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This section offers tips for replication from the profiled programs featured in this toolkit. The tips are organized 
into three areas:

1. TIPS FOR PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT
2. TIPS FOR WORKING WITH FOOD SCRAP GENERATORS
3. TIPS FOR COMPOSTERS 

TIPS FOR PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT

TIP: Train members of your composting program
By choosing to recycle organic “wastes” back into our soil, ordinary citizens become activists, and not bystanders. 
This increases food and soil security, improves air and water quality, and helps to curb global warming. It is 
important to the longevity of the compost program that participants gain a way of looking at their actions as a 
part of this whole system. Teaching someone what to compost is only a small portion of teaching someone how 
and why to compost. Whether composting food scraps at a school, ski resort, prison, or restaurant, ensuring all 
members of the composting program receive training prior to the beginning of the food scrap collection is crucial 
to success. Good trainings accomplish a number of things. They:

• Ensure greater understanding of what can and cannot be composted;
• Result in less trash contamination in food scrap collections, and consequently higher quality finished 

compost;
• Result in fewer problems with food scrap storage and handling;
• Increase participation in the program, and in at-home composting;
• Foster a sense of ownership and pride; and
• Increase participants’ environmental literacy. 

To craft a training with these outcomes, the content should teach a systems thinking awareness, provide an 
overview of the composting system and infrastructure, and make the participants’ role in the process clear. 
Participants must be inspired to act or be engaged on some level. Understanding your audience’s interests will 
help you determine what specific considerations you should make to get their buy-in. Leaving participants with 
informational brochures, stickers, and posters will help keep the food scraps trash-free after the memory of the 
training has faded.

Part 5: Tips for Replication

Events, Volunteer Workdays 
(BIG! Compost, Queens, 
NYC), New York Compost 
Project
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SPOTLIGHT: At ECO City Farms (MD), Volunteers = People Power & Community
At ECO City Farms, “working hands replace tractors and expertise and ideas come from engaged minds of all ages and backgrounds.” 
People power, often in the form of volunteers, makes the farm possible. Each year volunteers contribute an estimated 1,000 hours to 
support farm activities, including composting. Benny Erez, Senior Technical Advisor (and chief composter), manages all composting 

volunteers. While these volunteers help ECO City throughout the week, Erez usually has at least 
two volunteers dedicated to composting on Monday when the bulk of the composting work is 
performed such as processing all of the new feedstock material (i.e. approximately 700 pounds 
of food scraps from Compost Cab, the farm’s collection company. New volunteers “shadow” Erez, 
listening, learning, and actively participating in hands-on instruction, with the support of two interns, 
and take ownership of tasks more independently as they gain more experience. Erez personally 
communicates with and schedules staff to assure an efficient operation by phone and email. Various 
volunteer composters either were or become products of the training course offered through an 
ECO City/Prince George’s County Community College partnership. “Volunteers are extremely 
important,” says Erez, “not only to actually help the small operation but they provide connection to 
community. With volunteers you can actually create community.”

 
Other Volunteer Examples:

»  University of Louisiana uses students who must each put in 1 hour a semester, as a requirement for their course. Students who have 
an interest in sustainable foods or “freganism” find composting of interest.

»  The Dirt Factory uses community service work hours from folks who have been convicted of misdemeanor crimes. 

»  Wasatch uses work crews from the Youth Garden Program or youth from a court ordered “youth restitution” program. 

»  Myrtle Village Green schedules work days along with a potluck or barbeque, to add a social component.

»  At Philly Compost volunteering is part of the membership agreement for residential drop-off customers.

»  Volunteers at Greenway Environmental Services range from elementary school Girl Scouts to retired seniors. Greenway has 
developed a volunteer program with activities including conducting field studies, leading tours, nursery and landscaping tasks, and 
litter removal. Environmental Science students from local universities, such as Vassar College, participate in field studies and site 
inspection program design and implementation to earn college credit.
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Connect composting to sustainable 
agriculture and local food production 
in order to attract volunteers. The 
local food movement continues to 
grow. People want to be taught and 
empowered how to grow and eat local 
and healthy food.

In some locations, a certain number 
of volunteer hours are required, for 
the privilege of being able to compost 
your food scraps for free. In a university 
setting, volunteering can be a class 
requirement or extra credit. Often the 
folks who want the compost become 
your volunteers. They want good, 
screened compost and are willing to 
help with transport in order to use the 
product.

TIP: Pay attention to community outreach 
and marketing
The heart of community-based composting is involving and 
reaching out to the community. You have to let the community 
know you exist and how to get involved. But you also have 
to market your compost product and any other services you 
may provide such as food scrap collection service, zero waste 
planning for community events, or composting workshops and 
training. 

Marketing your composting program is similar to marketing 
any product or service. Common methods include word 
of mouth, websites, Facebook, Twitter, and fliers. Another 

TIP: Recruit volunteers
Volunteers are a common element of community-based 
composting programs. Recruiting and involving volunteers in 
the work of composting has many pay-offs. For many sites it may 
be the only way to get the work done. At ECO City Farms, for 
instance, volunteers equate to people power and make the urban 
farm possible (see spotlight on page 96). But in addition to helping 
meet labor needs, volunteers build community and engage the 
community. They often become composting ambassadors, helping 
to spread the gospel, if you will, about why and how to convert 
waste into a valuable soil conditioner. As David Buckel at Red 
Hook Community Farm notes, “many participants also value the 
opportunity to build community by forging new relationships 
at the compost site that can widen support networks and trigger 
collective action on other issues of concern in the community.” 
Involving volunteers and community participants builds 
empowerment, cultivates a sense of ownership, and enhances the 
capacity of communities to effectively manage their own waste.

Your project may provide unemployed people with new skills, 
increase carpentry skills amongst high school students through 
the building of bins, educate college students in composting and 
gardening classes.

There are many ways to engage volunteers. Many projects find it is 
best to have a core group of staff or volunteers handling the day-
to-day composting tasks, to make sure they are done well. When 
labor-intensive work is needed, such as turning and screening, 
consider scheduling a volunteer work day. Many projects schedule 
a regular “work day” every week or every month where volunteers 
sign up or just show up to help with these tasks. In a community 
garden setting, these workdays may be scheduled at the same time 
as other work parties, so composting is seen as one of many food 
production tasks.

Top: Kompost Kids primarily 
uses volunteer vehicle, bikes, 
and carts to pick up compost.

Bottom: Consider starting a 
Master Composter training 
program.  They require 
volunteerism. (NYC Compost 
Project)
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There are various ways to draw people into your property. In 
some cases, it is attractive signage (see tip below on signage.) 
Some community gardens may put their compost in the back, 
so visitors are greeted first by growing things rather than by 
compost bins.

If your compost project is part of a community garden, there 
will be many opportunities for community interaction. Many 
composters report the satisfaction they get in meeting people 
from their neighborhood, from other cultures and ethnic 
groups, people they would not otherwise meet, sharing work 
and play and children, bonding over a shared experience. 
Some projects offer workshops, either on composting, or other 
gardening topics, such as on growing mushrooms. 

Likewise, there are many opportunities to reach out and involve 
youth. School groups can take a field trip to tour your project. 
You can go out to local schools and make presentations about 
composting. Youth programs can participate in your weekly 
work days. Younger children can help with painting of signs, 
bins, and bike trailers.

Announcing a “give away day” will cause people to flock to 
your site. Many projects reduce their excess compost supply on 
just two days, in the fall and spring. Word of mouth will ensure 
a large number of people will visit your project on those special 

successful approach is being seen in the 
community, doing your work. Other 
strategies include internet videos (such 
as comparing grades of compost to fine 
wine), leaving handouts at the restaurants 
you service, tabling at community events, 
pennant nights at local elementary schools, 
hosting events with restaurants, and making 
presentations at local food, nutrition or 
urban agricultural meetings. You can request 
to make a presentation for a local business 
or entrepreneurs group or be the host for a 
monthly Green Drinks. If you have T-shirts, 

be sure to wear and sell them!

Depending on the demographics of your area, this may mean 
interfacing with many different ethnic and language groups 
and accommodating their unique needs. For example, you may 
decide to create bilingual Spanish/English fliers, handouts, or 
signage. You may need to bring in an interpreter to work with 
immigrant populations. You may need to schedule work days 
on Sundays (to accommodate religious Jews) or Saturdays (to 
accommodate religious Christians). Sometimes this will happen 
naturally. In other cases, you may need to make conscious 
decisions to make all groups feel equally welcome.

“The quintessential story of the garden is 
that it is a community building experience, 
physical activity and a reason for people in the 
neighborhood to talk to each other. I have come 
to know more people who I live next to, people 
who I would not know otherwise. We now have 
a shared interest, we recognize each other on 
the street, and together we see the garden grow. 
Religious and economic barriers come down. 
One conversation at a time.”

– Shawn Onsgard, Myrtle Village Green

Youth learn to compost on 
Governors Island (Earth 
Matters)
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SPOTLIGHT: Signage
»  Kompost Kids has screen painted signs saying 
GOOD and BAD. They have other signs saying ADD 
FOOD HERE

»  Myrtle Village Green has a sign saying YES and 
NO and another sign saying PUT DONATIONS HERE 
photo. Myrtle Village Green has a sign warning against 
diseased plants and trash, in both Spanish and English

»  At Governors Island, Earth Matter has colorful bins 
offering four choices: “mixed paper recyclables,” 
“bottle and can recyclables,” “compostable food 
waste,” and “non-recyclable refuse” 

»  Kompost Kids has signs mounted to wood poles for 
use at street festivals, which show sorting requirements 
for “landfill,” “recycling,” and “compost”

»  ECO City Farms has clear signage posted for local 
residents dropping off their compostable material 
individually at the farm and at its farmers market 
drop-off stations. Chief composter Benny Erez and 
his interns work alongside the hauler, Compost Cab, 
instructing where each material goes as needed when 
actively composting.

»  The University of Louisville took a plain white 
donated van and asked some art students to decorate 
it. The result was very eye catching.

»  Pedal People drive their bikes and trailers through 
the downtown area, collecting trash and recyclables 
from 80 trash cans. Their colorful trailers with website 
and phone number provide free advertising.

Clockwise, from below: Earth Matters’ 
“chicken composting” signage on Governors 
Island, NYC; Kompost Kids banner and 
tabling at “Bay View Bash”; Earth Matters’ 
public collection bins on Governors Island, 
NYC; Kompost Kids signage; Pedal People 
tailgate signs.
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TIP: Have clear signage
No matter what type of program you operate, signage is 
important. Signage can convey critical instructions, educate the 
public, and provide free advertising. Make sure your bike trailers, 
car, van, or truck advertises the name of your company. 

Clear signage is particularly critical at the point of collection, 
whether in a restaurant, a zero waste festival, a public park, or at 
the compost site itself if participants are allowed to drop off food 
scraps. You need to clearly communicate what types of materials 
are accepted and where they go. It is also important to think 
about bilingual signs.

TIP: Align Your Composting Efforts with 
Edible Food Rescue 
In the US, 31% – or 133 billion pounds – of the available food 
supply at the retail and consumer levels in 2010 went uneaten.3 
Another study found that a shocking 40-50% of all food ready 
for harvest never gets eaten.4 Aligning your community compost 
project with efforts to rescue edible food and keep this resource 
out of landfills/incinerators and in hungry bellies will increase 
the project’s impact. There is a vigorous national movement 
committed to food rescue, whether harvesting surplus or 
unmarketable crops from farmers’ fields (gleaning), diverting 
excess food from restaurants and catered events, or recovering 
food that may not be saleable because it is bruised, blemished, 
or past its “sell by” date. Food rescue simultaneously addresses 
issues of waste and poverty, offering fresh food to those in need.

days. Be sure to collect the names of everyone that stops by, so 
you can keep in touch with them throughout the year.

Once people are involved with your program as participants or 
“customers,” it is important to continue open communications. 
There are lots of easy ways, such as email, listservs, websites, 
and Facebook. But face to face and personal communication 
remains important too.

And at the end of the day, it is important to leave time for 
socializing and fun! Consider hosting a picnic, barbecue, or 
sing-along in your space. Having time to just hang out will 
help you get to know your neighbors and help everyone feel 
more bonded. The more folks are involved with your operation, 
the more they will be aware of what you do and want to 
participate. 

This food was delivered to 
a compost site. The lettuce 

was not even wilted.

3Jean C. Buzby et al., The Estimated Amount, Value and Calories of Postharvest Food Losses at the Retail 
and Consumer Levels in the United States (USDA, February 2014). 4Jeff Harrison, “Study: Nation Wastes 
Nearly Half Its Food” (The University of Arizona, November 18, 2004), citing research by Timothy W. Jones. 
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SPOTLIGHT: Marketing & Outreach 
»  The University of Louisville took a plain white 
donated van and asked some art students to 
decorate it. The result was very eye catching.

»  Fertile Ground is contracted to provide zero 
waste services at community festivals. They get 
a free information table and all of the collection 
receptacles have their name and logo. This has 
led to articles and stories in local magazines 
and newspapers.

»  Wasatch Community Gardens has an annual 
plant sale that attracts 5,000 people. This gives 
their program a lot of visibility. The Gardens 
educates more than 15,000 kids a year about 
gardening and from where food comes.

»  Roots Compost LLC was the featured 
business at a recent Green Drinks happy hour. 
»  Philly Compost believes in ongoing 
education and finds its customers are very 
responsive to short email reminders.

»  Pedal People offers biking workshops on 
how to fix and maintain your bike. This gets 
them better known in the community. 

»  Earth Matter NY, Inc. drives bicycles with 
hitched trailers around the 182-acre Governors 
Island to collect compostables from public 
drop-off stations. The non-profit has also 
adopted fun ways to market their 

brand and engage their partners, for example, 
through their “Rot-Star” of the Month award to 

exemplary composters.

»  Compost Club goes out to local schools and 
makes presentations.

»  The Dirt Factory has a large banner across 
the front of its property. It has created planters 
and an open space classroom for events, using 
their excess room. That way other projects 
within the University City District can use the 
space, while informally exposing more people 
to composting. 

»  Myrtle Village Green practices “chicken 
diplomacy.” They have four chickens that 
provide eggs and manure and also draw in 
curious young children. They offer workshops 
on composting, lasagna composting, and 
shiitake mushroom cultivation. In addition, 
Myrtle Village Green plans a potluck and 
barbecue after each monthly work day. 

»  Greenway Environmental Services invites 
local citizens, students, and others to tour 
their facilities. The company also partners with 
local universities and community colleges to 
offer work study programs and independent 
projects for college “green committees,” 
provides public presentations, canvasses 
neighborhoods, and contribute to news 
articles promoting composting as a public 
good. 

TIPS FOR WORKING WITH 
FOOD SCRAP GENERATORS

TIP: Provide collection service to food 
scrap generators 
Offering collection service to food scrap generators may be 
worthwhile to (1) generate revenue, (2) provide a consistent 
supply of material to be composted, and (3) control the 
quality and types of materials composted. Many of the 
programs profiled in this toolkit offer collection service and 
are doing so through a variety of means: bicycle, van, pick-up 
truck or larger truck. Most seek a certain “route density” in 
order to avoid traveling all over town to pick up only one 
container.

You will want to identify the day of the week that you will 
collect. Most residential collection can be once a week, 
whereas restaurants and coffee shops may request twice 
or three times a week, and supermarkets may want daily 
collection.

Provide your customers with clear handouts on what you 
accept and what you do not. Pictures are often helpful. 

Residential collection fees can vary greatly, depending on 
what the market can bear in your area. For commercial 
customers you can set a flat commercial fee or offer 
customers a different rate, depending on factors such as 
number of pickups per week, weight, ease of access, and type 
of material. 

Decide whether you will provide customers with a collection 
receptacle or whether they should provide their own. Pedal 
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Top: University of Louisville van

Middle left: Signage at Weavers 
Way, Chestnut Hill Garden 

Festival’s Eco Alley

Middle right: Logo on Grow 
Compost Vermont truck.

Left: Community Composting 
Rochester banners and stickers

People customers provide their own repurposed buckets, whereas 
Community Composting of Rochester provides customized 
buckets.

If you are looking to develop a community-wide program, it 
may be strategic to focus on the largest generators first (such as 
grocery stores and hospitals). When a few of these commit to 
participation, the program may become viable.

Approach willing generators; they are motivated to participate 
and more likely to follow source separation guidelines, thus 
avoiding unwanted contaminants and providing clean material.

Schools, universities, nursing homes, and other institutions 
are often easier to connect with because they have a facilities 
manager. Conversely, restaurants can be hard to reach out to 
because they operate in fast-paced environments, and when they 
are open, they are busy. Think about this when you approach, 
and in how you decide to make contact. Consider starting with a 
notice in the mail, like “Goodbye stinky trash, hello compost!”; 
follow up with a phone call or drop in.

Before you approach the generator, consider their particular 
concerns, and know your audience. Food scrap generators in 
general will wonder about regulations, cleanliness, costs, and 
time. Check local regulations about food scrap separation before 
you go, as this is something the generators will be concerned 
about. In Vermont, food scrap separation is legal as long as 
nothing causes a nuisance. It is even legal to compost on site, 
however waste, recycling, and food scraps must be appropriately 
managed.

Then there is the pitch. One Philadelphia composter tells her 
clients “It is as simple as moving my hand 10 inches.” Many 
generators can be easily persuaded by the offer of a site visit, 
where you can do a walk through of the client’s kitchen and show 
how food scrap separation can be done cleanly and effectively. 
Demonstrate how to set up workstations, possibly with a hole 
in the table and a bucket underneath, or how they might stack 
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Trash bills 
generally reflect 
one figure – the 
amount of money 
billed for waste 
disposal service. 
However, this 
figure is comprised 
of three fees – 
container rental 
fees, collection 
and hauling fees, 
and tipping fees 
paid by the hauler 
to the landfill or 
incinerator for 
“tipping” or depositing the load of trash. Food scraps are a 
relatively heavy material and commonly represent the heaviest 
portion of a food service business’ waste. Since foods scraps are 
generally not bulky, source separating food scraps is likely to 
reduce the overall weight of your trash, while having smaller 
impacts on the volume. Changes in waste volume may be 
substantial for a large generator, but may not be detectable for 
a smaller business. Large schools or businesses, for instance, 
that divert large amounts of food scraps will reduce the volume 
of their trash and therefore may likely be able to rent a smaller 
dumpster. In addition, the removal of putrescible materials 
from the trash may enable the frequency of collection to be cut. 
While waste hauler services tend to be volume-oriented, such 
as dumpster size or how often the dumpster is emptied, the fees 
haulers pay for disposal, “tipping fees,” are calculated by weight. 
Most often, it is through a reduction in the weight of trash, 
which decreases haulers’ tipping fee costs, and thus provides 
you with an argument to help reduce your client’s overall trash 
bill. Thus, for every ton of food scraps diverted, the hauler 
is avoiding per ton disposal tipping fees, savings that can be 

buckets to a height that enables good workflow. Space is often 
tight, so point out how buckets or other containers can be stored 
in under-utilized areas or set up out back. Provide sawdust free of 
charge to cap a full tote and minimize odors in the warm season. 
Point out that separating your food scraps makes the dumpster 
less gross. If providing buckets, show how they fit inside an 
industrial dishwasher and can be washed out hassle-free every 
day. If you are charging for service, you may want to consider 
offering a 1-month free trial and training so that the client can 
see how easy it is.

A major aspect of the pitch is the value proposition. What 
will you be giving them? Many generators participate in 
composting programs because it is in line with their values, or 
because they receive positive feedback from the community for 
their participation. Generators may be able to save money by 
composting, especially if they can renegotiate their trash bill (see 
sidebar). And finally, remember to approach with professionalism 
and strive to provide consistent service. Schools need a lot of 
consistency, and the larger the generator, the less casual this 
arrangement will be. 

TIP: Understand and help food scrap 
generators renegotiate their solid waste 
contracts 
One major value proposition for food scrap generators to source 
separate their food scraps is to save money on garbage collection 
and disposal fees. You can better market your food scrap 
separation and collection service by increasing your knowledge 
of waste disposal contracts and helping food scrap generators 
renegotiate these contracts. Community-based collection service 
providers have to compete with traditional trash haulers who are 
increasingly providing food scrap collection service. You’ll be in a 
better position to compete if you can demonstrate savings to your 
clients.

This supermarket replaced 
its trash compactor with a 
compactor devoted to food 
scraps.
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SPOTLIGHT: Philly Compost is making ends meet...revenues help cover 
collection costs for businesses

SPOTLIGHT: 
Collection Pricing
»  Community Composting 
of Rochester has designed 
a comprehensive software 
package. It enables them to 
manage billing, track the weight 
for each subscriber, develop 
optimized routes to save fuel, 
and manipulate data real time 
to watch how their business is 
operating. 

»  Philly Compost’s collection 
pricing varies by customer. 
It’s based on ease of access, 
number of pick-ups required 
per week, type of material 
collected, and more

»  Roots Composting LLC 
explains that in the east, 
collection fees can be higher 
(equal or less than landfill 
diversion fees) and sale of 
compost will be much less. In 
the arid west, the opposite is 
true. There is lots of land so 
landfill costs are low. However, 
demand for rich soil is great, 
so you can charge more for 
compost than for collection.
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in totes. In winter in Vermont, food scrap totes often turn to 
“totesicles” and sawdust in the bottom of the tote helps to tip the 
frozen material out. While sawdust adds a cost, the sawdust adds 
value to the composter and can make or break the feasibility of 
composting to generators who are rightfully sensitive. Supply 
generators with a tote of sawdust and a scooper and advise them 
to add sawdust every 2 to 3 days and more often if an issue needs 
to be resolved.

TIP: Adequately price collection service 
The price to charge clients for your food scrap collection 
service should be determined by the sum of your hauling costs, 
the tipping fee you pay the composter, and your business 
administration costs. At the Highfields Center for Composting, 
we are currently charging a flat fee of $13 per 48-gallon tote and 

passed on to the food scrap generator.

In addition to the per ton tipping fee charged by the landfill, 
haulers may also pay a state tax and/or a disposal surcharge. In 
Vermont, for instance, landfill disposal costs roughly $110 per 
ton: approximately $82 per ton to tip, $6 per ton in state taxes, 
and $22 per ton in district surcharges. That’s a lot of potential 
savings to clients. 

TIP: Reject trash contaminated food scraps
Trash contamination is bad and should be monitored closely and 
addressed. 

A good training for generators and clear signage at material 
separation stations substantially reduces and eliminates 
contamination. Additionally, clear communication among the 
composter, the hauler, and the generator helps to addresses this 
problem. However in some cases, such as schools, institutions, 
and businesses with high turnover or transient populations, there 
is a somewhat continuous need to retrain. And while it is hard 
to slap people on the hand when they are doing the right thing 
(composting), you need to reject totes contaminated with trash, 
and allow the client to figure out what to do with the waste. 
Some composters have found it useful to be upfront about this 
policy in the form of contractual agreements. 

TIP: Supply food scrap generators with 
sawdust
Smells and flies are a common concern when capturing and 
storing food scraps between collection service. Flies and maggots, 
which can be issues during warm times of the year, can be 
avoided by adding a thick layer of sawdust to food scraps stored 

The City of Eugene, OR, 
is generously making 
available all its digital 
marketing files from its 
Love Food Not Waste 
program, which is a 
partnership among the 
City, the business sector, 
and a local composter. 
Contact the City’s Zero 
Waste Coordinator to gain 
access to its open source 
dropbox.
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SPOTLIGHT: Beginners 101 Guide to Renegotiating Trash Hauling Contracts

In order to see cost savings for participating in a community composting 
program, food scrap generators can renegotiate their trash hauling con-
tracts. Advise them to ask questions of their hauler and gather information 
before requesting a review of trash collection charges, in order to strength-
en their negotiation. Food scrap generators have a right to know and 
understand what costs are imbedded and passed on to them through the 
flat fee they pay each month for the dumpster(s) used.

Step 1 – Quick Cost Savings: Smaller Dumpster 
or Less Frequent Collection
If food scrap generators have clearly seen a reduction in their trash since 
beginning participation in your composting program (e.g. dumpster is 
routinely NOT full), they may be able to quickly reduce their trash costs by 
switching to a smaller dumpster and/or requesting less frequent collection. 
Contacting other haulers and shopping around may help them save money. 

Step 2 – Information Gathering
Here are some examples of information that will be useful:

• Try to find out how many tons per month (or tons per dumpster collec-
tion) the hauler is collecting from the food scrap generator – OR – how 
many tons per month or dumpster collection they estimate the food 
scrap generator produces.

• This information provides a point for negotiating a decrease in the 
trash bill, since how many tons of waste (e.g. tons of food scraps) are 
no longer being added to trash is now known.

• Try to find out how much the hauler pays in tipping fees at the landfill.

• Ask for an explanation of the costs that are embedded in the flat 
fee paid each month. Obviously the hauler has to pay for gas and 
upkeep for their trucks, the salaries and benefits of their drivers, the 
purchase and upkeep of their containers and administrative overhead 
costs. They also have to pay a fee for tipping trash at the landfill or an 

incinerator. With this information the food scrap generator can argue 
that over the past X months it has been paying the hauler to dispose 
of its trash including the tipping fee of X amount per ton, but it has 
reduced the weight of its trash and therefore deserves to see some 
of those savings to the hauler, passed on to the client.

Step 3 – Requesting a Cost Reduction
If your client is able to get information on the amount of tons generated 
and the costs to the hauler to tip that tonnage at the landfill, they then 
have points for negotiation. With that information, your client may call 
the hauler again to begin the actual negotiation, which may consist of the 
following statements or questions: 

• I’d like to talk with your customer service representative about my 
bill. My school/business has been routinely billed $____ per month 
for the removal of our trash which is estimated to weigh ___ tons per 
collection or ____ tons per month according to your information. 

• Over the past ____ months my school/business has changed our 
habits and we are now separating our food scraps from our trash for 
composting. We began this practice on _______ and have diverted 
___ tons (or pounds) to date, which is equal to _______ tons per 
month. 

• These ____ tons per month of food scraps represent ___% of our old 
estimated trash tonnage (calculate this by dividing the tonnage of 
food scraps per month by the estimated tonnage of trash you were 
supposed to have produced before this composting program took 
effect and multiply it by 100 to obtain the percentage). 

• Therefore, we are currently paying the same rate, but producing less 
tonnage. We would like to see a reduction of ___ % in our trash bill 
commensurate with this reduction in monthly tonnage.
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TIPS FOR COMPOSTERS

TIP: Master the art of composting and 
ensure operators are trained
You will want to be sure at least one or two people in your project 
are trained in composting, particularly if you are managing food 
scraps, grass clippings, or manures. In many regions there are 
great training programs available (see Resources, page 120, for 
some available training programs). Composters handling their 
own waste on a small scale or doing home composting education 
might find trainings such as Master Composter train-the-trainer 
programs or Cooperative Extension courses more than adequate. 
Composters composting others’ wastes, usually on a slightly 
larger scale, would do well to participate in a more technical 
training program, such as the US Composting Council’s operator 
trainings, the Maine Compost School, or a local certification 
program where available, such as the Vermont Compost 

$10 per 32-gallon tote. This price was determined by our costs 
to service a certain number of generators in a feasible collection 
route in a day. In our rural area, 50% of the cost of our tote pays 
for hauling; 25% goes to the composter; and 25% is for business 
administration, materials, overhead, route expansion, and 
profit. When you fulfill all three of the collection, hauling, and 
composting roles, you get to keep 100% of the fee. Additionally 
if you lower your overhead costs, through thrift or a partnership 
with someone who will cover the cost of your totes (such as the 
waste district or public works agency) or a grant that covers the 
cost of expensive equipment, this increases the likelihood of 
creating a viable composting business model. 

A tip about billing: Payment for your services (if billed 
monthly), generally does not come in for 30-35 days after you 
have performed your services. Some haulers use a pre-paid 
billing model for the first of every month, which saves them the 
hassle of tracking down delinquent account holders and avoids 
cash flow crunches. 

Master Composters 
in training commit to 
community service hours 
and building bins.  NYC 
Compost Project. 

TIP: Best Management Practices for Food Scrap Composting
• Cover and blend food scraps immediately upon arrival to compost site
• Use a balanced compost recipe

 - Carbon:nitrogen ratio of 25:1 - 30:1
 - Moisture content of 50-65%
 - Bulk density of 700-1000 lbs/cubic yard
 - 5-10% of mix is large porous particles (e.g. wood chips)

• Keep fresh food scraps contained in layer of carbon feedstock or compost
• Monitor active compost frequently: temperature, moisture content, density, smell, and 

visual observation
• Manage compost aerobically through turning and/or blowers
• Stormwater and contact water are captured and filtered on-site
• Feedstocks and compost is tested periodically to monitor process
• Contaminants (e.g. trash, oil) are segregated and removed from site
• Track materials coming in and out of the site
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SPOTLIGHT: Master Composter
NYC’s Master Composter Certificate Course: A Model Composting 
Education Program to Train & Engage Community Leaders

New York City’s Master Composter Certificate Course is among the best master 
composter programs in the country. First, it is a “train the trainer” course; 
candidates achieving master composter status via program completion transfer 
their knowledge forward to other community members and future potential 
composters. Master composters create this exponential effect, because the course 
not only requires 18-23 hours of classroom instruction and two field trips, but 
also 15 hours of supervised community training and 15 hours of independent 
community service projects specifically geared toward progressing on-site 
community-based composting in the City. To ensure the Master Composter 
course has long-lasting community impact, the certificate program coordinators 
perform an extensive vetting process to invite only viable community leaders to 
participate in the course out of a pool of hundreds of candidates. Key concepts 
learned throughout the course include: the small-scale composting process; how 
to use finished compost; how to design and build on-site compost systems; and 
techniques for teaching others about composting. It is recommended that other 
cities aiming to adapt NYC’s model program address these core concepts, at a 
minimum.

Other Training Examples:

»  Students at Northern AZ University spent two years researching various 
methods and recipes. This research was part of coursework. After they felt 
they perfected their technique, they were able to spin off their own social 
entrepreneurship, Roots Compost, LLC.

»  Brian at University of Louisville and Terry at Fertile Grounds in OK attended 
Growing Power workshops before they got started.

»  Melissa at Kompost Kids and Shawn at Myrtle Village Green were trained 
through their local Master Composter programs in Milwaukee and New York.

Above: Fieldtrips and workdays. The role of a Master Composter is to become a 
community leader. Below: Brochure fro NYC’s Master Composter course.
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Operators Certification Training. Depending on the size of 
your operation and state law, at least one person may need to be 
licensed as a compost facility operator. 

While trainings, reading and visiting other compost sites will 
give you many good tools as a composter, nothing can replace 
experience and hands and nose in the compost pile. “The 
footsteps of a farmer are his best fertilizer” goes the ancient 
Japanese proverb and this ancient wisdom holds true quite 
literally for compost makers as well. Careful management and 
trust of the composting process pays off. Don’t be afraid to make 
mistakes – making small mistakes is critical in order to avoid 
making big ones! 

TIP: Manage your compost site well
The quickest way to lose support for your project is to create 
a smelly mess, attract pests or produce a product where 
nothing will grow. The best way to mitigate critters, odors and 
angry neighbors is to follow “best management practices” for 
composting (see sidebar, page 113). One critical bit of advice is 
that it is important to keep a carbon source (“browns”) on hand 
at all times. Carbon materials balance out odor causing nitrogen 
ingredients and contain odors with a “cap” that filters and breaks 
down the acids associated with most bad smells. The cap also 
creates an effective physical barrier that deters predators and 
insulates potential food sources in the hot core of the pile.

Many best management practices such as compost recipe 
development, pile monitoring, and pile turning are all covered 
in more depth in the Highfields Center for Composting’s 
composter toolkits available for free online (including videos, 
recipe calculator, and monitoring sheets). These subjects are 
also covered for schools and home composters. Other resources 
such as the On-Farm Composting Handbook are referenced in 
Resources, page 120. 

Top: Trash that has to be sorted 
out of poorly-separated food 
scraps before composting. 

Above: This windrow facility 
accepts yard trimmings in 
plastic bags. Workers spend 
2 hours/day vacuuming the 
perimeter of the fence for 
plastic debris. Removing the 
plastic contamination removes 
quite a bit of organic matter too.

TIP: Handle food scraps 
immediately to avoid 
problems
As soon as the food scraps or other high-
nitrogen materials arrive, mix them together 
with your “browns” and let composting 
begin. (Laying down a layer of browns first 
before food scraps are unloaded is also a 
good practice.) Make sure your compost 
mix is “capped” with more browns or other 
coverings such as burlap, fleece, or other pile 
covers. 

A good compost mix or recipe will also 
help avoid drip or runoff, as the carbon will 
absorb the water from the decomposing fruits 
and vegetables.

In some cases where customers drop off 
their own food scraps at a time when trained 
volunteers are not around, you may need 
to have a closed drop-off or “donation” 
container, instead of letting folks deposit 
food scraps directly into the compost system. 
Be sure this container is well sealed and the 
food scraps do not hang around for more 
than 2 to 3 days, depending on the weather.

SPOTLIGHT: Quality Guidelines
If Pedal People has a problem with a customer (e.g., 
contamination), they have a “cute yellow sheet” where they 
can leave a personal note “we stopped by, the following was 
not done properly.” It has their compost guidelines printed 
on the back. If things don’t improve, they send an email. If 
things still do not improve, they make a phone call. 
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TIP: Be wary of composting challenging 
materials
Inevitably most composters are faced with certain inputs that 
they are not sure how or if they should accept and manage. Most 
common of these are meat and dairy, paper products, and more 
recently compostable plastics. All of these materials can be properly 
composted and there are benefits to accepting all of these products, 
first and foremost, increasing the potential diversion in your region 
and the types of generators you can service. There are also potential 
drawbacks. As a composter, you have the final say about what 
comes into your operation. You are the “gatekeeper of the soil” so 
to speak and many composters take that job very seriously. You also 
need to work with the generators and haulers to let them know 
about what is acceptable to you, so that you avoid needing to reject 
unacceptable material that comes to the site. Watch out for materials 
in the compostable gray area such as paper cups, which are typically 
coated with polyethylene. Similarly, not every compost operation 
can process compostable plastic clamshells or utensils, so make sure 
the generator and the hauler are aware of your specifications.

In general, when handling a potentially challenging ingredient such 
as fish waste or ice cream, dilution is the solution. Contaminants 
such as trash are better avoided all together and certainly persistent 
chemicals, in-organic materials like rocks, or large particles like 
whole logs that would take years to break down.

Can I compost meat and dairy?

Absolutely and composters large and small do it around the 
world. The primary concern when composting meat and dairy, 
and also fats, is smells and the critters attracted by those smells. If 
meat and dairy are composted in a proper recipe, following best 
management practices, odors are controlled and the material is 
broken down making excellent compost. One key is to use plenty of 
brown material to cap these odorous materials. Hot and contained 
compost bins can be created on a very small scale using insulation 
and hardware cloth. 

Can I compost paper products?

Absolutely and they are an easily compostable carbon input that can 
help balance nitrogen rich ingredients such as food scraps. Glossy 
paper should be avoided as well as any mixed paper. Shredded office 
paper is a great and commonly available material that is an excellent 
and moisture absorbent carbon ingredient, so long as envelopes 
with plastic windows aren’t present. When paper composts, you can 
tell that it came from a fiber if you use too much of it. For a nicer 
looking compost, use no more than 20% paper. Some people who 
collect compost at home and then bring it to a residential drop-off 
point like to keep it in a paper bag. By accepting brown paper bags, 
you can accommodate participants who would prefer this practice. 

Can I compost compostable plastics?

Compostable plastics (such as the corn-based polylactic acid, PLA) 
are polymers that break down under proper composting conditions. 
(They are often derived from plants such as corn, but compostable 
plastics can also be made from 100% fossil fuels.) Many food 
scrap collection programs utilize compostable plastic bags, which 
can help encourage participation and address the “ick” factor, by 
creating a barrier between the food scraps and the compost bucket 
or tote (similar to the brown paper bag). Other programs want to 
service generators who use compostable foodservice ware such as 
compostable plastic cups and silverware. 

Below, left: Local caterers 
may consider compostable 

natural fiber packaging if 
you ask them. This Atlanta 

caterer packages food with 
composting in mind. (Photo: 

Holly Elmore, Elemental 
Impact.)

Below, right: Mom’s Organic 
Market, a natural grocery 

store in the DC region, uses 
compostable plastic utensils.
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There is a range of challenges with compostable plastics. Many 
composters find that the conditions they can achieve in their 
composting process does not adequately break down the plastic. 
Another challenge is that a compostable fork looks identical to a 
petroleum based plastic fork, making it hard to distinguish from 
contamination. Some composters in some cities are working with 
foodservice establishments to only use certified or third-party 
approved compostable ware. (This can work well especially in closed 
venues such as sports stadiums.) Other composters prefer to treat 
these products as contaminants and simplify the process of educating 
generators. 

A final challenge is that the organic agriculture community considers 
PLA plastics a synthetic. Not all regulating bodies have adopted the 
recommendation from the National Organics Standards Board that 
these be on the list of restricted use products, but some have (such as 
Vermont Organic Farmers) and it is likely that more will, including 
the UDSA National Organic Program. The means that compost 
approved for use on organic farms could not contain compostable 
plastics. 

If you choose to accept plastics, expect to deal with a learning curve. 
Keep these products at the core of your pile to allow them to break 
down and remember that many people view them as “trash” and 
avoid letting these products spread around the compost site, as this 
will give visitors the wrong impression. Also, check with your local 
organic certifying body and make sure that organic farmers know 
that your product contains PLA, as they could lose their certification 
if they used a restricted product. 

TIP: Be innovative and frugal
A common theme among community-based composters is their 
drive to be creative, innovative, resourceful, and frugal. This is a 
strong do-it-yourself (DIY) community. Very little is bought outright 
when it can be created using supplies found lying around. 

Here are some of the innovations we uncovered:

• Many projects build their own bins from pallets and other 
scrap materials. 

• The community’s artistic sensibilities are displayed in 
painting, signage, craftsmanship, and decor. [Kompost Kids] 

• Projects have designed their own box screens, trommel 
screens, and worm sifters.

• A number of projects are collecting food scraps via bicycle. 
Some have built and painted the trailers used to pull up to 
350 pounds at a time. [Kompost Kids] 

• Collection containers run the gamut. 
• To save money, peel-off labels are used for branding before 

customized buckets can be obtained. Logos may be stenciled 
or screen painted by hand. 

• Machinery is often bought used, and nursed back to life.
• Baggers and screens may be fabricated from other machinery 

[Grow Compost VT]

Top left: 3-bin system made 
from pallets.  Bon Secours 
NY Health Systems Schervier 
Garden (NYC Compost Project) 

Top right: Painting bins 
(Kompost Kids) 

Bottom left: Vermicomposting 
is done in repurposed plastic 
flavoring barrels from a local 
distillery (Univ of Louisville) 

Bottom right: Philly Compost 
sells compost in used grain bags
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SPOTLIGHT: Online Community of Trommel Screen Builders
“Necessity is the mother of invention.”  In this age of open-source collaboration, it is 
encouraging to note that there is an entire “online community” of folks in various countries, 
sharing trommel screen designs.  The same basic design is used for manual screening, bicycle 
powered, motorized with an old washing machine motor, and even solar powered.  Users share 
their YouTube videos, modify each other’s designs, then come back to post their improved 
versions.

See the following photos and online videos:

• http://us.t77.net/show/compost+trommel (Collection)

• http://thegreenlivingforum.net/forum/viewtopic.php?f=12&t=106271   (Manual / Duncan, 
New Forest, UK]

• http://www.instructables.com/id/Trommel-Compost-Sifter/  (Manual / Steve Gerber, 
location unknown) 

• http://www.ncstreetops.org/uploaded/2011-12_SCHOOL_PHOTOS/Farm_blog/pedal.jpg  
(Bike-powered / North County School, Lake Placid, NY)

• http://i1.ytimg.com/vi/n78rTaaGY4k/maxresdefault.jpg

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n78rTaaGY4k   (Matthew Lowe)

• http://dbco-op.org/compostsifter/    (DB Co-op, Brooklyn, NY)

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cm5NaHRhVF0  (Motorized / Geoff Babcock, location 
unknown)

• http://us.t77.net/video/kA6miB3UKGY/rotary-soil-sieve-soil-trommel/#.UqE60CfnPjD 
(Motorized / Farm in Great Britain)

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WUA1g-edH-c  (Solar-powered / One Straw Rob, 
Southern Wisconsin)

Top: Philly Compost trommel screen, built during one of its volunteer days.  A local bike shop 
donated the bike rims (in return they received some compost).

Middle:  Earth Matters bicycle powered trommel screen, built by DB-Coop.

Bottom:  ECO City Farms hand crank screen.

http://us.t77.net/show/compost+trommel/COLLECTION
http://thegreenlivingforum.net/forum/viewtopic.php?f=12&t=106271
http://www.instructables.com/id/Trommel-Compost-Sifter/
http://www.ncstreetops.org/uploaded/2011-12_SCHOOL_PHOTOS/Farm_blog/pedal.jpg
http://i1.ytimg.com/vi/n78rTaaGY4k/maxresdefault.jpg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n78rTaaGY4k
http://dbco-op.org/compostsifter/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cm5NaHRhVF0
http://us.t77.net/video/kA6miB3UKGY/rotary-soil-sieve-soil-trommel/#.UqE60CfnPjD
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WUA1g-edH-c
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• Compost is sometimes sold in repurposed bags, or customers 
bring their own containers [Philly Compost]

• Lots of Kickstarter Campaigns were initiated to purchase 
start-up equipment.

• Earth Tubs might be donated or purchased used.

TIP: Market your compost
If you are not using all the compost you produce on-site, you will 
need to consider how to distribute or sell your finished product. First 
decide if you are giving away compost or selling it, and how, such as 
in bulk by the cubic yard or by the bag or bucket. If you do not need 
the revenue from compost sales, it is easier to give away compost 
than to sell it, although some people may value the compost more if 
they have to pay for it. Either way, do not wait to identify markets, 
otherwise you may experience a backlog of compost. Selling bagged 
compost can increase revenue but may be slower than selling in bulk. 
Selling one bag at a time can take time. 

Bagging compost can be done manually or with a machine (which 
you may be able to borrow a few times a year). Consider bagging 
your compost in reusable containers, such as used grain bags from 
a local brewery. You can also ask customers to “BYOB” (bring your 
own bucket) and cart away the compost in their own containers. This 
can save time and money. 

One approach is to work with a local nursery and ask them to sell 
your bagged compost, while keeping half of the proceeds. You can 
ask for good “shelf space,” near the check-out line. This will provide 
you with free marketing for both your product and your service. 
Another approach is to collect rotten produce at a farmers market in 
exchange for a free space to sell your bagged compost. 

You also want to be creative and think about where your typical 

customers hang out or what type of listservs they read. For 
example, farmers markets, garden clubs, master gardener 
workshops, community garden listservs, and CSAs are all places 
with potential compost customers.

While selling your compost, think about other products you 
can sell. These may include red wiggler worms, worm castings, 
compost tea, and home compost bins. 

Red Hook Community 
Farm maintains a clean 
well-maintained site. 
Covered windrow is 
curing.
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SPOTLIGHT: Good ideas
»  University of Louisville created compost berms around their 
repurposed dumpsters, to catch any runoff. They plant the 
berms with herbs and berries to beautify the site.

»  At the Dirt Factory, one staff person, two graduate students, 
and the director of sustainability share a “Google Doc,” where 
they log temperatures daily for their Earth Tub. No need for 
fancy software.

»  At Myrtle Village Green, core volunteers share a paper 
logbook that they keep in a small shed, near their 3-bin 
system.

»  Myrtle Village Green and Wasatch Community Gardens 
avoid the inclusion of diseased tomato vines, knot weed, 
morning glory, and black walnut. Myrtle Village Green had to 
discontinue accepting cocoa hulls, because they tended to 
make the piles moldy.

»  ECO City Farms works closely with its hauler and main 
source of compostables, Compost Cab, to ensure that 
contamination is minimized throughout the composting 
process, for example, by requiring Compost Cab to remove 
plastic bags – even those certified as compostable – from 
incoming material. The farm also seals all food storage barrels, 
using built-in protective plastic to line their in-vessel system, 
and reuses excess runoff water from that system to control 
odor and contact water issues, especially given their adjacent 
proximity to Anacostia River streams. 

»  The Lower East Side Ecology Center’s in-vessel system 
is made of durable plastic and is completely closed off to 
rodents. The Center also uses industry-approved rat traps and 
is able to direct the majority of runoff through a connection to 
the sanitary sewer system.

Guerrilla marketing: consider low-cost, unconvential tactics to draw attention to your message. This 
costume, used by Highfields Center for Composting, generated buzz at many events.
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SPOTLIGHT: Niche Marketing Tactics
»  Roots Compost, LLC sells bagged compost through a local 
nursery. Their bags are stacked right near the cashier.

»  Philly Compost sells compost in used grain bags to their 
customers and other local gardeners.

»  Compost Club sells worm compost through their website 
and on Craigslist.

»  Lower East Side Ecology Center sells compost in one, five, 
and 20 pound bags at the same farmers markets where they 
also collect food scraps. They mostly sell in the spring time, 
when the demand is the greatest. The Center also markets a 
potting soil mix.

»  The Resource Center only sells compost by the cubic yard 
or truckload to landscapers, urban farms, community gardens 
or backyard gardeners. They sell a premium product at $60/
cubic yard and tend to sell out fast.

»  While almost all of ECO City Farms’ compost returns back 
into a closed-loop food production cycle on the farm, the 
non-profit has sold its compost in various sizes at the entrance 
of Community Forklift, a salvaged building supply store in the 
neighborhood.

»  Greenway Environmental Services is helping to create a 
closed-loop food system in Dutchess County, NY, by selling 
its soil and compost products back to the institutions of 
higher learning (e.g. Marist, Vassar, and SUNY New Paltz) that 
provided food scraps for composting. Greenway markets a 
number of specialized compost products by the cubic yard.

Highfields Center for 
Composting uses the heat 
from a pile of compost to 
cook a gourmet fish dinner 
to raise awareness about 
compost heat recovery. This 
project was featured by a 
prominent local newspaper.

SPOTLIGHT: Quality Guidelines
If Pedal People has a problem with a customer (e.g., 
contamination), they have a “cute yellow sheet” where they 
can leave a personal note “we stopped by, the following was 
not done properly.” It has their compost guidelines printed 
on the back. If things don’t improve, they send an email. If 
things still do not improve, they make a phone call. 
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SPOTLIGHT: Austin, TX, Recognizes Benefits of a Decentralized 
Composting Infrastructure
The City of Austin embraced zero waste planning 
January 2009 and in December 2011, adopted a 321-
page zero waste operational plan, entitled The Austin 
Resource Recovery Master Plan.1 The foundation for the 
City’s zero waste planning efforts is the United Nations 
Urban Environmental Accords, which the City signed 
in 2005. The Accords are a set of 21 actions that the 
United Nations asked city governments to adopt and 
implement. The following three Accord actions are 
incorporated into Austin’s resource recovery master 
plan:

• Implement “user-friendly” recycling and 
composting programs to reduce per capita 
solid waste sent to landfill and incineration by 
20  percent by 2012;

• Adopt a citywide program that reduces the use 
of a disposable, toxic or nonrenewable product 
category by at least 50 percent by 2012;  and

• Establish a policy to achieve Zero Waste going to 
landfills and  incinerators by 2040. 

In Austin, organic materials are the largest fraction 
of the discard stream, representing more than 47 
percent of materials landfilled. As a result, organic 
materials recovery is a central part of the City’s zero 
waste plan. But Austin may perhaps be unique in its 
official recognition of the benefits of a decentralized 
composting infrastructure:

“…decentralized composting processes can reduce the 
carbon footprint of collection and transportation while 
consuming organics in more localized situations that do 
not require large organized collection programs.

The [Austin Resource Recovery] Department recognizes 
that, in addition to helping the City achieve its 
Zero Waste goals, composting also addresses the 
community’s interest in enriching the region’s soil, 
strengthening sustainable food production and 
completing the food cycle. These additional benefits 
were identified by the Sustainable Food Policy Board’s 
December 2010 letter to the Austin City Council and 
were considered while developing the Department’s 
Master Plan.”2

As a result, the City has adopted a highest and best use 
philosophy for city collection programs of residential 
food scraps to guide its planning.3 In addition to the 
eventual rollout of a citywide household yard trim and 
food scrap collection program, the Austin Resource 
Recovery Department (previously the Solid Waste 
Services Department) is first initiating the following new 
programs:

• Expanding its home composting incentive 
program to encourage the development of home 
and onsite composting; and

• Establishing composting trainings at community 
gardens and implementing a junior composter and 
master composter training program. 

1 City of Austin, Resource Recovery Department, The Austin Resource Recovery Master Plan, December 11th, 2011.  
   Available online: http://www.austintexas.gov//sites/default/files/files/Trash_and_Recycling/MasterPlan_Final_12.30.pdf 
2 Ibid, pp. 105-106 
3 Ibid, p. 107

Board and staff at Highfields Center for 
Composting get aquainted with their worms.

 http://www.austintexas.gov//sites/default/files/files/Trash_and_Recycling/MasterPlan_Final_12.30.pdf
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Conclusion
While composting is an age-old technique for cycling 
organic materials into soil, it is not yet standard operating 
procedure throughout most of the US. Where it has become 
institutionalized, the systems implemented tend to be centralized, 
relying on large-scale collection to out-of-town large-scale 
far-away facilities. Clearly, communities cannot maximize 
composting and overall waste diversion levels without providing 
all waste generators the opportunity to set out their organic 
discards for collection and composting. But to build more 
resilient communities and reduce the government and business 
cost of handling organic material, particularly transportation 
costs, we can do better at promoting locally based composting at 
closer-in smaller-scale facilities.

The good news is that community composting is viable and can 
function in urban, rural, and suburban locations. Programs are 
operating from coast to coast in many settings from farms to 
schools; they are utilizing a variety of composting methods and 
equipment. Many are focused more on local food production and 
producing fertile soil for crops than on composting as a waste 
reduction strategy. All the best programs emphasize education, 
training, and outreach. 

Despite the many compelling drivers to support community-
based composting, a number of obstacles to widespread 
implementation of decentralized systems exist. These include: 
increasing consolidation and vertical integration of the organics 
recovery industry; lack of training programs and best practice 
toolkits for small-scale composting; difficulty in finding adequate 
land for composting operations; securing the proper mix of 
ingredients for optimal composting conditions; having trained 
staff adequately maintain the composting system; regulations that 
impeded community-based operations; and lack of equipment 
designed for small-scale operators. Local and state government 
policies are needed to overcome lack of a decentralized and diverse 
infrastructure and other obstacles to diverting organic materials 
from disposal through locally based systems. No matter who you 

are – a food scrap generator, a resident, a hauler, a farmer, a local 
or state official, an equipment manufacturer – you can support 
the development of a locally based composting infrastructure. See 
sidebar, “What To Do If You’re A...” (pp. 118-119).

A focus on composting and what kind of infrastructure is needed 
is timely. Composting, particularly food scrap composting is 
expanding. As the benefits of composting as a waste reduction, 
job creation, climate protection, and soil enhancement strategy 
become more widely recognized, composting will continue to 
grow. Currently there is a lack of infrastructure to process food 
scraps. What is needed is a highly decentralized and diverse 
organics recovery infrastructure that first prioritizes food rescue, 
backyard composting, small-scale locally-based community 
composting, and urban and rural on-farm composting before 
the development of centralized regional facilities. Communities 
embracing such an infrastructure will be more resilient and 
will better reap the economic and environmental benefits that 
organics recovery has to offer.

We hope this guide contributes to the growing community 
composting movement. 
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Join the growing       
   community
  composting
    movement!
 
In October 2013, BioCycle sponsored the first 
national Community Composting Forum in Columbus, 
Ohio. The Institute for Local Self-Reliance and the 
Highfields Center for Composting were among the 
co-sponsors. The one-day event brought together 
community composters, urban farmers and community 
gardeners to learn, network and grow. Sessions 
covered composting methods, financing, volunteer 
coordination, permitting, land access and compost 
quality, and next steps for building a community of 
practice. 

If you are interested in joining the community 
composting network, please visit: http://biocycle.net/
communitycomposting/resources.html and/or contact 
ILSR at communitycomposting@ilsr.org.

What To Do If You Are A...

FOOD SCRAP GENERATOR (E.G., A GROCERY STORE, HOSPITAL, HOTEL, OR 
RESTAURANT)

• See if a community group is working in your area, to help connect you to collection and 
compost facility options.

• Identify local compost facility options (such as a community operation or farm). 
• Factor how far away your food scraps will travel in selecting a composter.
• Weigh your options, not only based on cost, but customer service, cleanliness, distance of 

travel, finished product, and community involvement.

HAULER
• Partner with non-profits or farmers to ensure that collected materials are composted as locally 

as possible rather than hauled to a centralized far-away facility. 

LOCAL SOLID WASTE PLANNER
• Adopt a hierarchy of food scrap recovery that prioritizes source reduction, edible food rescue, 

followed by locally based composting over centralized composting at far-away facilities.
• Consider a local solution rather than a plan to transport food scraps out of town.
• Identify community groups with which to partner.
• Allocate funds to keep food scraps local. Money saved in fuel costs and tipping fees might 

offset costs of composting locally.
• Identify land within your jurisdiction to dedicate to community composting. Composting 

programs are often in need of a small piece of land, to lease inexpensively. This land may be 
used for compost processing, or as a transfer point to collect and haul organic matter to a 
partnering farm or commercial facility outside of town.

• Coordination of shared equipment among small-scale sites.

LOCAL OR STATE ELECTED OFFICIALS AND REGULATORS
• Make sure all regulations do not impede but rather facilitate the development of well-operated 

small-scale community-based composting systems. 
• Identify state land that could be used for composting.
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• Support research and development, such as of systems and 
equipment for small-scale composting operations. 

• Help farmers and other small-scale composters navigate 
zoning and other regulations.

FARMER
• Partner with a local collection company.
• Find out if a local group or entrepreneur is educating 

citizens and businesses about composting. Offer to work 
with them.

• Consider allocating a small parcel of your land for 
composting materials from off of the farm.

• Undertake composting or offer to let a community group 
compost on your land at no charge.

• Find out what the requirements are in your state, regarding 
use of an impermeable pad, stormwater and contact water 
controls, etc.

RESIDENT
• Learn about backyard composting
• Consider joining a network of neighborhood composting 

sites
• Encourage your municipality to start a pilot program for 

backyard education and/or curbside pickup. Ask them to 
“keep it local.”

• Join a local “zero-waste” initiative, or start one!
• Bring your household organic waste to a local drop-off 

location

COMMUNITY GARDEN
• Investigate provisions for composting within the garden.
• Sponsor workshops on cold and hot composting methods.
• Consider being a “drop-off point” for nearby residents.
• Establish a procedure for how the compost will be handled 

and who will take responsibility for supervision (proper 
odor and critter control at drop off, proper composting 
methods, storage of curing compost).

URBAN FARM
• Consider being a drop-off site for local residents.
• Partner with local community groups and non-profits who have a goal 

of reducing organics landfilled or burned and want to support your goal 
of building your soil for healthy, local food.

COMPOST USER
• Give preference to locally produced compost.

EQUIPMENT MANUFACTURER
• Design technology and equipment that is low cost, cost effective, 

durable, and at the necessary scale for community-based composters, 
e.g., bicycle-powered sifters/screeners and mixers/shredders.

UNIVERSITIES
• Sponsor an engineering “challenge” 

for new technology. Challenge 
criteria might specify, for example 
the use of materials readily available 
from a home-supply store, that 
could be built in 60 days or less, 
insulated, using no electricity, with 
no moving parts, that could be used 
year-round, in a vacant lot, being 
both flexible and transportable. 

K-12 SCHOOLS
• Center a curriculum around 

your composting program. The 
sciences and the arts can all 
integrate composting activities. 
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Resources
To find and download Growing Local Fertility: A Guide to Community Composting free online, along with many other educational resources and 
videos for communities, farms, composters, schools, businesses, and home composters visit www.HighfieldsComposting.org.

Highfields Center for Composting  
http://highfieldscomposting.org/

Growing Power 
http://www.growingpower.org/

The Community Composting Network (UK) 
http://www.communitycompost.org/

Institute for Local Self-Reliance 
http://www.ilsr.org/initiatives/composting/

COMPOSTER TRAINING PROGRAMS 

US Composting Council - Operator Training Courses 
http://compostingcouncil.org/training/

Maine Compost School 
http://composting.org/

Highfields Center for Composting 
http://highfieldscomposting.org

New York Compost Project 
Workshops: http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycwasteless/html/
compost/compostproj_wrkshps.shtml

Master Composter Certificate Course 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycwasteless/html/compost/
compostproj_mastercomposter_course.shtml

ECO City Farms 
http://www.ecoffshoots.org/education/outreach-
education/

COMMUNITY COMPOSTING RESOURCES

BioCycle  
http://www.biocycle.net/tag/community-composting/

Community Composting Forum 
http://www.biocycle.net/communitycomposting/

Community Composting NYC 
https://sites.google.com/site/communitycompostnyc/
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Growing Power’s Regional Outreach Training Centers 
http://www.growingpower.org/training_centers.htm

You can also look online to see if your state or region has a compost 
operator training. 

RESOURCES FOR ORGANICS RECYCLING PRACTITIONERS

BioCycle Magazine 
http://www.biocycle.net

Compost Science and Utilization 
http://compostscience.biocycle.net

On-Farm Composting Handbook (NRAES-54).  
©1992 by NRAES (Natural Resource, Agriculture, and Engineering 
Service). For more information, contact, (607)255-7654, or nraes@
cornell.edu. Scanned with permission and made available online 
on Cornell’s Composting web site: http://compost.css.cornell.edu/
OnFarmHandbook/onfarm_TOC.html

Field Guide to On-Farm Composting (NRAES-114). ©1999 by NRAES 
(Natural Resource, Agriculture, and Engineering Service). For more 
information, contact, (607)255-7654, or nraes@cornell.edu.

Compost Facility Operator Manual: A compost facility operator 
training course reference and guide 
John Paul and Dieter Geesling, 2009.

The Science of Composting 
Eliot Epstein. CRC Press, 1996. 

Worms Eat My Garbage: How to set up and maintain a worm 
composting system, 2nd Addition. 
Mary Appelhof. Flower Press, 1997.

CalRecycle Technologies Vendors - Comprehensive List of In-Vessel 
Vendors 
http://www.calrecycle.ca.gov/organics/Food/Compost/InVessel.htm

RESOURCES FOR ESTIMATING FOOD SCRAP GENERATION

Vermont Compost/Biogas Data Viewer  
http://organics.stone-env.com/vtcompostbiogas/bin-release/

Identifying, Quantifying, and Mapping Food Residuals from 
Connecticut Businesses and Institutions  
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.
asp?a=2718&q=325382&deepNav_GID=1645%20

RESOURCES ON ZERO WASTE EVENTS

Eureka Recycling! Zero-Waste Events 
http://www.eurekarecycling.org/page.cfm?ContentID=29

Seven Generations Ahead 
http://www.sevengenerationsahead.org/images/uploads/sga_
zw_event_planning_guide_final.pdf

Green Mary Zero Waste Events 
http://www.green-mary.com/

Eco-Cycle Zero Waste Events Services 
https://www.ecocycle.org/zero-waste-events#ZW%20Event%20
Services


