
Otter Tail County

Waste Audit

December 12th, 2019



Acknowledgements

Thank you to all the volunteers who helped 
make this happen- thank you Jeff Legge who 
helped sort during all three of Fergus Falls’ waste 
audits. Thank you, Sue Wika, for recruiting 
students. Thank you to Sue’s students, Maggie 
Levie, Jack Gerhardson, Ema Hamzic, and Kayla 
Thompson. Thank you to Clay County’s 
Minnesota GreenCorps member, Katie Kitowski. 
Thank you, Barbara Honer, Nicolas Valentine Jr., 
Sheryl A. Trepp, Ron Graham, Sharon Funk, Zack 
Hafar, Jess L. Peasley, and Sharon Vipond. Thank 
you, Shannon Terry, for conducting the previous 
two waste audits and helping organize the 2019 
audit. Thank you, Cedar Walters, for helping 
recruit volunteers and organize the audit. Thank 
you, Nick Heeter, for being the safety officer and 
helping organize the audit. Thank you Darran
Meyer for running the forklifts, weighing the 
material, and helping organize the audit. Thank 
you, Pat Griffin, for bringing volunteers, setting up 
the tables, and running the loader for us. 



Introduction

On December 12th, 2019, one pick-up route of Fergus 

Falls’ municipal solid waste (MSW) was sorted and measured. 

This audit follows two other audits that were completed in 

2015 and in 2017 to the day. The purpose of these waste 

audits has varied a bit from audit to audit: 2015 was to 

establish baseline data prior to the introduction to curbside 

organics. The purpose of the 2017 audit was to determine if 

the newly established curbside, single-sort recycling program 

had an impact on reducing recyclable materials in the trash. 

The purpose of this year’s audit concentrated on overall 

organics composition as well as composition of “edible food”. 

Edible food is defined as packaged foods, whole foods, 

partially eaten foods- subjectively, anything that could have 

been eaten instead of going in the trash. Some examples that 

we found were six pints of unopened ice cream, whole eggs, 

whole produce such as apples, tomatoes, potatoes, and lettuce, 

unopened packages of cereal, cheese sticks, sausage and 

hamburgers, partially eaten celery, apples, and cheese, bags of 

bred, chip bags with some chips still inside. Inedible food 

included banana peels, meat scraps (bones), and 

unrecognizable foods. 



Introduction

Food waste is a huge social and environmental 

problem. In the United States, we throw away 40% of all food 

produced. We feed our landfills almost as much as we feed 

ourselves at the same time that 1 in 6 Americans are food-

insecure. The environmental impact of food waste is just as 

distressing: our nation's food waste produces more greenhouse 

gas emissions than every country on Earth, except for China 

and the United States. The problem of food waste is 

irresponsible and gross, not to mention financially inefficient: 

an average family of four will throw out $1,500/year on food. 

That said, people do not waste food on purpose, or with these 

consequences in mind. Often, wasting food goes unnoticed. It 

is possible that the amount of organics in Otter Tail County’s 

MSW could go the way of recycling contamination with some 

of the same educational implementations.



Methods

Large wooden tables were set out indoors with multiple totes, 
buckets, and 30+ gallon trash cans distributed around each 
table to sort into. At around 9am, the City of Fergus Falls’ 
garbage truck backed into the building and dropped 3.61 tons 
of MSW from the same 230 households that were audited in 
the previous years. After volunteers arrived and got oriented 
with the project and safety gear, they assumed their positions 
at one of the three tables. The loader driver would fill its 
bucket and drop it on a table to be sorted. Volunteers sorted 
household hazardous waste (HHW), electronics, scrap-metal, 
demolition materials, single-sort recycling, organics, and 
garbage into 5-gallon pails and totes which were dumped into 
larger containers and weighed. After all the MSW was sorted 
and weighed, one loader bucket of organics was dumped onto 
a sorting table to be sorted into edible and inedible organics 
(defined in introduction).



Results

Fig. 1. MSW composition results for 2019. 
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Fig. 2. Percent recycling composition of total MSW weight per year.
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Fig. 3. Percent organics composition of total MSW weight per year. 

Fig. 4. Percent edible and inedible organics of total organics weight from 2019.



Discussion

The composition of Fergus Falls’ MSW is mainly non-

recyclable, non-organic material- garbage. The percent of 

garbage composition has stayed the same throughout the 

years. The amount of recyclables in MSW is trending 

downward, and the amount of organics is trending upward. 

This is good news for the Otter Tail County Recycling Center 

and bad news for the Otter Tail County Waste to Energy 

Facility. Both facilities rely on quality and quantity of product 

to maintain their facilities. As recyclables decrease in MSW, 

we can assume that more recyclables are going into curbside 

recycle bins and into the facility. Unfortunately, as organics 

increase in MSW, the quality of fuel (garbage) that enters the 

waste to energy facility in Perham decreases. 

One solution to this is to introduce organics collection. 

Whether it is curbside pick-up, or public drop-off sites, 

organics collection could reduce the amount of organics in 

MSW and increase the quality of fuel for Perham’s waste to 

energy facility. Pope/Douglas County is building a 

composting facility that is scheduled to be operational in late 

2020. These data suggest that it could be worth investing in 

infrastructure (i.e. bins and fencing for drop-off sites, a truck 

and driver or a hauler) for organics collection. A reduced 

tipping fee for MSW caused by reduced organics 

contamination could help pay for the necessary infrastructure. 

Additionally, waste reduction education should continue, 

especially food waste reduction. 



Discussion

During the waste audit, many of the volunteers were 

alarmed at the amount of food that seemed needlessly wasted. 

As said in the introduction, there was food still in its package, 

non-perishable foods, frozen foods, and whole foods in the 

garbage for no observable reason. Some theories were that the 

foods were past the expiration date, someone might have 

cleared out their refrigerator or freezer, or they just didn’t 

want the food anymore.  As shown in Fig. 3., the sample of 

organics we separated showed that almost half of it was 

potentially edible before it was thrown in the trash. However, 

the percentage of potentially edible food was probably higher 

since much of the organics classified as inedible were very 

small, unrecognizable pieces. Only a small percentage of non-

food organics were found in the sort. 



Conclusion

As recycling contamination in MSW has decreased 

since the first audit in 2015, the amount of organics has 

increased. This problem can be partially alleviated the same 

way as recycling contamination has been addressed: educating 

the residents of Otter Tail County on how to reduce household 

food waste. Although, if everyone stopped wasting food, there 

would still be organic material in MSW. Our data show that 

half of Otter Tail County’s organic waste is non-edible food 

scraps. Investing in the infrastructure to collect and haul 

organics to the Pope/Douglas Compost Facility combined 

with education and outreach could provide the waste to energy 

facility with a better fuel and reduce the tipping fees for 

MSW. Reducing, or even eliminating organics from the waste 

stream is the socially, financially, and environmentally right 

thing to do. 


