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Introduction/Abstract  
Throughout the past year, we conducted research on and developed proposals for a residential composting 

pilot program in order to test various strategies for removing food waste from Penn’s landfill waste 

stream. Many Penn dining halls and retail locations like Joe’s Café already have compost operations and 

divert approximately 10 tons of food waste away from landfills each month. Our project aimed to address 

the large amount of food waste generated in the College House system and help students build important 

life habits that could carry on beyond their time at Penn.  

Project Goals 
Overarching Goal: The main goal is to divert organic food waste from Penn’s landfill stream in the 

College House system while maintaining a sanitary residential environment and teaching students an 

important sustainability life habit. To do so, we planned to (a) conduct a residential composting pilot 

program and (b) increase student knowledge about composting.  

Research Findings 
1. Previous Efforts 

(a) Stouffer-Mayer students started a composting program in 2009 and churned their own compost outside 

with equipment purchased with a Green Grant from Green Campus Partnership (GCP).  

 The leaders had a fridge in a common area where participating students could drop off food waste 

and get a new container. After the leaders graduated, the system fell apart, and the fridge broke. 

Amanda Atkinson, the dean at the time (now the dean in Ware), was the only one composting 

after the student leaders left Penn.  

 The project was abandoned after Amanda left, and she believes that the bins outside were 

removed when Nadir Sharif became dean in Mayer.   

(b) Eco-Reps Elena Crouch and Michael Shu (both C’17) attempted to launch a composting pilot program 

in Harnwell College House in Spring of 2016 which would have involved the distribution of small 

composting bins to a group of 10-20 participating students and transportation of the waste to the 1920 

Commons loading dock. Dean Courtney Dombroski did not approve of this pilot most likely due to 

concerns about the odor and logistics.  

2. Google Survey (10/12/16 to 11/2/16): We created an 8-question survey and distributed it on the Free 

Food at Penn Facebook page and other groups using a $20 incentive. Here were our findings: 

 Many Positive Comments from High-Rise Residents: 

o  “I compost at home all the time, and I hate not being able to do it at school.”-Rodin Senior 

o “Composting would be terrific, especially if we could participate in the usage of the compost 

in a community garden!”-Harnwell Sophomore 

 73.2% of the 231 respondents were open to composting in college house kitchens; 20.8% were indifferent.  

 47.2% were interested in participating in a residential student-run composting program; 32.5% 

were indifferent. (Note: We didn’t define “residential student-run composting program,” so there 

may have been misconceptions). 

 70.1% of the respondents were worried about odor issues; 57.6% were concerned about pests.  

 61% of respondents cook at least once a week. 

 Negatively-skewed distribution regarding self-perception of sustainability of one’s lifestyle. 

3. Residential Composting at Other Universities 

(a) Harvard Yard Composting Program (Pilot in 2014-2015; Program 2015 – Now) 

 We e-mailed Spencer Hallyburton (’18) in the Resource Efficiency Program (REP), who linked 

us to Cliff Goertemiller (’17), a main driver for the composting pilot. Here is what we learned: 

o Students living in a small freshman dorm of 32 pitched the program.They got approval 

from the Dean, Building Manager, Head of Custodial Staff, Director of Waste Disposal 

and Recycling, Director of Infrastructure and Sustainability, and REP Coordinator. 

 They got buy-in first from the REP Coordinator and then held successive 

meetings, bringing in new supporters each time. 



o For the pilot, almost all the freshmen in the small dorm opted-in. They brought the 

compost to a nearby dining hall.  

 Education: They held a kick-off study break to explain the system to the 

participants. The bins also came with a flyer explaining the basics.  

 They targeted freshmen because they “figured that they were the most 

impressionable since they were adjusting to lots of changes anyways.” 

 Results: By December of 2014, REP conducted a waste audit and concluded that 

food waste had already decreased by 20% in Harvard Yard. 

 Expansion: With the success of the pilot, they secured a grant from Harvard’s 

energy efficiency and infrastructure development fund to expand the program to 

the entire yard.  

o In this expanded program, they placed composting bins in every suite. Students that 

didn’t want to participate were required to opt-out, but very few did. 

(b) Other Ivies and local universities do not have residential composting programs, but many schools do 

compost in their dining facilities or compost their yard trimmings.  

 e.g. Drexel composts grass, leaves, etc.; Temple has composting in its Student Center Food Court.  

Key Stakeholders We Interacted With  
1. College Houses & Academic Services (CHAS): House Deans and RA/GAs 

(a) New College House (NCH) 

 Haley Morin and Kevin Chen, Sustainability Collective RA’s: open to idea of composting 

o Kevin mentioned the pilot to Trina Nocerino, the dean, who said we should not contact 

Dining or Facilities without speaking with her first.   

 Trina Nocerino, House Dean: requested to meet with her and sent her our pilot proposal; 

responded 3 weeks later saying that there will be no composting pilot due to the transition of 

NCH to a four-year house (without meeting with us or giving us a chance to explain).  

o She later expressed to Julian that we should have developed a solid plan with logistics 

approved by Facilities and may have agreed to it if so.  

 After learning that we could not have a pilot in NCH, we decided to focus on Rodin and KCECH 

as potential locations for the pilot. 

(b) Kings Court English College House (KCECH) 

 Sarah, Joy, and Igor, Biosphere RAs/GAs; e-mailed them but they never responded.  

 Krimo Bokreta, House Dean: only responded to a few of our e-mails and had trouble scheduling a 

time to meet  

 We ended up conducting a waste audit there with the approval of Housekeeping (Penn Jersey). 

(c) Rodin College House 

 Evan Schueckler, Earth Rodin GA: open to composting and presented us with potential options.   

 Kathryn McDonald, House Dean: met her briefly via Evan; open to idea but concerned about 

education and logistics (she was familiar with residential composting from her last school). 

2. Solid Waste Management Group (SWMG) 

 We attended a SWMG meeting and presented our pilot and potential options for logistics.  

 Key Stakeholders’ Reflections 

o Craig Roncace (Urban Park Manager): was concerned about the weight of the bins and us 

carrying them to the nearest dining halls. 

o Sara King (Director of Sustainability & Project Management, School of Arts & Sciences 

Facilities):  

 Was concerned about and does not trust students getting involved with 

composting due to potential contamination 

 Organic Diversion (OD), the main hauler, does not accept totes of compost that 

are slightly contaminated, so everything ends up in the landfill stream.  

 There is a small student-monitored composting pilot with coffee grounds and 

filters happening at Williams Café which she is keeping track of.  

 She reached out later on and said that OD would be open to a student residential 

composting pilot program, but no house had opened their doors yet to us.  



o Tom Macdonald (Operations Coordinator, Residential Services and Hospitality): 

suggested that we place a lock on the central bin to avoid contamination and potentially 

looking into piloting in the courtyard if we select KCECH.  

o David Mazzocco (Associate Director, Sustainability and Projects at Wharton): mentioned 

Penn Law School’s composting pilot program in the courtyard and how those who ran it 

realized the bin needed a cover/lid (which makes people stop and think about throwing 

something non-compostable away).  

3. Facilities and Real Estate Services (FRES) 

 Building Administrators 

o Michelle Majeski: Four-Year Houses or “Low-Rises” (Gregory, Dubois, and Stouffer 

College Houses) 

 She could not approve of waste audit in Gregory due to potential grievances with 

union employees in housekeeping  

 Michelle explained that Dean Chris Donovan of Gregory would not be open to 

having central composting bins anywhere (inside or outside), which would make 

it hard to scale if a pilot were successful 

 She suggested instead that we collect food waste from a set number of 

students in the building to see what residents can produce (which would 

be more like a pilot than a waste audit) or set up a bin in 1920 Commons 

o Joel Mintzer: High-Rises - Harnwell, Harrison, and Rodin 

 Also suggested collecting compostables from a group of students to measure 

 Highlighted how the operations and scheduling of a compost program would 

need to be rigid (e.g. ask students to bring their 1-2 weeks worth of compost to 

central bin on Wednesday, which would be picked up on Friday) 

4. Bennett Compost: We reached out to Bennett which specializes in residential composting but were 

unable to set up a time to meet.  

5. Others: Penn students living on-campus and composting program pioneers in other colleges (e.g. Cliff) 

Methodology: What steps you took and actions/events you executed 

1. Research (Fall 2016) 

 We first conducted a survey to see how open students were to composting. This proved to be 

promising, especially in the high-rises. 

 We looked into what other universities were doing like Harvard. 

 We thought about potential options for logistics, but Rebecca reassured us that we could just 

present options to the deans to get their input before reaching out to Dining and Facilities. 

2. Focus on CHAS (late Fall 2016 and early Spring 2017) 

 We focused initially on getting buy-in from administrators and student leaders in the College 

House system but found that this was inefficient.  

 We found that administrators especially deans were preoccupied and often unresponsive 

(e.g. Dean Nocerino did not respond to our e-mails for two-three weeks).  

 RA/GAs involved in green activities were more responsive, but the events they held had 

low turnout (often < 5 people).  

3. Focus on Logistics and FRES (late Spring 2017) 

 After Dean Nocerino gave us feedback, we shifted gears: instead of trying to get buy-in from 

administrators who were too busy to even meet with us, we needed to get buy-in from Facilities 

and/or Dining to figure out how the logistics could work out before presenting to administrators.  

 We already had a list of potential options for three different types college houses (ones 

with dining halls [often freshman dorms], low-rises, and high-rises) from our research 

and discussions with CHAS stakeholders. We presented these to SWMG. 

 We wanted to conduct waste audits for these three different types of buildings, so we 

reached out to Building Administrators.  

 With Julian’s help, we received approval from Joe Gaither, Housekeeping 

Operations Manager, to conduct waste audits in Gregory and KCECH.  

 Glenn Stieffenhofer from Penn Jersey (Housekeeping in KCECH) was 

supportive  



 There was a lot of miscommunication with Michelle Majeski, BA for 

Low-Rises, who ultimately prohibited us from conducting a waste audit. 

We were confused because we thought the only concern was 

housekeeping union issues, which was resolved by Joe Gaither. It turns 

out that Dean Donovan in Gregory did not want a waste audit translating 

into a composting program that involved central bins in common areas.  

 Joel Mitzer, Building Administrator for the High-Rises, discussed how all the 

waste ended up in a compactor, so conducting a waste audit would not be 

feasible. In addition, the waste in the mezzanine bins are not reflective of the 

waste students produce in their rooms.  

 In general, all stakeholders that we spoke with expressed major concerns about having a potential 

composting pilot. 

Results and Evaluation  
Results  

 KCECH Waste Audit  

 We retrieved a 3.5 lb. bag of garbage from an area on the second floor of Kings Court 

that serves 17 students. 28% of the total waste (1 lb.) in this bag was compostable.  

 Assuming that the average student disposes garbage once every five days, 6 lbs. of 

compostables would be generated in this one bin per month. Assuming that the other 

sections produce a similar amount of waste in their bins, the building of 316 students 

could generate approximately 111 lbs of organic waste per month or 872 lbs of waste per 

school year (about 7-8 months).  

 Tiffany’s Composting: Tiffany had been composting throughout the school year and brining her 

compostables to Joe’s Café (from Gregory College House).  

 As an upperclassman that does not cook frequently, she generated 1.8 lbs of compost in 

10 days. Assuming there are 238 days spent at Penn per year, she could generate 66 lbs. 

of compost per year alone. With a small pilot of 10 similar students, 660 lbs could be 

generated per year.  

What Went Well 

 The research phase went smoothly.  

 We received 231 responses to our survey by using a $20 incentive on Free Food at Penn 

Facebook page, and this survey had many promising comments suggesting students are 

interested.  

 We also learned about the Harvard program and did research on other universities. 

What Didn’t Go Well 

 We lost momentum in the implementation phase because we focused on getting buy-in from 

administrators before hashing out the logistics of the pilot.  

 Deans and administrators were less responsive than we had hoped.  

 In addition, several deans (e.g. Dombroski, Donovan, and Nocerino of Harnwell, 

Gregory, and NCH, respectively) were opposed to composting pilots or programs that 

involve central composting bins in common areas.  

 RA/GAs were more responsive but limited in power. 

 Building Administrators and SWMG had many concerns about piloting.  

 

Recommendations for Future Projects 
 Focus on logistics and how a pilot program could work before getting buy-in from busy CHAS 

administrators.  

 Sometimes you have to work around the system in place 

 RA/GAs and students could possibly help you meet administrators, though (e.g. with 

Evan who introduced us to Dean McDonald of Rodin) 

 Use Boomerang Gmail plug-in to schedule e-mails to be sent on Monday mornings so they are at 

the top of the receiver’s inbox. This is useful for follow-up e-mails.  

 Stay positive. This project is challenging but it’s important to maintain an optimistic outlook 

despite the many barriers (logistic and communication).  


