
What Happens to NYC’s Organic Waste?
Clare Miflin, Executive Director, Center for Zero 
Waste Design 
Clare is a circular systems thinker with over 20 years of experience as an 
architect in NYC, designing buildings to the highest environmental standards. In 
2017 she led the development of the Zero Waste Design Guidelines through a 
multidisciplinary collaborative process, to show how design of the urban 
environment plays a crucial role in achieving zero waste. She leads the non-profit 
Center for Zero Waste Design and the consultancy ThinkWoven, which designs 
ways to weave urban systems into ecosystems

Frank Franciosi, Executive Director, US Composting 
Council. 
Mr. Franciosi is the current Executive Director of both the US Composting 
Council and the Compost Research & Education Foundation. He has spent over 
30 years working with residuals management and composting both in operations 
management as well as sales and marketing. As past principal of Akkadia 
Consulting, Frank provided professional consulting services on projects of 
animal waste management, biosolids management, coal ash residuals, 
composting of industrial residuals, product development and marketing. He has 
a BS in Plant and Soil Sciences from West Virginia University

Jane Gajwani, Director of the Oice of Energy 
and Resource Recovery, Department of 
Environmental Protection. 
Jane Gajwani is a Professional Engineer with over 25 years of 
experience working in the intersection of water and energy. As the 
Director of the Oice of Energy and Resource Recovery Programs and 
the Agency Chief Decarbonization Oicer for the New York City 
Department of Environmental Protection, she and her group are 
tasked with ploing the course for the Agency to achieve both 
carbon and energy neutrality. Prior to joining DEP, she developed 
greenhouse gas and energy reduction strategies on the municipal, 
regional, and national levels within the water and waste sectors. She 
has both Master’s and Bachelor’s degrees in Chemical Engineering 
from The Cooper Union.

Sandy Nurse, District 37 City Council Member 
Council Member Sandy Nurse is a community organizer and the new 
Council Member representing District 37. Sandy is the founder of BK 
ROT, a co-founder of the Mayday Space, a direct action organizer, and 
a carpenter. Through years of strong community partnerships and 
collaborations, Sandy has built neighborhood institutions that 
directly strengthen grassroots movements in Bushwick and East New 
York. She has commied her life to addressing issues through direct 
interventions and solutions including building farms in our food 
deserts, creating jobs where we have high unemployment, and 
helping develop community space where it was scarce.

Justin Green, Founder and Executive Director of Big 
Reuse  
Big Reuse advances NYC’s sustainable urban environment through circular 
economy programs that divert waste from our landfills and reduce greenhouse 
gasses in the atmosphere.The Big Reuse Center takes in tens of thousands of 
donated items that are resold and kept in use by thousands of new owners, 
keeping them out of the landfill. Through the NYC Compost Project and Curbside 
Composting Outreach we help New Yorkers sustain city-wide composting 
programs that collect food scraps and turn them into compost used to enrich 
soil across NYC and strengthen our green infrastructure against climate change.



DSNY Collected Waste

3.1 million 
tons per 

year

DSNY collect from residences, NYCHA, 
institutions, city properties and some 
parks

171,000 tons 
Yard Waste

1 M  tons/ year 
organic waste

Commercial haulers collect a similar 
amount of waste from private 
businesses, which generate about 1 
million tons of food waste per year.

DSNY mandate that large food 
generators have to separate food 
scraps.

644,000 tons 
Food Scraps

252,000 tons 
Compostable, Soiled, 
Waxed OCC, Kraft Paper

Source: 2017 Waste Characterization Study
Source: Monthly Tonnage Data (CY 2022)

Trash

Other DIvertable

Metal, Glass, and 
Plastic
Paper and Cardboard

Compostable, Soiled, 
Waxed OCC, Kraft 
Paper

Food Scraps

Yard Waste

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/dsny/site/resources/reports/waste-characterization
https://data.cityofnewyork.us/City-Government/DSNY-Monthly-Tonnage-Data/ebb7-mvp5


DSNY Organic Waste in 2022

source: Summary of Service 2022

Food Scrap Drop O (some 
managed by others)
DSNY Smart Bin

Receiving Service

Smart Bins

Residential and 
Institutional 

Curbside

Seasonal Christmas 
Trees

Seasonal 
Leaves

Food Scrap 
Drop-O Sites

https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Environment/Curbside-Composting-Sign-Up-Program-Summary-of-Ser/rbfe-xwgv


All amounts are tons per year, for 2022

Source: DSNY Monthly 
Tonnage Data

Source: DSNY Disposal 
Vendor Tonnage

Source: PlaNYCAssumed 20% woody debris 
and 10% contamination 
screened out

Also food scraps on Rikers Island, and mulch 
sites at SoundView and Cunningham Parks 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1BXV4PSw4sJKxm1NTuXsFlA37c6ZJEg474HCqJWov5qM/edit#gid=2073788450
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1BXV4PSw4sJKxm1NTuXsFlA37c6ZJEg474HCqJWov5qM/edit#gid=2073788450
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1BXV4PSw4sJKxm1NTuXsFlA37c6ZJEg474HCqJWov5qM/edit#gid=2066302972
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1BXV4PSw4sJKxm1NTuXsFlA37c6ZJEg474HCqJWov5qM/edit#gid=2066302972
https://climate.cityofnewyork.us/initiatives/planyc-getting-sustainability-done/


Where is processing happening? 

Municipal

Community

Anaerobic Digestion

Transfer Only

NATURE’S CHOICE, NJ PINE ISLAND FARM, MA

BIG REUSE 
QUEENSBRIDGE PARK

NEWTOWN CREEK 
WASTEWATER TREATMENT 
PLANT

WASTE MANAGEMENT 
VARICK AMERICAN RECYCLING 

(SENECA

LOWER EAST SIDE 
ECOLOGY CENTER

EARTH MATTER

BIG REUSE GOWANUS 
SALT LOT

RED HOOK COMMUNITY 
FARM

STATEN ISLAND COMPOST 
FACILITY

Also food scraps on Rikers Island, and mulch 
sites at SoundView and Cunningham Parks 



Compostable fiber 
products

Compostable plastics 
and biobags

Dog waste Sewage (combined with 
stormwater)

Yard Waste (leaves, tree 
trimmings etc.

Vegetable scraps Meat, Dairy, cooked food, 
starches

Food soiled paper Fat, oil, and grease

Types of organic waste



Community Composting 



Municipal Composting



Municipal Anaerobic Digestion

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.curbed.com/2023/04/smart-bin-compost-journey.html&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1685033310803090&usg=AOvVaw1Bov_IlhW4tWOGlO9bWoiG
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.curbed.com/2023/04/smart-bin-compost-journey.html&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1685033310803090&usg=AOvVaw1Bov_IlhW4tWOGlO9bWoiG


How much more organic waste will DSNY collect?

Source: PlaNYC, 2022
Source: NYC Program to Eliminate the Gap Budget, p. 47

● By Fall 2024 all  boroughs will have curbside 
collection

● Seasonal yard waste separation will be 
mandatory.

● Food scrap drop-os and community 
composting will likely be reduced 

https://climate.cityofnewyork.us/initiatives/planyc-getting-sustainability-done/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/omb/downloads/pdf/peg4-23.pdf


NYC’s Greenhouse Gas Emissions Goals

Source: PlaNYC, 2023
Source: ReFED
Source: NRDC Food Waste City Level Report

Diverting organic waste will 
reduce the 2.2M emissions 
from methane in landfill

Small fraction of transportation 
is for transporting waste

Reducing the amount of food 
waste in the city by 50% can 
reduce ±3M metric tons

25% of emissions come from food that is 
wasted, two-thirds of which is potentially 
edible

Reduce food waste 
per person by 50%

2016

2030 goal

328 lbs

164 lbs

● Reduce carbon emissions 80% from 2005 
baseline to 2050

● Reduce food waste 50% from 2016 to 2030 

NYC Goals 

Reducing wasted food, 
⅔ of which is 

potentially edible, 
has the biggest 
carbon impact

https://climate.cityofnewyork.us/initiatives/planyc-getting-sustainability-done/
https://refed.org/food-waste/the-problem/#what_is_food_waste
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/food-waste-city-level-report.pdf


NYC’s Zero Waste Goal

2015



2030

Reduce recyclable 
waste by 50%

±700,000 tons/year

Waste disposal is reduced by 90% 
of 2015 baseline

Reduce non-divertable waste aka 
trash, by 80%



Issues to consider

Collection Process Output

● Environmental justice issues 
(mostly from trucks)

● Scale,  space requirements and 
siting issues

● Cost and speed of seing up 
facilities

● Co-location opportunities, eg
○ Wastewater treatment 

plants
○ Parks and greenspaces

● Jobs, volunteer and education 
opportunities 

● Acceptable waste types

● Convenience

● Contamination reduction (eg. 
through manned drop-os or 
controlled access)

● Engagement  and education 
opportunities 

● Participation 

● Transport - distance and methods 
(garbage truck / bike / electric 
vehicle)

Is there beneficial use 
opportunities in NYC, or region?

● Compost 

● Biogas

● Digestate 



Landscaped Area*

Manhattan 4,467 acres

Bronx 9,969 acres

Brooklyn 7,304 acres

Queens 20,984 acres

Staten Island 21,961 acres

All Borough 64,684 acres

Population per square mile

How much need does NYC have for compost?

Population Density and Green Space

Assumptions, see link
● Food waste generation of  1.75 lbs / person / wk (50% reduction current per NRDC)
● Equal weight of food scraps : yard waste for composting
● 50% reduction in weight in compost process
● Compost application rate: 1”/year =  60 tons / acre or 2.8 lbs /SF
● ±30,000 acres of landscaped area in NYC
● 30 SF / ton-year compost  facility footprint

● If 1” of compost was applied each a year to 25% of NYC’s landscaped 
areas (parks, street trees, gardens, cemeteries) could potentially 
use up all of the compost made from NYC’s residential organic waste

● About one percent of the landscaped area would be required for 
composting operations

● This makes soils healthier, and they store more carbon and rainwater, 
reducing flooding and cooling the air

https://putwastetowork.org/regenerate-all-nyc-soils/


Additional options

Equipment in buildings that can 
process food scraps by removing water 
- a pulper or convert to fertilizer - a dry 
biodigester

On-site collection, composting and use 
in gardens or urban farms, for example 
home composting in back yards or by  
Compost Power at NYCHA and many 
Community Gardens.

Private micro-hauling services like BK 
Rot, GreenFeen, Vokashi, or 
Groundcycle that take residential and 
commercial food waste and typically 
process it in the City.

On-site composting of leaves and yard 
waste in parks, sometimes combined 
with food waste, eg at Battery Park 
City



Community Composting
Justin Green

Executive Director, Big Reuse



Guiding Principles of Community Composting

1. Resources recovered: Waste is reduced; food scraps and other organic materials are diverted from disposal and 
composted.

2. Locally based and closed loop: Organic materials are a community asset, and are generated and recycled into 
compost within the same neighborhood or community.

3. Organic materials returned to soils: Compost is used to enhance local soils, support local food production, and 
conserve natural ecology by improving soil structure and maintaining nutrients, carbon, and soil microorganisms.

4. Community-scaled and diverse: Composting infrastructure is diverse, distributed, and sustainable; systems are 
scaled to meet the needs of a self-defined community.

5. Community engaged, empowered, and educated: Compost programming engages and educates the community 
in food systems thinking, resource stewardship, or community sustainability, while providing solutions that empower 
individuals, businesses, and institutions to capture organic waste and retain it as a community resource.

6. Community supported: Aligns with community goals (such as healthy soils and healthy people) and is supported by 
the community it serves. The reverse is true, too; a community composting program supports community social, 
economic, and environmental well-being.

From Institute of Local Self Reliance



The NYC Compost Project, created by the 
NYC Department of Sanitation (DSNY) in 

1993, works to rebuild NYC's soils by 
providing New Yorkers with the 

knowledge, skills, and opportunities they 
need to make and use compost locally



Community Composting in NYC

DSNY NYC Compost Project, the sustainability organizations it funds, and many other community 
composters connected to the Compost Project have been critical partners in facilitating the 
behaviour change, education, and community outreach necessary to make composting accessible to 
a diversity of New Yorkers. 

Changing the hearts, minds, and habits of New Yorkers and making compost cool is essential for the 
success of residential organic waste collection

For almost a decade efforts to launch a city wide composting programs have been stop-and-go, 
community composting efforts have worked to provide composting to New York City.  

New York City’s compost community includes close to 200 community gardens registered with NYC 
Parks, “micro haulers,” and midscale composters that could scale because of funding from DSNY and 
space from the City.  
paraphrased from "Creating careful circularities: Community composting in New York City" by Oona Morrow and Anna Davies



Food Scrap Drop-offs

Compost Project 
organizes, coordinates 
and pickups food scraps 
collected at nearly 200 
community partner sites 
across New York City

● Community Gardens
● Farmers Markets
● Community groups
● Libraries

















Lower East Side Ecology Center
Lower East Side & Canarsie
In 1990 - Christine Datz-Romero and Clyde Romero converted 15,000 square feet of 
rubble-filled lots in the Lower East Side into a space for community composting.
Union Square food scrap dropoff was was one of few sites to compost waste in NYC.

In 2



Lower East Side Ecology Center
Lower East Side & Canarsie
1,332,786 lbs food scraps collected in 2022
Coordinates Master Composter Program with Botanical Gardens and others. 
● 650 participants at the classroom sessions, field trips, and hands-on activities.



Earth Matters 
Compost Learning Center - Governor’s Island
● 15,000 visitors and volunteers      
● 66 apprentices and youth interns 
● 700 tons composted and distributed with GreenThumb
● Zero Waste Island, Chickens and goats



Big Reuse - Queensbridge Community Compost 
Long Island City, Queens, NY
1,200,000 lbs composted annually from Parks and residents



Before - Site used as dump by contractor 



Salt Lot Community Compost Site 
hosted by Big Reuse
Gowanus, Brooklyn
600,000 lbs composted annually



GrowNYC
Part of a larger network of over 200 Food Scrap Drop-off sites in NYC
GrowNYC Compost Program currently operates 56 food scrap drop-off sites 
● 7,000 regular weekly participants
● Diverting over 25 tons of food scraps from landfills each week
● Composted at Earth Matter, Big Reuse, Fresh Kills and AD



Red Hook Compost Initiative
● Largest human powered composting site in US
● Providing compost to as part of Red Hook Community Farm
● On Parks land
● 1,000+ volunteers each year
● Processes over 225 tons/year of organic material



BK Rot
● Independent from NYC Compost Project
● POC Youth employment social enterprise
● Bike powered
● Composting 100 tons a year



Compost Power
● Independent from NYC Compost Project
● Social enterprise founded by Domingo Morales
● Mission to build out sustainable community compost sites across NYC with an emphasis on 

'Underserved and marginalized' communities.
● Design and build community compost sites.



Free compost for 
public use!

Hundreds of groups annually:
● NYC Parks
● Community Gardens
● Street Tree Stewards
● Schoolyard gardens



 Fort Greene Park

 Highline

Imani Garden

FDR Four Freedoms State Park

Project EATS

Compost Distribution - Big Reuse



Street Tree Compost Application



Onsite Community Engagement



Master 
Composter 
Course
To be certified as an NYC Master 
Composter, applicants need to 
complete:

● All seven (7) course 
workshops

● Two (2) official field trips

● Thirty (30) hours of approved 
compost-related volunteering

Offered by LESEC, QBG, NYBG, 
BBG, Snug Harbor through DSNY 
Compost Project.



FY23 Curbside Composting 
Outreach
18 outreach staff including 8 PT per diem

Canvassing with passionate, knowledgeable 
multilingual staff

Over 56,000 outreach interactions - FYTD

414 events - FYTD

32,417 doors knocked

7 Languages Spoken: 
● 9 Spanish speakers
● 4 Chinese speakers
● 2 Korean speakers
● 1 Japanese speaker
● 1 Arabic speaker
● 1 Croatian,Bosnian,Serbian speaker



Centralized 
Composting 

Methods & Systems

Frank Franciosi-Executive Director



The US Composting Council is a trade and professional 
association advancing compost manufacturing, compost 
utilization, and organics recycling to benefit our members, 
society, and the environment.

Compost: Nature’s Way To Grow!

Established 1990



Our Mission
The US Composting Council advances compost manufacturing, compost 
utilization, and organics recycling to benefit our members, society, and 
the environment.

Our Vision
We believe compost manufacturing and compost utilization are central 
to creating healthy soils, clean air and water, a stable climate, and a 
regenerative society.



INTERNATIONAL & 
NATIONAL DRIVERS
 • Reducing Food waste 20% over a 10 year 

period would yield $100 billion in societal 
economic value*

• Sustainable Development Goal 12.3 call 
on all nations to cut food waste in half by 
2030**

• USDA & EPA 2030 Goal 

•*2018 Food Waste Investment Report
•**UN Food and Agriculture Organization



Composting: 
By investing in composting infrastructure, 
training, and policy, 5.3 million tons of food scraps
can be diverted annually from landfills through 
composting, reducing an estimated 2.6 million 
tons in greenhouse gases while creating 
over 9,000 new jobs.

NATIONAL DRIVERS
 



Composting Scale
Centralized Composting (Medium –Large Scale)
• Can be private or public. Usually within a 50 miles radius of a metropolitan aera. Volume can 

be from 25,000-200,000 tons per year.

Cedar Grove Compost Seattle, WAOCCRA NY State



Composting Methods

Static Pile



Static Piles
Composting Methods



Composting Methods

Turned Window



Turned Windrow
Composting Methods



Composting Methods
Aerated Static Pile



Composting Methods
Aerated 
Static Pile



Forced Aeration
Active aeration
Covered or uncovered
● Positive (or Updraft)
● Negative (or induced draft)
● Reversing (or Bi-directional)

Mechanical blower 
(fan)

Air supply duct 
(perforated pipe)

Positive Aeration

Composting Methods



Forced Aeration - Negative

Condensate 
Water

Treatment

Biofilter



Compost Covers



Biofilter – Odor Control



Composting Methods
Turned Aerated Pile



Composting Methods
Turned 
Aerated Pile



Composting Methods
In-vessel



Composting Methods
Aerated Agitated Bay



COMPOST PRODUCT
 

• Improving soil quality
• Reducing soil erosion
• Sequestering carbon
• Managing stormwater flow
• Increasing infiltration
• Benefits both ag and urban soils
• Standards in development
• Aids in City Climate Resiliency





compostingcouncil.org

Compost: Nature’s Way To Grow!



Co-digestion in NYC
June 12, 2023
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• Anaerobic digestion of sludge is an integral 
step in DEP’s treatment process

• Reduces mass of solids exported from 
plant by ~50%

• Breaks down organic material into biogas 

• Produces stabilized biosolids

• Self-contained process, resulting in fewer 
emissions and increases potential for 
additional resource recovery

Anaerobic 
Digestion



3

Anaerobic 
Digestion 
at DEP

• DEP has 75 digesters across 
all 5 boroughs

• Decades of experience 
handling large organic waste 
streams



Organics Co-Digestion at 
Newtown Creek WRRF



Issue in Organics Recycling Solution via Co-digestion

High contamination rate in Source Separated 

Organics (SSO)

Liquid-phase co-digestion pre-processing 

very effective at removing contamination

FOG/Meat/Dairy not accepted at compost 

facilities

Compatible with digestion; FOG in particular 

has high energy content and biogas yield

Compost facilities require large footprint 

relative to throughput

Anaerobic processes are more vertical and 

occupy smaller footprints

Supply should not exceed demand

Co-digestion facilitates creating a range of 

bioproducts that can offset the use of less 

sustainable products on the market

Why Co-digest?
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New York City’s Organics 
Circular Economy
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BIOGAS

• Many uses for biogas on-site and off-site

• Pursuing highest and best use at each 
WRRF

• ECN Study indicates export of biogas to 
directly offset community use of natural 
gas has best overall environmental 
impact

• Targeted to users with high 
temperature needs that will be most 
difficult to electrify

Co-digested organics at NC in 2023

Co-digested organics at HP in 2026

Beneficial Use of Co-digestion 
Products
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Co-digested organics at NC in 2023

Co-digested organics at HP in 2026

Beneficial Use of Co-digestion 
Products

BIOSOLIDS

• Highest and best use focused on 
nutrient recycling

• Compost

• Dried or pelletized soil amendments

• Lime stabilization

• Application sites

• Landscaping

• Agriculture

• Mine reclamation/ecosystem 
restoration
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NEXT GEN PRODUCTS

• Hydrogen production

• Supplemental carbon for WW 
treatment enhancement

• Readily biodegradable 
bioplastics

• Biochar

• Ammonia Recovery

• Phosphorus Recovery

• Many more developing

Co-digested organics at NC in 2023

Co-digested organics at HP in 2026

Beneficial Use of Co-digestion 
Products



Capacity 
Potential
• DEP has capacity to codigest a 

significant portion of the city’s 

organics in existing digester 

infrastructure

o Newtown Creek - Up to 500 tpd

o New digesters at Hunts Point

▪ 250 tpd capacity in 2026

▪ Up to 1,000 tpd capacity in 2031

o Potential additional capacity at other 

WRRFs

• Issuing RFEI to determine interest 

from vendor community, as well as 

looking for creative transport solutions



Citywide Organics Study
Comprehensive and Integrated Planning

• Groundbreaking holistic study of all of 
NYC’s organic waste streams

• Compile leading information on organics 
case studies and technologies

• Identify improvements to collection, pre-
processing, primary end use, and final end 
use alternatives that maximize diversion 
and emissions reductions at reasonable 
costs

Stakeholder Engagement - Ensure that 
Environmental Justice considerations are 
included in both stakeholder engagement and in 
facility siting recommendations

12CM Sandy Nurse speak ing at the 2023 passing 
of the Zero Waste Act 

Photo credit: Twitter @CMSandyNurse.

The Earth Matter Compost Learning Center on 
Governors Island Photo credit: The Compostess

Granite Fuel RNG Upgrading Sk id
Photo credit: Granite Fuel

Jenbacher Cogeneration Engine 
Photo credit: Innio
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