Iowa Food Waste
Reduction Project
Case Study
Iowa City Landfill and Recycling Center :
Commercial Compost Facility
In 1989, yard waste was banned from Iowa landfills via the Iowa Waste
Reduction and Recycling Act. This required landfills to find an alternative way
to handle yard waste and consequently most Iowa landfills have since had a
commercial-scale yard waste composting facility, including Iowa City.
Food waste makes up about 15% of materials disposed of at the Iowa City
Landfill, or about 18,000 tons per year. In the landfill, food waste
decomposes anaerobically and accounts for a significant portion of landfill gas
that is produced. Landfill gas is primarily methane and is a greenhouse gas
about 21 times more destructive than carbon dioxide.
The Iowa City Landfill and Recycling Center is one of a handful of landfills in
Iowa that also accepts food waste for composting. This program began in
2007 as a feasibility study for a University of Iowa undergraduate engineering
class. After the study, the student group who undertook the study
requested that the City of Iowa City and the University of Iowa do a pilot
project to see what could be done to reduce food waste in the landfill. A plan

Facts at a glance
Iowa City Landfill and
Recycling Center sells finished
compost for $20 per ton.
Organics make up 25% of
Iowa's landfill waste and could
be composted.

was outlined for a pilot project; in the fall of 2007 the University of Iowa’s
Hillcrest Market Place dining facility successfully collected 29 tons of
pre-consumer food waste from their facility. The materials were transported
to the landfill’s commercial composting facility and composted.
The pilot project was considered a success; the University continued the
program as a permanent waste reduction effort and the landfill began to take
steps to amend the landfill permit. This allowed the landfill to be able to
accept more than two tons per week of food waste for composting. The
permit amendment was completed in 2009 and landfill staff began outreach
to increase the amount of food waste accepted; other entities have slowly
been added to the program. Staff encourages higher and better use of
organics based on the Environmental Protection Agency’s hierarchy for food
waste.
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Below is an annual breakdown of tonnage as well as notes on when new
partners joined the program.

year

Tons of
Organics
Composted

Date

Entity Added

2007

28.69

January-07

U of I Hillcrest Market Place, pre-consumer

2008

12.31

2009

36.18

June-09

U of I Burge Market Place, pre-consumer

2010

32.72

2011

103.23

March-11
August-11

New Pioneer Co-op (2 locations)
Regina Catholic Schools

2012

169.7

February-12
August-12
September-12

Bluebird Diner
U of I Hillcrest Market Place, post-consumer
Kinnick Stadium, home football games

2013

* 400
(estimated)

April-13
April-13

4 area Hy-Vee store locations
U of I Hospitals and Clinics

As of April 2013, the landfill was at about 25% capacity of its permitted
allowance for food waste composting, which is limited to 10 tons per day.
Landfill staff works closely with the haulers who offer the service of
collecting organics. It is important to make sure that contamination levels
are as close to zero as possible. Staff also works with several
organizations in the community which do collections at community
events, such as Summer of the Arts. Collecting organics for composting
at these events pose specific challenges but are extremely valuable in
that they reach a large number of people.

did you know?
Did you know that out of 43 permitted municipal
landfills in Iowa, only four of them have compost
facilities that handle food waste?
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