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OVERSIGHT: Update on Local Law 77 of 2013, which Created a Curbside Organics Pilot Program
I.
Introduction

On Thursday February 4, 2016, the Committee on Sanitation and Solid Waste Management (the “Committee”), chaired by Council Member Antonio Reynoso, will hold an oversight hearing on Local Law 77 of 2013, which created a curbside organics collection pilot program.  The Committee expects to hear from the Department of Sanitation (DSNY), organics recyclers, composters, advocates and other stakeholders. 
II.
Background on Local Law 77 of 2013

According to a 2013 DSNY Waste Characterization Study, 31% of New York City’s residential waste is composed of organic material (Figure 1). This amounts to about 1.1 million tons per year.
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Figure 1: NYC Residential Waste Pie Chart 2013

Before the implementation of Local Law 77, virtually all of this organic material was landfilled, although small-scale composting has occurred for many years at the community level.
  In 2013 the City Council passed Local Law 77.  The law required DSNY to create and evaluate a curbside organics collection pilot program (hereinafter the “Pilot Program”) serving a minimum of 100,000 New York City households and 400 schools.
  According to DSNY, the department has exceeded these benchmarks:  as of June 2015, the Pilot Program served more than 137,000 households and 700 schools, and the department has collected 15,850 tons of organic material from residential buildings and schools.
Given the success of the Pilot Program to date, the department has stated that it will continue its ongoing expansion. It plans to add additional pilot neighborhoods and has a goal of serving more than one million New Yorkers by the end of 2016.  It also plans to offer all city residents curbside collection of organics or convenient neighborhood drop-off sites by the end of 2018.

After implementation of the Pilot Program, and pursuant to the requirements of Local Law 77, DSNY issued three quarterly reports to the Mayor and the Council detailing the amount of compostable waste diverted during the previous quarter.  The first quarterly report included information from October 2013 to March 2014, the second included information from April 2014 to September 2014, and the third included information from October 2014 through April 2015.  In addition, DSNY issued a fourth and final report in October 2015 (hereinafter the “Final Report”), which includes information on the number of participants in each designated residential area, diversion and participation rates for compostable waste, cost of the program, availability of organic material processing capacity in and around the City, and resident feedback concerning the Pilot Program.  In addition, Local Law 77 also required that DSNY issue a report on community composting, which the department published in early 2015.

III.
Pilot Program Progress
A.
Residential Pilot 

According to the Final Report, DSNY has begun offering organics collection to approximately 134,000 households in low-rise (i.e. one- to nine-unit) buildings in sections of the Bronx, Brooklyn, Staten Island and Queens.  DSNY also collects organic waste from approximately 150 high-rise buildings representing 15,799 households in sections of Manhattan and Brooklyn.
  
During the first year of the Pilot Program, DSNY collected organic material once a week on the regular recycling day in all residential pilot areas.  When the pilot expanded in the spring of 2014, half of the pilot areas began receiving collection twice per week; with the twice weekly collection, Brooklyn pilot areas showed greater participation and higher satisfaction than pilot areas in the other boroughs that only received collection once a week.
  
In high-rise buildings in Manhattan participating in the Pilot Program, DSNY added organics collection routes to service these buildings three days a week, allowing them to be more easily tracked and measured.  DSNY employed dual collection bins and dedicated rear loaders for these collections.
 

B.
School Pilot
Over a three year period, DSNY has begun organics collection service to more than 40 percent of NYC’s public schools, including all public schools in Manhattan and Staten Island and selected public schools in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens.
  This includes 722 traditional public schools, 28 charter schools co-located in Department of Education (DOE) buildings, and 69 private schools, agencies and institutions.

Some New York City schools began composting prior to the enactment of Local Law 77.
  From 2011 to 2012, Parent/Teacher Associations (PTAs) spearheaded organic recycling programs in four public schools in Manhattan.  From 2012 to 2013, more than 90 public and private schools started composting programs.  Following this “proof of concept,” DSNY began partnering with DOE to expand organics collection in all five boroughs.
  

The school organics recycling program focuses on separating food scraps and food-soiled paper in school kitchens and cafeterias.  DSNY provides 32 or 35-gallon brown organics bins, posters, and decals to each school based on their student population.  Each school is instructed to set up waste sorting stations in the cafeteria where students are instructed to separate their recyclables from the refuse.  DSNY provides outreach support to DOE to manage their waste and maximize recycling, and trouble-shoots operational issues as they arise. DSNY also funds GrowNYC’s Recycling Champions program to provide intensive educational support for recycling and organics diversion in selected schools.  DSNY collects organic material from all participating schools Monday through Friday evenings, to allow schools to remove the putrescible portion of their waste nightly.

C.
Outcomes

As previously mentioned, DSNY has exceeded Local Law 77’s requirement to serve a minimum of 100,000 NYC households and 400 schools.  As of June 2015, the pilot program served over 137,000 households and 700 schools, collecting a total of 15,850 tons of organic material.
 
For the voluntary residential organics collection pilot, about 70% of residents in areas where the Pilot Program was offered reported that they participated in the program.
  According to DSNY, the amount of organic material collected is lower in the winter months, when yard trimmings are less prevalent.  However, participation is climbing, as measured in pounds of material set out per month per household.

In all of the pilot areas, participation has grown from one year to the next.  However, results have varied by neighborhood.  According to DSNY, the Brooklyn areas, especially those in Brooklyn District 10, had the highest average per household collections.  In addition, participation rates are highest in Brooklyn Districts 6 and 7, which participation is lowest in the Bronx.
  
Areas that participated in the Pilot Program had higher diversion rates, suggesting that organics collection has benefits apart from the diversion of this material.  For example, when households in high-rise buildings participated in the Pilot Program, they also increased recycling of paper, metal, glass and plastic and had corresponding decreases in the amount of refuse collected.
 The same was true for schools that participated in the Pilot Program.

D.       Costs

The total cost of the Pilot Program for FY14, the first full fiscal year of the program, was $6.01 million.
 In FY15, total costs more than doubled to $13.07 million.  This was largely because processing costs, which averaged $113/ton, increased substantially because of the increase in the amount of material being collected.  However, the processing costs were offset somewhat by export cost savings and represent less than 10% of the total cost of the program.
  DSNY expects the organics program to become more efficient as it expands, which should reduce the collection cost per ton.  In addition, the department is considering new collection methods that can help to reduce costs.

IV.
Challenges and Lessons Learned

A.
Schools
A primary challenge for schools participating in the Pilot Program has been contamination rates, primarily foam trays, as well as plastic utensils, containers, baggies and packaging.
 In an effort to reduce contamination, all public schools began using compostable trays instead of polystyrene trays in the 2015-2016 school year it is expected that schools will also begin to use compostable service ware and bags.
 
During the Pilot Program, DSNY found that schools with the least contamination used student “green teams” that monitor cafeteria sorting stations.
  For example, Maspeth High School in Queens won the Golden Apple award from DSNY after achieving a 75% reduction in the amount of refuse it created. It achieved this, in part, by having student volunteers from each grade level stand at sorting stations and instruct their peers about how to properly sort their organic material and recyclables.
 
B.
Residential Buildings
Households participating in the Pilot Program averaged about a 5% contamination rate.
 Plastic bags were responsible for most of the contamination. To combat this problem, residents were encouraged not to line the brown bins that were distributed to them by the city, or to use alternatives.  However, many participants in the Pilot Program continued to use conventional plastic bags.
 

Compostable bags are a potential solution to this issue.  However, consumers may not always be able to distinguish between regular plastic bags and compostable bags, and these can vary in strength and quality.  DSNY stated in the Final Report that it is working with manufacturers to ensure that residents have access to high quality, durable compostable bags.
 Another issue is that it can be hard for processors to distinguish between traditional plastic bags and compostable bags. Compostable bags also take longer to break down than food scraps, soft paper, leaves and grass. Therefore, most processers prefer if organics are delivered loose instead of in any type of bag. DSNY states that it will take this issue into consideration as it procures more large-scale processing facilities that is continues to expand the organics program.

Another major challenge, specific to high-rise buildings, is storage.  Putting organics bins on each floor is not always an option and the building staff must make sure the bins are closed, emptied and cleaned in a timely manner.
  DSNY therefore required that high-rise buildings that wished to participate in the Pilot Program create a plan for managing separated organics. Building management in participating buildings were also required to design their own systems for collecting organics. The net result of these efforts has been that such buildings have increased their diversion rates to almost 43%.

V.
Next Steps for Organics in NYC

A.
Continued Expansion of Organics Program


As previously stated, DSNY has stated that it plans to have a citywide organics program in operation by 2018 which would provide curbside collection or convenient drop off locations to all NYC residents.
 In furtherance of this plan, in the fall of 2015, the department expanded its organics program to two new areas: all of Brooklyn Community District 6 and all of Queens Community District 10. More than 50,000 new households were added to the program, bringing the total number of households to almost 210,000.  By the end of 2016, DSNY plans to serve one million New Yorkers by reaching 380,000 households.
 In addition, DSNY will launch the first 100 Zero Waste Schools in 2016, with the goal to divert all recyclables and compostable waste from those schools within 5 years.


B.
Increase Processing Capacity


During the Pilot Program, the City used six different facilities to process the organic material it collected, including a facility in Delaware, which closed in early 2015.  Most of the material collected has gone to DSNY’s Staten Island Compost Facility, which has been operational since 1991 and seeks to expand and upgrade its facilities to be able to accept a greater amount of organics.  Currently, the facility is permitted to accept up to five tons of organic material per day.

In a regional assessment of facilities with composting and anaerobic digestion capacity, DSNY found 106 facilities within 400 miles of NYC.  These facilities ranged from being able to accept less than 1,000 to more than 300,000 tons per year.
  About half of the 106 facilities can accept post-consumer food waste.  However, only two are within 50 miles of the City.  Most facilities close to the City can only process leaf and yard waste.
 According to DSNY’s 2014 Community Composting Report,
 most community composters are only used to supplement soils in urban areas, and therefore only accept plant-based organics, which include leaves, plant trimmings and fruit and vegetable scraps.
  
One exception is the Newtown Creek Wastewater Treatment Plant in Brooklyn, which has anaerobic digesters.
 As part of a pilot program launched in 2013, it has been processing food waste in these digesters from Waste Management’s Varick Avenue transfer station.   This material is ground into slurry and transported in sealed tankers to the Newtown Creek plant. At the plant, the food waste slurry is added to the plant’s existing anaerobic digesters, where bacteria convert the organic matter into methane gas.  In 2015, the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) began expanding the pilot into a three-year demonstration project, initially accepting 50 tons of food waste slurry per day and increasing to 250 tons per day by 2018.  In the future, this gas will be refined into pipeline-quality renewable natural gas and pumped into the local National Grid gas system.

For a short period in 2014, the plant accepted a small amount of organic material from the school pilot.  However, it was found that this material, which contained a relatively large amount of contaminants, was not compatible with a wet anaerobic digestion system and had to be discontinued.

To reach its citywide composting goal, DSNY recognizes the need for additional capacity and a technologically advanced organics facility to compost large amounts of commingled food and yard-based waste. DSNY states that it is working on procuring the capacity to handle this kind of waste while also finding ways to reduce contamination of both school and residential organic waste.
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