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Abstract   

Over the 2019-2020 calendar year, Eco-Reps Hope Lu and Johanna Inamagua 

collaborated with PennDesign to launch a composting pilot program at the Meyerson cafe. The 

primary goal of the project is to improve waste diversion in the Meyerson basement through 

composting practices. Ideally, the program will also serve to educate design students and other 

Penn members at Meyerson on composting practices. 

 

Introduction  

 As of spring of 2020, the University of Pennsylvania collects food waste for composting 

at all dining hall locations. The food waste from these locations is hauled by Organic Diversion. 

A composting pilot in the Harrison Community Garden was started in the spring of 2018 (Sophia 

Leporte ‘19 and Tiffany Yung ‘20) using Bennett Compost. This program continues to run and is 

open for use by Penn members who are interested in composting food waste from their homes. 

Sandi Mosgo and Karl Wellman from PennDesign identified similar student interest for 

composting to be available at the cafe located on the basement level of the Meyerson building. 

The cafe is primarily used by students and staff in the building and generates a substantial 

amount of food waste. The compost pilot at the cafe would aim to divert food waste from 

landfills and increase awareness about sustainable waste practices. Upon implementation, the 

pilot’s use and success would be assessed to determine the future of the waste stream at 

Meyerson.     

 

Project Overview: 

 

Part A. Compost Services Research  

 For the majority of the fall 2019 semester, the group wanted to assess the various hauler 

options for compost collection. After looking into existing composting practices on campus, there 

were several of interest (i.e. Organic Diversion, on-campus BioBiN, Bennett Composting). The 

three metrics used to evaluate these options were pricing, convenience of pick-up, and 

accepted items for composting.  

 

For this compost pilot program, a smaller scale program was more appropriate than 

trying BionBiN or Organic Diversion, to assess the demand for composting at the Meyerson 

cade. Thus, research continued on the three smaller scale composting services:  

1. Bennett Compost      2. Kitchen Harvest and    3. Circle Compost  

 

 Table 1  is a summary of the evaluation of each program by the metrics given above. 

 

 



 Bennett Kitchen Harvest Circle Compost 

Price $18 / month 

 $198 / year 

$18/ month Bi- weekly Pickup- 
$12/ month  
$132/ year 

 
Weekly Pickup- 
 $18/ month  
$198/ year  
 

Convenience ● 5 gallon bucket 

with lid  

● Weekly Pick up 

 

● 5 gallon bucket with lid  
● Biweekly Pick up 

● 5 gallon bucket 
with lid 

● Weekly or bi-
weekly pick up 

Items 
Accepted 

● coffee grounds + 

filters 

● tea bags 

● eggs & eggshells 

● fruits + vegetables 

● nut shells 

● dairy 

● rice, pasta, bread + 

other grains 

● hair and fur 

● newspaper - single 

sheets only* 

● fireplace ashes 

● sawdust 

● soiled cardboard* 

 

● Kitchen Waste   
● Fruits and vegetables – peels, 

pits, leaves, seeds, stems – all 
of it! 

● Nuts, shells   
● Coffee grounds, paper filters   
● Tea bags (no staples)  
● Grains like bread, crackers, 

cereal, cookies, pasta, flour, 
rice 

● Egg shells  Houseplant 
trimmings,  

● Paper products like napkins, 
towels, plates  

● Bread (no 
preservatives)  

● Brown paper bags  
● Coffee grounds and 

paper filters  
● Egg cartons (if 

clean recycle 
instead) and 
Eggshells  

● Fruits and 
vegetables  

● Nut shells and Olive 
puts  

● Tea bags (no 
staples)  

 

Table 1: Residential Composting Options 

 

The final recommendation made to Sandi and Karl was to implement the pilot with 

Bennett Composting. Prices were consistent for weekly pickup of a 5 gallon bucket across 

companies and Bennett has partnered previously with Penn for on campus composting pilots. 

Moreover, they accepted a few more items like dairy, soiled cardboard, and newspaper that 

students would be most interested in composting.  

 

Writing Instrument Recycling 

 During the first semester, the Eco-Reps also received suggestions from a few students 

interested in recycling writing instruments. Funding from the Eco-Reps covered the initial cost of 

the collection box and the Design School would continue purchases as desired. TerraCycle was 

used for this program. A small box was purchased for $88 and the company accepts the 

following items:   

○ Pens and pen caps  

○ Mechanical pencils  

○ Markers and marker caps  

○ Permanent markers and caps 



 
                    Fig. 1: Writing Utensil Collection Box Placement 

Initial Waste Audit  

Before the start of the composting pilot, a base-line waste audit was conducted.  After a 

full day of classes, all the major bins were weighed and measured using a scale and gloves.  

The amount of trash, recycling, and food found in each bin was recorded. The results are under 

“Research Findings”. In the group’s original planning, a second waste audit would have 

occurred at the end of the year to evaluate changes in contamination and food waste in the 

bins, but due to students moving off campus for virtual instruction, this second waste audit was 

not conducted.  

 

Part B Compost Pilot Program 

 The composting pilot began in January of 2020 with Bennett Compost as the hauler. 

Three compost buckets were purchased by PennDesign and placed at different spots at the 

Meyerson cafe. Example images of the posters Hope and Johanna designed to advertise the 

new waste service are shown below.   

        

Fig. 2 Sample promotional materials used 



 

These posters were placed directly above the bucket locations and some were placed at eye-

level near the main entrance and staircases of the building. The posters were meant to detail 

accepted food items and increase awareness about the pilot while the building was in use on a 

daily basis.  

 In addition to the use of signage, two events were held to engage with PennDesign 

students and staff about the pilot. A month after the pilot began, the Eco-Reps held a casual 

event where they passed out brownies during lunch hours in the cafe. The two Eco-Reps moved 

around the cafe, introducing themselves and the project to those who were already seated or 

walking through the space. Sandi Mosgo and Karl Wellman also planned a Happy Hour event to 

publicize the pilot during the last week of February. This was part of a reoccurring social hour 

planned by the PennDesign Student Council. The Eco-Reps gave an announcement to an 

audience of about 150 people explaining how to compost and highlighting the building’s newest 

initiative towards sustainability. These two events were a successful means of increasing 

awareness because those who interacted with the Eco-Reps were interested in learning about 

composting and were able to give feedback which will be discussed under “Conclusions and 

Recommendations.”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Findings 

Part A Waste Audit Results 

 

 

Table 2: Pre-Compost Pilot Program Waste Audit Results 

 

In the initial waste audit, all the waste bins in the Meyerson basement were weighed to 

measure the amount of recycling, food, and trash found in each container. “Food as a % of 



Stream” was calculated to show demand for the composting program. Almost half of the total 

weight of waste generated in the basement is food. This high percentage is because the cafe is 

supplied by 12th Street Catering and students often eat meals on the basement floor of the 

building.  

Other measures of interest were the real potential recycling rate vs. real recycling rate, 

and the contamination rate. Although these metrics would be more useful for comparison with a 

second waste audit, they show that the waste steam could be improved. Contamination of 

recycling bins was around 30%, and the real recycling rate was around 7%, while the potential 

recycling rate was around 11% (if all recyclable items had been disposed of in the recycling 

bins). This data in Table 2 may be helpful to revisit if the Design school decides to continue to 

run the program or launch a larger scale project, as a compost service may also influence 

student’s actions in diverting waste more generally (ie- see improvements in recycling). 

  
                               Fig. 3:  Weighing Trash/Recycling during Waste Audit in Meyerson  

 

 

Part B Compost Pilot Program Results 

 

For six weeks starting 02/03/2020, data on the use of the compost bins was collected. 

 

 
Graph 1: Compost Pilot Results by weight of food composted, organized by bucket location 



 

 

 

 
Table 3: Compost Pilot Results by weight of food composted, organized by bucket location 

 

There was particularly heavy usage of the bins in the first and second week of the 

program. Afterwards the usage dwindled despite consistent advertising and awareness efforts. 

It is a little unclear why, but the group hypothesizes that students used it once or twice, and then 

may have found it too inconvenient to continue using. A few students gave feedback that it was 

a lot of effort to bend down, open the lid of the compost bucket, and carefully dump the 

compostable items.  

 

As seen in Graph 1, a few locations had more consistent usage, specifically the bucket 

placed closest to the cafe. Buckets placed by classrooms also tended to be used frequently, 

except for one particular week (2/17) where they were not used at all.  

 

One issue in data collection was the placement of the buckets changed every week. 

Dashes in the table above indicate that a bucket was not placed in that location, while a 0 

indicates the bucket was completely empty. Because of this inconsistency, it is difficult to say 

exactly which spots are best for increasing usage, except for placing a bucket close to the cafes 

register.  

 

More long-term data (i.e. collected over an entire semester) would likely show more 

meaningful trends, but from this initial data, it can be seen that the usage of the bins tends to 

vary greatly from a week to week basis, but that there is significant demand from the students 

and faculty that use the building.  This warrants looking into a larger scale program. 



 
 Fig. 4: Bucket placed by cafe and promotional material above 

 

Part C: Scent Issue  

During the middle of the semester, some of the feedback received from faculty and 

building personnel was that the scent of the bins was a nuisance. The Eco-Reps carried out 

preliminary research and found that scent with indoor composting is mostly influenced by 

incoming ingredients which need to be brought to an aerobic state as quickly as possible. This 

can be improved by combining waste with a coarse, dry bulking material to increase the porosity 

and “turning” of the compost. The Eco-Reps began adding newspapers into the buckets 

throughout the week to help with the unpleasant smell. By Week 4, there were fewer complaints 

about the smell. Other more long-term options to consider are oxidizing chemicals, enzymatic 

catalysts, and charcoal filters, but in the preliminary research conducted, there is not much 

verification of their effectiveness. 

 

 

 

Conclusion & Future Recommendations   

 While a full semester would have provided greater understanding of the trends of 

composting usage at Meyerson, it is still recommended that the pilot continue. The students 

who spoke to the Eco-Reps expressed appreciation for the composting pilot, but gave some 

recommendations about ease of use. The most common remark was that it is difficult to use the 

composting buckets because they are low to the ground and cannot be opened with one hand. 

While it may seem a minor inconvenience, this could have deterred people from using the 

buckets on a regular basis. This trend is seen in the fluctuating weights discussed in “Program 

Results.” Moving the compost to a physically higher position and keeping the placement of all 

buckets consistent around the cafe space could help increase usage.  

 To address concerns about the smell of the buckets, newspapers could be continually 

used to line the buckets and control the humidity of the compost. The Eco-Reps reached out to 

Bennett Composting for advice and were also told that some level of smell is normal and 

expected. Moving the buckets away from classroom doors and closer to other large trash and 

recycling bins may also help keep any smell from being too close to students and faculty.  



 Given the preliminary interest we see from students at the Design school, it is worthwhile 

to explore larger scale options. Much of Penn’s food waste is currently being hauled and 

processed by Organic Diversion, a company that specialized in food and organics recycling. 

Given that another area of criticism was the restriction on meats, Organic Diversion provides the 

option of composting all food wastes. The school may also consider “BiobiN,” which is currently 

being used at Lauder house. BiobiN is an on-site capture and containment system used for 

organic material processing. They have an affected aeration system that initiates the 

composting process and reduces odor. There are also servicing options in addition to the self-

maintained systems that would require the school to compost and empty the bins.  

 
Fig. 5 Compost Guide/Infographic 
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