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1. System Overview and History of 
Composting

2. How We Reduce Contamination – Policy & 
Outreach

3. Does it Work? 
4. What’s Next?

Addressing 
Compost 
Contamination 
in Seattle
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Seattle’s 
Solid Waste 
System
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Seattle by the Numbers
• 2020 Population – over 750,000
• 84 square miles
• 8,000 business accounts
• 150,000 SF households/properties
• 200,000 MF households

• 6,900 MF properties

• 2020 Waste Generation:
• Recycled & Composted 385K
• Disposed 327K
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Overview of Seattle’s Organics System
• Organics service is mandatory for all customer sectors
• Curbside service for SF & MF

• More MF residents than SF residents in Seattle
• Accepted in Organics stream:

• Yard Waste
• Food Waste
• Approved Compostable Serviceware
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History of 
Composting in 
Seattle

• 1989 Required separation of Yard Waste from Garbage
• Backyard Composting Outreach & Education programs –

Master Composters program
• 2008 Addition of Food Waste to YW & SF Mandatory 

Service
• 2008 Food Serviceware Required to be Compostable or 

Recyclable
• 2011 Mandatory Service for MF & Commercial Customers
• 2015 Ban Food Waste From the Garbage
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Overall Citywide Diversion
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1986: The World’s First Master Composter Program

City of Seattle 
contracted with 
Seattle Tilth to create 
a formal Master 
Composter Volunteer 
program
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A lasting community ethic was created
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Source: 2018 Home Organics Waste Management Survey Report
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Organics Composition Study – 2016
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Organics Composition by Sector 

*Organics Stream Composition Study 2016
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Labeling policies to reduce contamination 
(2020 and 2021 WA state laws)

• Compostable products must feature 
labeling that uses green, beige, or brown 
labeling or color striping or tinting that 
help differentiate compostable items 
from non-compostable items.

• Non-compostable items are discouraged 
from using green, beige, or brown 
coloring.

• Term “biodegradable” is against the law 
in WA state
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Outreach & Education – Printed Collateral

• Simplify the 
message 

• Do’s & Don’ts
• Graphics & 

Images
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Outreach & 
Education –
Printed Collateral

• MF audience, 
high Food 
Waste & 
Contaminants

• Focus on top 
accepted 
materials
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Outreach & Education – Compost Right Campaign

• Simple 
messages

• Mainly graphics
• Regional Effort
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In Person 
Outreach

Meet People 
Where They 
Are
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Transcreated materials
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Next steps…
• Waste Audit currently underway

(5-year cycle)
• Customer Behavior Surveys
• Continued work to get ahead of the 

contamination
- Statewide policies
- Continued work on increased 

diversion
- Push for contamination reduction 

w/ MF & Commercial sectors
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