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Introduction 

 On December 17, 2015 sorters were up to their 
elbows in trash in order to find answers and promote 
recycling. The purpose of the waste assessment was to 
establish baseline data on recycling rates in a city with 
curbside recycling. Municipal solid waste from 230 
households was collected and weighed 3.73 tons or 7406 
pounds. According to the results of sorting the garbage, 
25% of the materials in the trash were eligible for 
recycling if they had been sorted and placed in curbside 
bins for pickup. Mixed paper, organics and plastics were 
materials that comprised most of the trash. Educational 
programs and public information that emphasize using 
curbside recycling and other recycling programs should 
continue to be encouraged throughout the area.  



• Sample size was determined by estimating the households needed 
to weigh about 4 tons. Four tons was determined to be the amount 
of trash that could be sorted in six hours. Six hours was the amount 
of time we had allotted for the sort.  

• A confidence level of 95% was chosen. This means that if a sample 
from all populations were chosen the results would be the same 
95% of the time. Based on the 2013 estimate of 5907 households in 
Fergus Falls a sample size of 230 households was given with a 
confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of +or-6.34. The 
margin of error is a range from the population mean. For example, if 
the mean is 25% the interval or where results my fall is 19%-31%. 
We recognize this is a high margin of error but the sample size had 
to be small  in order to manage the sort.  

 

 

 

Source: www.surveysystem.com  

Source: Otter Tail County records: Fergus Falls Curbside Monthly Totals  

  

Methodology 

http://www.surveysystem.com/


 According to Otter Tail County Solid Waste 
reports from January through November of 2015, 
1285 tons of commercial and residential curbside 
recyclables have been processed from the city of 
Fergus Falls.  
 In this same time period, 7622 tons of 
garbage have been sent to the transfer station in 
Fergus Falls. The percentage of recyclables from the 
waste stream is roughly 14 percent. This may be 
evidence that more recyclables (25%) are being 
thrown away than are being recycled curbside in the 
city of Fergus Falls.  
 The findings from the sort established the 
amount of recyclables in the trash at 25% of the 
overall load of garbage.  
 More recycling could potentially be 
accounted for in the recycling bins that are placed 
throughout the city of Fergus Falls. The tons of 
recyclables from these bins are not counted in these 
figures.  
  

 

Findings 



Material Weight % of Trash 

Aluminum/tin cans  129 2 

Corrugated Cardboard 165 2 

Glass 324 4.4 

Plastic #1 & #2 241 3 

Mixed Paper 935 13 

HHW 37 

Electronics 56 

Scrap Metal 51 

Demolition Materials 82 Total 226 or 3% 

Organics 886 12 

Garbage Start 7407  End 7307 

Data  



Findings 



 In a recently published 
SCORE report for 2013 it was found 
that in greater MN 39.7% of the 
MSW generation was recycling.  
 In a 2013 article in the Star 
Tribune it was estimated that $217 
million in recyclables end up in the 
trash of Minnesotans each year.   
 An October, 2013 waste 
assessment was commissioned by 
the MPCA to study trash at six MN 
facilities. In this study, 
Demographics of Garbage: What 
are Minnesotans Really Throwing 
Away, paper, plastics and organics 
were the top three materials found 
in the trash. These results were 
also evident in the Otter Tail 
County trash sort.  

State Comparisons 



 According to Recycling Association of Minnesota 
(RAM), in 2011 recyclable paper made up more than 20% of 
Minnesota’s garbage. In OTC’s assessment it was 13% of the 
garbage. Recycling more paper should be a focus of efforts to 
increase participation of recycling. Thus far in 2015, 373.5 tons 
of office paper and newsprint have been collected in Fergus 
Falls and recycled for both residential and commercial 
customers. The rate of municipal solid waste discards of paper 
nationally is comparative to the results of this study. The 
Environmental Protection Agency, in a 2011 report, estimated 
paper and paperboard discards to be about 14.8% of total 
municipal discards after recycling and composting options. 
“Recycling one ton of paper saves 17 trees, 380 gallons of oil, 
three cubic yards of landfill space, 4000 kilowatts of energy, and 
7000 gallons of water” according to RAM. Recycling is important 
to the economy of MN. According to the study Demographics of 
Garbage, “in 2010, Minnesota recycling programs collect 
approximately 2.5 million tons of material worth $690 million.” 

 

Paper 



 Organics are considered to be food scraps and food 
soiled materials such as napkins, paper towels, coffee filters and 
compostable containers. The journal Biocycle ( 2012)  has listed 
Minnesota as the state with the third most residential food 
waste collection programs in the US with 21 programs in 2012. 
Otter Tail County does not have organics recycling sites or 
curbside organics recycling like many cities in the metro area 
but yard waste is collected at four of the transfer stations and 
the Fergus Falls landfill. The city of Fergus Falls has adopted a 
residential compost policy that is available on the city website. 
Organics were found to compose about 12% of the trash sorted 
from households in Fergus Falls. Approximately 886 pounds of 
food waste organics were collected during the waste 
assessment. Perhaps more educational presentations and 
composting promotions should be available for county and city 
residents.  

Organics 



 Household hazardous waste (HHW) was very 
minimal (37 pounds) in the garbage that was sorted. Six 
fluorescent bulbs, one half-full antifreeze jug and a 
handful of hazardous products were found. Often in 
SCORE reports these materials are referred to as 
“banned” or “problem materials” and are considered to 
be harmful to the environment if improperly disposed of 
through the garbage. In 2013, Otter Tail County recycled 9 
tons of antifreeze, 2 tons of fluorescent lights, 290 tons of 
HHW. The HHW program of Otter Tail County is housed in 
Fergus Falls and provides mobile collections throughout 
the county. It is very important to keep these materials 
out of the trash. HHW in the environment poses a health 
threat. Advertising HHW mobile collections and programs 
to educate the public about proper disposal need to 
continue.  
 

Problem Materials 



More recyclables need to be recycled 
and not thrown in the trash.  

 Paperboard was a major component of 
the paper that was thrown away. 
Paperboard can be flattened and placed 
in the newspaper recycling containers. 
Junk mail was also prevalent in the trash 
and can be recycled. 

  Composting organics means less weight 
in the garbage and thus a potential 
money saving endeavor if residents 
compost according to city policy.  

 HHW and “banned” items were  found 
in the trash and this poses a hazard to 
the environment and the health of 
residents.  

Implications 



 Increase participation in curbside recycling will be encouraged. Educational 
programs and public information that emphasize recycling will be distributed 
throughout the area. Educational and promotional programs will target recycling 
paperboard.  

 
 A campaign to reduce junk mail will be a goal of the educational promotions. 
 
 Continuance of  the promotion of properly disposing of HHW will be stressed. 

Potentially expanding the program throughout sites in the county will be explored. 
Advertising materials of HHW mobile collections throughout the area will be 
dispersed.    

  
 Zero HHW in the garbage will be a goal.  

 
 The Public Information and Education Officer will encourage businesses to conduct 

waste audits of their own to save money and divert waste from the waste stream.  
 
 The Public Information and Education Officer will advertise tours of the recycling 

facility to show how important keeping recyclables safe, sorted and clean are to the 
function of recycling in Otter Tail County.  

 
 Organics composting by residents will be stressed. Demonstrations of composting 

will be promoted within the county. The Public Information and Education Officer 
will encourage city residents to compost food waste in their back yards by 
educating people about the city rules on composting. The Otter Tail County 
compost bin may be used as an example.  

 
 Conducting a future waste audit from rural communities that do not have curbside 

recycling should be considered.  
 

 Conducting a future  recycling audit by weight of the same route as the trash sort 
should also be considered.  

 

Educational 
Implementation Goals 
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