C O M P O S T I N G M AT T E R S

by Paul van der Werf
“Composting could help
address a part of the 3 to 4
per cent of greenhouse gases
estimated to be generated
through waste management,
but not much more.”

Why Compost?

O

ver the years many good reasons to compost have been paraded about. These have included saving landfill space, waste
diversion, replacing organic matter in the soil and the positive
impacts of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. While many of these
reasons may in some way be true, they may be largely irrelevant as to
why we compost.
As I often tell my students, composting is product manufacturing
first and foremost. Organic waste is the raw product and capitalism dictates that the product is made (with value added if possible) and then
sold for the highest return. That is the only reason why any of us should
be composting. All the other reasons are ancillary. It may not be the
most lucrative business in the world (or maybe it just takes a long time
to become lucrative) but, as they say, it’s a living.
In Canada the strong have survived, with a Darwinian flourish, because they “get this” and have built their business models accordingly.
The other reasons noted above are either not real reasons or require a
leap of faith by policymakers. As evidenced by the paucity of financial
and other incentivized support provided to the composting industry they
have, for the most part, just not recognized these reasons as important
enough.
As we desequester our remaining fossil fuels and head towards their
extinction does composting truly offer us a chance to resequester and
somehow help stem the tide of greenhouse gas generation? Is it the Holy
Grail reason that policymakers need to say composting is an important
element in solving our environmental problems?
The greenhouse gas avoidance trigger is in our face and the management of organic wastes has entered the fray. While I might not agree
with all the predicted outcomes I do believe that we consume far too

much (of all our resources). What is more problematic is the dogma associated with the Kyoto movement. It has moved far beyond helping the
planet or climate. When our consumption and its outcomes are coupled
with attendant social engineering and wealth redistribution (aspects that
are so clear in the Liberals Green Shift policy) we lose sight of the real
issues.

Northridge farms in Nova Scotia composts SSO and other locally available feedstocks.

It’s imperative that high quality composts are produced and marketed for sale.

Climate report

Organic waste has entered the fray as a partner in the generation of energy, killing two carbon birds with one stone. I recently came across
an interesting 2008 report called “Stop Trashing the Climate” (www.
stoptrashingtheclimate.org). Its central premise is that waste management plays a far greater role in greenhouse gas emissions than we have
previously acknowledged. In Canada the number that gets discussed is
that about four per cent. This number is largely built on the impact of
wastes in landfills.
The report’s authors (from Eco-cycle, the Institute for Self Reliance
and GAIA) estimate that in fact about 37 per cent of greenhouse gas
emissions come from “wasting”. This moves beyond waste management
and moves up the chain to account for the greenhouse gas emissions that
come from the resource extraction, transportation and manufacturing to
re-create the products we’ve just thrown away.
In the limited sense of waste management’s impact, the report state
that landfills are the largest source of anthropogenic methane emissions
in the United States. Methane, over a 100 year span, is 21 times more potent as a GhG than CO2. Brenda Platt, from the Institute of Self Reliance
in Washington, DC (and one of the key authors) states that, “methane is
a fairly short lived greenhouse gas with a residence time of 12-13 years
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ionWaste

Compactor Management
Systems…
State of the art compactor
management systems
designed specifically for the
Waste Industry

Deploy ionWaste Compactor
Management Systems on your
compactor fleet and start reaping
the benefits today!...
x Automated, wireless e-mail,
SMS & fax notification of waste
compactor activity and service
requirements
Understand the true, real-time
service requirements of your
compactors enabling you to
provide service when service is
required, not before and
definitely not when it’s too late!
x Maximize payload profitability
on recyclables while enjoying
cost reductions
x Increase operating efficiencies,
asset & personnel utilization and
bottom line profitability!
Call today to arrange a site
demonstration 888-278-7343 or visit
us at,… www.art-rfid.com and enjoy
this years CWRE and be sure to
visit us at Booth # 1463.

Members of the

Compost is product manufacturing whether low tech or high tech
processes are used.

in the atmosphere and as a result the true impacts get diluted.” Using a 20 year horizon the
potency of methane is 72 times more potent
than carbon dioxide. This calculation is used
to drive the urgency to keep organic wastes out
of landfill.
The report recommends cessation of the
practice of landfilling and incinerating biodegradable materials. In addition to avoiding
methane generation from landfills, other benefits such as carbon sequestration are important. The report states that, “composting is thus
vital to restoring the climate and our soils.”
Platt writes that, “Composting of wastes
can be done at local facilities that manage local wastes and sell their product locally. There
is no shipping to Asia required.
“You can’t capture all methane in a landfill; it is really an end of pipe technology.
Composting is really important because it is
the low-hanging fruit. It can be implemented
on a wide scale relatively easily.” The key in all

this, she says, are “the opportunities to reduce
methane being generated from the landfill.”
To effect meaningful change and policy
making she says you “have to sell them on
the low hanging fruit. Composting is a well
developed technology that operates well with
well trained operators.” She concludes that it
“needs permitting streamlined for success.”
While in many ways I could not agree
more there seems to be a pretty significant
disconnect between their “composting should
be front and centre in a national strategy to
protect the climate in the short term” to help
address their estimated 37 per cent of greenhouse gas emissions that come from wasting.
Composting can help reduce the greenhouse
generation in landfills, perhaps avoid the use
of some fertilizers, and be sequestered in the
ground. Composting could help address a part
of the 3 to 4 per cent of greenhouse gases estimated to be generated through waste management, but not much more.
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INTELLIGENCE
IN MOTION

Intelligent design working for you every day in more ways than any
other carts can offer. Beginning with lids that are ergonomically
designed for easy, safe handling. Lids that are designed to seal in
odors and overlap for rain protection. Lids that are sturdy enough not
to blow open under windy conditions.
The bar area is another outstanding design feature of the Schaefer
cart. It rotates freely for less stress on the cart body. It incorporates a
unique self-centering feature for easy assembly and extra wall thickness
for strength and durability.
Intelligent design combined with an injection-molding manufacturing
process based on strict ISO 9001 guidelines, for the best cart you will
ever buy. Schaefer carts in motion in your city, in your neighborhood
and on your streets, making your community a better place to live.
Contact us for all the advantages Schaefer carts have to offer.

Schaefer System International Limited

140 Nuggett Court
Brampton, ON L6T 5H4
Tel: 905.458.5399
Fax: 905.458.7951
Email: info@ssi-schaefer.com
www.ssi-schaefer.com
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It’s important to create demand for your product. Holding Compost Value Days is one
way to raise awareness of good quality compost.

Is a potential 3 to 4 per cent reduction in
greenhouse gas emissions enough for policymakers to make composting truly part of the
Bayne/AB/SWR 10/15/08 11:56 AM Page 1
solution? Maybe. For composting this will
largely depend on driving this solution into the
capitalist fold, that is, the ability to monetize
greenhouse gas credits. Between policymakers

regulating away these opportunities and no
real place to sell them, such credits are not a
foregone certainty. Although this always expected to change soon, so far it has not.
For now I wouldn’t hold my breath. Use
organic waste as a feedstock to make high
quality products that people want to buy. And

From a Compost Value Day.

don’t worry about the other reasons. They may
just be hot air.
Paul van der Werf is president of 2cg Inc.
in London, Ontario. Contact Paul at
www.2cg.ca
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