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Paper added to a compost pile will decompose if it is shredded and mixed with 

green plant refuse.  Most households have an ample supply of old newspapers, magazines 

and sometimes even telephone directories, but some gardeners worry that the ink used in 

these publications may add toxic chemicals to their compost.  An article in Co-Hort, a 

University of California Cooperative Extension newsletter, describes some work on this 

topic done by Vincent Lazaneo, U.C. Horticulture Advisor in San Diego County. 

 Lazaneo collected samples for laboratory analysis from newspapers, magazines, 

and telephone directories in San Diego.  He collected a representative sample of paper 

from each source with a paper punch.  Glossy paper inserts were removed from 

newspapers and sampled separately.  Samples from phone books did not include covers, 

and samples from magazines did not include covers or postcard inserts. 

Lazaneo submitted the samples to the Analytical Laboratory at the University of 

California, Davis.  He asked the lab to test all of the paper samples to determine the 

concentrations of boron, cadmium, copper, lead, and zinc. 

Firm conclusions cannot be drawn from the test results since only one issue of 

each publication was sampled.  However, based on his test results, Lazaneo reports that 

phone directory paper and the newsprint portion of newspaper appear to be the best 

sources of paper for making compost.  Samples from these sources generally contain a 



lower concentration of copper and lead than paper from magazines or the glossy inserts 

in newspapers.  All sources contained a similar amount of zinc, with the exception of 

glossy paper from the local newspaper, which had a higher concentration.  The amount of 

cadmium in all sources was less than 0.01 parts per million (ppm). 

To achieve some perspective, Lazaneo compared the concentration of heavy 

metals from paper sources with levels found in California soils.  The concentration of 

heavy metals contained in paper is often less than that occurring naturally in soil.  An 

analysis of 26 soils gave values for zinc ranging from 5 to 142 ppm; values for copper 

ranged from 4 to 33 ppm; cadmium values ranged from 0.1 to 1.1 ppm, and the lead 

content of six soils ranged from 8 to 27 ppm.  

From Lazaneo’s brief study, it appears that some papers may be safely used as 

additions to compost piles. 

For a free leaflet on Composting, call the U.C. Cooperative Extension office in 

Mariposa, 966-2417.  Ask for publication 8037. 
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