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The Client 

The University of Michigan (U-M) is the largest and oldest public institution in the state of Michigan with over 
52,000 students on nineteen different campuses. In Ann Arbor, Michigan, the main campus size of over 3,207 
acres consists of over 32,500 students. Since 1817, the university has grown into a nationally recognized 
school for research, higher learning, and top collegiate-level sports.  

The Goal 

To conduct a two-phase waste sort capturing a before and after of Wolverine Tower, a 10-story administrative 
building on U-M’s Ann Arbor campus. The sort was designed to obtain a snapshot of the portion of waste 
going to landfill, recycling, and compost before additional education and operational initiatives. GT identified 
the most common contaminants in both the recycling and composting streams, the portion of compostable 
materials still being incorrectly placed in the landfill bins, and the identification of common items in the landfill 
bins that could be feasibly reduced or avoided by a change in procurement practices.  

The Results 

Phase I waste sort provided a summary of data, a list of materials that could be diverted from landfill streams, 
including those for recycling and composting, and a prioritized list of next steps for addressing opportunities 
with a focus on: 

• most impactful items to target based on weight, 
• items to target to reduce contamination of collected recyclables, 
• potential waste to avoid through changing procurement practices and/or handling practices, and 
• recommendations on how best to increase diversion to composting. 

Phase I study and findings showed opportunity areas which led to adjusting container locations across 
campus. New efforts included focusing on waste reduction in kitchen food-prep settings, piloting some full-
sized compost containers near eating spaces, and adding the educational directive focused on the people 
eating at their desks.  The initiative was to encourage them to properly sort their lunch waste at full waste 
stations, which include composting options. Additional efforts included providing some deskside composting 
containers near coffee areas and expanding the educational efforts using  various forms to reach as many 
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people as possible. One of the recommendations detailed a restroom paper towel compost program. While 
this recommendation was tested and showed favorable diversion increases, there were operational 
challenges limiting expansion across campus. 

After implementing recommendations from the Phase I report, GT performed a follow-up (Phase II) waste 
sort to measure the impacts of post-education and operational initiatives. Measured improvements were 
seen in contamination.  Recycling and compost contamination rates measured a 27% to 23% decrease. 
Results also showed improvement in correct placement of compostable materials, at 98% correct placement 
and 91% for recyclable materials.  

The combination of the two phases gave great insight into successes and areas to focus on.  The university 
reduced contamination levels by learning where the trouble areas were and reacted by directly adjusting the 
container locations across campus, putting a heavy focus on kitchen food-prep settings, providing deskside 
composting containers, and expanding the educational efforts in various forms.  The bathroom composting 
program also was given encouraging results to expand to more buildings, assuming operations can process 
the volume and can expand with its growth. The data also helped encourage a stronger procurement 
standard to reduce one-use plastic purchases and find more sustainable options to support the university’s 
ongoing plan to reduce landfill waste and produce cleaner recyclables coming from campus.   

 


