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When Baxton Chen was in middle school, 
he found a baby opossum abandoned in 
his backyard. The family called the local 
Humane Society and they picked up the 
opossum. It was never determined why 
that baby opossum wound up in Baxton’s 
backyard but the subsequent effect it 
had on Baxton indicates it was meant 
to be. Baxton never forgot about the 
little opossum and started researching 
online to find out information about the 
opossum. He thought it was interesting 
that the Virginia opossum was the only 
marsupial species in North America. 

When he became a sophomore in high 
school, Baxton’s continued interest 
in the opossum had him discovering 
the Opossum Society of the United 
States (OSUS). Baxton joined OSUS and 
promptly sent us an email that he wished 
to help the opossum in any way he could. 
After corresponding with Baxton, it was 
settled upon fund-raising to help build 
new pre-release runs for opossums. 
Baxton understood that he would have 
to complete this project with minimal 
guidance from OSUS.

Baxton went to work raising money. An 
artist allowed him to use their design 

on T-Shirts, 
which he sold 
on the Internet. 
Baxton solicited 
all his relatives to 
donate and help 
opossums. Then, 
Baxton took on 
a part-time job 
and set aside 
the money for 
the opossums. 
Baxton’s Dad was 
quite impressed 
with the 
entrepreneur ia l 
aspects his son 
developed and how mature his approach 
was to the project.

Over two years has passed, Baxton 
Chen is now a senior in High School and 
presented the Opossum Society of the 
United States with a check for $3,651.00 
in August. OSUS President Leslie Bale 
and Education Coordinator Janet Chaney 
went to Baxton’s home to present him 
with a framed Certificate of Thanks. Our 
newest ambassador opossum, Penelope, 
was brought for Baxton to see.

Baxton has not cemented his career path 
as yet. He is an Eagle Scout; the rank 
is only granted after years of fulfilling 
service commitments and a lengthy 
review process. Only four percent of Boy 
Scouts are granted this rank. 

Whatever career Baxton chooses, we hope 
he continues to volunteer in the Animal 
Welfare field. He would be a tremendous 
asset helping wildlife.

Thank you Baxton! 

Leslie Bale

OSUS MEMBER FUNDRAISER SUCCESSFUL
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Q I used to use Advantage 
recommended by my vet for 

my opossums under my care, but 
it seems the formula has changed 
or more types of Advantage are 
available. I was told Frontline 
wasn’t good for possies...do you 
have any recommendation for me 
to use...I rehab about 250 annually 
and have 2 permitted education 
opossums that are indoor/outdoor 
depending on weather.

Advice muchly appreciated.

Lynne 

A Advantage was replaced by 
Advantage II. Frontline is also 

okay and I know many people who 

use Capstar. See below dosages for 
different drugs and I will attach 
a chart for Advantage use by 
weight. I’ve used Advantage on 
babies as little as 30g.

Leslie

Q I am a veterinarian in 
Torrance, CA who recently 

acquired a juvenile male opossum. 
This opossum had his tail 
entirely bitten off by a dog. He 
is otherwise in good health and 
the tail nub is nearly healed. He 
appears to be right around the 
age to seek out his own territory. 
Will he be alright in the wild with 
no tail?

A Yes, he will be fine without 
a tail. They just have a more 

gripping gait as they run along 
fence tops. They are able to 
adapt to one limb or a tail loss 
and survive on their own.

Leslie

Q I just caught an Opossum this 
morning. My husband and 

I having catching the feral cats 
in the neighborhood and I knew 
it was only a matter of time 
before we caught an Opossum 
or Raccoon. He pooped all over 
the trap. We have 4 dogs and 
I want to safely clean the trap. 
What chemicals can I use? My 
husband says that I should hose 
the trap down and then spray it 
Lysol. I work for an animal clinic 
and you do not clean a cage that 
way. Please help. I cannot find an 
answer to this anywhere on the 
internet.

A Opossum poop is like glue, 
you need to pour a liquid 

soap/water mixture all over it. 
Let it soak for 10 minutes, no 
more or it will start to harden 
again. Use a scrub brush (that 
will become the designated poop 
scrub brush) and scrub off the 
feces. It should come off fairly 
easily, what will be difficult is 
getting in between the grids of 
the cage. Rinse off the soapy 
water. Disinfect with a dilute 
bleach solution (1 part bleach to 
10 parts water) or you can use 
Lysol, then rinse again. You don’t 
want to leave a chemical smell in 
the trap else no animal will enter 
it again.

Q I have an orphaned baby 
opossum 4-7” (closer to 

4-5”) I think based on the smell 
and the flies, mama dies under 
our garden shed, another of the 
babies drowned in our fountain, 
but this one was still alive cold 
and shivering, very lethargic. 
We brought it in, warmed it 
up, we are temporarily feeding 

Fipronil (Frontline Plus®) As package directs Controls fleas, ticks and their 
eggs

Fipronil (Frontline Spray®) 1-2 pumps per lb. Flea and tick control. No egg 
control.

Fipronil (S), Methoprene, 
Pyriproxyfen (Frontline 
Gold®)

As package directs Controls fleas, ticks and their 
eggs.

Imidacloprid (Advantage 2®)
Cat dose (0.4 mls for less 
than 9 lbs, 0.8 mls for 
over 9 lbs)

Fleas and flea egg control only

Imidacloprid plus Ivermectin 
analog (Advantage Multi®)

Cat dose. DO NOT 
DIVIDE UP

Fleas, roundworms, hookworms, 
whipworms and flea control. Ear 
mite and mange control.

Imidacloprid plus 
permethrin (Advantix®)

Not recommended due 
to permethrin

Selamectin (Revolution®) 6 mg/kg topically Flea control. Advantage Multi® 
gives better flea control

Spinetoran (Cheristin for 
Cats®) Topical. Use as directed. Flea control.               
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OSUS MEMBERSHIP/RENEWAL FORM
_____Please find enclosed my tax-deductible donation.

____I want to become a member of O.S.U.S.  

($30 / year U.S/, $40.00 year int’l)

____ Please renew my membership of OSUS ($30/year)

(Check one of the above)

Name: ______________________________________________

Address: ____________________________________________

Telephone: __________________________________________

Email: ______________________________________________

 

Membership is $30.00 annually

 

Please mail check to:

OSUS

P.O. Box 16724

Irvine, CA 92623

Or register via PayPal online at our website:  

www.OpossumSocietyUS.org  

Note: The OSUS membership/email list is never given out to any other 

organization. It is used for official OSUS business only. Your membership 

renewal month due is the month you joined.

The Opossum Society of the  

United States 

Wishes to Thank Our 

Contributors

Rita McDuffie

Baxton Chen

Susan Ulinski

Deborah Ketcham

Cris Alvis

Jeannine Cobb

Lindsay Kreslake

Barbara Trevino

Without our contributors and those 

members whose work generates 

donations to OSUS, we would not be 

able to care for as many orphans, save as 

many injured or reach so many people 

with our information on opossums. Good 

job, and thank you all! Your generosity 

really make a difference.

Here is a fun way to help 
opossums. Combine your two 
favorite hobbies - shopping and 
opossums! Visit our online gift 
catalog. Follow the links to some 
great shopping sites such as 
Amazon.com and iGive.com. Buy 
books, videos, music, toys, gifts 
and lots more! Every purchase 

you make helps the opossums. OSUS receives a portion of every purchase. So Spend! Spend! Spend! After all, it is for a good 
cause! Tell your friends! Remember, you must access Amazon.com and iGive.com from the LINKS on the OSUS webpage in 
order for us to get credit for your purchase. Do not go directly to Amazon or iGive.
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it warmed Esbilac from an 
eyedropper letting it lap at the 
formula and trying to stimulate 
waste elimination. I am currently 
without transportation and do 
not have anyone willing to make 
the 2 hour round trip to a rescue 
facility. I need assistance, please.

A I will send you our orphan 
care diet sheet. Wildlife 

rehabilitation centers are very 
spread out.

Return Comment:

I cannot thank you enough for 
the information. I understand 
that rescue centers are spread 
out and sometimes overwhelmed 
but the nearest center to me 
suggested that I just keep it 
warm in a box covered and dark 
until I could get to them and if 
it lived it lived and if not oh well. 
That was just not acceptable 
which prompted me contacting 
you. The information is much 
appreciated and I’m sure we will 
have success in our endeavor.

Linda 

Q I was dismantling a wall of 
cinder blocks in my backyard. 

They were 4 high and only the 
closed sides faced out. The blocks 
were on a concrete slab. On 
top of the blocks was a layer of 
heavy landscape blocks. When I 
removed one of the top blocks I 
was surprised to see a group of 4 
baby possums inside the bottom 
block. I called a Wildlife Center 
and was referred to a local 
rehabilitator. She agreed to meet 

me if I could trap the 
babies. Unfortunately, the 
babies got loose and ran 

off when my neighbor and I tried 
to trap them. They were about 7 
to 8 inches long. The rehabilitator 
was surprised, as was I, that the 
possums were in this “nest”. It 
seemed unlikely that they had 
been inside the block for too long, 
since they looked pretty good 
and were hissing and baring their 
teeth. However, the rehabilitator 
told me that a mother possum 
would not move her babies into a 
confined space to protect them. I 
am curious as to what might be 
going on here. Any thoughts?

A Mom lets the babies go on 
their own at 7”, nose to 

rump, not counting the tail.

After Mom leaves, the litter 
kind of hangs out together for a 
couple of weeks and then, true to 
their nature, they disperse one 
by one and go lead their solitary, 
transient life. I would say you 
uncovered some stragglers that 
haven’t quite decided to separate 
from their litter mates. They will 
seek refuge during the day and 
sleep in empty pots, underneath 
patio furniture cushions, 
underneath a deck. They squeeze 
into the most impossible places at 
this age, but considering they’ve 
all lived in Mom’s pouch up until 
now, perhaps they don’t feel so 
cramped.

Comment:

I read or heard that possums do 
not come back for their young. I 
personally witnessed a Momma 
possum do so. I found a baby on 
our porch that looked like he was 

dead. I brought him inside and 
warmed him up until he started 
responding normally. I then put 
him on the grass. He was making 
a cry of distress. I could hear 
a clicking noise in our hedge 
which turned out to be Momma 
Possum. She stopped by her baby 
and let him climb onto her back. 
This happen during the day, 
it happened twice and I think 
maybe it was the same baby.

Pamela

Return Comment:

I have done the same thing. 
I heard two babies making 
“choo-choo” noises; I was able 
to capture one that was prone 
on my lawn. The other noise 
was coming from underneath 
my spa deck, I couldn’t reach 
it. Mama came back exactly 24 
hours after I found the baby; I 
saw her poking around the spa. I 
retrieved the baby off the heating 
pad in the cage inside and 
walked slowly towards the Mama 
and put her baby down 2 feet 
from her. The baby immediately 
started making “choo-choo” 
noises because it was no longer 
warm. Mama made a clicking 
noise and the baby immediately 
gained its feet and ran towards 
the Mama. She probably had 
already picked up the other baby.

Q I am a rehabber in the 
Kansas City area. I have an 

opossum that appears to be a 
dwarf - frankly I don’t even 
know if that’s a correct term 
for opossums but that’s what 
it looks like to be. She has a 
shortened muzzle and stubby 
front “fingers” and has gained 
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Continued on page 6

only 7 grams in the week I’ve 
had her with 2 and 3 x/day 
tubing and access to food (she 
came in at 55 g and is now 62). 
Her “siblings” (she came in as a 
single and was placed with others 
of similar size) are now around 
100 g. She appears healthy and 
strong but I’m not sure about her 
ability to grip properly with her 
front paws. My question is, does 
this little girl stand a chance in 
the wild or would it be cruel to 
release her even if she grows and 
eats?

A We have had “dwarf” 
opossums. Some, a month 

longer after their siblings have 
been released, grew into a 
releasable size. Some had to be 
put down.  She needs to be able 
to grip and climb. Observe her 
carefully and make sure she has 
the skills to survive; climbing, 
hiding, finding food & water.

Picture of another dwarf 
opossum (note some areas have 
developed appropriate to its age, 
others not. Besides the size, not 
all the fur has grown in and it 
has a misshapen belly. Is NOT 
a photo of the one described 
above).

Q One of our cats, who is old 
and does not hunt birds, has 

access to outside. His senior cat 
food has been disappearing fast 
for a week, and last night I found 
out that an adolescent opossum 
comes in through the cat door 
and helps him eat it. The 
opossum seems very, very thin. 
I want to help him gain some 
weight before I close the cat door 
to force him out on his own. (We 
live on a small parcel of private 
property in the middle of the 
Francis Marion National Forest, 
so this is a fine place for him to 
live.) I plan to offer a boiled egg 
and a banana in addition to the 
cat food tonight. But he is so 
very thin, and helping him along 
could take weeks. I don’t want to 
give him MDB or another illness. 
What should I do? 

Thanks, 

Anna

A Do you have any cat 
vitamins or supplements? 

It would be great to do a quick 
scrambled egg and add a low-
end cat dose of cat vitamins 
right at the end of scrambling 
the egg. My vet says scrambled 
eggs don’t get hot enough 
to destroy the vitamins and 
minerals.

Other than that, avocado is high 
in good fat and good vitamins 
and minerals also. A quarter 
of an avocado a week would be 
good.

Then there’s the cell salt 
replacement: Bioplasma 

https://www.amazon.
com/Hylands-Bioplasma-
Homeopathic-Combination-
Cellular/dp/B000JJGIR6

I would ask if you do order 
it through Amazon, that you 
access the Amazon Smile website 
shopping area through the link 
icon on our home page. That way 
a portion of what you purchase 
goes to the Opossum Society.

Leslie

Return Answer:

I don’t have cat vitamins, but 
my daughter is coming to visit 
tomorrow and she may still have 
some from when she fostered 
some feral kittens. I will call 
her. If not, I can go get some on 
Monday. I think this youngster 
will be coming for a while. Will 
do the scrambled egg without the 
vitamins tonight and give him 
the rest of my avocado.

I also read that he can/should 
eat mixed vegetables in addition 
to the cat food, and maybe 
yogurt? (We are vegan, so we 
don’t have yogurt, but I can 
get some. We have eggs because 
we have pet chickens. Usually 
the chickens get the eggs, hard 
boiled. But he is welcome to 
some.)

We boycott Amazon - sorry! 
(They caused too many 
bookstores to go bankrupt ages 
ago, and until I recently retired 
I used to work for FedEx, and 
their and WalMart’s sloppiness 
caused me hours and hours of 
damage control work.) But my 
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sister is a homeopath and I will 
talk to her.

Thank you so much for your 
quick response. If I don’t hear 
back from you, I will assume that 
small amounts of yogurt and a 
good bit of vegetables and fruits 
are fine to offer, and that he can 
continue sharing our cat’s food.

Photo from last night is attached. 
He looks good in that picture, not 
nearly as thin as he is.

Thanks again,

Anna

Return A:

She (by the pointy, narrow shape 
of the head) looks pretty good; 
eyes plump- not sunken, no hair 
loss that I can see. Nice pink color 
to the nose tip and fingertips - 
not anemic.

There are many brands of vegan 
yogurt, but they are sometimes 

hard to find. Supplements should 
not equal more than 10% of the 
cat food she’s eating, so leave 
out about 1/2 tablespoon of 
vegetables and 1/2 tablespoon of 
yogurt, alternating nights with 
fruits, then vegetables.

I use homeopathy on my 
opossums.  Whatever would 
work on a human in the same 
state will work on an opossum. 
Ask your daughter what she 
thinks about hitting the opossum 
once with 30C of CINCHONA 
OFFICINALIS which will help her 
retain fluids, if she has any water 
loss or blood loss from fleas.

Leslie

Q For the past few 
weeks a juvenile 

opossum has been eating 
sunflower seeds from our 
birdfeeder & tomatoes 
from a plant on our porch 
(as well as possibly food 
from our compost heap). 
S/he was alive and well 
eating seeds last night, 
but I found him lying on 
the ground beneath the 
feeder this afternoon. Poor 
guy was definitely for-

real dead, but I can’t figure out 
what killed him. Is it possible that 
something in the compost could 
have been poisonous to him?

Ellen

A Hi Ellen,

Yes, the opossum could 
have been poisoned by the 

compost. I encourage you to 
look online under the search 
criteria, “Dangers of Compost” 
and read all the articles. All 
the information has inspired 
me to write an article for the 
newsletter. It was shocking 
information.

Leslie

Q Our neighbor is a “cat lady”. 
She has 5 indoor outdoor cats 

that she leaves food out for at 
night. This has clearly attracted 
several raccoons and an opossum. 
The raccoons seem fine but this 
opossum seems like he may be 
blind. He comes incredibly close to 
us (I’m talking maybe inches away) 
then sniffs and suddenly takes off 
like the smell startled him. He 
wanders aimlessly and bumps 
into things too. I’m pretty sure he 
could be fine I’m just worried with 
winter coming and the traffic 
around here that if he is blind it 
won’t end well for him. Anyway I 
was just looking for some advice 
as to what I should do.

Kathryn

A That’s a hard call. Opossums 
don’t see well day or 

night. They don’t have depth 
perception. It’s really hard to test 
their vision because most tests 
would have their excellent sense 
of smell and hearing augmenting 
their sight.

If it is doing fine, it is getting 
by on its stronger senses. Winter 
should not make a difference.
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RALPHS ROLLS OVER ENROLLMENT IN THE COMMUNITY 
CONTRIBUTION PROGRAM THIS YEAR ONLY

The Opossum Society of California (dba Opossum Society of 
the United States) has been approved by Ralphs grocery store 
for their Community Contribution Programs for charitable 
organizations incorporated under 501(c)(3). This applies to 
California Ralphs and Food 4 Less grocery stores.

Because the parent company, Kroger, changed all the 
organization numbers in the Community Rewards program, 
Ralphs automatically enrolled everyone back into the program 
September 1, 2018. Everyone will remain enrolled until 
September 1, 2019. If you were current in the Ralphs Reward 
Program and signed up for Ralphs to contribute to the Opossum 
Society of California, you don’t have to do anything this year to 
renew.

If you don’t have a Ralphs Reward card, you need to sign up 
for your free card at your local Ralphs grocery store customer 
service desk.

Once you have your Ralphs Reward card, you must create an 

online account with your Ralphs Reward Card at www.Ralphs.
com and click on No Account? Register. Don’t forget to enter 
your “preferred Ralphs store” by city and state or type in a ZIP 
code and choose a store.

After you create an online account with your Ralphs Reward card, 
you may register for the Ralphs Community Charity Program by 
returning to www.Ralphs.com and Click on Community, then 
Ralphs Community Contributions Program, and then click on 
Enroll Now. The Opossum Society of California NPO number 
is FK048. Don’t forget to click on the circle to the left of our 
organization’s name.

Once you register the Opossum Society of California as your 
designated charity Ralphs will donate back to OSUS 4% of 
your purchases (up to $500.00 monthly). OSUS would receive 
5% if your purchases are over $500.00 monthly. You can help 
by asking your California friends, family and neighbors if they 
would be willing to register their Club Card with the Opossum 
Society of California. Encourage your friends and family to sign 
up for a card if they don’t have one and shop at Ralphs to help 
the opossums.

For those of you in northern California, you may register your 
CALA Foods or Bell markets Club Card number in addition to all 
the other information requested above.

If you have already registered your Ralphs Club card with another 
charity, you can change charities to the Opossum Society of 
California.

YOU CAN CONFIRM YOU ARE STILL ENROLLED IN THE PROGRAM

1. Log in to www.ralphs.com

2. Go to “Welcome Sign In”

3. Click on “My Account”

4. Click on “Sign In”

5. Review your information and edit as necessary

6. Link your card to your organization by clicking on:

 a.   Community Rewards 

  b.   Check the NPO# FK048 or “Opossum Society of California” is showing

7. “Opossum Society of California” will appear on the very bottom of each receipt you receive when shopping at Ralphs.

Thank you for supporting the Opossum Society of California (dba Opossum Society of the United States)
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DANGERS OF COMPOSING
The benefits of the practice are generally 
well-known, but few people are actually 
aware of the potential hazards and 
dangers composting can pose.  Compost 
can be a breeding ground for dangerous 
pathogens, some of which have killed 
or seriously harmed unsuspecting 
gardeners. Inspectors should familiarize 
themselves with these illnesses, some of 
which can be contracted in other parts of 
the house.

Read the post by Joe Lamp’l who is 
the host and Executive Producer of the 
award-winning PBS television series 
Growing A Greener World, of about the 
dangers of using manures or hay from 
chemically sprayed fields. But every 
gardener who grows edibles should be 
aware of this important wrinkle. It makes 
total sense, but it just goes to show you 
that we are poisoning ourselves slowly 
but surely. Go to Joe’s blog http://www.
growingagreener world.com/k i l ler-
compost-it-happened-to-us/  to read 
the results of doing all the right things – 
composting manures, amending the soil, 
mulching, etc., and see what happened to 
Joe’s vegetables when unknowingly he 
used tainted compost.  

SPRAY RESIDUES

Amazingly, spray 
residues from 
b r o a d - l e a v e d 
weeds can persist 
for a long time, 
from a couple of 
months, to longer 
than 3 years! The 
pathway goes like 
this; absorption of 
the herbicide by the 
roots, the fodder 
or hay is fed to the 

animals, and then is excreted as 
manure full of herbicide traces 
that is resistant to biological 

degradation when added to the compost 
pile.  The “cooking” of the manure in the 
decomposition process does not break 
the herbicides down, persisting into 
the compost that is carefully added as 
a soil amendment to nourish the soil. 
According to the US Composting Council 
http://compostingcouncil.org/, the 
molecular bonds joining these herbicide 
compounds can be resistant to the normal 
decomposition methods in composting.

The traces can be present in hay, manures, 
leaf, and lawn debris. If an herbicide was 
used on your lawn to kill broad leaved 
weeds, then I would not be using any of 
the lawn clippings in my compost. In the 
future, I will be asking questions of the 
farmer that I buy my straw from, and will 
be checking out any leaf or manures that 
I put in my compost. A test to see if the 
herbicide residue is still present is very 
expensive to do, over $300 a sample, and 
the debris is not homogenous, so it is 
hard to test.

DISEASES CONTRACTED 
FROM HANDLING 
COMPOST
Compost can be a breeding ground 
for dangerous pathogens, some of 
which have killed or seriously harmed 

unsuspecting gardeners. Inspectors 
should familiarize themselves with these 
illnesses, some of which can be contracted 
in other parts of the house. Listed below 
are some of the more common physical 
ailments that can result from unprotected 
contact with compost:

Aspergillosis is a fungal infection 
of the lungs that is caused after the 
inhalation of a fungus commonly found 
in rotting plant matter. While normally 
not life-threatening, aspergillosis can be 
extremely dangerous if enough spores 
are inhaled. The disease killed a 47-year-
old British man after he was engulfed in 
clouds of dust from the compost he had 
intended to use in his garden.

Farmer's Lung symptoms resemble 
pneumonia, and may result from 
respiratory exposure to certain fungal and 
bacterial pathogens present in rotting 
organic materials, such as mushrooms, 
hay and sugar cane. Beware of dusty white 
patches, as they are a sign that dangerous 
spores are present. Farmer’s Lung can 
usually be treated with antibiotics. 

Histoplasmosis is caused by fungus 
that grows in guano and bird droppings. 
Healthy immune systems can usually fight 
off histoplasmosis, although infections 
can become serious if large amounts of 
the toxin are inhaled, or if the infected 
person has a weakened immune system.

Legionnaire’s Disease is a respiratory 
infection that's caused by the inhalation 
of L. Longbeachae.

Paronychia is a local infection that 
occurs in the tissue around the fingernails 
and toenails. Prolonged moisture and 
the abrasive effects of soil can create 
openings in the skin that allow the 
infection to occur, producing pain and 
throbbing. 
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Tetanus is a disease of the central 
nervous system that's caused by bacteria 
that is very common in soil. While even a 
minor cut can allow the bacteria to enter 
the bloodstream, immunizations against 
tetanus are quite common.

The following general safety precautions 
should be followed in order to avoid 
transmission of dangerous fungi, bacteria 
and other pathogens found in compost:

•	 Always wear dry, breathable gloves 
to avoid direct contact with the skin, 
and to protect yourself from injury 
while using gardening tools and 
implements.

•	 Wear protective footwear that covers 
your skin adequately to avoid direct 
contact with compost.  Do not wear 
them anywhere except outdoors.

•	 Wash your hands after dealing with 
compost. While this suggestion 
may sound obvious, many garden 
enthusiasts get so absorbed with 
their activities that they forget the 
potential dangers from poisoning.

•	 If you develop a severe cough or 
infection of the skin (especially if 
there is an open sore or puncture 
wound), seek medical attention 
immediately.  You may require 
antibiotics or a tetanus shot.

•	 When stirring and tilling the compost, 
which is required on a regular basis 
in order for it to process and break 
down, always wear a nose and mouth 
guard or dust mask to avoid inhaling 
the various spores that will become 
airborne during tilling and turning.  
Avoid tilling on windy days.  Do 
not store compost in fully closed or 
airtight containers.  Without any air, 
it can actually become combustible.

Surprisingly, a great deal of heat is 
created by the microbial activity, which 
is occasionally enough to cause a fire.  In 
August 2009, a compost fire self-ignited 
and spontaneously combusted at the 
Saginaw Compost Facility in Saginaw, 
Michigan. However, these fires are 
extremely rare, as they occur only under 
a limited set of circumstances that would 
ordinarily be avoided using common 
sense. 

According to the Alberta, Canada's 
Department of Agriculture, the following 
key conditions must be met in order for 
a compost pile to light itself on fire: dry 
materials that go unattended; biological 
activity; dry pockets of debris among 
a non-uniform mix of materials; large, 
well-insulated piles; limited air flow; poor 
moisture distribution due to neglect or 
oversight in monitoring; and unknown 
temperature within the pile, and time for 
the temperature to build up.

WARNING: While self-incineration of 
compost is possible, compost piles 
probably catch fire more often from 
ordinary sources, such as lit cigarettes or 
electrical mishaps. Also, gardeners who 
use ash from incinerated trash or the 
fireplace sometimes neglect to make sure 
that the ash has cooled sufficiently before 
adding it to the compost pile.

Assure adequate ventilation of the pile 
to release heat. Turn the pile or use a 
mechanical aeration system to ensure 
ventilation. Narrow, short piles generally 
have adequate ventilation.  

Do not turn a pile that is smoldering, as 
the sudden infusion of oxygen can cause 
the pile to erupt into flames.

Do not let the pile get too dry. The 
University of Missouri states, “Organic 
material can ignite spontaneously due to 
biological activity at moisture contents 
between 26 to 46% moisture, if the 
temperature exceeds 200° F.”

Monitor the pile’s temperature, focusing 
on the hottest spot in the pile. Use a 
thermometer long enough to reach the 
center of the pile.  Do not let the pile get 
too hot. If the temperature of the pile 
exceeds 160° F, reduce the temperature 
through the following methods: reduce 
the size of the pile; add water to 55% 
moisture.

Mix in coarse, bulky material, such as 
wood chips; and do not pile compost next 
to buildings or any flammable structures, 
as fire can spread easily. Snakes and other 
pests are fans of compost piles, watch for 
them when tending compost pile.  

Continued on page 10
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Worms are often added to compost 
piles to aid in the breakdown of organic 
matter.  But if the compost piles are not 
constructed and maintained properly, 
they have the tendency to attract 
unwanted pests. Flies, termites and 
beetles are attracted to the smell of 
decay, and they, in turn, will attract larger 
predatory critters to the pile. 

Use the following pest-control tips:

•	 Do not compost eggs, meat, oils, 
bones, cheese or fats.  Compost piles 
should be "vegetarian."

•	 Bury the compost with soil or leaves 
to contain the smell and to aid with 
the biodegrading process.

•	 If using a portable composter, make 
sure it has a cover that will discourage 
the entry of pests and animals. 

•	 Beware that enclosed compost piles 
can overheat and create high levels of 
dangerous gasses, such as methane, 

so be sure to rotate the container or 
till the pile daily.

•	 Do not place compost near a 
building. In addition to the fire 
concerns, compost placed adjacent 
to buildings can promote infestation.

NOTE:  These practices can also mitigate 
the foul smells that can 
plague compost piles. 

In summary, the benefits 
of compost piles can 
be quickly eclipsed 
by health hazards and 
nuisances if they are not 
designed correctly and 
maintained properly.

So, you think you can 
alleviate any concerns by 
purchasing plastic bags 
of “organic” compost 
at any local nursery or 
big box garden centers. 
However this solution is 
plagued by the typical 
industrial food problems. 

Compost made somewhere, by someone 
you don’t know, with stuff you have not 
seen, wrapped in plastic and shipped to 
a local shop.  Besides the large carbon 
foot print of bagged compost, packaged 
compost often lacks the key ingredient, 
microbial life, which you want in compost. 
The air-tight, plastic-wrapped compost, 
having traveled in trucks, sitting for days 
under the hot sun, kills the microbes.

When it comes to food production, the 
word “organic” refers to the way foods 
are produced and handled. Food labels 
that include the word “organic” mean 
the food was produced without the use 
of conventional synthetic pesticides, 

fungicides, petroleum-based fertilizers, 
sewage sludge, genetic engineering or 
irradiation.

On the cover of packaged compost, you 
most often find the word “made with 
organic ingredients” in bold print. The 
labeling requirements for the term “made 
with organic ingredients” are much 
looser than the “organic” label. To qualify 
for “made with organic ingredients” 
70% of ingredients must be organic. In the 
case of compost this is an easy threshold 
to meet. 

If packaged compost is bad for you 
and the environment, has diminished 
microbial population and is twice as 
expensive as bulk compost, you should 
then run to the local soil yard and buy 
bulk compost. Right? Yes, but not so fast.

Every year, around Earth Day, the City of 
San Francisco, CA gives free compost to 
city residents. Well-meaning residents fill 
their buckets with free “black gold” and 
spread the stuff all over their backyard 
and front yard and places where children 
play. They are unaware that cities like 
San Francisco loaded with toxic sludge, 
having no place to dump the stuff, bury 
the sludge into the compost.

Please read: https://www.prnewswire.
co m / n e ws - re l e a s e s / i n d e p e n d e nt-
s c i e n t i f i c - t e s t i n g - f i n d s - t o x i c -
contaminants-in-san-franciscos-free-
organic-biosolids-compost-100335484.
html  and be sure to read the comment by 
Dr. Michael Hansen, Senior Scientist with 
Consumers Union (publisher of Consumer 
Reports magazine).

To summarize, San Francisco compost 
is mixed with things that homeowners, 
hospitals and factories put down the 
drain. It includes human feces (for the 
most part biosolids is a fancy term for feces 
and sludge), detergents, antibacterial 

DANGERS OF COMPOSING continued from page 9
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“Yeah, well, I thought all that food left out in the yard overnight was for me, ya know?”

agents, a wide array of pharmaceuticals, 
plus chemicals which are known to be 
endocrine-disrupters.

And if you think this problem is unique 
to San Francisco, think again. Toxic 
sludge is a national problem, has a 
national association in Washington DC 
with lobbyist and the Environmental 
Protection Agency behind it.

Cities are not only giving sludge 
to residents, they are encouraging 
industrial farmers to spread the stuff on 
their land. Suffice to say if your city has 
a sewage plant, it has a sludge problem.

WHAT TO BUY

Buy only bulk compost that is OMRI 
(Organic Materials Review Institute) 
certified. OMRI certification requires 
compost maker to monitor the compost 
and submit samples to independent 
testing labs, frequently. While this is no 
panacea, it’s the best solution available. 
(the ultimate solution is for you to grow 
enough cover crop to make all the 
compost you need at your site.)

REFERENCES
•	 www.theurbanfarmers.org/hidden-

dangers-of-compost/

•	 www.nachi .org/compost-pi le -
hazards.htm 

•	 t h e g a r d e n d i a r i e s . b l o g / t a g /
dangers-of-compost/ 

•	 www.OMRI.org 

NWRA SYMPOSIUM — MARCH 5 - 9, 2019

Visit https://nwrasymposium.org/ for more information

Location: St. Louis, Missouri

Symposium Hotel: Marriott St. Louis Airport, reservations available when 
registration opens in November

Host Center: Wildlife Rescue Center

Keynote Speaker: Dr. Sharon Deem, 
learn more about the keynote on the 
symposium webpage 

Registration Opens: November 2018

CHRISTMAS IS ALMOST HERE
Go to our website at www.opossumsocietyus.org and find the link at left on our homepage:

Click on the link, which will take you to shopping in Amazon. Amazon will donate a 
percentage of your purchases to the Opossum Society. Each time you subsequently log on to 
shop at Amazon Smile, look for the notification at the top that you are shopping for Amazon 
to donate to the Opossum Society of California.
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Join OSUS and receive ...

•	 Quarterly Issues of ‘Possum Prints.
•	 Updated diet/development/medical sheets.
•	 Orphan/Injured care information.
•	 Veterinarian/emergency care list.
•	 A warm, fuzzy feeling!

Phone Calls and Mail: 
Due to the tremendous 
volume of messages left 
on our Board of Directors, 
Counselor, and City 
Coordinators’ answering 
machines, toll and long 
distance calls which 
require an answer will be 
returned collect.

When requesting 
information from the 
Society, please enclose a 
self-addressed stamped 
envelope (SASE). Due to 
the high volume of mail 
requests and the cost of 
postage, the Society can 
no longer absorb this 
expense.

Donations to defray the 
costs of printed materials 
will be accepted at any 
time.

Address correction 
requested. 
Postage Guaranteed

OSUS Board of Directors
August 2017-2019

Leslie	Bale	•	(562)	804-3038	•	President/Liaison,	Official	Agencies	•	VOpossum@aol.com 
Leslie	Brogan	•	(818)	255-0925	•	Secretary

Crystal	Norris	•	Email:	crystaln@sonic.net	•	Treasurer 
Melinda	Smith	•	Email:	Opawsum@aol.com	•	At	Large

Please take the time to send us a change of address card when you move so 
that you do not miss out on any issues of ‘Possum Prints. 
Printed on recycled paper.

http://www.opossumsocietyus.org

Meetings and Events
2018 Event Location
Oct 26 - 29 California Council for Wildlife Rehabilitators Symposium (ccwr.org) ................................ Petaluma, CA
Nov 16 - 18 Wildlife Center of Virginia Conference (wildlifecenter.org) ..............................................Waynesboro, VA
2019
Mar 05 - 09 National Wildlife Rehabilitators Symposium (nwrawildlife.org) ........................................... St. Louis, MO


