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Community-based Composting  
Stakeholders Meeting 
 

 

Hosted by the Food Well Alliance 
970 Jefferson St. NW Atlanta, GA 30318 
9:00 AM to Noon 

 

Friday, January 20, 2017  

Meeting Participants 
Jay Bassett (EPA Region 4) 
Bill Bolling (Food Well Alliance) 
Tommy Breedlove (Choose Goodness) 
Karen Bremer (Georgia Restaurant Assoc.)   
Kim Charick (EPA Region 4) 
Corrine Coe (Terra Nova Compost) 
Bobbi de Winter (Food Well Alliance) 
Rob Del Bueno (Southern Green Indust.)  
Sheldon Fleming (Truly Living Well) 
Gloria Hardegree (Georgia Recycling) 
Doug Kunnemann (NatureWorks) 
Scott Jenkins (Mercedes Benz Stadium) 

Boyd Leake (City of Atlanta, Mayor’s Office of 
Sust) 
Ellen Macht (Food Well Alliance) 
Mike Meuse (Republic Services) 
Daniel New (Georgia Restaurant Association) 
Rashid Nuri (Truly Living Well) 
Danita Ogandaga (City of Atlanta, Watershed) 
David Paull (Compostwheels) 
Will Sellers (Food Well Alliance) 
Maurice Small (Truly Living Well) 
Myriah Towner (Food Well Alliance) 

 
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 discuss Community-Based Composting opportunities 
and challenges.    
 
The Working Table discussion focused on developing a shared vision and establishing recommendations 
to increase Community-Based Composting capacity, Metro Atlanta community gardens capacity, and 
Metro Atlanta urban farm capacity.  Some time was allocated for updating participants on other 
activities ongoing and related to this issue – including several regulatory developments. 
 
The sections below were derived from Working Table participant comments regarding Community-
Based Composting key issues, opportunities, and challenges.   
 

Community-Based Composting Key Issues  
The Working Table identified the following key issues to refine a concrete vision for Community-Based 
Composting:   

1. What should the Working Table be striving for?  
2. What does an efficient system look like?  
3. Transparency on why we are doing composting…or why we are not.  
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4. Increase Community-based Composting and access to it.  
5. Three tiers  

o Divert organic material  
o Enhance local soils  
o Benefit local agriculture (healthy people)  

6. Manufacturing process that (1) supports local economy (2) jobs (3) improving quality of life and 
(4) eliminate food deserts. 

7. More demand! More consciousness!  Better understanding!  More consistent messaging! All of 
that leads to investment and scalability.  

8. Support entities that are on the ground- doing the work!  
9. Public access points – to bring organic material… and get it back.  
10. Consistent end product… 
11. Larger network of processing facilities – including microprocessors.  Creating the infrastructure.  

 

Community-Based Composting Opportunities  
The Working Table identified the following opportunities for Community-Based Composting:  

1. We can be the solution to the systematic problems  
2. Growing communities of interest  
3. Federal, state, and local government push and market pull will drive capital investment  
4. Funding and incentives…and long term viability – different but related  
5. Streamlined permitting  
6. Leverage Mercedes Benz Stadium and the Georgia Restaurant Association as advocates. 
7. Building Owners and Managers Association (“BOMA”) – conversations concerning storage in 

renovated properties  
8. Communication and personal accountability – even though an intermediary like the Georgia 

Restaurant Association helps ensure quality  
9. Regulatory change  
10. Technology (e.g., portable bagging machines) 

 

Community-Based Composting Challenges  
The Working Table identified the following challenges for Community-Based Composting:  

1. It’s hard  
2. It’s capital intensive  
3. Regulatory uncertainty 
4. Land access 
5. Cost of Water 
6. Lack of dock space  
7. City/neighborhood regulation of placing trash out by a certain time and collection at certain 

times due to noise ordinances and other quality of life issues like nuisance  
8. Contamination and the lack of investment in education and training for restaurants and staff  
9. Lack of understanding of soil building and waste of soil augmenting material  
10. Legitimacy of composter/haulers…and even processors  
11. Testing, consistence in product quality  
12. Training ensuring that we do not create health and safety issues 

 
Please see the meeting minutes below for further detail.   
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Meeting Minutes 

 

Meeting Objective  
Food Well Alliance convened the Working Table for Community-Based Composting to organize and work 
with industry stakeholders to identify the opportunities, the challenges, and needs across multiple 
stakeholders from generators of food residuals to haulers to processors and on to compost end users.  
 
The Working Table’s goal was to provide a shared vision and establish recommendations to increase 
Community-based Composting capacity, Metro Atlanta community gardens capacity, and capacity for 
Metro Atlanta’s urban farms and community gardens.    
 

Part I:  Welcome and Introductions  
 
After the Working Table participant introductions, Bobbi de Winter (Food Well Alliance) discussed Food 
Well Alliance’s role at the Working Table and provided an overview of Food Well Alliance’s mission.   
 

Food Well Alliance exists to unite the local food movement, which is made up of 90 
urban farms, 358 community gardens, Farmers Markets, local food entrepreneurs, and 
various not-for-profit groups focused on building healthy communities.   
 
Ms. de Winter stated that Food Well Alliance has been working with the City of Atlanta, 
the Georgia Recycling Coalition, and other stakeholders to address the challenges to 
increase Community-based Composting in Metro Atlanta because there is a need for 
locally produced compost.   
 
Ms. de Winter commented that Food Well Alliance is working with The Facilitator to 
help facilitate the Working Table because one of Food Well Alliance’s role is to convene 
stakeholders.  Food Well Alliance’s additional role is to be a grant maker.     
 
For its convening process, Food Well Alliance uses:  
 

 Learning Tables which are community-based conversations that help the local 
food movement identify issues.  This was the meeting held on August 4, 2016. 

 Working Tables which are collaborations among organizational leaders to 
identify and recommend strategic priorities to address the challenges for local 
food systems which may be raised or identified during the Learning Table 
process. 

 Design Tables which are collaborations where the focus is on designing pilots 
to test solutions to challenges which were identified during the Working Table 
process.  

 
Based on the Learning Table, stakeholders including the Georgia Recycling Coalition, the 
City of Atlanta’s Office of Sustainability, and the United States Environmental Protection 
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Agency agreed to proceed along two convening tracks so as to tease out and advance 
solutions that might increase the production of Community-based Compost. 
 

 Convening Track One is the Working Table process which is focused on 
Community-based Composting solutions that test pilot the means for 
increasing scale; and, 

 Convening Track Two is the regulatory process which is focused on revising 
the State of Georgia’s regulations regarding Class II composting facilities.   

 
Ms. de Winter informed the Working Table that after each Regulatory Track Two 
meeting, Food Well Alliance will provide an update on the regulatory meeting’s 
outcomes.   

 

Regulatory Track Update 
The Facilitator and key stakeholders discussed possible changes to the Class II composting facilities using 
the collaborative process to impact regulatory change.  Working with the GA DNR’s Environmental 
Protection Division, the Regulatory Track Two convening group is drafting documents to provide 
proposed language for Class II composting facilities to the Board of Commissioners for the agency’s 
March 2017 Board meeting.  After each regulatory meeting, Food Well Alliance will provide an update 
on the group’s efforts.   
 

Commentary 
Working Table participants noted:  
 

 Ultimately, our collective goal is to build composting infrastructure at every level: large 
processors; municipal composting; community composting and backyard composting.  Compost 
is a manufacturing process and a means from diverting materials from landfills toward some 
higher and better use.   Community-based Composting is an important component. 

 

 There is a need for constituents and stakeholders to provide input to the state’s Environmental 
Protection Division’s Board about the importance of Community-based Composting and the 
development of best management practices for Community-based Composting.  Food Well 
Alliance’s voice would be helpful in engaging the Environmental Protection Division’s Board.   

 

 Compost requires a 2-tiered regulatory solution: 1) a local government solution; and 2) a state 
government solution.  There have been challenges with the compost in the past, and Food Well 
Alliance must be able to share successes because local land use and zoning issues must be 
addressed.  Also, there must be training for local operators.   

 

 The City of Atlanta has an opportunity to improve the City of Atlanta’s composting ordinance 
and is in the process of determining the boundaries of related existing regulations.  Historically, 
there have been concerns about nuisance issues.  There is a need to clarify the existing compost 
ordinance’s definitions. 
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 There is no consistent definition for compost across Metro Atlanta and the state and for related 
issues like nuisance.   

 

Part II:  Administrivia  
The Charge was reviewed and improved.  It now reads: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Based on this Working Table’s recommendations, Food Well Alliance’s Design Table process is 
used to inform its grant making strategy as the recommendations will enable Food Well Alliance 
to consider if there is an opportunity to support a pilot to test and evaluate the results  

 

Part III:  What’s the Point – Refining a Concrete Goal (or Vision)  
Ms. de Winter explained Food Well Alliance’s funding role.  Food Well Alliance seeds or provides limited 
capital for projects that have the ability to create scale or increase capacity in ways that strengthen 
Atlanta’s local food movement and at the same time improve health and environmental outcomes as 
well as increase social-economic impacts to metro Atlanta communities.  

Charge to the Working Table Participants (v3) 

The Working Table is the second of a three-part process that is the hallmark of Food Well 

Alliance’s collaboration model:  1) Learning Table; 2) Working Table; and 3) Design Table. 

Participants have been invited to work in partnership on a shared mission:  teaming to 

systematically advance Community-based Composting in Metropolitan Atlanta.  To do so, this 

expert stakeholder group will meet through January and February, 2017 to: 

(1) Forge consensus on understandings of challenges and opportunities around 
Community-based Composting and the nexus with Community-based Gardening; 

(2) Develop shared goals (qualitative and perhaps quantitative) for: 
a. Diverting organic material from landfills to a higher and more productive 

use; 
b. Transportation and Logistics; 
c. Processing; and, 
d. Demand 

(3) Make strategic recommendations for Community Based Composting and its impact 
on Community Gardens, Orchards and Urban Farms 

(4) Craft evaluation criteria for how Food Well Alliance might evaluate grant-making 
opportunities. 

 

During the next two months, Working Table participants will work alongside the facilitator and 

Food Well Alliance to reach agreements and, ultimately, develop a set of strategic priorities 

based upon the conversations noted above.   

These strategic priorities, contained in a Food Well Alliance “White Paper,” will be the 

“feedstock” for the Design Table - the third phase of Food Well Alliance’s collaboration 

process, which will follow later this winter. 
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In addition to Food Well Alliance’s role as a grant-maker, it serves as the backbone organization to 
facilitate meetings, help to synthesize shared learning, and promote that knowledge base with other 
foundations and stakeholders.   
 
Working Tables Outcome Options: may result in three outcomes:  

1. A white paper that articulates the Working Table’s shared vision and strategic 
recommendations. 

2. Recommendations help to shape collaborative design table with a grant to support a pilot 
3. No action because the challenges’ scope does not lead to achievable solutions.   

 
Ms. de Winter explained that Working Tables are strategic convenings, designed to tackle deeply 

entrenched and complex challenges in the local food movement. This is an approach to making 

collaboration work across government, business, philanthropy, non-profit organizations and citizens to 

achieve change.  Design Tables, in contrast, are comprised of cross-sector organizations selected by 

Food Well Alliance to seed pilot initiatives to strengthen the local food system.  

The Facilitator re-framed the discussion stating that the majority of community gardens use compost 
produced from outside of Georgia. 
 
The unstructured conversation led to the development of a draft vision statement that will be 
published under separate cover. 
 

Part IV:  Opportunities for System Change  
 
What are the opportunities for market participants to collaborate with large generators, restaurants, 
and local governments?  
 
Working Table participants made the following comments:  
 

 Georgia’s existing regulations do not favor the growth of composting facilities at any size.  Some 
participants felt as though there is an opportunity for entrepreneurs to take advantage of 
Community-based Composting.   

 

 There is not significant popular support for composting outside of Metro Atlanta.  While 
standing up large-scale composting facilities is especially challenging, establishing smaller 
Community-based Composting facilities is more realistic.   

 

 Most social movements begin at the bottom and work their way up.  Urban agriculture has been 
a presence in the City of Atlanta since 2002 with the movement growing to drive awareness first 
and later influence policy.  The City of Atlanta has a commitment to implement policies that 
benefit the movement.  A victory would be citizens stating “we need compost”.  However, the 
participant cautioned there may be resistance but the movement would need to push pass 
obstacles.  Therefore, the participant stated that we have to start with people that are doing the 
work.   
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 The Working Table’s efforts should  start at the local level to lift composting up where the issue 
attracts the attention of policy makers and elected officials to promote composting.   

 

 There is not political will at the state level to promote composting.  However, there is an 
opportunity at the local level to promote composting.    
 

 There is also an opportunity to influence policy at the state level.   
 

 The City of Atlanta receives calls from citizens that want to have composting options available in 
neighborhoods and also receives calls from citizens that are composting in their backyards.  
Community-based Composting needs to increase to meet citizen demand as well as that of 
urban farms, community gardens and orchards. 

 

 Increased Community-based Composting supports  urban agriculture.  Urban agriculture is a 
partial solution to the food desert issue. 

 
Mr. Bolling (Food Well Alliance) summarized what he heard from the group and acknowledged that 
developing a composting solution would be hard but not impossible.  Mr. Bolling posed the following 
questions to the group:  
 

1. What is the fear?  
2. How do we change citizen mindset or consciousness?  
3. How does the group create a solution?  

 
Mr. Bolling articulated that we have to start where we are.  Food Well Alliance has a growing 
constituency that is working to change the minds of citizens.  The solution has to be cool and hip.  
Someone will do it first, and then the larger community says “I want one of those”.   
 
Working Table participants made the following comments:  
 

 There are potential opportunities amongst stakeholders to exercise this concept around local 
food but the concept has to be sustainable and use a solid business model.  If the community 
gets started, the policy makers and elected officials will follow.   

 

 Another participant commented that the Working Table should focus on a manufacturing 
process that:  

 Supports the local economy.  

 Creates jobs for farmers.  

 Improves the quality of life for citizens.  

 Eliminates food deserts.   
 

 While there is not currently a market for commercial operators there may be an opportunity for 
Community-based Composting.   

 

 There is money involved at the local level which has the potential to have a multiplier effect.   
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 There is a large amount of capacity for municipal solid waste landfills with several landfills 
having 30 years of capacity.  Because of Georgia’s low tipping fees, the economics retard 
alternative solutions at any scale of diversion. 

 

 It is important to support the private parties that are doing the work now on the ground such as 
creating the right regulatory framework and providing investment which allows for growth and 
scale.  However, to create scale we need to educate the public on how compost can be handled 
and managed.   

 

 The local food movement has made tremendous progress with Food Well Alliance helping a lot 
of individuals and groups that have never been able to get funding.  The composting process 
requires investment to help with land access and the ability to access water.   

 

 There has to be a front-end solution and a back-end solution with compost as a valuable 
product.   

 

 We need a network of small compost receiving facilities where there is a single entity, a third-
party, that provides testing services and creates a finished bagged product.  The proposed 
model would be similar to a hub-and-spoke model where the third-party would provide back 
end administrative and marketing support to the small composting network.  Also, there may be 
a need for a portable bagging line to spur innovation and efficiency.   

 

 The consumer compost market is larger than community gardens.  The focus should be 
consumers. 
 

 There is a need for compost educators and trainers as well.   
 

 There is a challenge in nurturing microprocessors because small processors need for all compost 
produced to stay on site.  There is not an ability to sell compost.  Therefore, processing capacity 
needs to increase in order to create a product to sell that is consistent.  With a larger network of 
processing facilities, those processors could process compost on a larger scale.   

 

 Community-based Compost is a stepping stone to growth for the industry.  However, we must 
create the processing infrastructure.  

 

 There is an opportunity to create an incentive at the local level for operators and those that 
want permits to receive permits via an expedited permit approval process.   
 

 Food Well Alliance should engage the Building Owners and Managers Association (“BOMA”) to 
increase awareness of composting.   

 

 Compost needs to be “sexy” for rapid consumer adoption.   
 

 There are other cities and organizations that have had success such as Seattle and the Green 
Sports Council.  Large generators have waste and when large generators adopt best 
management practices there can be opportunities to mentor and even incubate smaller 
facilities. 
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 The Working Table has an opportunity to leverage the Georgia Restaurant Association and 
Mercedes Benz Stadium to be both advocates and provide organic material.   

 

 Sports are an ideal platform to share messages with large consumer groups because sports 
allow organizations to tell stories and share messages.   
 

 Communication is an opportunity to increase awareness, drive demand, and address 
contamination issues.   

 
Ms. de Winter underscored that Food Well Alliance focuses on Metro Atlanta which includes Clayton 
County, Cobb County, DeKalb County, Fulton County, and Gwinnett County.   
 
Additional comments included: 
 

 The compost movement is happening in Savannah and other counties not just Metro Atlanta.  
  

 There could be a brand identity for compost and related food produced from compost.   
 

Part V:  Challenges to System Change  
 
The Facilitator began this session with summarizing the key messages from Part III such as:  

 How does technology create efficiencies such as a portable bagging line?  

 Branding is important with the means to develop a consistent product.  

 Players need increased funding to scale  
 
The Facilitator listed topics as challenges to system change such as:  

 Regulatory uncertainty  

 Land access  

 Cost of water  

 Lack of funding  

 Contamination  
 
 
Working Table participants made the following comments:  
 

 There is a lack of understanding as to the critical nature of soil building.  Metro Atlanta suffers a 
lost opportunity with organics going to landfills.   

 

 Contamination is a reality – even with a large generator that has adopted best management 
practices and education, contamination is a problem.  There has been success with restaurants 
because normally the back-of-house staff is properly trained on reducing contamination.   

 

 Because these are largely independent and small operations, we may think about creating 
webinars on compost best practices which can be shared across Georgia.   
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 A large scale generator noted: 
 

1. The infrastructure is missing for large scale composting and this infrastructure is unlikely 
to be developed anytime soon.  

2. The underlying economics of composting must be sound for any business to engage in 
composting.   

3. Education and awareness create opportunities for other people to see what can be 
done.  When organizations have a good story to tell, individuals and families are more 
likely to adopt the message.   

 

 Training and testing are important because compost feed stocks needs to be tested before the 
compost is distributed to consumers.  County extension services and other testing regimes such 
as the United States Composting Council are available to producers.   

  

 We do not know where the “best” generators are.  A map or list of restaurants that compost 
could be help to inform consumer and increase compost demand.   

 

Part VI:  Next Steps, Wrap Up and Adjourn  
Ms. de Winter stated that she was grateful to Working Table participants for coming, and that there was 
a lot learned.  The Working Table focused on co-creating opportunities around Community-based 
Composting, and that the Working Table was ready to look to the future and not focus on the past.   
 
Ms. de Winter commented that the Working Table was in a good place to create change because there 
is a push and pull from citizens and local governments.   
 
Mr. Bolling posed the following question to the Working Table: What is the cost of not acting?   
 
A participant informed the Working Table that the United States Composting Conference will be held in 
Atlanta in January 2018.  This is the first time the United States Composting Conference will hold its 
meeting in Atlanta.   
 


