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RETHINKING TRASH
UNDERSTANDING THE VALUE OF FOOD WASTE
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Introduction
The University Apartment Waste diversion
team of 2019 focused on increasing waste
diversion in University Apartments. The
University Apartments (UA) house a large
portion of UCLA’s undergraduate
community, and there is a large potential
for sustainability initiatives, which is why
our team chose to put our focus here. By
instilling responsible waste disposal
practices early on, we can generate
sustainability habits that the residents will
take with them long after they have left
UCLA. Another important aspect of our
project was contributing to the UCLA’s Zero
Waste by 2020 goal by fostering
mindfulness among the residents regarding
composting.
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Introduction
The main goal of our project was to use an
educational approach to improve the resident’s
waste disposal behavior, and ultimately increase
the proportion of waste diverted from landfill.
We did this by collecting both quantitative and
qualitative data to assess the attitudes and
behaviors of the residents at two University
Apartments, one with a composting system
already in place and one without. We then used
our data to create educational materials for the
Resident Assistants, and an implementation
proposal for composting systems for the other
University Apartments. Overall, our project
showed us that there is a high level of
engagement and passion for composting among
the residents, but that a lack of knowledge and
convenience have hindered the success of
composting systems. Our work has aimed to
address these obstacles so that in the future, the
UA apartments composting systems can work
more efficiently and effectively.
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MEET THE TEAM

ERIN FABRIS,
STAKEHOLDER
As Sustainability Manager for Housing & Hospitality
Services, Erin is tasked with implementing, maintaining,
and tracking the progress of sustainability programs
for On- and Off-Campus Housing, UCLA Guest House,
Conferences and Catering, Vending Services, the Lake
Arrowhead Conference Center and Bruin Woods Family
Resort, and the Luskin Conference Center. Erin comes to
UCLA with over 4 years of sustainability experience, most
recently as the Sustainability Coordinator for USC where
she created the sustainability program for Housing. She
holds a Bachelors in Marine Biology and a Masters of
Environmental Science and Management from UC Santa
Barbara. As a student she studied ocean acidification and
the environmental impacts of the film industry.
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MEET THE TEAM
Emma Stanfield, Co-leader
Emma is a third year studying
Evolution, Behavior, and Ecology.
She is interested in conservation
genomics and biotechnology. In
addition to her work with SAR,
Emma works in a lab where she
studies the role of environmental
DNA in conservation. She enjoys
being outdoors and adventuring to
new places!

Zachary Devereux, Co-leader
Zach is a fourth year studying
Environmental Science with a
concentration in Conservation
Biology. Along with his work in
SAR Zach studies rising threats to
the Western Pond Turtle and
wildlife adaptations to an urbanized
environment. Due to his love of the
outdoors he often spends his free
time gardening and backpacking.
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MEET THE TEAM
Caroline Schreck, member
Caroline is a third year studying
Environmental Science with a
concentration in Conservation
Biology. She is passionate about
wildlife conservation and
environmental justice, as well as
tackling issues of food waste.

Elizabeth Popescu, member
Elizabeth is a second-year
studying Biology and French.
Besides her work with SAR, she
also researches how brain
tumors affect a person’s
language, speech, and
cognition. She enjoys hiking
and spontaneous road trips!
Maia Rodriguez-Choi
Maia is a first year student at
UCLA. She is studying
Environmental Science and is
passionate about food waste
and environmental justice.
She loves hiking in the Santa
Monica mountains.
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BACKGROUND
Responsible waste disposal is an essential
step for long term sustainability here at
UCLA, and in the world. Composting is an
ecological, social and economically feasible
practice that has a wide range of benefits.
Disposing of food waste in landfills
produces methane which is 25 times more
potent a greenhouse gas than CO2.
Composting is nature's way of composting,
it transforms food waste into the starting
blocks of life: natural, nutrient rich soil.

THE FUN-GRY VEGAN

BACKGROUND

The first Sustainability
Action Research (SAR)
team that focused on waste
diversion in Graduate
Housing was formed in
2017. They set out to
design a program to
provide residents with
information and resources
to reduce waste in
University Apartments,
primarily by encouraging
composting practices.

With guidance from
stakeholders Daisy Oliver
and Addae Jahdai-Brown,
the team was able to use a
two pronged approach that
involved providing
residents with adequate
infrastructure and
education. They concluded
their project by
implementing composting
programs in two Graduate
Housing units, 720 Hilgard
and 824 Hilgard.

BACKGROUND
The following SAR team of
2018 working with the
same stakeholders focused
on improving these
composting programs and
made great strides in the
world of waste diversion
with students, but lacked
the participation from
undergraduate students.
Wanting to expand into
this untapped area of
potential improvement
they shifted their focus to
undergraduate housing
creating composting
program implementation
plans for two
undergraduate apartment
buildings.

Methodology
Our project was a continuation of last year’s SAR
University Apartment Waste Diversion Team. We
had quite a bit of flexibility regarding the
approach we wanted to take since it was fairly
new and a plethora of different suggestions were
made for our group. We first started by
organizing walkthroughs of 510 Landfair
(Landfair Vista) and 555 Glenrock to discuss waste
issues with the custodial staff and choose a target
building. We then conducted a waste audit at the
Glenrock and Landfair University Apartments to
decide what our project would specifically entail.
We sorted through all of the residents waste and
placed them into their respective categories of
compost, recycling, and trash sent to the landfill.
We weighed each of these piles and calculated
what percent could be diverted.

Methodology
With our data from the waste
audit, we could see that
residents were not taking
advantage of the composting
system in place, presumably
because of its inconvenience.
Since compost must be carried
down stairs to the garage to be
disposed of in the dumpster it
is easier for residents to simply
add their compost waste to the
landfill trash chute which is
accessible on every floor. Our
next approach was to
implement a compost system
on each floor, where each floor
would have an accessible
compost bin in addition to the
one already in place in the trash
room. This proved to be quite
difficult as we had limited
knowledge of apartment
structure and we were not a
part of the Housing and
Hospitality staff.

Methodology
For the remainder of the year, we focused on the
educational aspect of our project so that residents could
be trained to compost properly both while being
residents in their apartments and in their life beyond. In
order to gauge the attitude around composting, we
designed a survey we had attendees at the Earth Day Fair
complete. The data helped us create ideas since we were
not quite sure how to approach residents with the topic of
waste since sorting it is neither appealing nor sanitary.
Our group worked hard to design an attractive event to
reach residents directly. We made fliers, sent emails, and
contacted the Apartment Resident Assistance (ARA) to
publicize our educational waste sorting event.
We were able to host a small activity at Landfair Vista
where we had a waste sorting game for residents in the
center of the building. We created a welcoming
atmosphere by playing music and offering prizes. We
were pleased to find that the residents who participated
in our activity were curious and eager to learn how to
properly sort their waste. It was very rewarding to see
residents gain knowledge on proper waste disposal and to
be responsible for that education.

Methodology
In order to further establish education
around compost in the University
Apartments, we each drafted a section
of an ARA binder that included a
detailed guide of how to properly
recycle and compost in each
respective building. We added
methods for ARAs to educate their
residents on proper composting to
increase knowledge and mindfulness
around waste.
Although we faced challenges, we
were able to collect useful data around
waste habits in the University
Apartments that proves the potential
for improvement. This data will be
useful for future or related projects.

Results

Figure 1: Amount of divertable waste from Landfair Vista’s landfill dumpster.

Initial Waste Audit
On March 10, 2019, we performed a waste audit at Landfair Vista, sorting
through the landfill, recycling, and compost waste to find the proportion
of waste that was sorted incorrectly. The sum of recycling and compost is
considered the total waste diversion from landfill. At Landfair Vista the
landfill dumpster consisted of very similar amounts of compost and
landfill waste, with a smaller percentage of recyclables improperly
disposed (Figure 1). Unfortunately, there was three times more compost
thrown down the landfill chute than properly disposed of in the compost
bin itself. In total, this building’s landfill dumpster contained 35.2
kilograms of waste that could have been diverted. In other words, 53% of
residents’ trash is going in the wrong bin. A large barrier to proper
composting habits for the residents is convenience - there is a trash chute
on every floor while any other waste must be walked down to the trash
room, a practice that does not necessarily encourage proper sorting.
However, 59.4% of the 96 kilograms (212 pounds) we sorted through was
divertable waste in the form of compost or recyclables, meaning that
Landfair Vista has potential for waste diversion of a large scale.

Results

As for the Glenrock apartments, our next target for rolling out
a composting program, the numbers did not look much
different. Compost and landfill waste made up similar
proportions of the landfill dumpster, meaning that the
residents with composting available to them in Landfair Vista
are not performing any better than those without. While
talking with Laura Lopez, the custodial supervisor for the
University Apartments, she voiced issues about residents not
using provided caddies to throw away compost, and even
throwing their trash “on the ground.” This lack of bagging the
compost correctly caused a pest and odor issue and created
more work for the custodial team. Instead of rushing to get
the structural elements of the compost systems in place, we
decided to take a step back and focus on education to increase
participation and correct composting practices.

Figure 2: Amount of divertable waste from Glenrock East’s landfill
dumpster.

Results

Educational
Waste
Audit

For our first outreach program on-site at Landfair Vista, we
conducted an educational waste audit. We compiled a small
amount of trash from the building’s trash room, and set up a
tarp and bins for compost, recycling, and landfill in the center
of the Landfair Vista courtyard. We had received incentives
such as t-shirts from the Office of Residential Life, as well as
miscellaneous sustainable items from Housing and Hospitality
Services. We gave residents the option to don a safety suit and
sort with us, or to simply point out the items to sort. Our team
asked leading questions, such as “What do you think is
compostable?”, as well as educating on common sorting
misconceptions such as receipt paper, paper egg cartons, and
even newspaper. The residents also shared some common
reasons for not composting, such as the inconvenience of
going to the trash room, the smell or presence of bugs in the
trash room, lack of space to keep compost in the fridge, or the
fact that their roommates don’t cooperate.

Results
Residents also reminded us they are not provided with
recycling bin, which would be helpful for promoting further
waste diversion. We also got the chance to interact with the
ARA of Landfair Vista at this event, who was not particularly
knowledgeable on compost and sorting, which further supports
our idea for a comprehensive ARA education standard through
the implementation of the ARA binder. We also had the
opportunity to introduce ourselves and our project to the
residents after two quarters of working in the background. This
event showed us the importance of fitting compost education
into the job description of RAs. Coining someone as a
sustainability representative and influencer can be an effective
way to enhance these compost programs.

Earth Day Fair Attitude
Survey
Our attitude survey we conducted at the 2019
Earth Day Fair on UCLA campus inspired
our educational components. While our
previous quantitative and educational data
revealed imperative results and data points,
our attitude survey presented qualitative data
that gave us insight to the continuation of
our project. We learned from this survey that
the majority of our subjects do believe that
composting can better the health of our
environment. Additionally, a significant
number of individuals had zero to little
previous experience with composting before
coming to UCLA. With this in mind, we were
encouraged to further our project with a
strong emphasis on educating residents of
University Apartments about the importance,
process, and structure of composting in their
daily lives.

Apartment RA Binder
As seen in our waste audit results, even the best
composting program is useless if the residents do not
actively participate and sort their waste. A key part of
our project was creating an education plan for the
University Apartments to utilize to maximize resident
participation. Currently, composting education for the
undergraduate apartments is handled by the Apartment
Resident Assistants (ARAs). We are working to create a
packet of information that the ARAs can use when
leading events and interacting with their residents. The
packet includes information explaining how to
compost, answers to common questions, and
explanations on why composting is important. We
hope that this can be used as an educational standard
for Apartment RAs as well as RAs on the Hill. (See
appendix for the full ARA binder)

Implementation Proposal
We have also compiled specific composting
infrastructure recommendations for the Glenrock
Apartments, including number of bins per floor,
dumpsters per building, and number of caddies needed.
Additionally, there is a comprehensive step-by-step
implementation guide for a future SAR team or for
whoever may continue this work, showing who to
contact for each step of the compost system
implementation. (See below for our implementation
proposal)

Implications for the
Future
We hope that the combination of a convenient
composting infrastructure and comprehensive resident
education will significantly increase waste diversion in
the University Apartments.
We hope to structure a system that will regularly update
the ARAs on the effectiveness of their buildings waste
diversion efforts and progress towards UCLA’s overall
sustainability goals. This will allow ARAs to keep their
residents updated and encouraged to participate. Green
Halo, a program that is meant to track trash pickups for
the University Apartments, would be an excellent way to
track increasing in composting but unfortunately it has
not been updated since November 2018 for Landfair Vista
or the Glenrock apartments.
We hope that, with the help of future SAR teams, the
offices of sustainability in Housing and Hospitality (and
others) will be able to effectively implement
comprehensive composting systems in all the University
Apartments at UCLA. The goal of this inclusive
composting program is to sustain lifelong mindfulness
for waste diversion. We hope to formulate how to live
sustainably in the livelihoods of our community
members.

Appendices
Implementation Proposal

RA Binder
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