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metroSTOR Webinar Summary

Expanding Organics Access Across Communities 
12.04.25

Expanding Organics Access Across Communities brought together representatives from three US 
communities to share how they are widening access to food scrap recycling using drop off systems. 
Speakers compared drop off with curbside collection and focused on siting, engagement, costs and  
day to day operations.

Why organics and why drop off

	• Around 20 to 30 percent of the waste stream is organic material that should be diverted from landfill

	• Drop off is often simpler, and more cost-effective to introduce than citywide curbside collection

	• Secure, well designed containers help make organics programmes practical for multifamily housing

Ann Arbor

	• Long established compost system with a 50 acre windrow facility and curbside carts for single family 
homes

	• High share of multifamily housing, with many residents lacking convenient compost access

	• Food waste work guided by the A2Zero carbon neutrality plan and Michigan’s target to halve food 
waste to landfill by 2031

	• Prevention initiatives include a food waste challenge, a 21 day habit building programme and 
guidance in annual disposal mailers

Drop off design and engagement in Ann Arbor

	• GIS analysis used to map multifamily properties and test potential drop off coverage

	• Initial concept: 10 access controlled sites, starting with a pilot of 5

	• Strong engagement with multifamily residents via postcards, farmers market outreach and an 
online project page

	• Social Pinpoint used for an interactive map where residents could suggest and upvote locations

	• Around 600 visitors, with location preferences clustering around grocery stores, shopping areas, the 
farmers market, libraries and parks

	• Planned approach: secure, access controlled enclosures accepting food scraps and paper collection 
bags, with a focus on clean material and host site confidence

Princeton

	• Earlier opt in curbside food scrap collection (2010 to 2019) struggled with long haul distances, facility 
closures and contamination

	• Climate Action Plan prompted a fresh look at all waste streams and options for organics

	• Cost tests showed renewed curbside food scrap collection would be roughly twice the cost of solid 
waste hauling

	• A USDA grant allowed the municipality to launch a food scrap drop off programme instead
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Princeton’s drop off model

	• Initial wooden sheds proved insecure and hard to manage

	• Programme moved to enclosed metal metroSTOR units with keypad and app based access and 
pedal operated lids

	• Now 10 drop off locations, sited for convenient access, particularly for multifamily and affordable 
housing residents

	• Food scraps only accepted at drop off to avoid wish cycling and to keep messaging simple if 
processing arrangements change

	• Nearly 500 households participating and more than 50 tons diverted with very low contamination, 
supported by a short quiz at sign up and clear signage

Ridgewood

	• Environmentally conscious village with a drive through recycling centre and in house collection of 
waste and recycling

	• Pilot programme launched with around 100 highly committed households

	• Participants weighed their trash and food scrap buckets weekly and submitted data online, allowing 
the village to quantify impact

	• More than 16 tons collected in nine months, with some households reducing residual waste to very 
low levels

Ridgewood’s expansion with drop off

	• Material hauled by Natural Upcycling to Trenton Renewables, with totes cleaned after each collection

	• Over 100 tons collected in total since the programme began

	• Limited recycling centre hours created access barriers, so Ridgewood introduced secure street side 
drop off using metroSTOR units

	• First unit installed at a social services building that also serves a farmers market, with further 
locations planned at high footfall sites such as the train station

	• Access restricted to registered participants, using clear bags and daily tote swaps to allow easy 
inspection and maintain cleanliness

	• No contamination or neighbour complaints to date, although disposal costs remain higher than 
landfill and the programme is driven by sustainability goals
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Operational and design lessons

	• Collection frequency typically ranges from weekly at low volume sites to daily in high volume urban 
locations

	• Many communities increase collection frequency first, then add extra containers as participation 
grows

	• Fill sensors can trigger collections at preset levels where needed

	• Clean, visible and well maintained containers in public locations help deter illegal dumping

	• Limiting accepted items to food scraps at drop off sites simplifies communication and reduces 
contamination

	• Access control can help protect material quality and reassure property owners, particularly in areas 
with transient populations

Staffing and capacity

	• None of the featured communities have required significant new staffing at current programme 
scale

	• Drop off servicing has been integrated into existing public works routes and roles

	• Proximity of processing facilities, such as Trenton Renewables for Princeton and Ridgewood, is 
important for practical and affordable hauling

Closing message

Tim Steckel closed by encouraging attendees to use these examples to shorten their learning curve, view 
drop off as a flexible and scalable route to expand organics access and plan early for long term funding 
beyond grants. He highlighted the value of starting with pilots, learning from early adopters and using clean, 
well designed infrastructure to build confidence as programmes grow.

Catch up on all our previous Webinars here
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metroSTOR Webinar Transcript

Expanding Organics Access Across Communities 
12.04.25

Tim Steckel

Good morning to everyone joining. While we wait for people to come in, let us start by saying hello. Please put in 
the chat where you are joining from today, what brought you here, or the role you have in the organics recycling 
community. It helps participants see who else is in the room, and I always think it is great to have that overview. 
I am going through the list now and seeing some familiar names. It is good to see you all. We are about to get 
started.

Today, we are talking about organics access across the United States, how to build organics drop off stations, and 
how these sites fit into the bigger picture.

Before we begin, why do we need to separate food scraps from the regular waste stream? Most of you already 
know the answer. Around 20 to 30 percent of all waste is organic and should not go into landfills or the trash. We 
need to separate it, and that process starts with diverting the material. Drop off stations are an important part 
of that system.

Are we showing the slides yet? I do not think so. Generally speaking, there are two main infrastructure options: 
curbside collection and drop off points. We are focusing on drop off points today because they are easier to 
implement, and they offer many advantages when you want to get a program started.

We have three different cities represented today with four speakers. First will be Mallory Lawson from Ann Arbor. 
They have a very exciting program, and she is the Compost Program Coordinator. After that, we will hear from 
Princeton, and then we will wrap up with the Village of Ridgewood. These three communities represent three 
different applications, including a multifamily housing project, so you will see a variety of real-world scenarios. 
We hope you will all learn something and take practical insights away from today’s event.

After the short presentations, we will have a Q&A and discussion. You will be able to submit questions, ask 
presenters directly, or connect with others in the audience. Let us get started, and I will hand it over to Mallory 
now.

Mallory Lawson

Thank you, Tim. I will start sharing my slides.

As I mentioned, I am the Compost Program Coordinator for the City of Ann Arbor. We also have Sarah Mason on 
the call today. She is our Resource Recovery Manager and will help answer questions. With that, I will begin by 
outlining how we are expanding food scrap diversion in Ann Arbor and how we are engaging residents in the 
planning process.

For anyone not familiar with Ann Arbor, here is a brief overview. We are located in southeast Michigan, about 40 
miles west of Detroit. The city covers roughly 29 square miles and is home to the University of Michigan.

In this second photo, you can see our entire solid waste team. We are responsible for everything from collections—
both the services we provide directly and those we contract out—to the education, outreach, and planning 
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that support our trash, recycling, and compost programs. Altogether, we serve close to 30,000 residential and 
commercial customers across the city.

One of our key facilities is our compost site, shown here. In 2005, the site was expanded into a fully engineered 
facility with a new 25-acre compost pad, bringing the total site to about 50 acres. The city managed the site for 
many years, but in 2011 we began contracting operations to WeCare Denali. This is a windrow composting facility 
that processes between 10,000 and 13,000 tons of material annually.

Alongside curbside collections, we offer free drop-off for residents at the site year-round, including up to one 
cubic yard of material per day. During the fall leaf season, both residents and landscapers may drop off an 
unlimited amount. Each spring, we also offer 1,000 cubic yards of finished compost back to residents.

Ann Arbor has a long history of composting. Even before the State of Michigan banned yard waste from landfills, 
the city implemented its own ban in 1989. Leaves were collected from the street for many years, but in 2008 the 
city introduced compost carts for automated collection. A year later, we began accepting vegetated food scraps 
in carts, and by 2010 street-side leaf collection was discontinued entirely. In 2014, we expanded the program 
to accept all food scraps, including meat, dairy, bones, and cooked foods that cannot typically go in backyard 
compost.

Another important change occurred in 2022 when we began monthly winter collection. Previously, compost 
collections paused during January, February, and March. Now, we collect during the first week of each of those 
months, and that has gone well. This brings us to where we are today, with a focus on expanding the program 
so it better serves our multifamily residents.

Before discussing future plans, I want to outline what we currently offer. We have a well-established curbside 
program using 64- and 95-gallon carts, provided free to all single-family homes. Residents may also drop off 
material directly at the compost site. Like most communities, we also have a strong group of self-motivated 
backyard composters. Washtenaw County has hosted a master composter program for many years, which likely 
contributes to this, although we do not have exact participation data.

We also pilot shared community carts in special cases where residents reach out with interest in food scrap 
diversion and have volunteers willing to manage the program. We have a handful of these, but they are not 
offered on request at scale. Finally, we have commercial compost service used by restaurants and businesses, 
serviced through one of our contracted haulers.

Before diving into the drop-off bin project, I want to highlight our work on food waste prevention. Much of this 
guidance comes from the city’s carbon neutrality plan, known as the A2Zero Plan, launched in 2019. The plan 
outlines our path to achieving a just transition to community-wide carbon neutrality by 2030, and one of its core 
strategies is changing how we use, reuse, and dispose of materials, including food scraps.

We also support the State of Michigan’s goal to reduce food waste sent to landfills by 50 percent by 2031. One 
initiative we partnered on with our Sustainability Department was the A2Zero Food Waste Challenge in 2024. 
This week-long email challenge allowed residents to earn points by completing daily actions and win prizes. In 
2025, we expanded this into a 21-day habit-building program called the Fast Track to Food Waste Reduction. We 
created a webpage for it and added features like teams, streaks, and a leaderboard.

The most recent initiative is shown here: a page from our annual disposal guide mailed to all residents. The three 
key tips we shared were: buy only what you need, keep food fresh longer with proper storage, and make the 
most of the food you purchase.
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As I hope this demonstrates, we address food waste from several angles, but we still see a significant need to 
expand composting access for multifamily residents. Largely due to the university’s presence, Ann Arbor has a 
high proportion of multifamily housing. Only 42 percent of our housing stock consists of single-family detached 
homes; the rest is multifamily. This means we are missing a major opportunity for diversion.

When we look more closely, most multifamily properties are small—fewer than 10 units—which means there are 
many of them. In the photo, you can see an example of a typical large house in Ann Arbor that has been divided 
into several units for student housing.

This brings us to the development of our food scrap drop-off project. Our first step was analyzing the number 
and distribution of multifamily properties without compost service. We did consider what it would take to 
provide curbside collection to all of them but quickly realized that drop-off sites made more sense.

We wanted to be methodical and confirm that we could place drop-off bins within a couple miles of all multifamily 
residents while keeping the deployment to a manageable number of sites. Using GIS, we ran a location-allocation 
analysis to identify optimal facility locations based on demand points—in this case, multifamily properties. The 
teal dots on the map represent multifamily properties, and the stars show where clusters align. In this scenario, 
we determined that 10 sites could cover all multifamily households within a two-mile radius.

From there, we researched different drop-off models, including access-controlled and non-access-controlled 
systems. We ultimately chose to plan for access-controlled enclosures. Our initial budget planning was based 
on deploying 10 sites.

Instead of relying solely on GIS outputs or guessing location preferences, we decided to engage the community 
directly. We saw this approach used successfully in places like Washington, DC, and wanted to follow similar best 
practices.

The next slides show more detail about our engagement process. Our main question was simple: where would 
residents like to see a food scrap drop-off bin? We used several outreach methods. One was tabling at the farmers 
market. Another, likely the most impactful, was mailing postcards to all multifamily residents. The postcard 
introduced the project, explained that we were seeking feedback, and directed recipients to the project page 
where they could submit input or register for a virtual information session.

We also shared information through the city’s monthly community newsletter and engaged key stakeholders, 
including the University of Michigan and the Commission on Disability Issues, to ensure we reached diverse 
audiences and considered accessibility needs.

Our project page was an essential tool throughout engagement and will continue to be as the program 
develops. The city recently adopted a platform that makes it easy to create pages like this and gather input. We 
included basic project information, descriptions, funding details, resident impacts, and examples from other 
communities. This is also where we hosted links to the virtual information sessions and later uploaded the slide 
decks and recordings.

We used the platform’s public Q&A feature, which helped reduce repetitive questions because participants could 
see what others had already asked and read our responses. The central feature, however, was the interactive 
map for residents to suggest bin locations.
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We wanted the process to be easy and accessible for everyone. Residents could add a marker to suggest a 
location and include a brief description, or they could simply upvote suggestions already posted. When making 
a suggestion, residents were asked three additional questions: whether they lived in multifamily housing (to 
confirm we were hearing from our priority audience), how far they lived from the suggested location, and 
whether they would be more likely to use the drop-off sites if provided with a countertop food scrap caddy.

The results: about 600 people visited the webpage to learn more or provide input. Eighty-eight residents 
suggested locations, and 69 upvoted others’ suggestions. The final pin map shows clear clusters that align with 
the known distribution of multifamily housing in the city. A word cloud generated from comments showed 
grocery stores as the most popular suggested location, followed by apartments, shopping centers, the farmers 
market, the mall, libraries, and various parks. This indicated that residents preferred combining food scrap drop-
off with regular errands.

The responses to our additional questions were helpful. We heard from only a couple of non-multifamily residents, 
which confirmed we were reaching the right audience. Ninety percent of suggested locations were within a 
mile of where respondents lived, reinforcing the goal of siting drop-off bins within a couple miles of residents. 
And nearly half of respondents said they would be more likely to participate if provided with a countertop caddy.

Since completing public engagement and refining our approach, we decided to begin with a pilot of five drop-
off sites rather than launching all 10 immediately. We plan to place one unit at each site but will also consider 
space for adding additional bins in the future if needed. We know we want access-controlled enclosures, and we 
are currently reviewing available options, including metroSTOR units.

Our priority now is reaching out to potential host sites that were popular among residents and have also been 
assessed by staff. We have not finalized any agreements yet, but that is the next major step. Once locations are 
confirmed, we will procure bins and prepare for installation. The final step will be our education and outreach 
campaign leading up to launch.

Thank you again for having me here today. My contact information is on the right, along with Sarah Mason’s, if 
you have additional questions.

Tim Steckel

Thank you so much, Mallory. That was packed with great information and included several things I had not seen 
before. You shared your contact details, and I noticed you also referenced practices used in Washington. That is 
exactly why we host these events: to bring together people who are working on similar challenges and can learn 
from one another. It is great to see.

People can reach out to you directly if they have questions. I actually added a couple of my own in the chat. 
Sarah, if you are able, please open the chat and jump in there so we can keep the discussion going while we 
move on.

Let us continue with the presentations. Next up is Jenny Ludmer from Princeton. Please bring up the slides, and 
if anyone in the audience has specific questions, feel free to put them in the chat and keep the conversation 
going as we hear from Princeton now.
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Christine Symington

Hi, I am Christine Symington. I am filling in for Jenny, who had a scheduling conflict today and is participating in 
another event. Thank you for inviting us to participate in this webinar.

I am the Executive Director at Sustainable Princeton, a nonprofit that works with the Municipality of Princeton. 
We have a fee-for-service agreement to assist them with a number of sustainability initiatives, including support 
for their food scrap drop-off program.

I want to provide a little history about how we arrived at where we are today. It has been a journey. In 2010, 
Princeton launched an opt-in curbside collection program. It operated until about 2019. Under that program, 
Princeton residents could pay $65 per year to receive a food scrap cart that they would place out once a week for 
collection. The material was hauled to a facility in Delaware, which is quite a distance from New Jersey.

The program experienced challenges. The facility in Delaware closed, which required the town’s contracted 
hauler to find a new destination. The town does not haul waste itself, so it depended on its contractor. Another 
facility was found in Pennsylvania, an aerated static pile operation, but it began rejecting loads because of high 
contamination rates. The town worked to reduce contamination, but when a second Pennsylvania facility also 
started rejecting loads and hauling costs continued to rise, the town decided to place the program on hiatus.

Although unfortunate, the experience provided valuable learning. In 2019, the Council adopted a Climate Action 
Plan, which we helped develop by convening residents and stakeholders. The plan included several actions 
related to materials management, such as evaluating all waste streams—solid waste, recycling, food waste, 
leaves, and brush—and determining strategies to reduce costs and emissions.

In 2022, the municipality convened a waste team that included members of my team, staff from Public Works, 
Infrastructure and Engineering, the Environmental Commission, and members of Princeton Council. The town 
also engaged a waste consultant, Wayne DeFeo of DeFeo Associates, who has deep knowledge of New Jersey’s 
regulatory landscape.

The waste team launched an online survey to assess community interest. If Princeton were to restart food scrap 
collection, would residents prefer drop-off or curbside service? With support from DeFeo Associates, the team 
explored program models across the country, including those in places like Ann Arbor.

When the solid waste hauling contract came up for renewal, the town requested bids for curbside food scrap 
collection to understand current costs. The bids confirmed what you might expect: because curbside food scrap 
collection requires a separate route unless you own a dual-compartment truck, costs would be roughly double 
the cost of solid waste hauling. Given this, the town decided not to resume curbside collection.

As I mentioned, we studied programs in numerous cities, but the cost barrier remained. In 2023, a federal USDA 
grant opportunity opened to support municipal food waste recycling initiatives. Princeton applied for and 
received funding to launch a food scrap drop-off program.

Why pursue drop-off? We learned that, although curbside would be ideal, it is simply cost-prohibitive. Drop-off 
offers a more affordable option, with lower startup and operational costs, and it is scalable. As the program grows, 
contamination can be managed more effectively, and the model supports equitable access for all residents, 
including those in multifamily housing.
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After receiving the grant, the town launched two pilot drop-off sites at municipal buildings. The town entered a 
contract with Trenton Renewables, an anaerobic digestion facility about 14 miles from Princeton. The pilot used 
two 64-gallon containers housed in wooden sheds. The sheds proved less than ideal; they were not durable and 
did not provide effective locking or hands-free operation. Still, the pilot gave us valuable insight.

As we researched other communities, we came across metroSTOR as a vendor of enclosed food scrap containers. 
The municipality purchased three metal, self-contained metroSTOR units. They are locked and can be opened 
by keypad, smartphone app, or foot pedal for hands-free access.

The grant allowed us to expand the program to a total of 10 drop-off locations. Based on the strong performance 
of the metroSTOR units at the pilot sites, we continued with that approach. Like Ann Arbor, we wanted these 
sites distributed so the majority of residents would have one nearby, with an emphasis on multifamily and 
affordable housing developments. Similar to other communities, we learned residents prefer having drop-off 
sites near shopping centers or grocery stores, where they can incorporate drop-off into regular weekly errands.

Since launching in October 2023, we have diverted more than 50 tons of organics from the landfill. Nearly 500 
households are participating. Trenton Renewables reports that we have maintained very low contamination 
rates.

Everyone who signs up must complete a short quiz before receiving the access code. The quiz reinforces what is 
acceptable and what is not. The containers themselves have clear signage as reminders. Because participants are 
voluntarily joining the program, they tend to be highly invested in its success and take care not to contaminate 
the stream.

That is the overview of our program.

Tim Steckel

Thank you so much, Christine. That was very insightful. Hearing the history of the curbside collection program, 
how it struggled, and how you then shifted to a new approach without letting go of the core problem is really 
encouraging.

How do you currently check for contamination? Do you conduct visual inspections, or what methods are you 
using to track contamination?

Christine Symington

That is a good question. Our Public Works Department now collects the food scraps and takes them to Trenton 
Renewables. Public Works staff perform a visual inspection, and when the material reaches Trenton Renewables, 
it is emptied into their hopper where a camera system allows them to inspect it as well. We receive feedback 
from Trenton Renewables on our contamination rates.

I believe the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection requires them to keep contamination levels 
below 10 percent, so they are very focused on tracking and controlling contamination.

Tim Steckel

Thank you. Did you need to run any specific education or outreach when you started, or were the loads clean 
from the beginning after you made the switch?
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Christine Symington

They were clean from the start. Because people are participating voluntarily, they are very invested in the 
program’s success. They want to follow the rules and ensure we can keep the program going, so they are very 
diligent.

Tim Steckel

Yes, they are intentional about it. Thank you. Let us now turn to Ridgewood and hear from Sean Hamlin. After 
Sean’s presentation, we will bring everyone back together for a short discussion.

Sean Hamlin

Thanks, Tim, and thank you all for having me. My name is Sean Hamlin. I am from the Village of Ridgewood, where 
I serve as the Recycling Coordinator, the Clean Communities Coordinator, and the Supervisor of Sanitation. I 
have been in this position since 2019. When I arrived, one initiative the village had been trying to launch for some 
time was a food scrap program, and I inherited that effort. It took a couple of years, largely due to COVID, but we 
were finally able to get the program up and running.

A little bit about Ridgewood: we have a population of about 25,000 to 26,000, and it continues to grow as 
new housing complexes are built. Our municipal staff handle both solid waste and recycling collection; we 
do not contract these services out. Our recycling center is open five days a week, and the community is very 
environmentally conscious. Residents were asking for action on food scraps, so this became an immediate 
priority.

Our recycling program accepts a wide range of materials—standard commingled recycling, paper, corrugated 
cardboard, holiday lights, and more. We also recently launched a mattress recycling pilot, which is doing well, 
and we hope to continue it.

To gauge interest in the food scrap program, which began as a pilot, we collected information during our Earth 
Day event. At our table, we provided basic details about the proposed program and a simple form asking for a 
name, email, address, and phone number—not a formal signup, but a way to see how many residents would 
express interest despite the program requiring a good amount of work from participants. We received around 
200 responses, but due to affordability and the pilot nature of the project, we were only able to include about 
100 households.

We sent out a more formal application once we were ready to launch, targeting those who seemed truly 
committed to participating. The program was focused on data collection, so participants were required to weigh 
both their trash and the buckets we issued to them. Each week, they filled out an online form with the weights 
and then brought their buckets to us. It was a lot to ask, and many people did not complete the application 
because they were not willing to do the required work. The participants we did select were highly committed.

We issued 48-gallon totes and provided a storage shed to protect the totes from wildlife. The household buckets 
had gamma-seal lids, which contain odors well until opened. Each bucket included a list of acceptable materials, 
and we provided both a sticker for the bucket and a refrigerator magnet.

Our recycling center operates as a drive-through, which is unusual and extremely helpful for our model. Residents 
do not leave their cars; attendants simply open the trunk and remove the recyclables. This allowed us to conduct 
visual inspections easily. When participants dropped off their buckets, we collected their names, addresses, and 
the weights they recorded. We also weighed the buckets ourselves to ensure the data was accurate. We did 
catch several people entering numbers that did not match the actual weights, which confirmed why verification 
was important.
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We partnered with a company called Natural Upcycling, which transports the material to Trenton Renewables. 
They collect once a week, and they clean the totes each time. This ensures the cans remain clean, odor-free, and 
acceptable to neighbors.

The pilot ran for nine months and was very successful. We collected more than 16 tons of food scraps with just 
100 participants. I did not expect that volume, but many participants drastically reduced their household trash 
as a result, in some cases to almost nothing. We did encounter a few challenges, of course. One memorable story 
is from our very first participant, who brought in an entire uncut watermelon. We explained that we needed the 
scraps, not the whole fruit.

Our long-term goal is to scale the program and eventually provide free household pickup for residents. We 
cannot do that yet because state regulations prevent us from composting on-site. We have a Class C facility, but 
because of proximity to neighbors, we are not permitted to process grass or food. So for now, we will continue 
using a hauler, but we have not given up on our long-term goal.

The next logical expansion was to offer drop-off locations. The photo you see shows the first metroSTOR container 
we installed, located at our social services building. This is an ideal location because social services can access it, 
and during the summer the farmers market can as well. This will allow us to scale up participation and increase 
diversion.

Our goal for next year is to add two more units in strategic locations. We learned that many former participants 
stopped taking part simply because our recycling center’s hours—8 a.m. to 3 p.m.—did not work for them. 
Providing accessible drop-off points solves this issue.

We reached a major milestone this year: over 100 tons collected since the program began. We expect our 2025 
total of 19.3 tons to increase significantly by the end of the year, especially with the holidays approaching. The 
metroSTOR units have played a major role in this success. After installation, we saw participation increase again.

To access a metroSTOR unit, residents must be part of the food scrap program. This helps ensure users are 
invested and follow the rules. We have had no contamination. Each enclosure contains a 64-gallon tote lined 
with clear bags so we can visually inspect material when collecting. The totes are swapped daily to prevent odors 
and maintain cleanliness. There have been no complaints from neighbors.

One ongoing challenge is keeping our Council invested. The program is not cost-saving at this stage. To date, 
disposal fees total around $15,000 to $16,000, which is more than landfill disposal. But sustainability—not cost 
savings—is our goal.

We also emphasize education. We teach residents how to shop and cook in ways that reduce food waste in the 
first place. I believe this education contributed to the dip we saw in volumes: participants became more aware of 
how much they discarded and began changing their habits. I experienced this myself. When my family began 
using a meal kit service with pre-portioned ingredients, our household waste dropped close to zero.

Looking ahead, our short-term goal is to continue adding more metroSTOR units, as they are working extremely 
well and encourage participation when placed in the right locations. Our long-term goal is to scale the program 
until we can attempt curbside service again—and hopefully achieve better results than other communities. We 
believe providing the service for free will be essential to long-term success.

That is all I have. Here is my contact information if anyone would like to reach out.
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Tim Steckel

Thank you very much for sharing that information and for providing your contact details. I really appreciate the 
collaboration happening here. We are almost at the hour, but I am not in a rush to leave, so I would like to extend 
the discussion. If you have time, please stay for the Q&A.

I have seen a couple of questions in the chat. One of them was whether your programs accept compostable 
paper products. Christine has already answered for Princeton—they are not accepting them. Sean, how about 
Ridgewood?

Sean Hamlin

Not currently, and that is mainly because of the amount of space those materials take up. Our long-term goal is 
to compost on our own, and if we are able to do that, then yes, we could include them. But for now, no.

Tim Steckel

How about compostable products in general?

Sean Hamlin

One item in that category is pizza boxes. Like many places, we have issues recycling them because of grease. 
That is something we would like to include in the compost stream in the future.

Tim Steckel

Understood. And how is this handled in Ann Arbor? I believe I heard that you stopped accepting certain 
compostable products.

Mallory Lawson

Yes, I can clarify that. In 2023, we transitioned from accepting all BPI-certified compostable products to accepting 
only CMA-certified compostable products. That is likely the change you are referring to. We still accept CMA-
certified products at our compost facility and in curbside carts.

However, for the drop-off program we are planning, we intend to accept only food scraps and the paper bags 
used to collect them. This is for the same reasons others mentioned—space limitations and prioritizing food 
scraps as the material we most want to divert from the landfill. Once the program is fully established, we may 
re-evaluate, but that is where things stand now.

Tim Steckel

Thank you.

Christine Symington

I can add to that. When Princeton had curbside collection, the messaging at launch was essentially “if it grows, 
it goes.” We learned that this contributed significantly to contamination. Participants were enthusiastic and 
deeply committed to keeping material out of the landfill, so they tended to include anything that appeared 
compostable or biodegradable.

That kind of wish-cycling is very difficult to manage, and it is much easier to add items later than to reverse an 
established behavior. For that reason, our drop-off program accepts only food scraps—no bags, not even paper 
bags.
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Another consideration is that different facilities accept different materials. If the receiving facility ever changed, 
the acceptable items could change as well, which would require updating resident instructions. Restricting the 
program to food scraps eliminates that issue.

Tim Steckel

It is hard to break patterns once they are established. In some cases, accepting compostable products can be 
helpful, but it definitely adds complexity. Labels can be especially tricky—BPI certification, CMA certification, 
and then products marked “compostable” that are not actually certified. It gets confusing very quickly.

Sean Hamlin

Tim, I am sorry to interrupt, but I have to jump off. My colleague Johanna will stay on to answer any questions 
that may come up for Ridgewood.

Tim Steckel

Thank you, Sean.

Sean Hamlin

Thank you all.

Tim Steckel

If anyone wants to connect with Sean, we will share the slides with his contact information so you can reach out.

We have heard from three different communities—a smaller community, a larger community, and a mid-sized 
one—and all are benefiting from drop-off stations. I saw a question in the chat from Randall asking how often 
the bins are being picked up. Can you share that? And in the same realm, how many bins do you have at each 
drop-off point? Is it just one because you are getting started, or do you need multiple bins at high-traffic sites?

Mallory?

Mallory Lawson

I cannot speak to that in much detail because our drop-off bins are not deployed yet. Initially, if we saw heavy 
use at a location, we would increase collection frequency first, and then consider adding another bin if needed.

Tim Steckel

Nigel, do you have any data from other communities about how often carts need to be changed? That might 
help answer the question.

Nigel Deacon

Thank you, Tim. It varies widely depending on the number of users. You can adjust collection frequency as 
engagement increases. Many low-volume sites use weekly collection, and we do not recommend going longer 
than that because of odors. In Washington, DC, for example, many containers are collected at least daily because 
of very high volumes.

You can also use fill sensors that send the hauler a notification when the container reaches a preset level—70 
percent, 80 percent, and so on. So it depends on the situation.
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Tim Steckel

Do we have any numbers on the average amount people drop off? For example, if there is a 96-gallon cart inside 
the container, how long does it take to fill? How many deposits would that be?

Nigel Deacon

Christine or Johanna may have specific data, but I would expect the average drop-off to be around two and a 
half or three pounds. A full 65-gallon cart weighs roughly 300 pounds or more. Those carts get heavy quickly. 
Few communities use 96-gallon carts.

Johanna Luttrell

At our recycling center, when we receive the five-gallon buckets, we have observed that roughly 25 of them can 
fit comfortably into one container in close succession. Over time, the material settles, and then you can fit more.

At our metroSTOR street-side container, many people do not bring a five-gallon bucket. They bring much 
smaller containers—whatever is easiest to carry—so that can allow even more users to access the container 
before it fills.

Tim Steckel

Thank you. I also saw that Rebecca posted details in the chat about their usage, which is helpful.

Does anyone else in the audience have a question? You can add it in the chat or unmute yourself if you prefer. 
Let me see if there are any other questions.

We had another question related to pickups from Marissa. I am not sure we answered it completely. She asked 
whether, if bins are filling quickly, you would add more containers or increase pickup frequency. What is the 
right balance? Nigel, maybe you can speak to that.

How would you decide whether to add another container or simply increase collection frequency if capacity is 
being reached?

Nigel Deacon

Great question, Tim. We would always love to sell more containers, but the real value in these systems is flexibility. 
You can begin by increasing collection frequency—that gives you a lot of room before needing another container. 
On the other hand, adding containers can increase accessibility and convenience for residents.

So both options are viable. It depends on the site, demand, and goals. The key is that the system is both flexible 
and scalable. I would be interested in hearing feedback from users as well.

Tim Steckel

It probably depends on the context—whether the same number of people are dropping off more material or 
whether the program is simply gaining new participants. I also had a question about access control. Mallory, 
in Ann Arbor you decided to include access control for multifamily households. What led you to that decision?
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Mallory Lawson

That is a good question. We have had contamination issues in the past, and that is something we work hard 
to manage at our compost site, especially now that we have stricter rules with CMA-certified fiber-only items. 
Access control helps reduce the risk of contamination. We also have a large, somewhat transient population, 
which increases the risk of dumping. Another challenge is getting host sites on board. A common concern from 
property owners is whether a drop-off location will become a dumping site if carts are freely accessible.

Ultimately, our top priority is collecting clean material, and access control supports that goal.

Tim Steckel

Thank you. On the subject of dumping, there was a question in the chat asking whether drop-off stations attract 
illegal dumping. You are just starting your program, Mallory, so maybe Christine can speak to this.

Christine Symington

I cannot say it has never happened, but it has not been a significant issue. As I mentioned in the chat, I believe 
the visibility of the bins helps. This is just my own hypothesis, but when the units are clean, well-designed, and 
placed in very public locations, people are less likely to leave inappropriate items.

One of our drop-off sites is behind the municipal building I am in now, in the back of a parking lot. I have seen a 
few things dumped there, and I think it is because it is hidden, people feel unseen, and the enclosure is one of 
our older corrals rather than a metroSTOR unit. It does not present the same neat, tidy appearance. The drop-off 
sites located near schools or at other municipal buildings—where the metroSTOR units are highly visible—have 
had far fewer issues.

Tim Steckel

Yes, and I think the decals make a difference too. The one showing the compost process is great. I also really liked 
the colorful examples from Washington.

Christine Symington

We implemented our program in stages, and some potential host sites were hesitant at first. As Mallory 
mentioned, it can be difficult to get buy-in. But once these sites saw the units installed elsewhere and saw that 
they worked well, it became much easier. One of our townhouse developments initially said no, worrying about 
dumping and odors. After seeing the units in action at other locations, they became comfortable and eventually 
agreed to host a site.

Tim Steckel

Exactly, and it reinforces the value of pilot programs. Starting with the most committed participants—the 
early adopters—helps build momentum and credibility before scaling up. We have seen this pattern in every 
successful program.

Another question came in about the workload for staff. How significant is the impact on truck drivers, laborers, 
and public works staff? Do you need additional staff, or can servicing the drop-off locations be absorbed into 
existing workloads?

Johanna?
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Johanna Luttrell

In Ridgewood, we did not need additional staff. We already have a full-service recycling center staffed by 
attendants. They handle bottles, cans, paper, cardboard, and other recyclables as cars drive through, so adding 
food scrap containers was easy. We do not haul material ourselves—we use a hauler—but we always have staff 
on the road. The metroSTOR container at our train station is simply added to an existing route, and staff swap 
the tote as part of their normal workflow.

Tim Steckel

Thank you. Mallory, how about in Michigan?

Mallory Lawson

Similar to Ridgewood, we will add our five initial sites to existing residential compost collection routes. If we had 
expanded curbside service citywide, we would definitely have needed additional staff, a new truck, or both. But 
for drop-off service, our existing staffing model works.

Tim Steckel

Christine, did Princeton need new staff?

Christine Symington

No. The town did not add any new staff. When they applied for the grant and launched the drop-off program, 
the grant covered the cost of the Department of Public Works staff who handle hauling. Once grant funds are 
fully used, the town plans to continue using its existing Public Works staff. It becomes a cost the town absorbs, 
but with the current scale of the program, it is manageable.

One thing that was essential to the town’s willingness to restart a food scrap program was having a facility only 
about 15 miles away. A nearby processing site makes hauling practical. As the program grows, that distance may 
become more of a constraint, but for now it is workable.

Tim Steckel

Thank you. Funding is one topic we have not explored in depth today, though we covered it in two other webinars. 
For anyone watching the replay or attending today, those recordings are on YouTube and the metroSTOR website. 
One session focused more heavily on grants and funding sources. Grants are extremely helpful, but they are not 
permanent, and a successful program needs a strategy for financial sustainability after grant funding ends.

In many cities, once participation grows, the volume of regular trash decreases, which reduces tipping fees and 
sometimes offsets costs. There can be a point where the program becomes cost-neutral or even cost-positive 
when compared with landfill disposal.

I do not see any other questions in the chat. I had a few of my own that were already answered. Mallory, the 
engagement platform you used with the pin-mapping and upvoting was particularly interesting. As someone 
who works in digital communication, I am always curious about the tools communities use. You put a lot of 
work into determining locations, and it was fascinating to see that process. It is one of the hardest questions for 
newcomers: “Where should we put them?”

If there are no more questions, I think we can wrap up. Thank you to everyone who stayed with us this long. 
That dedication shows how much interest there is in this topic. We will send out the slides with all contact 
information.
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Feel free to connect with me, Tim Steckel, on LinkedIn through the Compost Marketing Agency, or reach out to 
Nigel if you have questions. We can connect you with resources and help however we can.

Shorten your learning curve by using the information shared today. Watch the other two events, and keep 
working to make compost mainstream.

Thanks for attending, and have a great day, everyone.

Chat Box Summary

During the session, participants used the chat to explore practical considerations for organics programs. Key 
points included:

Program design and engagement

	• Ann Arbor is using a mix of curbside carts, shared community carts, and drop-off sites to serve 
different multifamily scenarios efficiently.

	• Around 30 people attended the city’s info sessions, and about 500 joined the 2025 food waste 
challenge.

	• Social Pinpoint was the tool used for mapping and upvoting drop-off locations.

Accepted materials and contamination

	• Most programs accept food scraps only at drop-off sites.

	• Princeton excludes compostable paper to avoid contamination.

	• Ann Arbor accepts CMA-W certified fiber items curbside but will allow only food scraps and brown 
paper bags at planned drop-off sites.

Operations and container management

	• metroSTOR containers are emptied anywhere from daily (Ridgewood) to weekly, depending on 
usage.

	• Communities increase pickup frequency first before adding additional containers.

Site cleanliness and misuse

	• Princeton and Ridgewood reported little to no dumping outside containers, especially where units 
are in visible locations and well maintained.

Staffing and capacity

	• Towns have absorbed these programs into existing public works staffing without adding new 
positions.

	• Ridgewood reported roughly 200 registered households (about 700 individuals) participating.

Resident behavior

	• Participants noted that food-scrap programs often make residents more aware of waste, leading to 
reduced overall food waste.
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