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1. Introduction

Modern Waste Management 
Practices

In its 2012 survey of municipal solid waste 
disposal, the EPA reported that Americans 
generated over 250 million tons of solid 
waste, with approximately 54% of the 
waste being disposed of in landfills. Only 
a third of the waste was recycled (34.5%), 
with the remaining waste being processed 
using other methods, such as incineration.1 
As global resources are rapidly becoming 
depleted, using additional resources to bury 
discarded materials such as metals, glass, 
and nutrients is increasingly considered 
to be both antiquated and irresponsible.   
Landfills are cheap, but reclamation 
technologies ranging from recycling to 
anaerobic digestion are becoming more 
efficient each year, and will increasingly be 
used to divert waste from landfills. 

Consumer Response

With the general public’s increasing 
awareness of issues related to sustainability, 
businesses are facing heightened pressure 
to demonstrate progressive advances in 
their waste management policies.  Polling 
by Gallup has shown that around 69% 
of surveyed U.S. consumers report 
having concerns about the quality of the 
environment, and considered environmental 
quality to be on the decline.2 

In addition, industry leaders engaged in 
sustainable development have reported an 
average of 18% higher returns on equity, 
50% lower volatility of earnings, and 21% 
stronger shareholder dividend growth than 
their less sustainable peers.3  While burying 
discarded resources in the ground has 

historically been a competitively priced option 
for waste disposal—and will continue to be in 
the foreseeable future—taking responsible steps 
towards reducing a company’s waste stream is an 
essential task for modern businesses. This process 
provides an opportunity for companies to identify 
wasteful practices and isolate inefficiencies while 
inspiring employees and customers to rethink 
the status quo. 

Zero Waste Initiatives

Many colleges, corporations, restaurants and 
other organizations have set self-imposed goals 
to reduce their facilites’ landfill footprints by up 
to 100%.  The Zero Waste International Alliance 
has a program that recognizes businesses that 
have a “Zero Waste” goal and have reduced their 
waste to landfill, incineration or the environment 
by 90% or more.4

Facilities taking part in a Zero Waste initiative 
typically begin by performing a detailed audit of 
their existing waste flows. During these audits, 
trained professionals separate the waste into the 
appropriate waste classes, and quantify the mass 
of each waste class that is leaving a facility.  The 
initial waste audit gives the facility operators 
an idea of the amounts and types of wastes 
that they need to plan for when designing an 
alternative waste management system. Individual 
systems are then developed for disposal within 
each waste category. 

After systems are put into place to divert waste 
from the landfill, a facility can pursue third party 
verification of Zero Waste status to add validity 
to any consumer-facing claims.
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1 EPA. (2015). Municipal Solid Waste Generation, Recycling, and Disposal in the U.S.: Facts and Figures for 2012. US 
Environmental Protection Agency. Retrieved from: http://www.epa.gov/osw/nonhaz/municipal/pubs/2012_msw_fs.pdf

2 Gallup (2013) Environment. http://www.gallup.com/poll/1615/environment.aspx 

3 CDP. (2014). CDP S&P 500 Climate Change Report. North America.

4 Zero Waste International Alliance. (2015). Zero Waste Business Recognition Program. http://zwia.org.

5 Blonkowski et al. (2012). The Value of the Sustainable Supply Chain. Accenture.
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Many of the world’s leaders in responsible 
business practices have attained high levels 
of waste diversion from landfills. For 
example, Unilever is one of the world’s 
leading suppliers of food, home and personal 
care products with over 12,000 employees 
in North America alone. Impressively, all 
26 of Unilever’s manufacturing and non-
manufacturing headquarter facilities in the 
U.S. and Canada have been zero waste to 
landfill (100% diversion) since 2013.4  Other 
industry leaders with ambitious Zero Waste 
goals include Procter & Gamble, Coca-Cola, 
Disney, GM, Walmart, Sony, MillerCoors, 
and even the San Francisco Giants.

Subaru, a Japanese car manufacturer with 
growing popularity in the United States, has 
also made strides towards waste reduction.  

In 2004, the Subaru manufacturing plant 
located in Lafayette, Indiana became the first 
facility of its kind in the U.S. to divert all of 
its waste from landfills.  Today, all Subaru 
vehicles are manufactured in facilities with a 
zero-landfill status.5

In addition to for-profit corporations, a 
number of public offices and institutions 
are taking steps towards sustainable waste 
management.  In Northwest Arkansas, the 
University of Arkansas has recently launched 
a campus-wide waste reduction campaign, 
with a Zero Waste target for the year 2021. 
The associates at Paradigm are working 
with the University of Arkansas Office for 
Sustainability to help the University achieve 
their goal.6

2.  Case Studies:   
Zero Waste Leaders          

8 Unilever USA. (2013). Press Releases. Unilever Achieves Zero Waste to Landfill at All US Facili-
ties. http://www.unileverusa.com.
9 Subaru. (2015).  Corporate Responsibility.  Retrieved from: http://www.subaru.com/csr/environ-
ment/manufacturing-process.html
10 University of Arkansas. (2015). University of Arkansas Zero Waste Goal. http://sustainability.
uark.edu.
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3. Waste Types and Their 

Challenges

Look into an average American dumpster 
and you will likely find a wide range of 
materials on their way to a landfill. Many of 
these resources could easily be repurposed 
for other products and applications rather 
than being buried in the ground. 

In general, these landfill-bound materials can 
be roughly grouped into three categories: 
organic waste, recyclable waste, and non-

recyclable waste. Each category requires a 
unique approach to diverting or averting 
those resources from the landfill. Waste 
diversion and aversion are the two principal 
avenues for a facility to reach a Zero Waste 
goal. 

Diversion refers to the avoidance of 
landfill disposal by finding alternative 
disposal methods for portions of the waste 

Quick Service 

Restaurant 7

stream, and include recycling, re-use, and 
composting strategies. Aversion, on the other 
hand, is defined as decreasing landfill waste 
by refraining from generating the waste on 
the front end. Aversion can be achieved 
through responsible purchasing decisions 
and sustainable procurement.

Specific diversion programs for recyclable 
and compostable waste will be heavily 
dependent on the services are available for 

the facility’s location. Every waste diversion 
program comes with its own set of challenges. 
Paradigm associates specialize in weighing 
the pros and cons of each scenario, creating 
connections with local waste managers, 
and providing decision makers with data 
to support their selections. The following 
sections identify some of the challenges 
that are important to consider when dealing 
with organic, recyclable, and non-recyclable 
waste.



laws that provide liability protection for 
good faith food donors. 

For the organic waste that cannot be 
avoided and is inedible, an organics resid-
ual management system will be necessary. 
Both composting and anaerobic digestion 
are often good options that can produce 
valuable byproducts to offset program 
costs. Composting can be done on-site 
or at a commercial facility, depending on 
the situation. Similarly, anaerobic diges-
tion can be done in an on-site, small-scale 
digester or organics can be sent to a large 

regional facility. A nice feature of anaer-
obic digestion is the ability to produce 
energy from the organics. Decisions re-
garding on-site versus off-site commercial 
options will come down to the availability 
of regional services, location, permitting, 
and the desired outcomes.

While establishing a successful organic 
waste management program will require 
some careful consideration, reducing your 
organic waste stream can save money, 
reduce methane emissions, conserve re-
sources, and support your community.  

Most non-recyclable organic waste from 
businesses is in the form of food waste. 
The food and other organic waste that is 
sent to a landfill every year constitutes a 
significant contributor of methane to our 
atmosphere. With some planning, these 
impacts can be avoided.

The Food Recovery Hierarchy shown on 
page 4 is published by the EPA and helps 
illustrate the considerations that should 
be made when implementing a food waste 
management strategy.6 Most of the stag-
es in the hierarchy only require effective 

management and can save money, feed 
impoverished people and reduce envi-
ronmental burdens. During the planning 
process for food waste processing, up-
stream waste reduction and leftover food 
donation options for averting food waste 
should be explored extensively. 

The Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food 
Donation Act protects both donors and 
the recipient agencies against liability, 
with the exception of gross negligence 
and/or intentional misconduct.7 In addi-
tion, most states have Good Samaritan 

Organic Waste

6 EPA. (2015). The Food Recovery Hierarchy.  U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Retrieved from: http://www.epa.
gov/foodrecovery/
7 GPO. (2015). PUBLIC LAW 104–210. U.S. Government Publishing Office. Retrieved from: http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/
pkg/PLAW-104publ210/pdf/PLAW-104publ210.pdf
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tomized for this application. Clear com-
munication will allow facility visitors and 
employees to participate in a recycling 
program without headache or confusion. 
If single stream recycling isn’t available in 
the region, recycling will require multiple 
receptacles, and guidance for self-sorting 
will be crucial.

Making recycling easy for participants is 
essential to success. Along with good com-
munication, thoughtful planning will allow 
recycling receptacles to be placed strategi-
cally throughout a facility. A simple first 
step is to pair every landfill-only waste 
receptacle with a clearly labeled recycling 
and organics receptacle. Participation will 

greatly depend on the convenience of the 
system in place.  

Implementing a comprehensive recycling 
program isn’t just good publicity, it’s also 
good for business. Some programs no lon-
ger require hand sorting or making trips 
to the local recycling center. Many cities 
are implementing easy-to-adopt programs 
that will become even more affordable as 
their recycling volumes increase. There is 
no reason for a facility to not implement 
a recycling program. With a little effort, 
a company can implement a thorough re-
cycling program that improves employee 
retention, brand image, and their triple 
bottom line.

A well-implemented recycling program 
will reduce environmental burdens while 
saving money. In many regions, tipping 
fees at a landfill can cost significantly 
more than recycling fees for the same 
materials. The only downside to recycling 
programs is that they require more ac-
tive management and planning in the 
form of proper materials sorting. Many 
cities are moving towards easily managed 
single-stream recycling systems where al-

most any recyclable material can go into 
a single bin. Single-stream systems gen-
erally do not accept glass, but there are 
often other regional options available for 
glass recycling. 

Effective communication is paramount in 
any sustainability initiative, and a recy-
cling program is no exception. A success-
ful recycling program will require signage 
and educational materials that are cus-

Recyclable Waste
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waste stream has no end-of-life alterna-
tive other than landfill disposal. The ma-
jority of this landfill-only waste is often 
related to packaging materials. Procure-
ment managers should give preference to 
products that minimize packaging, and 
packaging and disposable products that 
are purchased should meet at least one of 
the following criteria:

•	 Made from 100% post-consumer 
recycled materials

•	 Recyclable

•	 Reusable

•	 Non-toxic

•	 Biodegradable

A common source of landfill-only waste 
can come from the use of disposable food 
service products in day-to-day operations 
or at corporate events. Compostable food 
service products are considerably more 
expensive but could be an essential com-
ponent to meeting Zero Waste goals and 
reducing contamination in the organics 
collection bins. 

In addition to the sourcing of composta-
ble materials, another option that should 
be considered is the use of durable, re-us-
able food service products. A Zero Waste 
event program is an important tool for 
avoiding the periodic generation of large 
amounts of landfill-only waste from event 
activities. 

For inorganic materials that are non-recy-
clable, a landfill is often the only option 
for disposal. As a result, waste aversion is 
the best way to decrease this landfill-only 
waste. This often requires a progressive 
procurement system, where purchasing 
managers take responsibility and work to 
make all sourcing decisions with a Zero 
Waste goal in mind. 

In many industries, this can be an oppor-
tunity to increase efficiency while reduc-

ing environmental burdens. The process 
of analyzing your facility’s purchasing 
habits will often highlight opportunities 
for cost savings.

The waste audit described on Page 2 can 
significantly aid in the decision-making 
process when determining what steps 
should be taken to decrease the genera-
tion of non-divertible, landfill-only waste. 
At most facilities, a waste audit will show 
that approximately 10 to 35% of the 

Non-Recyclable Waste
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4. Planning for Zero Waste at Your 
Facility
The case studies explored in this publication 
illustrate the emerging importance of 
progressive waste management. Developing 
a Zero Waste initiative can be an important 
opportunity for a company that wants to engage 
in responsible practices while improving its 
public image. Planning for a Zero Waste 
initiative at your facility includes these five 

key steps: (1) perform a waste audit for your 
facility, (2) set a landfill diversion goal for your 
facility based on the audit results, (3) develop 
a disposal plan for each waste type, (4) engage 
your staff to ensure that your facility’s waste 
management plan is properly implemented, 
and (5) track your performance and share 
your achievements with your customers.  

Step 1: Perform a 
Waste Audit for 
Your Facility

Step 5:  Performance 
Tracking and 
Reporting

Step 2: Set a 
Landfill Diversion 
Goal for Your 
Facility.

Step 4:  Engage 
Staff to Ensure 
that the Plan is 
Implemented

Step 3: Develop a
Disposal Plan for 
Each Waste Type

Those suppliers who partner with 
us in building a responsible sup-
ply chain will be the suppliers who 
will grow with us.

- Mike Duke, former CEO Wal-Mart Stores, Inc.

“ “
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5. About Paradigm Sustainability 

Solutions

People Planet

Contact Us to Learn More About Our 

Services

Phone:    (479) 586-0221

Email:  eric@paradigmsustain.com

Web:   www.paradigmsustain.com

Location:  Fayetteville, Arkansas 

The associates at Paradigm utilize a robust 

skillset to develop sustainable solutions that 

lead to measurable results. Our associates can 

help your business draft a sustainability plan 

that is right for you, and help you effectively 

communicate performance improvements to 

your customers. Our associates have part-

nered with top companies, producer groups 

and government agencies to develop sustain-

ability solutions for a wide range of organiza-

tions. The associates at Paradigm are experts 

in strategic planning, life cycle assessment, 

supply chain analysis, risk assessment, and 

stakeholder engagement.  
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