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Context  

The amount of inedible food scraps1 generated is rising due to population growth and the increase in single person 

households, with overall waste in Australia projected to grow at 4.5% per annum (Environmental Heritage and Protection 

council 2010).  In Australia, as in most developed countries (Hoornweg and Bhada-Tata 2012), most food scraps go as 

waste to landfill. In 2008, Australia generated 8.2 million tonnes of food scraps, with half of this generated by 

households.  Of this 7.0 million tonnes went to landfill (Reynolds, Boland et al. 2011), comprising roughly half of 

municipal waste that went to landfill.   By 2015 the situation was not any better with 90% of discarded food in Victoria 

going to landfill (Sustainability Victoria 2017).   

Landfilling inedible food scraps no longer makes sense in environmental, economic or social terms.   Sending food 

scraps as waste to landfill imposes direct environmental costs, including the degradation of the land on which the landfill 

is sited, pollution of groundwater and production of greenhouse gases.   In landfill, food waste slowly rots to produce 

methane, a greenhouse gas thirty-four times more potent than carbon dioxide in relation to its role in climate change.  A 

conservative estimate is that in Australia, for every tonne of municipal waste stored in a landfill, 0.74 tonnes of CO2-e are 

released (Productivity Commission 2006).   As cities expand, governments in developed countries are finding it 

increasingly hard to find land on which to site a landfill to handle city waste, as no residents want a landfill sited near 

them.  Sending food scraps as waste to landfill is also economically unsustainable as it imposes direct economic costs 

with no financial benefit (Adhikari, Barrington et al. 2009).  In Victoria alone, the annual cost of landfill levies in 2008 was 

around $50 million (Sustainability Victoria 2013) and since then, landfill levies have been increasing. Recognising the 

cost and long term unviability of landfills, all States and Territories in Australia have targets for diversion of waste from 

landfill (for example, Sustainability Victoria 2013).  

Composting, has a range of environmental and health benefits, particularly when the resulting compost is applied to the 

soil and used for growing food.   Research suggest that of all the strategies for diverting food waste from landfill it 

achieves the highest GHG reductions, (Favoino and Hogg 2008, US Environmental Protection Agency 2011) reducing 

landfill methane (CH4) emissions, as well as reducing nitrous oxide and storing carbon in the soil.  Applying compost to 

the soil is a means of returning soil carbon and the Rodale Institute makes the bold claim that when the compost is 

applied to the soil in conjunction with organic agricultural practices, such as cover crops, it has the potential to store 

more carbon in the soil than the world is emitting each year (Rodale Institute 2014).  In countries like Australia, where 

agricultural soils have lost up to nine tenths of their soil carbon due to clearing and cultivation (Norris and Andrews 

2010), returning soil carbon has a range of other co-benefits.  It improves the health of soil and its ability to retain water.  

It also reduces or eliminates the need for chemical fertilizers, herbicide and fungicide, binds heavy metals in the soil, 

reduces erosion and promotes higher yields of crops (Department of Primary Industries 2004, Lal 2010).  These benefits 

translate to a monetary value for compost, while the practice of applying compost also has commercial value under the 

Carbon Farming Initiative of the Federal Government (http://www.environment.gov.au/climate-change/emissions-

reduction-fund/cfi/about). 

In San Francisco, since 1997, commercial and residential food waste has been collected for offsite composting to 

produce a compost of a quality suitable for use in organic food production.   Estimates are that in California each tonne 

of food scraps diverted from landfill for composting has the potential to reduce just under one tonne of greenhouse gases 

(carbon dioxide equivalent) (Morrigan 2011). 

In Australia, there has been public discussion around the possibility of incineration of waste, including food waste,  to 

produce renewable energy, with explicit references to the tradition of managing waste in this way in certain parts of 

Europe  (Dunstan 2018, Towell and Carey 2018).  This is misleading as the European Parliament has recently altered its 

policy settings to actively discourage the incineration of any waste (Zero Waste Europe 2018).  In Europe, anaerobic 

digestion or composting of food waste is encouraged (European Parliament 2017). 

 

Opportunity 

Composting a city’s food waste provides an opportunity to return the carbon from food waste to the soil, rather than 

release it into the atmosphere as methane.   Simultaneously this provides opportunities to improve plant health and 

yields, reduce water usage in growing, reduce the use of synthetic fertilizer, and improve food security.   As will be 

                                                                 

 

1 The term ‘inedible food scraps’ is used to refer both to those parts of food that are inedible, such as banana peel, and food which is no longer fit for 

human consumption.   

http://www.environment.gov.au/climate-change/emissions-reduction-fund/cfi/about
http://www.environment.gov.au/climate-change/emissions-reduction-fund/cfi/about
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shown, on-site composting of food waste can be an opportunity to improve amenity (reduced odor, vermin and garbage 

trucks) and increase the sense of local community. 

Scope 

This symposium will focus on urban composting solutions, including kerbside collections of food waste for offsite 

composting and models of on-site composting and onsite pre-treatment for later composting.  There is no one-size-fits all 

and the discussions will be framed in terms of type of urban fabric. 

Importance 

Awareness about the importance of managing food waste has increased dramatically in the last few years.   

 

• State governments and councils now have targets for diversion of food waste from landfill and, as a 

consequence, councils are trialling different ways of ways of managing food waste.   

• The facility for environmentally sustainable management of waste, including food waste, is being introduced into 

building codes and sustainability ratings.  

• Organisations that produce large amounts of food waste are looking for ways to reduce the cost of managing 

food waste and reduce the carbon footprint of managing food waste. 

 

In the last few years, a range of new technologies have become available for processing food waste on-site.  There is 

considerable uncertainty about what these actually do  and a lack of understanding about how to safely and sustainably 

manage the output from them. 

The research also has implications for other policy areas such as food security, water conservation and soil health. 

Consequence of inaction 

• Targets for diversion from landfill will not be met and landfills will overflow 

• An opportunity to mitigate greenhouse gases is lost 

• An opportunity for carbon storage is lost 

• Opportunities to improve plant health and yields, reduce water usage in growing, reduce the use of synthetic 

fertilizer, and improve food security are lost 

Options 

The options explored at the symposium are: 

• Kerbside collection of food waste for offsite composting 

• On-site food waste management 

o use of externally heated rapid decomposers as a way of reducing volume and odor of food waste – for 

later composting 

o On-site in-vessel composting 

o Arrays of continuous flow worm farms 

 

Matters for discussion and action 

• Use of compostable bags 

• When and how to manage organics on-site – the advantages and disadvantages of different composting and 

pre-treatment options 

• Involving the community in separation of food scraps 

• Producing quality compost 

• Getting compost to growers 

• Carbon abatement of different models of food waste management  
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