The Case for Residential Compost Bin Programs

A typical U.S. household throws away an estimated 474 pounds of food scraps plus another 237 pounds of soiled paper waste each year. Only 3% of food scraps and soiled paper waste are composted. (Source: EPA)

Food waste makes up the single largest component of municipal sold waste (MSW), representing 18% to 30% by weight of the trash reaching landfills and incinerators. (Source: EPA/other)
Compost bins can be purchased in volume for around $40 each. That investment can be paid back in 2 years.

(Depending on tipping fees. Example:

771 pounds/.356 ton x $59 per ton tipping fee = $21 saved per year per household.)
Compost bin cost per year of use: $2.

(Based on quality bins that have a 20-year life warranty — some residents relocating and/or abandoning the program is to be expected.)

Return on the $40 municipal investment over 20 years is $340 saved on tipping fees, a 750% rate of return, based on today’s tipping fees. Tipping fees may increase over time. Labor, energy, and truck costs are also reduced due to the reduced volume of trash picked up, adding even more value to the program. The useful life of municipal landfills is also extended.

That rate of return can double by cutting the cost in half through a voluntary composting program, with the municipality purchasing the bins and then selling them to residents for $20. Twice the number of bins can be placed for the same net investment.

Grants from non-profits may be available to reduce your cost even further. Ideally the division is 1/3 from each — grants, municipality, and resident. This reduces costs and increases return.

Residents can easily separate food scraps and soiled paper at home, especially for households already used to separating recyclable materials from trash.

It is feasible for municipalities to reach 20% to 25% composting compliance in one to three years, significantly reducing waste tipping fees.

Over 1 tons of methane will be kept out of the atmosphere over the 20-year life of each bin. Over 20 years, emission of 1 ton of methane has the same climatic impact as the emission of 72 tons of carbon dioxide. (Sources: Columbia University & global-warming-forecasts.com) Note: Composting both emits and sequesters carbon dioxide.

The mix of food scraps with a lower carbon/nitrogen ratio, and soiled paper waste with a higher carbon/nitrogen ration, make an ideal mix to achieve the recommended ratio of 30 parts carbon to 1 part nitrogen. Ratios of 25:1 to 40:1 foster the best bacterial and fungal composting.

Giving residents the option to compost at home, as part of a residential food scrap pickup program, substantially reduces the cost for both the resident and the municipality. Each household that composts at home reduces the labor, truck, and energy costs of pickup as well as tipping fees. 

Residents benefit not only by helping the municipality save money and protect the environment, but because the end product of composting is free fertilizer, black gold that can enrich their gardens. 
Residential composting ideally should be part of a comprehensive 4R’s plan: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, & Rot.
