
The Real Reasons Composting on
Campus is So Hard  
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Compost initiative team standing with compost 

and waste bins on campus. From Left: Carlos 

Figueira, Skye Earley, and Dr. Luc Bernier 
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I extend my deepest gratitude to my exceptional supervisor, Dr. Kate Whalen, who played a pivotal role in facilitating collabora-
tions and enriching my learning experience. Her expertise and guidance not only broadened the scope of the project but also led 
to crucial enhancement of its outcomes. I also wish to thank Dr. Luc Bernier for his supervision and support. I would also like to 
thank Carlos Figueira and Ryan Rexworthy from Facility Services for their thoughtful insights and willingness to actively partici-
pate in implementing change. I wish to also thank Megan Bieksa and Matt Clarke for their role in spreading the word about this 
project through McMaster Daily News. I would also like to thank MSU President, Simranjeet Singh, for his help in facilitating 
change in MUSC. I would like to also thank Nathaniel Vanderwoude for his timely aid in designing our new and improved com-
post signs. Thank you as well to all participants who took the survey in contributing to a more sustainable McMaster.    

To accomplish my first objective, I surveyed 200 participants, including students, faculty, and staff members. Participants sug-
gested that more compost bins in high traffic areas such as dining areas, libraries, and residence buildings would help alleviate 
the main barriers of inadequate number and location of bins. Additionally, participants recommended implementing visible and 
consistent signage, along with information about where bins are located. Some participants requested new bins where bins 
already existed. Upon investigation, I saw that many existing bins lacked any form of signage.  

In carrying out my second objective, I worked with campus experts and stakeholders to:  
• Re-install three composting bins that were decommissioned during the COVID lockdown
• Add composting bins to washrooms in MDCL as a pilot for paper towel composting  
• Create an interactive map displaying compost bin locations throughout campus  
• Improve the clarity and consistency of signage, complete with a link to the interactive map  
• Ensure all bins were outfitted with the new and accurate signage  

To achieve my final goal of evaluating the effectiveness of these changes, I re-surveyed the original participants to gauge their 
perception. Within one week following the improvements, 30% of participants noticed the changes, and 30% encouraged contin-
ued improvements. In addition to adding more bins across campus, future studies should investigate the reasons for and how to 
reduce contamination of waste being disposed of in the composting bins, which would ensure the effectiveness of the program.  
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When organic waste decomposes in landfill, it produces methane gas, which has a global warming potential ~25 times greater 
than carbon dioxide.1 Composting significantly reduces the associated emissions compared to the same organic material placed 
in landfill.2 Composting also avoids overburdening landfills, which have been shown to negatively affect biodiversity3 and human 
health4 locally and globally. McMaster University employs over 16,000 faculty and staff members and supports over 35,000 stu-
dents.5 There are over 20 eateries on campus and 13 public facing compost bins.6 In 2022, more than 45 metric tonnes of organic 
waste from McMaster was improperly put into the garbage, instead of being composted.7 The goal of this project was to use 
data-driven decisions to improve composting on campus. 

Overview

1. Understand the barriers to composting on campus    
2. Implement changes to remove stated barriers to composting    
3. Evaluate the effectiveness of the implemented changes     
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Supervisors

Dr. Luc Bernier, Assistant Professor, School of Earth Environment & Society 
Dr. Kate Whalen, Associate Director, Academic Sustainability Programs Office  
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/40230640_Public_health_and_landfill_sites
https://discover.mcmaster.ca/fast-facts/get-to-know-mcmaster/#:~:text=McMaster%20Fast%20Facts,-Our%20Students&text=McMaster%20is%20home%20to%2031%2C532,international%20students%2C%20from%20120%20countries.%20%20%20
https://facilities.mcmaster.ca/app/uploads/2020/09/P1012-McMaster-University-2019-Waste-Audit-FINAL.pdf

