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Working Table for  
Community Based Composting 
 
Convened by the Food Well Alliance 
732 Joseph E. Lowery Boulevard NW  
Atlanta, GA 30318 
9:30 AM to 12:30 PM  

 

 

 

Friday, February 3, 2017  
 

Meeting Participants  
Jay Bassett (EPA Region 4)  
Elizabeth Beake, (City of ATL, Mayor’s Off. of Sust.) 
Bill Bolling (Food Well Alliance)     
Tommy Breedlove (Choose Goodness) 
Kim Charick (EPA Region 4)    
Corinne Coe (Terra Nova Compost)  
Fred Conrad (Atlanta Community Food Bank)  
Bobbi de Winter (Food Well Alliance) 
Rob Del Bueno (Southern Green Industries) 
Sheldon Fleming (Truly Living Well) 

Gloria Hardegree (Georgia Recycling Coalition)  
Doug Kunnemann (NatureWorks) 
Boyd Leake (City of ATL, Mayor’s Off. of Sust.)  
Ellen Macht (Food Well Alliance) 
Mike Meuse (Republic Services) 
Daniel New (Georgia Restaurant Assn.) 
David Paull (Compostwheels)   
Will Sellers (Food Well Alliance) 
Maurice Small (Truly Living Well) 
Myriah Towner (Food Well Alliance) 
Steven Van Ginkel (Georgia Institute of Tech.) 

 
The meeting was facilitated by the Institutes for Local Innovation.  Meeting notes were captured by Will 
Sellers of Food Well Alliance.   
 

Executive Summary  
Food Well Alliance convened the Working Table to accomplish the following:  

1. Formally agree to a vision for Community-based Composting in Metro Atlanta.  
2. Discuss Metro Atlanta’s Community-based Composting ecosystem.  
3. Group and prioritize challenges within each segment or biome of the Community-based 

Composting ecosystem.  
 
Community-based Composting  
After some discussion, the Working Table agreed to the definition listed below for Community-based 
Composting:   
 

"Community-based Composting" means engaging community 
members to process organic material on a scale that is typically 
smaller than full-scale composting.  Community-based composting 
operations are often located at community gardens and urban 
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farms, or may be stand-alone operations on vacant lots within 
communities.   

 
Many community-based composting operations engage area residents and small-
scale businesses to source separate food scraps for composting at the community 
site which:  

 

 Accepts feedstock, e.g., food scraps from off-site  

 Seeks to keep organics in a closed loop from the source of feedstock 

 Are typically limited by state regulations to processing a specific amount of 
material which is measured by the amount of allowed on-site at any one time or 
by square footage of the composting area  

 
Vision Statement 
The Working Table’s definition of Community-based Composting provided context for the Working 
Table’s Vision Statement.  The Working Table’s Vision Statement reflects the input and experience of 
Working Table participants and was co-created with Food Well Alliance.  The Working Table Vision 
Statement is the following:   
 

To facilitate the diversion of food residuals and yard trimmings from 
landfills so as to improve local soils and produce locally processed 
compost for use in the production of food in local communities.   

 
Compost Ecosystem 
With a definition for Community-based Composting and a clear Vision Statement, Working Table 
participants listed the challenges within each composting ecosystem “biome:” 1) Generators of  Food 
Residuals; 2) Haulers 3) Compost Producers; 4) Distributors; and 5) End Users.  
 
The Working Table identified the super challenges for the 3 main biomes below:   

1. Generators of Food Residuals: 
a. Contamination  
b. Financial Viability  

2. Haulers:  
a. Financial Viability  

3. Compost Producers  
a. Overcoming misperceptions  
b. Contamination  
c. Regulatory Uncertainty  
d. Land Access  
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Meeting Minutes  

 

Meeting Objective 
Food Well Alliance convened this Working Table session to:  
 

1. Formally agree to a vision for Community-based Composting in Metro Atlanta.  
2. Discuss Metro Atlanta’s Community-based Composting ecosystem.  
3. Group and prioritize challenges within each segment or biome of the Community-based 

Composting ecosystem.  
 

Part I: Welcome and Introductions  
Bobbi de Winter (Food Well Alliance) welcomed Working Table participants, and Bobbi shared Food Well 
Alliance’s learnings from the January 20th Working Table.  Bobbi shared with the Working Table that the 
January 20th Working Table notes and the evaluations were important to Food Well Alliance because the 
notes and the evaluations help the Working Table to work best for everyone.   
 
From the January 20th Working Table, Bobbi shared the following top Working Table participant 
comments for what was most helpful:  
 

 Variety of perspectives  

 Diversity and wealth of knowledge at the Working Table  

 Open dialogue  

 Shared vision  

 The writing and discussion of challenges and opportunities 
 
From the January 20th Working Table, Working Table participants would have liked to have had more of 
the following:  

 Specific forward direction  

 Conclusion…but guessing that is coming  

 A very specific outcome or goal 

 To better understand what does it mean to “scale”  

 What does it mean to support in terms of geographic location  
 
Bobbi commented that after the January 20th Working Table, she spoke with several Working Table 
participants to understand what Food Well Alliance could do better.  Bobbi learned that Food Well 
Alliance can focus on the Working Table’s goal which is listed below:  
 

 The Working Table’s goal is to provide a shared vision and establish recommendations to 
increase Community-based Composting capacity, Metro Atlanta community garden capacity, 
and Metro Atlanta urban farm capacity.   

 
Bobbi shared with the Working Table that Food Well Alliance is here to strengthen the local food 
system, and today’s Working Table would focus on scaling or increasing production capacity for urban 
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farmers and community gardeners.  Food Well Alliance’s geographic focus is the densely populated 
areas of Metro Atlanta which covers 5 counties: 1) Cobb; 2) Clayton; 3) DeKalb; 4) Fulton; and 5) 
Gwinnett.1 
 
Food Well Alliance is working with other Metro Atlanta community gardens and urban farms to 
understand how much compost needs to be placed to create a 3 inch to 6 inch layer of compost on 
certain community gardens and urban farms.   
 
Bobbi introduced the Working Table to Food Well Alliance’s Compost Ecosystem graphic which captured 
each segment or biome of the composting “ecosystem:” 1) Food Residual; 2) Haulers; 3) Compost 
Producers; 4) Distributors; and 5) End Users.2  The Compost Ecosystem graphic was created to allow 
Working Table participants to identify opportunities and challenges within the composting ecosystem.   
 

Part II Administrivia  
A Working Table participant requested today’s Working Table documents in electronic format.   
 
Action Item: 
 

Number  Who Action By When  Status  

02032017-1 Food Well Alliance Share today’s written materials 
with Working Table participants 
electronically. 

Tues., 2/7/17 Open  

 
Working Table participants queried: 
  

 Will the Executive Summary be socialized outside of the Working Table?  

 Is there a hashtag for the Working Table?   

 It is great that we are talking about composting and doing this.  However, we need to wait to 
develop a final statement which represents all Working Table participants. 

 
Action Item: 

Number  Who Action By When  Status  

02032017-2 Food Well Alliance Create a hashtag for the 
Community-Based Compost 
Working Table.  

Fri., 2/10/17 Working  

 
Please see the Appendix for a complete list of the action items.   
 
Bobbi commented that Working Table notes will be shared on the Food Well Alliance website and that 
Myriah Towner of Food Well Alliance created a blog post for the January 20th Working Table.  Bill Bolling 
(Food Well Alliance) commented that the Working Table had excellent suggestions about using social 
media to share our work, and that Food Well Alliance would like to be able to add context to certain 
socialized information.   

                                                           
1 It is well regarded that Douglas County is a sixth county within the boundaries of this Working Table. 
2 From time to time, this collection may be referenced as individual “biomes.” 
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Bobbi discussed the Community-based Composting definition with the Working Table because the 
definition would serve as the Working Table’s guidepost for this session.  The definition for Community-
based Compost is the following:  
 

"Community-based Composting" means engaging community members to 
process organic material on a scale that is typically smaller than full-scale 
composting.  Community-based composting operations are often located at 
community gardens and urban farms, or may be stand-alone operations on 
vacant lots within communities.   
 
Many community-based composting operations engage area residents and 
small-scale businesses to source separate food scraps for composting at the 
community site which:  

o Accepts feedstock, e.g., food scraps from off-site  
o Seeks to keep organics in a closed loop from the source of feedstock 
o Are typically limited by state regulations to processing a specific 

amount of material which is measured by the amount of allowed on-
site at any one time or by square footage of the composting area  

 
Food Well Alliance’s definition of Community-based Composting was derived 
from BioCycle and the Institute for Local Self-Reliance. 

 
Working Table participants offered the following feedback:  
 

 The Working Table provides an opportunity to take this conversation broader.  This is one of the 
few places where we are demonstrating applying principles to create composting solutions.  
Community-based can be associated with commercial or large-scale composting but yet it is a 
different scale. 

 What is key is not whether composting is community or commercial.  What is key is that 
Community-based Composting engages the community.   

 The definition does not exclude commercial.   

 Large-scale municipal facilities are manufacturing facilities which produce compost for sale.  
Community-based Composting can have manufacturing but on a smaller scale.  The definition is 
inclusive of commercial without saying commercial.   

 
Bill commented that the definition is a big enough tent to not be exclusionary to commercial.  However, 
commercial may need to be a separate group because the industry players and the funding is different.  
Bill stated that the community would be engaged either way but the Working Table should not confuse 
the conversation.   
 
After the Working Table participants agreed to the Community-based Composting definition, Bobbi 
informed the Working Table that the definition provided context for the Working Table’s draft Vision 
Statement.  
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Part III Refining the Vision  
Bobbi noted that the draft Vision Statement was not Food Well Alliance’s vision but the Working Table’s 
vision for the Community-based Composting.   Bobbi commented that the draft Vision Statement’s 
audience is the Working Table and the vision would drive the Working Table’s strategic 
recommendations.   Also, Bobbi stated that the Working Table is focused on Community-based 
Composting not necessarily large-scale composting because large-scale composting is outside of the 
Working Table’s scope.  The facilitator commented that the Vision Statement is what we aspired to 
seeing realized in the next 24 months and not, for example, a vision to be achieved by 2030.   The draft 
Vision Statement focuses on the Working Table’s efforts to create strategic recommendations that will 
inform a possible Design Table.   The Working Table’s horizon is shorter, and the Working Table’s scope 
is limited to Metro Atlanta.   Food Well Alliance shared the revised Vision Statement in an effort to 
advance the dialogue.  
 
The Working Table’s discussed the draft Vision Statement below:  
 

Community-based composting will be sustainable and scalable in ways that efficiently divert 
large volumes of high-quality organic material from Metro Atlanta landfills and into 
productive use that improves local soils, connects local community gardens and urban farms, 
and encourages training and awareness.   

 
Working Table participants had the following feedback to the draft Vision Statement:   
 

 How much soil volume do we need to replace soil for community gardens and urban farms? 
Compost should replenish and support local agriculture.   

 The message needs to be simple.  The message should be simple and for those that do not 
compost the message should be accessible.   

 Who is the audience for the draft Vision Statement?   

 The draft Vision Statement should be an addendum to the Community-based Composting 
definition.   

 Community gardens and urban farms should be placed higher within the draft Vision Statement 
because the Working Table seeks to serve community gardens and urban farms.   

 A vision should be very simple such as “to improve local soils.”   

 The draft Vision Statement should be revised to incorporate the following language: 
“composting improves soils and the production of food”.   

 The draft Vision Statement addressed several points:  
o Composting at the community level.  
o Community consumer education with robust training.  
o Communication and education about why we are doing this.   

 The draft Vision Statement should be for the Working Table and not for a larger group.   

 The Working Table is establishing the foundation and framework for Community-based 
Composting in Metro Atlanta.   

 Delete the following words from the draft Vision Statement:  
o “large volumes”  
o “divert”  
o “connects” 
o “high-quality”  
o “Metro Atlanta”  
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o “sustainable” 
 
The goal of the Working Table is to provide a shared vision and establish recommendations to increase 
Community-based Composting capacity, Metro Atlanta community garden capacity, and Metro Atlanta 
urban farm capacity.  For communications, Food Well Alliance wants to be able to share our thinking so 
that our message is understandable.  Mr. Bolling commented that the Working Table is building a 
foundation for Food Well Alliance’s long-term efforts to educate and raise consciousness.   
 
The Working Table participant comments resulted in the revised Vision Statement listed below:  

 
To facilitate the diversion of food residuals and yard trimmings from 
landfills to improve local soils and compost for use in the production of 
food in local communities.   

 
 

Part IV Description of the Ecosystem and Biomes…the Challenges 

and Opportunities Faced in Each  
The facilitator informed Working Table participants that the compost ecosystem was divided into 5 
parts: 1) Food Residuals; 2) Haulers; 3) Compost Producers; 4) Distributors; and 5) End Users.    The 
facilitator explained how Working Table participants would identify issues for each “biome” or segment 
based on the Working Table participant’s knowledge of the participant’s organization and the 
organization’s role(s) within the compost ecosystem.   
 
Bobbi restated the objective for this session:  
 

 Formally agree to a vision for Community-based Composting in Metro Atlanta.  

 Discuss Metro Atlanta’s Community-based Composting ecosystem.  

 Group and prioritize challenges within each segment or biome of the Community-based 
Composting ecosystem.  

 
The facilitator requested that the Working Table begin the compost graphic exercise by listing the 
challenges in the Compost Ecosystem.   
 
 

Part V Biome by Biome…What is the Strategic Recommendation? 

And How best to Capitalize on Opportunities and Overcome 

Challenges  
Once Working Table participants completed the compost graphic exercise, the facilitator provided an 
overview of participant placement by biome or segment.   
 
The Working Table organized each biome by challenge levels: 1) high-level; 2) mid-level; and 3) low-
level.   
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In addition, participant comments are listed below each biome analysis.   
 

Food Residuals  

Below is an overview of how participants ranked the challenges for the Food Residual biome.   
 

High-Level Challenges Mid-Level Challenges  Low-Level Challenges  

 Contamination   

 Financial Viability   

 Lack of understanding 
of soil building needs  

 Political Will  

 Dock space  

 Regulatory Uncertainty  

 Legitimacy of 
composters  

 Lack of Compost Sites  

 Who are target 
generators?  

 Contamination  

 Education  

 Variety of Rules  

 Regulatory uncertainty: 
local  

 Training and Education  

 Reliability of service and 
economics 

 Leverage Mercedes 
Benz stadium and the 
Georgia Restaurant 
Association as 
advocates  

 

 Cost benefit for 
Generator  

 Food residuals high 
odor  

 Cost of segregating and 
storing  

 Lack of understanding 
on the critical nature of 
soil  

 

 
Working Table participants had the following comments:  

 The lack of reliability is critical to food residual players because unreliable pick up can lead to 
decreased interest among food residual players causing these organizations to be “turned off” 
to the industry.   

 There is a lack of understanding of soil building needs which is an overarching issue which 
impacts every biome.  There is no soil strategy at the local level.  Poor soil quality leads to 
erosion and increased use of fertilizers.   

 

Haulers  

Below is an overview of how participants ranked the challenges for the Hauler biome.   
 

High-Level Challenges Mid-Level Challenges  Low-Level Challenges  

 Economics: the cost of 
trucks, insurance, 
incentives, 
disincentives, etc.   

 Financial viability  

 Service delivery 
platform  

 Low transport cost  

 Health and safety  

 Lack of understanding 
of soil building needs  

 Scale  

 Viable Collection 
Service: capital; budget 
model; marketing 
products  

 Regulatory uncertainty  

 Geography because 
Metro Atlanta is a huge 
with a diverse 
geography  

 Dock Space  

 Food residuals high 
odor  

 Lack of understanding 
on the critical nature of 
soil  
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 Legitimacy of 
composters  

 Cost of Water  

 Training   

 Leverage Mercedes 
Benz stadium and the 
Georgia Restaurant 
Association as 
advocates  

 

 
Working Table participants had the following comments:  
 

 Driver training is an issue because drivers need to understand that what is being transported has 
value.   

 There should be an economic benefit to a generator for providing compost feedstock and an 
economic consequence for providing low-quality or contaminated feedstock.  There needs to be 
a disincentive to promote generator responsibility.   

 We need to develop a fundamentally different service model that generators will respond to 
which substantiates the business model and meets the needs of compost producers.  It is not 
one-or-the-other.  It is multiple issues.  Community-based composting goes beyond economics.   

 Infrastructure is expensive and economies of scale is an issue because the economies of scale 
are not the same for a small company versus a large company.  A strategic recommendation to 
Food Well Alliance is that to encourage Community-based Composting requires access to 
funding for small companies.   

 Economics have to work for every segment of the system.  For the Food Residual segment, the 
cost of composting cannot cost more than it cost to put feedstock in the garbage.  The Haulers 
have to make enough money to run their trucks.  Compost Producers have to have a fee coming 
in on the front end and being able to sell it on the back end.  That is the only business model 
that works.   

 Compost Producers and Distributors could essentially become the same category for economic 
purposes.   

 For the End User, the product cannot cost more than any other product.  It can be goodwill 
driven but it has to be economic driven.  While some people are willing to pay more for compost 
because it is the right thing to do; for others it has to be a cost-to-cost basis.   

 Some cost may be best borne via a social enterprise model.   
 
The facilitator commented that fixed cost can be absorbed more quickly by a large scale hauler than a 
smaller scale hauler.   
 

Compost Producers  

Below is an overview of how the participants ranked the challenges for the Compost Producer biome.   
 

High-Level Challenges Mid-Level Challenges Low-Level Challenges 

 Regulatory uncertainty  

 Contamination  

 Overcoming 
misperceptions  

 Land Access  

 Economics  

 Runoff  

 Quality  

 Cost of Water  

 Training  

 Infrastructure   

 Food residuals high 
odor  

 Neighbors concerns: 
pests, etc.   

 Lack of understanding 
of the critical nature of 
soil  
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 Financial viability  

 Shared Cooperative for 
Testing  

 Product quality  

 Production facilities  

 It’s Capital intensive  

 Lack of understanding 
of soil building needs  

 Infrastructure: 
tractors, land 

 Leverage Mercedes 
Benz and Georgia 
Restaurant Association 
as advocates  

 

 

 
Working Table participants had the following comments:  

 Health and safety is an issue because regulators are and will be concerned about pathogens that 
may be transmitted by small compost operators.   

 There are models which can address pathogen control and how solutions can be developed with 
regulators by looking at how North Carolina, Michigan, and Ohio created solutions by working 
with the industry.   

 Nuisance is an issue which has to be addressed because local governments are responsive to 
citizen concerns.   

 Solutions have to be neighborhood generated.   
 

Distributors  
Below is an overview of how participants ranked the challenges for the Distributor biome.   
 

High-Level Challenges  Mid-Level Challenges   Low-Level Challenges  

 Economics  

 Can Fixed Cost be 
Shared  

 Perceived Low Value: 
users don’t want to 
pay for compost  

 Low Transport Cost  

 Legitimacy of 
Composters  

 Lack of understanding 
of soil building needs  

 Leverage Mercedes 
Benz and Georgia 
Restaurant Association 
as advocates  

 

 Lack of investment in 
education and training 
for restaurants and staff  

 Lack of understanding 
of the critical nature of 
soil  

 

 
Working Table participants had the following comments:  

 There is a perceived low-value on the distribution side.  Consumers do not want to pay for 
compost and can find several low-cost options, and knowledgeable consumers do not know 
where to find high-quality compost.   

 Community gardens and urban farms will use all the compost that is produced.   

 The ecosystem should be divided into 4 parts instead of 5 parts: 1) food residuals; 2) haulers; 3) 
composts producers; and 4) distributors.   

 Are there fixed costs that can be shared among producers?   
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End Users  

Below is an overview of how participants ranked the challenges for the End User biome.   
 

High-Level Challenges Mid-Level Challenges  Low-Level Challenges  

 Lack of understanding 
of soil building needs 

 Legitimacy of 
composters: consistent 
quality  

 Financial viability  

 Education to the 
masses on soil  

 Awareness of 
availability: how to use 
[compost], and why 
[compost] is important  

 Testing [focused on] 
consistency in quality  

 Confusion: How much? 
When? Why?  

 User Friendly  

 Leverage Mercedes 
Benz and Georgia 
Restaurant Association 
as advocates  

 Priority of End Use  

 Lack of understanding 
of the critical nature of 
soil  

 

 
Working Table participants had the following comments:  

 Community gardeners and urban farms do not need to be educated on compost because 
community gardens and urban farmers know what compost is.   

 Soil is critical and the education needs to take place around soil.   

 The state university is not necessarily the authority on soil health.  Municipal soils have to be 
built.  There is a shortage of local quality soil which requires that additional ingredients be 
added to soil.  What Atlanta is doing is above-and-beyond on developing soil.  

 
Below are the 6 super challenges for the 3 main compost ecosystem biomes:  
 

 Generators of Food Residuals: 
o Contamination  
o Financial Viability  

 

 Haulers:  
o Financial Viability  

 

 Compost Producers  
o Overcoming misperceptions  
o Contamination  
o Regulatory Uncertainty  
o Land Access  

 

Part VI Next Steps, Wrap Up and Adjourn   
The Working Table will address opportunities in its next session at 930 AM on Friday, February 10th.   
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Bobbi commented that the Working Table got a lot clearer on the Vision Statement and there was an 
excellent discussion about the compost ecosystem.   
 
Bobbi shared with the Working Table that the Working Table should celebrate because the Working 
Table developed a shared vision.   
 
The meeting adjourned at 12:11 pm. 
 

 

 

Appendix: Action Items  
 

Number  Who Action By When  Status  

02032017-1 Food Well Alliance Share today’s written materials 
with Working Table participants 
electronically. 

Tues., 2/7/17 Working  

02032017-2 Food Well Alliance Create a hashtag for the 
Community-Based Compost 
Working Table.  

Fri., 2/10/17 Working  

 
 


