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O rganics recycling – commonly known as composting 
– is a controlled, aerobic (requiring oxygen) bio-
logical process which results in the decomposition of 

organic materials.  This decomposition process occurs natur-
ally in nature.  Composting is performed by microorganisms 
(bacteria, fungi and other living organisms) which digest the 
organic residues for food and energy and speed up the decom-
position process.  Composting is also a manufacturing process 
that converts waste material into an easy-to-handle, useful 
value-added product for gardens, landscaping, agricultural ap-
plications and more.

Backyard and neighborhood 
composting
Keeping materials on-site – at home or in neighborhoods – presents ru-
ral, semi-rural, and small towns with a relatively low-cost, but effective, 
organics management program option for virtually all organic wastes.  
Such “decentralized” composting programs have many benefits includ-
ing relatively low startup costs.  These programs require residents to play 
an active part in the organics management effort and help to create a 
sense of personal responsibility for organics management.

A well-organized and -promoted backyard or neighborhood 
composting program can divert substantial amounts of organic 
materials without the need for municipal or private collection, 
transportation or processing.  These benefits are especially magnified 
when combined with organics reduction efforts such as grasscycling 
and leaf mulching.

Communities benefit from lower disposal costs and reduced 
organics management requirements.  In the long-term, backyard 
and neighborhood composting efforts can reduce or eliminate the 
need for municipal composting sites and help to reduce the need for 
landfill space or incinerator capacity.  Residents save on trash or yard 
waste collection fees in areas where collection fees are applied based 
on the volume or weight of materials.  Backyard and neighborhood 
composting creates a compost product that can be used in gardens 
and on landscaping as a soil amendment, helping to reduce fertilizer 
needs.

Decentralized composting applications are not limited to 
households.  Commercial operations, including parks, small-scale 
horticultural businesses, golf courses, corporate campuses, and 
large multifamily residential complexes, as well as schools, colleges, 
universities and other institutions with landscaped areas and/or 
food waste generation can manage their own on-site composting 
programs.

Trench composting
The easiest way to compost at home, especially food scraps, is through 
direct soil incorporation.  In trench composting, chopped food scraps 
are placed in a hole or trench and covered with at least eight inches 
of soil.  For winter-time use of this method, a large trench can be dug 
in the fall, such as in a garden area.  The trench can then be gradually 
filled in and covered during winter.  Leaves can be placed over the 
trenches to add additional organic material.  By spring, the materials 
have decomposed and the area is suitable for planting.  
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Backyard composting
Residents have a wide variety of options 
available for effective backyard composting.  
Home compost systems can be simple and 
“slow,” where materials are layered in a pile 
or heap and turned occasionally or left to 
“rot.”  Decomposition will occur in about a 
year using this method.  A more active home 
composting approach requires use of enclosed 
containers, attention to the proper “mix” of 
green and brown ingredients, and more fre-
quent turning of materials in order to speed 
decomposition.  Finished compost from this 
approach would result in around 4-6 months.  

There are a wide range of backyard compost-
ing bins suitable for home composting.  Bins 
can also be constructed using readily-available 
materials. 

Backyard food 
“digesters” 
Although not technically composting, 
backyard “digesters” are an excellent option 
for home management of food scraps and 
vegetable grease.  Digesters do not produce 
compost, but the systems allow these foods to 
decompose and generate some nutrients for 
the soil underneath the units.  The systems 

produce few odors if 
done correctly and 
offer a practical deter-
rent against unwanted 
vermin.  Commercial 
versions of home 
digesters, including 
the “Green Cone,” are promoted as an option 
for handling virtually all types of household 
food organics, including meat, dairy and egg 
products.  Do-it-yourself digesters can be eas-
ily constructed from a metal garbage can.  The 
trick to digesters is the placement of the unit 

into the ground to allow for proper decom-
position.  Communities will gain the highest 
diversion benefit from promoting the use of 
commercially available home digesters along 
with home composting in order to capture all 
household organics.  Digesters are designed 
as an effective means of handling food wastes 
and pet wastes, but not yard scraps. 

Worm composting 
Worm composting or “vermicomposting” 
is a process using worms (“red wigglers”) to 

Promoting backyard 
composting and the 
use of home digesters, 
along with organics 
reduction education and 
outreach, presents rural 
and small towns with 
the most effective low-
cost organics diversion 
opportunity for handling 
virtually all home-
generated organics.
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convert organic 
material into a 
dark rich soil 
amendment.  
It presents an 
opportunity for 
low-cost food 
scrap diversion.  
The worm castings, or “vermicompost,” cre-
ated in the process can be used in gardens, 
outdoor landscaping, and indoor plantings.  
Vermicomposting can be done at home, in 
schools, institutions, businesses, as well as 
on a farm or a commercial scale.  Worms can 
consume their own weight in organic material 
daily and leave behind a very rich and produc-
tive soil.  

Neighborhood 
composting programs 
Community or neighborhood compost sites 

are more common in urban areas, often 
associated with community gardens.  
However, these decentralized systems can 
provide residents in rural and small town 
areas with another low-cost composting 
option.  Community composting can 
particularly benefit the elderly and others 
who may have difficulty managing a home 
composting system, as well as those with 
limited yard space. 

As with home composting, neigh-
borhood composting allows for effective 
organics management with minimal 
costs.  Materials are still handled close to 
where they are generated, although resi-
dents need to transport materials to the 
site.  Neighborhood composting sites 
allow residents to share the experience of 
composting, gain the benefits of making 
compost for community garden efforts, 
and help to foster more environmental 
awareness in the community. 

Opportunities and 
action
Home and neighborhood composting pro-
grams work best if someone is responsible for 
implementing the program, either town staff 
or a volunteer, at least to initiate the program.  
Alternatively, working with master garden 
programs, garden clubs, environmental orga-
nizations or similar groups may be an option.  
As with organics reduction efforts, educa-
tion is vital in order to overcome resident 
concerns, especially if promoting food scrap 
composting.  

Many rural residents already compost.  
However, others simply pile leaves and yard 
waste at the edge of yards or woods just to 
“get rid of it.”  Convincing residents of the 
relative ease and benefits of composting, es-
pecially for food scraps, may present a chal-
lenge.  Given the knowledge and training to 
compost, however, many residents will come 

Who’s Doing It?
The Central Vermont Solid Waste 

Management District (http://tinyurl.com/VT-

Compost) promotes backyard composting 

and home digesters through educational 

outreach and sales of compost bins and the 

Green Cone digester.

Annapolis Royal (http://tinyurl.com/

Annapolis-Compost) is a small Canadian 

town located in Annapolis County, Nova 

Scotia (population 481).  The town has ad-

opted a zero waste goal. The town provides 

curbside collection on a biweekly basis for 

recyclables and garbage, and promotes 

home composting and neighborhood 

composting for organics management. 

Green Cones for backyard composting of 

food scraps and grease are sold through the 

Town Hall.  “Neighborhood Composters” 

are large wooden composters that are built 

and maintained by the town for residents 

to compost virtually all types of household 

food scraps and yard debris.  The Neighbor-

hood Composters are promoted as a way 

for residents, who due to location (such as 

apartment dwellers) or other constraints, 

are not able to participate in backyard 

composting. 

Ionia County is a rural county in Michi-

gan (population 63,905; population density 

107 residents per square mile); it is com-

prised of three towns each with populations 

under 11,300, along with several townships, 

villages and unincorporated areas.  The 

county has an excellent website (http://ti-

nyurl.com/Ionia-Compost) promoting home 

composting.

The Northeast Resource Recovery 

Association (NRRA), a nonprofit recycling 

cooperative, uses cooperative purchasing to 

offer lower prices on purchases of backyard 

compost bins, rain barrels, kitchen scrap 

pails, and compost turners for sale.  NRRA 

offers municipalities, community groups or 

service organizations around New Hamp-

shire the opportunity to sell the items at 

lower than retail prices and to use the sale 

as a fundraising opportunity.  

Vermont Master Composter program 

is managed by the University of Vermont 

with financial and technical support from 

the Vermont Department of Environmental 

Conservation Waste Management Division.  

Students are required to complete commu-

nity volunteer work in order to be certified. 

In rural Lewis County, Washington 

(population 75,455; 28 residents per square 

mile), burning was once common until 

banned at the state level.  To help pro-

mote compliance with the law, the county 

initiated a “burn barrel for compost bin” 

exchange program. 

Jefferson County Solid Waste Manage-

ment provides solid waste management 

services in Jefferson County, a semi-rural 

county in Missouri (population density 302 

residents per square mile).  The District 

promotes composting and vermicompost-

ing through workshops at the libraries 

located in the County and one at the Byrnes 

Mill Recycling Center.  The program also 

targets schools, providing presentations 

and assistance for outdoor composting or 

worm composting; schools are provided 

with worm bins upon request.  The annual 

cost for the program is around $6,000 for 

the workshops, promotion and advertising, 

worms and worm bins, compost bins for 

demonstration sites, and staffing.  Follow-

up surveys of participants indicate that 75 

percent of those who attended the work-

shops now compost.

Boston Harbor Elementary, located in 

a rural area of Thurston County, Washing-

ton, participates in the county’s “Food to 

Flowers” Food Waste Composting Program 

(http://tinyurl.com/Thur-Compost).  The 

school uses an on-site (in-vessel) Earth Tub 

for composting. 

Mt. Baker School District (http://tinyurl.

com/Baker-Compost), located in Deming, a 

small town in Whatcom County, Washing-

ton (population 353), collects food scraps in 

an old cement mixer converted into a tum-

bling composter – known by the students as 

“Gertie the Regurgitator.” 
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to realize the benefits and important role 
home and neighborhood composting can 
play in helping their community better 
manage organic materials.

Working with an agricultural exten-
sion service or a garden club to offer a 
master gardener or master composter 
program or similar effort that incorporates 
a composting component presents mul-
tiple opportunities.  This is a great way 
to recruit volunteers to promote home 
composting, offer composting workshops, 
and to set up a compost demonstration 
site.  Garden clubs may be willing to host 
or help maintain a community compost 
site affiliated with a community garden.

While school composting, whether 
off-site or on-site, can be a challenge, the 
benefits are substantial – from significant 
reductions in waste to a wide array of edu-
cational opportunities, benefiting both the 
school and community.  When children 
learn about composting they teach their 
parents.  Municipal expertise in compost-
ing is important for assisting schools to set 
up a successful and cost effective program.  
If an off-site composting opportunity is 
available, schools will need assistance in 
collection and setting up hauling relation-
ships.  If composting is to be done on-site, 
students, teachers and staff will need to be 
instructed on proper composting tech-
niques. 

Diverting food scraps and organ-
ics from special events presents unique 
challenges to organizers, from attendee 
and vendor education, to the difficulty 
of finding a hauler and a processor to 
accept the material.  In order to maximize 
diversion of food scraps, specific plan-
ning, training and collection logistics are 
necessary.  Food vendors may be resistant 
to switching to compostable serviceware 
and utensils.  Already overstretched event 
organizers can be reluctant to take on new 
tasks.  Town solid waste staff or volun-
teers can help event organizers in setting 
up organics collection, including vendor 
education information, assistance with 
locating compost processors and collec-
tion logistics.  Special event composting 
provides a valuable compost education 
tool for communities, helping residents to 
learn about composting and overcome the 
“yuck” factor.

Action tips 
• The most effective backyard com-

posting programs offer “truckload” 

compost bin sales or subsidized bin 
distributions. 

• Some states offer state contracts for 
purchasing compost bins in bulk.

• If bins are not within a town budget, 
bulk purchases and sales through a 
town office or other agency are still 
typically less expensive than retail sell-
ing rates.

• In addition to compost bin sales, 
consider sales of the Green Cone or a 
similar backyard digester. 

• ”How to” educational brochures and 

website information is essential to foster 
an understanding of composting and 
the options available to residents.

• Composting workshops will help to 
ensure success and greater community 
interest. 

• Volunteer “master composter” training 
and outreach efforts can establish a net-
work of volunteers trained in compost-
ing who can:

 � Be available to staff composting 
booths at town events.

 � Provide training at workshops.
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New technology from Carrier allows your recycling materials to be sorted at
one central location.
Carrier’s single and dual Air Knife Separation Systems are used to clean
or classify a wide range of recycled materials, including aluminum
UBCs, municipal waste, construction and demolition waste, plastics,
wood chips and mulch. Vibration and high velocity air streams are
used to remove heavy contaminants, rocks, fines, and “blowables”
from your waste stream to produce a more valuable recycled product.

For more information on Carrier’s 
innovative Air Knife Separation 
Systems, call 502-969-3171 or visit
www.carriervibrating.com

Car r ie r  USA : P.O .  Box  37070 ,  Lou i sv i l l e ,  KY  40233
502-969-3171  •  Fax :  502-969-3172  •  Ema i l :  c ve@car r i e r v ib ra t i ng . com
Car r ie r  Canada : 905-727-3185  •  Fax :  905-727-3187
Car r ie r  Eu rope : 32-67-883753  •  Fax :  32 -67-883759
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 � Help to maintain a backyard com-
posting demonstration site. 

 � Possibly be responsible for a com-
munity compost site. 

• Home composting demonstration sites 
and displays are helpful for showing 
residents the compost process and the 
options for containing compost.

• Towns can take a lead role in the set-
up and maintenance of community 
compost sites.

• Consider sponsors or partners to subsi-
dize backyard composting bin purchas-
es, community composting containers 

and other program components.
• See NERC’s School Waste Reduction, 

Recycling and Composting webpage 
(http://tinyurl.com/NERC-Schools) 
with information available for free 
download. 

• Special event composting resources are 
available for free download from the 
NERC website (http://tinyurl.com/
NERC-Compost1). 

Conclusion
Organics, including yard and landscape 

trimmings, food scraps and soiled paper, 
continue to be the largest component of 
municipal solid waste.  Organics manage-
ment presents rural and small towns with 
a significant opportunity for cost savings, 
economic development and an enhanced 
environment.  The benefits are many, from 
reduced disposal needs, use of compost as a 
soil amendment and reduced open burning 
of yard waste. 

Focusing on reduction and decen-
tralized diversion offers rural, semi-rural, 
and small towns a cost-effective organics 
management solution that can result in 
high levels of diversion.  Consideration 
of centralized composting, established 
locally or regionally through partnerships 
with farm, regional or private opera-
tions, also offers rural communities with 
a viable organics management option for 
increased diversion of yard waste and, 
potentially, food scraps.

A public outreach and education 
program about the value of organics di-
version and composting can be the most 
important organics management tool 
available for many rural and small towns.  
Communities can effectively combine 
program development and public educa-
tion to successfully implement organ-
ics management resulting in improved 
integrated solid waste management and 
reduced waste disposal.   

Athena Lee Bradley is projects manager 
for the Northeast Recycling Council, Inc.  
She can be contacted at athena@nerc.org.  
NERC is a nonprofit organization that 
conducts projects in 10 Northeast states, 
as well as around the country.  Its mission 
is to promote environmental sustain-
ability through solid waste management.  
NERC received funding from the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, Rural Util-
ity Services for the “Best Management 
Practices for Organics & Debris Man-
agement in Rural Towns in Maine, New 
Hampshire, New York, and Vermont” 
project.  Through the project, NERC is 
providing webinars, workshops, resources 
and technical assistance.  This material is 
based upon work supported under a grant 
by the Utilities Programs, U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture.  Any opinions, find-
ings and conclusions or recommendations 
expressed in this material are solely the 
responsibility of the author and does not 
necessarily represent the official view of 
the Utilities Programs.

Re
ad

er
 s

er
vi

ce
 #

23
2

Polymer Recovery Systems, Inc.
Float/Sink Tank

For continuous separation of buoyant plastics from non-buoyant plastics. Suitable for non- 
plastic material as well. Unique "Z-Flow" material flow pattern allows for 25 feet of surface 

travel – this allows longer material residence times and superior separation in a compact unit.
Powered by variable speed motors to allow precise control of material flow

POLYMER

R E C O V E R Y  S Y S T E M S

RECOVERY SYSTEMS

Optional equipment includes:
➤  Discharge water collection/ 

recirculation tanks
➤  Discharge water screening/ 

filtration systems
➤  Water spray bars for light to  

moderate cleaning ability
➤  Post-separation dryers  

(centrifugal or rotary)
➤  Pre-separation air classification

Polymer Recovery Systems, Inc.
(715) 835-3233 • Fax (715) 833-2464
www.prsi.com • info@prsi.com
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800-622-2448 • www.bagitsystem.com 
Over 20 years the original REUSABLE BAG & RACK RECYCLING SYSTEM

MULTI-FAMILY RECYCLING TOTETM

Popular Beyond Measure.
Handsome and Tough.
Not a Movie Star, A Great Bag.
Every so often a product does gangbusters 
business. A hall of fame bag. This one is great
for the apartment and condo crowds and dorm
dwellers, too. And it's incredibly popular with
families everywhere. They love its convenient
size and long handles. It’s a handsome double-
stitched rugged woven fabric bag, also available
in custom sizes and colors and with your
imprint. Use the Multi-Family Recycling Tote for 
magazines and separated recyclables—in fact,
everything. To get yours, call the Bag‘n Tote
People right now!


