a competitive edge. 
 
Devine Gardens is manufacturing compost and vermicompost with the intention 
of offering a diversity of products for sale. 
 
Future plans include: 
• Sales of compost beginning in the spring of 2014. 
• Ongoing and expanded sales of vermicompost and increasing customer base. 
• Expansion of product line to include a mixed compost and vermicompost 

product. 
• Quadrupling of production capabilities in 2013 will contribute to 

corresponding increases in vermicompost inventory in the next few years. 
• Expand fall sales, with a focus on the local farmer’s market in Hamilton and 

outreach to potential retail outlets in Hamilton. 
 
 
For More Information 
Devine Gardens, LLC 
Nelson, NY 
315-663-1675  
devinegardensllc@aol.com  
www.devinegardensllc.com   

http://www.nerc.org/
mailto:devinegardensllc@aol.com
http://www.devinegardensllc.com/

