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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT 
FOOD WASTE AND COMPOSTING IN  

THE ILLINOIS MATERIALS MANAGEMENT 
ADVISORY COMMITTEE REPORT, 2021 CLIMATE 
ACTION PLAN FOR THE CHICAGO REGION, AND 

THE CITY OF CHICAGO WASTE MATERIALS 
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES 

	 Recognizing the urgent need to protect natural resources and minimize activities 
contributing to climate change, the State of Illinois, the Chicagoland Region, and the City of 
Chicago undertook recent studies and assessments of actions and initiatives that will 
facilitate climate change mitigation, which is action that will avoid and reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions, and climate change adaptation, which is action that equitably adjusts to 
climate changes that are inevitable if not happening already. These studies and 
assessments culminated in a state-level report, a regional plan, and a citywide strategy, all 
of which were released in the summer of 2021. 


	 The Materials Management Advisory Committee (MMAC) submitted its Report to the 
Illinois General Assembly (ILGA) on July 1 (State Report). The  2021 Climate Action Plan for 
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the Chicago Region, the first of four regional U.S. climate action plans, was released on 
July 13 (Regional CAP). Chicago released its 2021 City of Chicago Waste Strategy Materials 
Management Strategies, on July 14 (City Strategy). 


	 This Summary focuses on the provisions in the State Report, Regional CAP, and City 
Strategy that relate to food scraps, food waste, and compost/composting.


Comparison between the three reports 
Report Name

Illinois MMAC
Climate Action Plan 

of the Chicago 
Region

City of Chicago 
Waste Strategy

Content Regulations and 
fundings aspect

Climate Change data 
and prospective goals 
and strategies in the 

Chicago Region

Detailed strategies 
(pilot, practical, optimal) 
in each waste material 

category with some 
successful strategies 
and examples that 

have already been used

Target Audience

Policy makers, 
stakeholders, and 

representatives of local 
compost groups and 

industries

Residents, local 
commercial and 

residential 
representatives, policy 

makers, and 
composting groups 

and industries

Local commercial and 
residential 

communities, and 
composting groups 

and industries

Related to executive 
actions advocating 

Compost
🌱🌱🌱🌱 🌱🌱🌱 🌱🌱🌱🌱🌱
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	 The MMAC was created in the summer of 2019 and 
directed to accomplish an ambitious set of goals, primary of 
which was to establish achievable landfill diversion goals for 
2025, 2030, and 2035. The MMAC considered “sustainable 
materials management” (SSM), an approach that includes a 
much broader range of strategies than traditional waste 
management. SSM, as defined by the EPA “is a systemic 
approach to using and reusing materials more productively 
over their entire life cycles.” 

	 To achieve its goals, the MMAC was organized into 
five subcommittees that focused on specific subject 
matters: Education and Outreach, Infrastructure, Market 
Development, and Local Government Support. Each 
subcommittee authored a scope of work and created recommendations designed to 
accomplish the MMAC’s objectives that were within the subcommittee’s area of expertise. 
The recommendations were considered and formulated within the context of a systems-
wide perspective and evolving market landscapes. The MMAC then compiled the 
subcommittees’ recommendations into the final State Report that was presented to the 
ILGA on July 1, 2021.

	 The major ambitious goal of this report is establishing statewide landfill diversion 
targets of 40% by 2025, 45% by 2030, and 50% by 2035 (current rate is 37%).

	 

Key findings, challenges, provisions, and recommendations 
related to compost/ composting, and food scrap in this report 
• Current context 

- Food scraps is the highest contributor among the top 50 materials in the 2018 
composition for the landfill stream in Illinois with an estimated 2,637,076 tons. 

- Only 6 of 48 permitted compost sites reported accepting food scraps in their 2019 
annual reports.


- 500,000 tons of landscape waste are diverted per year.

- Almost 5,000,000 tons of food scraps and food-soiled paper waste are not but could 

be diverted per year.

- This is about ⅓ of the total landfill stream in IL

- Food scraps (2.6M tons) + compostable paper waste (2M tons) 
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- Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Emissions associated to waste management have been 
decreasing overtime as landfill gas recovery systems continue to be deployed 
nationwide, landfills still represent a significant source of emissions.


• Recommends the establishment of a Materials Management Market Development 
Advisory Board at the University of Illinois.


• Calls for a coordinated statewide market development grant program.

• Recommends additional IEPA funding for grants to expand statewide materials 

management programs, including infrastructure enhancement; a statewide waste 
reduction campaign; updating county solid waste management plans; and a 
statewide data management and tracking platform. 

- Increase the number of residents and businesses who recycle and compost with proper 
guidelines. 

- IEPA should utilize the marketing materials to introduce specific waste reduction 
strategies (i.e. reduce, reuse, repair, compost, recycle) in phases.


- There is greater geographic coverage and distribution of permitted compost facilities 
across the State than with either material recovery facilities or construction and demolition 
recycling facilities.


- More drop-off recycling facilities (including sites that collect recyclables, electronics and/or 
food scraps) in rural areas are needed to serve residents who typically are not offered 
curbside recycling service. 


• Requests the ILGA discontinue the practice of sweeping monies from the Solid 
Waste Management Fund to other state funds.


- There is no centralized repository for the data on quantities of material recycled, composted, 
reduced, or reused in Illinois.


Overarching statements 
This report provides comprehensive information on the legislation and funding resources 
aspect of the local waste management situation, background, challenge, and 
recommendations in Illinois.
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The Regional CAP is the culmination of more than 16 months of work, beginning in August 
2019 and incorporating the input of more than 270 representatives from 175 organizations 
and more than 50 municipalities and counties throughout the state. This effort was led by 
the Metropolitan Mayors Caucus, working in concert with the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and using NOAA’s U.S. Climate Resilience Toolkit. The 
Regional CAP was released and introduced to the public on July 13, 2021.


This Climate Action Plan for the Chicago Region encompasses two goals, each with its own 
interim targets and objectives, to reduce future impacts and adapt to a changing climate: (1) 
net zero GHG emissions and (2) persistent, equitable climate adaptation.  
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The mitigation and adaptation strategies proposed in this plan are not exhaustive, but they 
do reflect priority actions that will effectively support adaptation and mitigation goals in the 
short term and using ideas that have been tested elsewhere. 





Manage Water and Waste Sustainability 

Among the eight mitigation objectives, composting was mentioned in “manage water and 
waste sustainably.” 
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Municipalities enact policies 
or support other jurisdictions 
in enacting policies. 


Municipalities may encourage 
constituents and partners to change 
behaviors or take action through 
education, collaboration, direct 
investment, and incentives. 


Municipalities may lead by 
demonstrating low-carbon 
operations and choices 
within their own operations. 
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It recommends municipalities “increase composting and biological treatment of waste” 
and “utilize compost and biosolids in landscapes”.  This is a proven strategy that 
municipalities can demonstrate through example and encourage constituents, and 
partners. Though the GHG reduction potential is low and it requires a high cost and effort, it 
will have positive environmental justice outcomes. This strategy will help achieve equity for 
vulnerable residents in low-income and communities of color by reducing exposure and 
avoiding harm from landfill sites and waste operations. This will additionally reduce 
methane gas emissions, displacement of fossil fuels, expand recycling and organic waste 
industries, and add value from waste captured.


In addition, it also recommends that municipalities increase “the volume of waste that is 
recycled and composted”, which is a contingent solution that has combined high GHG 
reduction potential, high cost and medium required effort. It could reduce litter and illegal 
dumping, and avoid harm in low-income and communities of color that landfills and waste 
facilities operate within. As more materials are recycled and composted this would 
eventually have upstream benefits in reduced embedded energy from production, 
transport, and disposal of materials, and move us to a more circular economic 
model. This strategy would reduce persistent waste like plastic, add value from the 
waste stream and waste operations, and influence household budgets to be stretched 
through smart purchasing. 

Sustain Ecosystems to Sequester Carbon 

The Compost industry was also mentioned as Lead partners and Resources in two 
strategies under Sustain Ecosystems to Sequester Carbon including “encourage citizen 
tree stewardship” and “preserve soil through low-impact development and restore soil 
integrity."


Conclusion of the Climate Action Plan 

The climate mitigation objectives and strategies in this plan are tailored to address 
the greatest sources of greenhouse gas emissions and the most promising 
opportunities to meet the goal of net zero emissions by 2050. 
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This plan also suggests strategies to address a set of high-priority climate impacts 
and offers targeted objectives and strategies to commit to persistent, equitable 
adaptation. The next steps for municipalities require an iterative approach to using 
the Steps to Resilience. 


Overarching statements 
This climate action plan focus more on the the overall climate change data and broad 
strategies to respond to climate change in the Chicago region. The report only provides 
high level recommendations on composting. 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	 Recognizing that landfilling and waste processing are 
potent sources of harmful GHG emissions that accelerate 
climate change, the City Strategy is the culmination of a year-
long effort to develop a plan and implementation strategy to 
overhaul the City’s traditional waste system and rebuild its 
overall health and function. The City partnered with Delta 
Institute, a consulting firm specializing in municipal solid waste 
management planning, to look at the many interrelated aspects 
of waste in the City, and engaged a range of stakeholders. The 
City Strategy consists of sixty-three recommendations 
intended to lead to a reimagined waste system, and was 
released by Mayor Lori Lightfoot on July 14, 2021.


  
Strategies in this report were developed through:


• Review of current waste and recycling data, programs, policies, and infrastructure;


• Analysis of best practices and programs in peer cities; and


• Engagement with stakeholders in the City, the private sector, and Chicago communities.


	  

Materials Management Strategies are organized into seven 
categories, 1 of which highly related to food waste and 
composting


1. Municipal Management and Data Tracking


2. Source Reduction, Reuse and Repair


3. Residential Waste Reduction


4. ICI (Industrial, Commercial, and Institutional) Waste Reduction


5. Organics and Wasted Food 

6. Specialty Materials


7. Construction & Demolition
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This report  sorts each strategy into a category; Pilot, Practical, or Optimal based on the 
project impact and considers feasibility, complexity, cost, and readiness to implement for 
each of the Pilot strategies.


Organic and Wasted Food 

• Reduce organic and food currently sent to landfills 
in the residential and ICI sectors


• Organic & Food Scrap Collection for Chicago 
Residents


- Composting 

- ICI Food Waste Prevention & Food Scrap 
Diversion 

• Bolster markets for finished compost 

• Compost Market Development  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Practical: Leverage the National Resources Defense Council (NRDC) Food Matters 
Great Lakes Regional Cohort participation to conduct a food rescue assessment of 
existing infrastructure and gaps 
Food insecurity and hunger are persistent programs in Chicago which have been worsened by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Feeding America estimates that there are over 520,000 people in Cook County, 
experiencing food insecurity, and Northwestern University’s Institute for Policy Research estimated that the 
Chicago Metropolitan Area reached food insecurity rates as high as 24% in April 2020. Organizations like 
the Greater Chicago Food Depository and other local food banks provide essential services for Chicagoans 
that can be supported and complemented by food rescue initiatives. 
Conducting a food rescue assessment with input from food donors, food banks and recipients of food 
assistance can help to determine current gaps and opportunities for food rescue to expand impact.

Practical: Identify partnership and support opportunities for industrial, commercial, 
and institutional entities implementing food waste diversion programs 
• Chicago agencies including Chicago Public Schools (CPS) and Chicago Park District (CPD) have 

launched food scrap prevention and diversion programs through school cafeterias and summer camp 
food service.


• We Compost Program through the Illinois Food Scrap Coalition (IFSC) provides resources and 
recognition for Illinois restaurants, religious, and cultural institutions, grocery stores, farmers markets, 
educational institutions, and municipalities that divert food waste through on- or off- site composting. 
• Identifying opportunities to connect ICI waste generators with We Compost or other resources and 

encouraging expanded participation and can increase food scrap diversion and provide public 
education and awareness for organic waste prevention initiatives city wide.

The NRDC Food Matters Regional Initiative 

develop cohorts of municipal governments and 
other representatives to leverage opportunities 

provide technical and network support, and 

create goals and programs to reduce food waste 
on regional scale. Chicago was selected to join 

the Great Lake cohort, along with City of 

Cincinnati, OH, City of Madison, WI, Make Food 
Not Waste in Detroit, MI, and the Solid Waste 

Authority of Central Ohio. NRDC has also 

launched cohorts in the mid-Atlantic and 
Southeast regions. 

 
Source: NRDC Food Matters
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Optimal: Required the largest food waste generators to divert food waste through 
donation or composting  
Legislation to require some or all food waste generating businesses and institutions to divert organics

• Any organic waste legislation should be phased in to allow for significant public and stakeholder 

education and to build local compost processing capacity to handle increasing feedstock.

• Several major food waste generating businesses like grocery stores (Mariano’s, Trader Joe’s, and 

Whole Foods) are already incorporating food donation and composting into their operations, 
providing a model for other businesses.


• Targeting initial legislation to the largest food scrap generators can provide significant diversion impact 
while avoiding disproportionate burdens on small restaurants and businesses.

Pilot: Incorporate food donation and food scrap composting into City events to 
reduce organic waste and provide high-profile educational opportunities 
Department of Cultural Affairs and Special Events produces and promotes major festivals including Taste 
of Chicago, Chicago Blues Festival, Chicago Jazz Festival, etc. Requiring or incentivizing food vendors to 
divert organic waste, as well as providing organic collection and education for attendees.

• Prevent significant tonnage from entering landfills

• Provide educational opportunities

• Highlight Chicago as sustainability leader for 

tourists and sponsors.


The Chicago Marathon, one of the world’s largest marathons, has incorporated several 
sustainability initiatives, including food waste reduction and composting. Food and water unused 
by the 45,000 marathon participants are donated to the Greater Chicago Food Depository. The 

marathon has shifted procurement requirements to include compostable serviceware, including 
water cups, which are computed and donated to the Chicago Park District for use as soil 

amendment. 
Source: Chicago Marathon

Practical: Establish permanent drop off sites for residents at the Sanitary District or 
Ward level 
• Supervised drop off locations

• Provide significant diversion potential with limited infrastructure costs

• Lowered contamination risk compared to a full launch of curbside residential collection program


• Drop off model

• Provide opportunities for Chicagoans to learn about and divert organic waste

• Increase the volume of feedstock for anaerobic digesters and compost facilities

• Complement the existing network of businesses providing subscription-based curbside organic 

collection



Liz Bosarge, Liz Kunkle, Yi-Ling Cheng, Illinois Food Scrap Coalition August 8, 2021

�12

Pilot: Introduce drop off locations 
through “pumpkin smash” events 
• The City of Chicago partnered with the 

Chicago Parks District already successfully 
manages several seasonal organic drop off 
locations through the Christmas tree recycling 
program


• SCARCE, a non-profit organization in DuPage 
County, provides guidance and materials for 
pumpkin collection events after Halloween


• In 2020, over 40 pumpkin smash events were 
hosted in Illinois, 4 of which were hosted in 
Chicago

• Over 10 ton of pumpkin diverted from 

landfills for composting

• Implementing single-day events pumpkin 

collection events at the ward or Sanitary 
District in Chicago can provide opportunities 
for significant diversion and education.

Practical: Provide information about 
current organic hauling services to high 
density residential buildings 
Can help to encourage food scrap and organic 
diversion from these buildings

Optimal: Provide opt-in curbside 
organic collection for all Chicago 
residents served by DSS (Department 
of Street and Sanitation)

Practical: Incorporate additional 
finished compost into existing City 
landscaping maintenance 
Tree planting and landscaping:

• Increase the demand for compost locally

• Support broader organics recycling markets

Practical: Support increased adoption 
of backyard composting and 
composting at community garden sites 
Decentralized composting at community garden 
sites and homes— A potent solution for diverting 
food scraps with a low carbon footprint due to a 
reduced need for transportation of materials. 
Items like landscape waste, fruit and vegetable 
scraps, and eggshells can be successfully 
composted in backyards and community 
gardens.

• 2015, City of Chicago amended the 

Municipal Code to allow for small-scale 
collection of off-site food scraps and 
landscape waste for in-vessel composting 
(in a container) t community garden sites.

• Community composting sites are required 

to obtain a permit (at much lower cost 
than industrial composting sites) and 
register annually with the Chicago Urban 
Agriculture Mapping Project (CUAMP).


• As of 2020, 109 of the 890 community 
gardens were registered through CUAMP as 
composting sites throughout the city.

Practical: Improve Chicago’s existing 
yard waste collection program and 
incorporate food scrap “ride along” 
Chicago residents must currently submit a 311-
request to receive yard waste collection services. 
Several Chicago stakeholders expressed 
frustration with the program’s capacity or were 
not aware the program was available.

• Increased investment and education

• Expand the yard waste program and 

resident awareness

• Strengthen the yard waste collection program 

with resources and staff to allow for regular 
seasonal pickups (as opposed to the 311-
request model)

• Provide and opportunity to include food 

scrap as a “ride along” without added 
rodent or nuisance concerns.
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Short-term Priorities for 2021 and 2022 

• Policy Review and Exploration 

• Increasing Opportunities for Community Interventions 
Leveraging the National Resources Defense Council (NRDC) Food Matters Great Lakes 
Regional Cohort participation to pilot food waste prevention and composting programs.


• Strengthening Internal Operations 
Improving Chicago’s existing yard waste collection program and incorporating potential 
food scrap “ride along” options. 

Overarching statements 
 
This report gives comprehensive executive strategies with some successful cases and 
identifies the relevant partners that have been playing part in different strategies.
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The Pritzker Traubert Foundation awarded a 
$10 million “Chicago Prize” grant to the 

Always Growing, Auburn Gresham project. 

This initiative includes development of an 
urban farm in the Auburn Gresham 

neighborhood collocated with an anaerobic 

digester that will process food waste into 
compost (to support on-site farming) and 

natural gas. 
 

Source: The Pritzker Traubert Foundation

Our organization (IFSC) was mentioned in this 

report as  an organization dedicated to diversion 
and posting of organics in the state. IFSC has 
developed robust materials for municipalities, 

counties, and other stakeholders, including 
guidance for public procurement and use of 

finished compost. 
 

Source: Illinois Food Scrap Coalition
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