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Note: Please refer to our 2016-2017 report for more details on research methodology and 
stakeholders that we contacted! 
 
Introduction/Abstract  
Throughout the past two school years, we conducted research and worked on implementing a 
composting pilot program in order to divert food waste away from Penn’s landfill stream. Many 
Penn dining halls have compost operations and divert approximately 10 tons of food waste each 
month; this diversion is important because it mitigates the impact of emissions of methane gas, a 
potent GHG, associated with organic waste trapped in landfills. Our project shifted away from 
food waste generated in the Penn Dining system and instead focused on mitigating food waste in 
residential spaces for students and offices of staff and faculty at Penn.  

Project Goals 
The initial goal of the pilot was to divert food waste from Penn’s landfill stream in the College 
House system while maintaining a sanitary residential environment. This shifted, however, to 
food waste generally accumulated by students, staff, and faculty. Our concrete goals included (a) 
implementing a composting pilot program and (b) raising awareness of the pilot along with 
benefits of composting on campus.  
 
Key Stakeholders 

● Students (living on- or off-campus), staff, and faculty : pilot participants who signed up for 
and participated in our composting pilot program 

● College House and Academic Services (CHAS) : administrators who provided us with 
feedback on barriers to composting inside college houses 

○ Dr. Lulu or Licinia Kaliher (Director of First-Year Houses) 
○ Cam Grey (Faculty Director of NCH) and Dean Trina Nocerino (NCH) 
○ Dean Krimo Bokreta (KCECH) 
○ Dean Chris Donovan (Gregory CH) 

● Residential Services : building administrators who also provided us with feedback on 
concerns with respect to composting given the waste management systems in respective 
building types  

○ Michelle Majeski (Building Manager of Low-Rises)  
○ Joel Mintzer (Building Manager of High-Rises) 

● Facilities and Real Estate Services (FRES):  managers under Office of University 
Architect helped us secure location for pilot program near Penn Community Garden 

○ Chloe Cerwinka (Landscape Planner) 
○ Lila Bhide (Community Garden Coordinator) 
○ Julian Goresko (Sustainability Outreach Manager) 

● Solid Waste Management Group (SWMG) : sustainability professionals who offered us 
content expertise on options for logistics of pilot and concerns about composting in 
residential system 

○ Craig Roncace (Urban Park Manager) 
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○ Sara King (Director of Sustainability & Project Management, SAS Facilities) 
○ Tom Macdonald (Operations Coordinator, Residential Services and Hospitality) 

● Bennett Compost : our organics hauler 
○ Tim Bennett (Founder of Bennett Compost) 

 
Research Methodology & Key Findings 

● Previous Efforts:  Stouffer Mayer College House Composting Pilot (2009) and Eco-Reps 
Elena Crouch and Michael Shu’s Impact Project (Spring 2016 - this was not 
implemented, however). 

● Google Survey:  (231 responses) Gauging student interest in composting options in 
college house system  

○ 73.2% of the 231 respondents were open to composting in college house kitchens 
○ 47.2% were interested in participating in residential student-run composting 

program; 32.5% were indifferent (Note: we did not define “student-run”) 
● Residential Composting Programs at Other Universities 

○ Harvard Yard Composting Program: started by Resource Efficiency Program 
(REP) for freshmen in the yard (Cliff Goertemiller (‘17) was a big player in this); 
fairly successful pilot which led to expansion of program 

○ University of Minnesota (UM) - Twin Cities: started by passionate student in 
apartment-style dorm building with support of Waste Recovery Program 
Manager, Dana Donotucci 

 
Implementation of Composting Pilot 
Winter 2016 - Spring 2017 

● We focused on gaining buy-in with College House & Academic Services (CHAS); waste 
management barriers prevented us from collaboration 

○ RAs/GAs were generally supportive of composting; however, the Earth Rodin 
committee and NCH Sustainability Collective only had a few students regularly 
attending events 

○ House Deans were hesitant about accepting our proposals and had numerous 
concerns about pests and odors 

● Then, we re-directed attention to figuring out logistics in College Houses from the 
back-end with Facilities & Real Estate Services (FRES);we still faced resistance from 
administrators and had difficulty with implementation 

○ Housekeeping allowed us to conduct waste audits in KCECH only  
○ Building Administrators or Managers had similar concerns about pest issues and 

compliance with labor union rules (they offered us limited options for waste 
auditing and piloting) 

○ Solid Waste Management Group (SWMG) also had concerns about education and 
compliance 

Summer 2017 - Winter 2017 
● Over the summer, we met with pest management consultant, Marty Overline; he provided 

supportive feedback with stipulated project recommendations 
○ He was open to the pilot but concerned about sanitary conditions and 

recommended that receptacles should be cleaned regularly 
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● We tried to work out a pilot that would involve students bringing composting waste to 
Hillel’s loading dock; we could not find a workable solution.  

○ Hillel chefs and staff did not want to take the risk of accepting food waste from 
varied locations across Penn (given that there were no strong incentives to do so) 

○ This was a strong centralized location with an accessible loading dock but was not 
a practical pilot location 

● We later met with University City District (UCD) to explore other options and 
partnerships (potentially with Dirt Factory); this was a helpful strategic meeting that 
allowed us to have fruitful discussions over composting ideas 

○ The Dirt Factory was not an option because UCD cannot legally haul waste 
○ Bennett Compost was mentioned as an option 

Spring 2017 
● We settled on a flexible pilot with Bennett Compost, sidestepping institutional hurdles 

with selecting a pilot location 
○ The Pilot: The 1.5 month pilot involved setting up a line of 10 buckets behind 

Harrison College House near the Penn Community Garden; these were secured by 
a cord and lock (Exhibit 1). 

○ Logistics / Journey Map (Exhibit 4). 
■ Students living on- or off-campus, staff, and faculty would store their food 

scraps in small bins that they could keep in refrigerators in their dorms or 
offices, respectively. 

■ They would bring the food waste to the buckets at the pilot location.  
■ Bennett Compost picked up buckets every Wednesday and switched them 

out for clean ones. 
■ Penn Sustainability Office plans on purchasing soil from Bennett Compost 

to maintain a closed-loop system.  
 
Evaluation of Results 
Strengths of the Pilot 

● There was strong engagement with the pilot from students (especially our other 
Eco-Reps.) 

● We had a good kickoff event with strong turnout (~15-20 students) and positive morale. 
● In 4 weeks, we had collected approximately 85 lbs of waste 
● During the first month of the pilot, food waste collection increased every week. 
● 68 students, staff, and faculty signed up to participate in the pilot. 

 
Areas for Improvement 

● Location : Many participants could not find the buckets easily 
○ We created a map to illustrate the location of the buckets (Exhibit 3). 

● Wind:  The winds from the high-rise tunnel were significant and led to empty buckets and 
lids being blown away. 

○ We tried to use a cord and lock to secure the buckets, but they often ended up in a 
disarray anyway. 



 

● Vandalism : Some theft occurred during the fourth week of the pilot in which four or five 
buckets were stolen and a couple were displaced along with many lids. The sign 
explaining the pilot and respective stakes were stolen as well. 

○ We filed a police report with UPPD, and Bennett Compost delivered more 
buckets the following week. (It is common for buckets to be stolen according to 
several Bennett Compost customers). 

 
Waste Collected 

● Week 1 and 2: We did not have a scale yet but estimated that about 5 lbs. and 14 lbs. 
were collected, respectively based on subsequent weight measurements. 

● Week 3: 21.29 lbs. 
● Week 4: 44.5 lbs. (despite theft that occurred). 
● Estimate of 85 lbs collected in one month and 34 weeks at Penn in academic year -> 

~680 lbs of food waste could be diverted per academic year at the current participation 
rate 

● Week 5: 18.58 lbs. 
○ Participation dropped significantly most likely due to the poor weather earlier in 

the week and Spring Fling activities 
● Week 6: 41.36 lbs.  

 
 
Recommendations for Future Projects 

● Words of Wisdom 
○ Perseverance is important.  

■ Composting is a seemingly niche issue that is tough to handle at Penn, 
given that there is significant behavioral education that needs to take place 
and compliance is challenging.  

■ It is important to focus on those individuals who want the change and have 
been exposed to composting in the past. These are the people who will 
help fuel your pilot! 

○ One can work around the barriers to find new solutions.  
■ We faced many administrative hurdles, so we found a way to implement 

the pilot by looking for flexible and workable solutions.  
■ Despite facing challenges with implementation and theft, we learned the 

importance of patience and flexibility in order to develop better solutions.  
● Recommendations for Continuing the Pilot 

○ Consider scaling the pilot down to five buckets; half of the buckets we had in 
place were oftentimes not used.  

○ Explore the possibility of building a secure structure that would keep the buckets 
in place. This would help to mitigate the effects of the wind.  

○ Weigh the buckets weekly, and record the results on a spreadsheet. This data will 
be useful for influencing the expansion of the pilot to other potential locations on 
campus. 

 
 



 

Appendix 
 
Exhibit 1: Bennett Compost Pilot Buckets 

 
Exhibit 2: Marketing or Promotional Poster 

 

 
 

Exhibit 3: Map of Composting Buckets 



 

 
 
Exhibit 4: Pilot Journey Map 

 
 






