
WASTE 
AUDIT 2021

December 2nd, 2021
Otter Tail County Recycling Center



INTRODUCTION
The Otter Tail County Solid Waste Department held its 4th waste audit of Fergus 
Falls residential garbage on December 2nd, 2021. Past waste audits were held in 
2015 prior to single-sort recycling being implemented, 2017, 2019, and now 2021. 
A waste audit is a physical analysis of the waste stream, with waste being sorted 
into categories to learn about disposal trends. Past audits focused on recycling rates 
before and after single sort recycling was implemented. Data from repeated waste 
audits can show trends over time and can be used to inform educational initiatives 
and programming. 
For all years, residential waste from 230 households in the same community was 
collected and hand sorted into multiple categories of the waste stream, primarily 
focusing on:
• Garbage (for example non-recyclable packaging, bags, pet waste, personal 

hygiene products) 
• Recycling (plastic containers, glass, metal cans, paper, cardboard) 
• Organic waste (food scraps or wasted food, leaves) 
• Household Hazardous Waste (paint, cleaners, rechargeable batteries) 
• Electronics and scrap metal (wire hangers, pots and pans, wire shelving) 
• Reuse (new for 2021, items that could have been donated or reused in some 

other way. 
The 2021 Waste Audit differed somewhat in that the week of collection was directly 
following the weekend of Thanksgiving which impacted the results of the audit. Past 
audits were held in mid-December, but based on volunteer availability, that was not 
possible for 2021.
Key findings from 2021 include a notable increase in per household waste 
generation following a holiday weekend, an increase in recycling in the waste 
stream following a holiday weekend, and a continued high level of preventable food 
waste in the residential waste stream. 

Unopened packages 
of food found during 
the waste audit. 



DATA
Approximately 4.6 tons of residential garbage from 230 households in Fergus Falls 
was delivered to the Otter Tail County Recycling Center. This tonnage was 
considerably more than that in previous years, due to the preceding holiday weekend. 
Due to the increase in tonnage, 65% was sorted during the waste audit, and 35% was 
left unsorted. Percentages shown are from the sorted portion of the waste and 
represent a random sampling of the total weight. 

The waste was sorted into the following categories and weighed. 

Category Weight (lbs) Percentage 

Garbage 3381 54%

Recycling 850 13.6%

Organics 1676 26.8%

HHW 17.5 .2%

Reuse 219 3.5%

Scrap Metal 62.5 1%

Electronics 35.5 .5%

TOTAL 6241.5 100%

Description of Categories:

• Garbage (for example non-recyclable packaging, bags, pet waste, personal hygiene 
products) 

• Recycling (plastic containers, glass, metal cans, paper, cardboard) 

• Organic waste (food scraps or wasted food, leaves) 

• Household Hazardous Waste (paint, cleaners, rechargeable batteries) 

• Reuse (new for 2021, items that could have been donated or reused in some other 
way. 

• Electronics and scrap metal (wire hangers, pots and pans, wire shelving) 



FINDINGS
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HOUSEHOLD WASTE GENERATION

Weekly household waste generation was up by 6 lbs per household, from the 
previous high of 34.5 lbs in 2017 to a new high of 40.5 lbs in 2021.
This makes sense given that waste generation is generally expected to go up by 25%
during the holiday season.
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Recycling in the waste stream increased for the first time since single-sort 
recycling was implemented. Organics remained at just over 25% of the waste 
stream, with a large portion being from unopened packages. 
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RECYCLING & ORGANICS IN 
RESIDENTIAL WASTE

Recycling Organics

Key Takeaways:

› Weekly household waste generation was up by 6 lbs per household, from the 
previous high of 34.5 lbs in 2017 to a new high of 40.5 lbs in 2021.

› Organics increased by 1%, still making up over 25% of the waste stream. Based 
on previous years, we estimate half of the organics portion was ‘edible’ food 
waste that could have been prevented.

› An alarming amount of food waste was from UNOPENED packages, indicating 
a lack of proper storage, not eating things in a timely manner, overshopping, 
etc. 

› Recycling in the waste increased by 3% over 2019, possibly due to households 
not recycling at holiday gatherings.

› 3% of the waste stream was comprised of household items that could have 
been reused in some way, such as through donation or repair. Multiple items 
were found in unopened packaging.



RECOMMENDATIONS
› Increase education about reducing waste at holiday gatherings

• Putting out a labeled bin for guests will reduce recyclable items being 
combined with trash

› Increase education about donating useful items, and not purchasing cheap 
plastic items that break quickly. 

› Items such as clothing can be put in donation bins, worn blankets can be 
donated to the Humane Society or for textile recycling. 

› Increase education about food waste and composting; food waste does not 
belong in a landfill.

› Backyard composting is an easy way to keep food waste and food scraps out of 
the waste stream. 

› Further promote food waste prevention in social media and educational 
initiatives. 

Unopened packages of food found during the waste audit. 
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