
Separating Food Scraps 
for Composting
A Training Manual for Food Service Employees



Business Benefits:
• Reduce Your Business’s Carbon Footprint – Composting as little as 5 gallons of food    
 scraps instead of sending them to the landfill prevents the greenhouse gas emission release  
 equal to burning over 1 gallon of gasoline. If all the food scraps in Vermont were composted  
 it would provide an estimated carbon offset equivalent to not burning 12 MILLION gallons   
 of gas every year.

• Reduce Trash Collection Costs – By weight food scraps can be as much as 50% or more of a 
 food service business’s waste stream.  Separating food scraps for composting will reduce   
 the weight of your trash, which can result in a reduction in your trash disposal costs.

•  Going Green – Composting is a Sustainable Business Practice that can help your business 
 achieve Green Restaurant Certification.  “We Compost” window stickers help promote your 
 green practices to your customers who appreciate your efforts. 

• No More Smelly Trash – Many businesses and institutions find that composting has drasti  
 cally reduced odor problems associated with their trash.  Proper food scrap management   
 and collection can actually result in odor reduction.

• Reduce Potential for Worker Injuries – Composting can reduce employee related back in  
 juries because trash bags become much lighter once food scraps are separated (into totes   
 on wheels) for composting. 

• Provides Employees with a “sense of pride” – Participating employees have said they 
 appreciate being able to compost food that was once wasted in the trash. 

 

Community Benefits
• Create jobs – Composting & recycling programs create 4 jobs for every 1 in solid waste.  

• Reduce Solid Waste – Food scraps make up to 30% of the waste stream; by composting   
 we could divert 60% of Vermont’s waste through recycling and composting.   

• Reduce Greenhouse Gas Emissions from landfills and fertilizer manufacturing/transport. 

• Build Local, Renewable, Soil Nutrients – Composting all of Vermont’s food waste could   
 provide fertility for 17,000 acres of vegetables or feed for 330,000 laying hens annually. 

• Diversify farm income through compost sales and tipping fees. 

• Reduced Topsoil Loss and use of Agro- chemicals through compost use on farms.  

• Increase food and soil security by keeping resources local. 

• Keep money in the local economy.  

1. Why Compost?



If it is food, you can compost it! Generally speaking all of the following food items can be 
composted. We also recommend contacting your composter with questions regarding adding 
questionable items to the compost. 
 
You can compost all of these items: 

•      Meat, bones, fish, seafood, seafood shells, oils, and fats 
•      Fruits and vegetables, eggs, eggshells, paper egg cartons 
•      Milk, cheese, other dairy, sauces, soups, spices, dressings and condiments 
• Flour, breads, pasta and pastries, grains, coffee grounds and filters, tea bags, 
 nuts and nut shells. 
•      100% paper napkins and paper towels, brown and bleached are both okay. 
•      Uncoated, 100% paper or bagasse (sugar cane byproduct) plates or bowls. 

Generally speaking the following items should not be composted: 
•      Paper products like sugar packets, waxed milk and juice containers, or soiled 
 cardboard. 
•      Plastics including: utensils, straws, stir sticks, bags, twist- ties, plastic wrap, 
 packaging, PLU stickers found on fruits and vegetables, or any compostable packaging 
•     Floral products or cloth including: handi- wipes or rags. 
•     Pet manures. 
•     Compostable or “biodegradable” disposables that include or are made of PLA 
 (ploylactic acid): flatware, cold and hot cups, straws, lids, compostable bags, etc. 

“Compostable” (PLA) 
plastics like those 
pictured above have 
been found not to 
compost readily, 
even in hot compost 
piles, discouraging 
most composters 
from accepting them.

2. What Can You Compost? 



Collecting food scraps at your institution can 
take many forms. It is important to take into 
consideration the needs and conditions specific 
to your kitchen or place of work when designing 
a compost collection system. A few examples are 
provided below.

Five Gallon Buckets: 
Using five gallon buckets at food prep stations is 
often a popular choice for collecting food scraps. 
Five gallon buckets are then emptied into larger 32 
or 48-gallon COMPOST ONLY totes for collection. 
Five gallon buckets can then be run through the 
dishwasher at the end of the day.

Countertop Vessel Collection: Some workstations 
can be fitted with specially fabricated sunken 
compost collection vessels. These too can then be 
emptied into COMPOST ONLY totes for collection at 
the end of the day.

Other Custom Collection Equipment: 
Some institutions have chosen to fabricate 
specialized food scrap collection equipment to 
assist with back of house composting. Equipment 

can range from wheeled carts like the one pictured, which help reduce lifting of 
food scrap collection containers, to specialized plate scraping stations with multiple 
bins and receptacles for forks, food waste, plates, etc.

A five-gallon bucket wheeler can be 
fabricated to reduce lifting buckets of 
food scraps around the kitchen. Staff 
can use their feet to push the bucket 
from workstation to workstation, 
emptying the bucket into a compost 
tote when needed.

3. Compost Collection in the Kitchen



1. Fill one tote at a time and do not overfill totes
2. Allow hot oils and grease to cool before putting them  
    into compost totes (hot oils can melt totes)
3. Liquids such as soups, sauces, milk, and oils can be  
    composted, however totes should not be filled more  
    than halfway with liquids. Fill the remainder of the  
    tote with food scrap solids.
4. In summer, use sawdust to “cap” totes once they  
    are full. A 3-4 inch layer of sawdust will help prevent  
    odors and flies.
5. Always keep tote lids closed when not in use.
6. Keep totes clear of snow in the winter.

Adding a 3-4 inch layer of sawdust to the 
top of full compost totes can eliminate the 
occurrence of odors, flies, bees, and other 
potential problems.

4. Tips for Managing Food Collection

The following resource uses or is adapted from content originally developed by the Highfields 
Center for Composting in Hardwick VT. The Highfields Center for Composting dissolved as an 
organization in December 2014 and ended its active involvement in the Close the Loop Program.
 
The content has been made publically available for use in supporting organics management 
in Vermont and elsewhere through the generosity of the High Meadows Fund, the Harris and 
Frances Block Foundation, and the Vermont Community Foundation. For more information 
about the use of Highfields related materials please contact jake@vsjf.org.
 
The Vermont community wishes to thank the Highfields Center for Composting for its years 
of outstanding leadership in the service of community composting and universal recycling in 
Vermont.


