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INTRODUCTION

OVERALL POINTS

The following graphs illustrate UTK’s Zero Waste Atlas scores on the Campus
Programs Checklist utilized in the Stage 1 360 Assessment. The assessment awards
higher points for aversion and policy questions and lower points for diversion. The
point system encourages campuses to pursue initiatives that will reduce overall
waste before considering diversion strategies. This is in line with the US EPA waste
hierarchy¹. Points are awarded based on success in the following categories:
existing waste infrastructure, waste policy, and waste communications. The
figures also illustrate opportunities that exist to achieve Zero Waste, based on the
remaining percentage of points that remain unawarded.

UT Recycling was founded in 2003 as a means to effectively divert materials
generated by campus operations and its constituents from the landfill.
The University of Tennessee Knoxville manages the waste for over 28,000
students plus staff, faculty, and community members. Last year, the campus
managed 9,602.61 tons of waste, and of that, 3,175.82 tons were diverted
from the landfill through recycling and composting. By diverting 33% of the
total waste from the landfill, the campus was able to save $176,670 and
generate $143,482 of additional revenue. In doing so, UT Recycling has set a
strong foundation over the last 15 years for managing waste on campus.

43.6%

As enrollment and operations grow on campus, there is a concerted effort to continue

TOTAL: 446/1022

to increase diversion rates while at the same time, decreasing the total waste generated.
The University of Tennessee Knoxville reached out to the Post-Landfill Action Network
(PLAN) in the Spring of 2018 for support on expanding on these successes to develop a
strategic plan around waste management.
Based on our on-campus assessments throughout 2018, we recommend that the
campus identify clear goals and metrics that will support waste reduction and diversion.
These goals are already directly aligned with the University’s Climate Action Plan.

46.2%

38.2%

68.0%

Additionally, UT Recycling has worked closely with Waste Connections to manage the
waste on campus. UTK’s goals should be clearly reflected in future contracts with waste
haulers.The following recommendations will be used to guide the campus in the creation
of a Zero Waste plan.

SURPLUS

FOOD, PLASTIC,
COMPOST

ADDITIONAL
PROGRAMS

¹US EPA, Waste Management Hierarchy and Homeland Security Incidents, https://www.epa.gov/
homeland-security-waste/waste-management-hierarchy-and-homeland-security-incidents
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The UTK Campus also prioritizes reuse through student-focused programs such as
the campus bike share program, the Free Store, Smokey’s Closet- a swap shop for
professional clothing, and a Move-Out collection program that captures and diverts
unwanted dorm furnishings and stationary at the end of the academic year. Each of
these programs is open to students year-round and there is opportunity for all of these
programs to coordinate with UT Surplus to resell or properly recycle items that are not

HARD GOODS

HARD GOODS: SURPLUS &
HARD-TO-RECYCLE MATERIALS

claimed by students.
Infrastructure exists on campus to properly dispose and/or recycle materials that are no
longer usable for each of the traditionally difficult to recycle items listed below. However,
for the items indicated by an asterisk (*), there is no campus-wide system for collection.
See the Bin and Signage Recommendations section for more information on which
departments need bin and signage infrastructure to collect these materials more
effectively across campus.
Figure 1: UTK scored 176.5 points out of 382.0 possible points for the Surplus and Hard-toRecycle Materials Systems category. The total score is broken down into subcategories assessing
infrastructure, policy, and bin and signage standardization.

FINDINGS

This section summarizes UT Recycling’s current strategies for managing the disposal of
certain materials that are difficult, and potentially hazardous, to discard in the general
waste stream. Campus staff are more likely to handle these materials in facilities
separate from the general campus population. Otherwise referred to as bulky items or
hard-to-recycle materials (HRM), we coin them as “hard” goods for the purposes of this
report.
The infrastructure for recovering and
reusing hard goods is robust on the UTK
campus, thanks to a well established
surplus property program. All discarded
university assets are required to go through
this program. Staff are also encouraged
to consult these operations for office
purchases, such as furniture and electronics.
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The infrastructure for
recovering and reusing
hard goods is robust on
the UTK campus, thanks to
a well established surplus
property program.

•

Plastic film & bags*

•

E-waste*

•

Rigid plastic

•

Waste oil from vehicles

•

Scrap metal

•

Propane tanks

•

Wood & shipping pallets

•

Ink Cartridges

•

Concrete

•

Cooking oil (in campus dining

•

Carpet

operations)

A key component of managing hard goods is the policy underlying the practice. The lack
of an explicit waste reduction policy is a major area for improvement for most college
and university campuses. Currently, UTK’s procurement policies lack environmentally
preferable purchasing requirements. The campus does have a policy that requires
construction & demolition contractors to properly recycle materials produced by their
projects, however, this policy does not require contractors conducting renovation
projects to consult the surplus program on campus when discarding items that could still
be of use.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

101.5/183

HARD GOODS INFRASTRUCTURE

Surplus Education
Students should be able to access and regularly encouraged to utilize UT Surplus. These
operations could be relevant to students who are trying to get rid of bulky items (such
as old furniture) throughout the year, or who are seeking these items at a lower price
than buying new. Education and outreach to students on how to access UT Surplus
services could be incorporated into new student orientations and framed as a

Expand Infrastructure for Collecting HRM
Opportunities exist to expand the collection and recycling of hard goods entering the
UTK campus. The Environmental Health & Safety department has already begun this
process by creating a Hazardous Waste Reduction Plan and Recycling & Waste

Reduction Guidelines which they provide to all of campus. These initiatives should be
taken into account while reviewing the recommendations outlined in this report. Below

HARD GOODS

SURPLUS INFRASTRUCTURE

resource that students can access throughout the year for furniture or other dormfurnishing items.
Additionally, UT Surplus should seek out community partnerships for repairing
damaged items like furniture and electronics that are currently being sent to the landfill.
Community partners can also serve as donation-recipients of overstock surplus items.

is a list of items for which we recommend the campus establish collection and recycling

Establish an Electronic Repair Center

infrastructure.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Styrofoam
Textiles

•
•

Cleaning products handled by
custodial staff

Vinyl banners
Lab glass & lab plastics

Fertilizers

•

In addition to general e-waste

Bricks

collection that currently exists on

Tires

campus, hold collection drives

Paints & solvents

throughout year

There are opportunities to better manage repairable electronics before they are
automatically sent away for recycling. This could be approached in a few different ways,
from offering designated repair services through the campus IT department, to setting
aside a space for students to perform and receive lessons on hands-on repairs. This
space could be equipped with tools for students to repair items themselves guided by IT
staff, or be ran by students as an internship or work-study opportunity.

Pesticides

For some of the materials listed above, we recommend installing public bins with
signage for general campus use. We elaborate on this in Recommendation #3 of this
section, because Bins & Signage are categorized as a different point type in the Atlas
framework.
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23.5/70

51.5/129

HARD GOODS BIN & SIGNAGE
STANDARDIZATION

HARD GOODS POLICY
Environmentally Preferable Purchasing Policy (EPP)

HARD GOODS

SURPLUS BINS

SURPLUS POLICY

Expand Satellite Collection Sites for HRMs

Amendments should be made to the campus’s general Procurement Policy to include

The lists below include hard good materials that are already collected on some parts

a section that prioritizes environmentally preferable purchases. This policy should be

of campus, but for which infrastructure could be expanded to locations that encounter

coupled with incentives for different departments to communicate with each other

these materials regularly in their operations. We recommend the expansion of the

regarding the purchase of similar materials. By streamlining the process, purchasing

following collection infrastructure to the respective locations:

becomes more centralized, thereby mitigating waste through reduction of redundant
orders. In particular this EPP should include language that encourages or requires:

•
•
•
•
•
•

Plastic film/bags expanded to:
Theatre
Bookstore

Oil-based supplies expanded to:

Labs

•

Central Receiving & Post Office

Wood expanded to:

Residential Halls

Preference to vendors with highly repairable products and service warranties

•
•
•
•
•

Preference for reusable items over single-use and disposable items

E-waste expanded to:

Specific instructions for construction, demolition, and renovation projects to (1)

•

Leasing equipment instead of buying new equipment when applicable
Alternatives for single-use disposable items, specifically plastic bags
Preference to vendors with take-back programs for repair or proper recycling

Art Studios

•
•
•

Residential Halls

•
•

Theatre
Labs
Art Studios
Theatre
Bookstore

purchase modular products when a viable option exists and (2) consult UT Surplus
on availability of surplus furniture and equipment, specifically during renovations

Graduation Gown Rental
A gown rental program can provide students with a more affordable and

Smaller Scale Recommendations

•

Encourage sharing of like equipment and supplies within and between

environmentally sound option for securing gowns each year. This could be executed

departments. This could be a best practice that precedes consulting UT

through establishing a relationship with a vendor that rents out gowns and provides

Surplus.

take-back programs for used gowns. Alternatively, the program could be managed

•

Establish a Green Labs Program spearheaded by lab managers that focuses

internally by collecting used gowns as donations from students each year. Additionally,

on plastics and glass coming out of labs. This program could extend to

a textile recycler should be sought out for when these reused gowns reached their end

monitor other sustainability practices in labs such as energy and water use.

of life. Once a program and/or partnership is established, it can be codified through a
standard operating procedure for the department who oversees graduation logistics

•

Organize e-waste collection drives to supplement existing collection sites &
ensure all e-waste recyclers are either R-2 or e-Stewards certified.

each year.
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Game Day initiative to set-up
additional recycling bins in
tailgating areas during events.
Organics are collected in all
dining halls and from food
vendors across campus. The
University should continue to
support soft good material
collections, including expanding
organics collections to academic
buildings and residence halls,

The University should
continue to support soft
good material collections
in order to reduce the
amount of recyclable and
compostable materials
sent to landfill.

SOFT GOODS

SOFT GOODS: FOOD, PLASTIC, COMPOST

in order to reduce the amount
of recyclable and compostable
materials sent to landfill.

Figure 2: UTK scored 213.0 out of 557.0 total points for campus-wide compost, food recovery
and plastic reduction systems. Project points are also broken down into subcategories assessing
campus wide infrastructure policy and, bin and signage standardization.

FINDINGS

This section of the report details findings on material management and disposal of
food, plastic, and compost by the general campus population; this section also identifies
the aversion and diversion strategies in place to reduce the amount of these materials
entering the landfill stream. These “soft goods”, as we will refer to them in this report, are
items that students, staff, and faculty utilize and/or consume on a daily basis.
The University has set a strong foundation for effective management of soft goods. UT

UT Recycling and Facilities has worked to establish a strong team of AmeriCorps
and internship positions to support their work. By incorporating students and recent
graduates, the campus is able to reach the student population in an effective way and
gain insight into how students interact with the infrastructure and Zero Waste programs
in place. The campus should continue to employ students and incorporate them into
conversations of material management.
As the campus works to reduce overall waste, initiatives should include effective
collection for diverting materials from the landfill. There are opportunities to streamline
both recycling and organics collection, as well as expanding organics collections. The
following recommendations outline best practices to achieve greater diversion and
overall waste reduction.

Recycling and Facilities Services manages both recycling and composting operations
across campus. Recycling services are provided to all university academic buildings,
dining halls, and residence halls. There is a drop-off location for the campus community
to bring recyclable materials that are not collected within the single-stream service
such as glass, giving individuals an opportunity to more actively participate in the
management of campus waste. Additionally, UT Recycling coordinates the Zero Waste

10

11

92.5/223

SOFT GOODSINFRASTRUCTURE

Remove single-use disposables
The use of single-use disposables on campus increases the ability for students to live

SOFT GOODS

RECOMMENDATIONS

busy and active lifestyles. Thus, for a campus to phase out single-use disposables,

Expand organics collections
One of the largest ways the University can reduce the quantity of waste sent to
landfill is by increasing organics collections. Expanding collections to residence halls,
academic buildings, and specialized facilities will reach a larger proportion of the campus
population and help ensure consistency in disposal habits. Organics collection at large
events, such as sporting events, should be the second phase of expansion. These
sporting events collections would also reach a large student population, and the Knoxville
community as a whole.
UT Recycling has published Zero Waste Event Guidelines for on-campus events.
Although the student groups have access to these guidelines, and may request to have
waste stations set-up by UT Recycling for their events, students underutilize this service.
To increase student group
participation, the campus

To increase student group
on the Zero Waste event
participation, the campus
guidelines as part of
student group registration should include education on the
and training. This could take
Zero Waste event guidelines
the form of a presentation,
in-person training, or online
as part of student group
video that student groups
are required to partake in.
registration and training.
should include education
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there needs to be intentional planning to ensure that students can still make use of
accessible, on-the-go options. As a starting point, we recommend that the University
provide reusables whenever possible, and offer financial incentives for people to bring
their own container or reusable items. As part of this move, the Mug Project should
expand to the dining halls and single-use disposable coffee mugs should be removed
from the dining halls. To reduce the barrier of participating in the Mug Project, the
campus could supply new students with a reusable mug. Additionally, the campus
should consider a reusable to-go container program consulting PLAN’s Reusable To-

Go Container Guide for guidance. Wherever removing single-use disposables is not
possible, the campus should purchase compostable materials that are collected in postconsumer composting locations.
Another avenue for reducing single-use disposables is through elimination of condiment
containers within eateries and at events. The campus should work with food service
providers to offer bulk condiment stations at retail locations and at sporting events.
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SOFT GOODS BIN & SIGNAGE
STANDARDIZATION

SOFT GOODS POLICY
Environmentally Preferable Purchasing Policy (EPP)

Creating a bin standardization guide

One of the major areas for improvement at UTK is the development of an EPP. As

UT Recycling has developed best practices for waste station setup and bin pairing. A

mentioned in the Surplus Recommendations section, amendments should be made to

standardization guide that codifies these practices should be created and distributed to

the current purchasing policy to include environmentally preferable practices. For Food,

ensure consistency and sustainability in the case of staff turnover. New buildings should

Plastic, and Compost specifically, the campus should develop food service purchasing

be required to follow the bin standardization practices and existing buildings should be

policies for Aramark and other on-campus vendors that require the following:

updated to include these standards where applicable.

•

Establishment of food purchasing guidelines that track quantities of food consumed
and amounts wasted to reduce the amount food wasted

•
•
•
•

SOFT GOODS

38/98

82.5/236

Streamlining bins & signage across campus

Reduction of single-use disposables
Elimination of excess packaging

In line with the recommendation above, the campus should streamline the waste station

Establishment of a post-consumer food recovery program

infrastructure across campus as outlined in the bin standardization guide. This increases

Purchase of gleaned foods from local farmers

participant behavior and reduces the level of contamination.

Strategies to implement and enforce these requirements should be a collaborative effort
between Aramark, vendors, UT Recycling, and Procurement Services.

Incorporating liquid collection bins
Waste stations should include a liquid collection outlet. This allows participants to dump
their liquids before disposing of their container into the appropriate bin. By separating
liquids, the campus reduces contamination and creates a cleaner process for
custodial staff.
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In addition, there is room for improvement in waste education and outreach to students.

FINDINGS

UTK was the first campus on which we piloted a new section of our Programs Checklist

This section of the report serves to address any program recommendations that don’t
fall into the hard good or soft good categories. Here, we identify materials that require
the highest level of creativity and innovation to contribute to campus Zero Waste goals.
Additionally, this section addresses some education and outreach efforts relating to
waste on campus.

that interviews students on their knowledge of basic campus waste management
programming. Because this was our first attempt at this addition to Stage 1 of the
Atlas program, we only interviewed students who were already heavily involved in
sustainability initiatives on campus. In the future, we would like these interviews to be

ADDITIONAL
PROGRAMS

ADDITIONAL PROGRAMS

a random sample of students with different levels of involvement, majors, etc. With
this in mind, we found the feedback from these interviews insightful, as these students’
knowledge of different campus waste reduction initiatives varied, shown in the

RECOMMENDATIONS

graph below:

56.5/83

ADDITIONAL PROGRAMS
Visibility of Waste
As a part of the Atlas assessment, we asked each interviewee if they regularly interact
with the custodial staff that service the waste in their building and offices. Of the
13 campus representatives that we interviewed, 11 responded “Yes” to this question
(approximately 85%) however, there was variance in what this interaction entailed (e.g.
they knew this staff person by name and had a conversation with them). It should be a
goal of the campus to increase the visibility around waste as not just materials that “go
away”, but that have to be dealt with by someone. If the work of custodial staff can be
made more visible, this increases the recognition of their expertise and the importance
of their work, and challenges the status quo of invisibilizing waste and the people who
work with it. Ultimately, this can lead to more investment as a campus in reaching a
zero waste goal that could make this work easier and more collective. Thus, it should be
encouraged that all staff get to better know the team members who manage the waste
in their work spaces, and seek out opportunities to include these individuals into fullteam orientations.
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Figure 3: Four students who are active in waste and sustainability initiatives on campus were asked whether
certain campus waste reduction programs existed or not. Their responses are outlined above by highlighting
the percent of students that knew whether or not a program existed. Note: All of the programs exist at UTK
except for the Environmentally Preferable Purchasing (EPP) policy and the to-go container program.

The results from the interviews outlined in the figure above support the
recommendations given in the Surplus section of this report to increase education
around surplus outlets on campus. Students are unaware of the resources that UT
Surplus have and how the students themselves could benefit from utilizing UT Surplus.
In addition, most students knew about e-waste collections on campus. By holding
e-waste drives throughout the year, the campus may be able to increase awareness
around e-waste disposal and reach the remaining portion of students.
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With Waste Connections’ hauling contract expiring in 2020, the University has an
opportunity to negotiate for more efficient servicing of dumpsters. The campus should
analyze the current contract with Waste Connections to assess any steps that can
be taken immediately to address inefficiencies, and also determine what types of
specifications need to be made in future contracts for these adjustments to continue.

CONCLUSION

The recommendations outlined above are the beginning of a multi-stage Zero Waste
planning process. We have provided recommendations based on best practices from
campuses across the country. The next step toward Zero Waste planning is to identify
the feasibility of these recommendations at UTK and to work with the PLAN Atlas team

ADDITIONAL
PROGRAMS

Hauler Contract Evaluation

to vision and strategize a Zero Waste plan specific to UTK. These recommendations
are waste aversion focused and we encourage the campus to develop a goal that

Chemical Management
Campus laboratories are often the source of potentially harmful chemicals that require
special processes for safe disposal which can be expensive for the campus. Still,
acquiring sufficient quantities of these supplies is necessary for experimental accuracy
and lab students’ education experience. Additionally, the cost savings of ordering

incorporates quantitative components like aversion, reduction, and diversion, as well as
qualitative components like engagement and education. We encourage UTK to utilize
the 360 Stage 1 Assessment as a wayfinding tool, to identify progress and remaining
opportunities for waste-reduction. These recommendations should guide the campus in
the creation of a Zero Waste Plan.

chemicals in bulk sometimes leave individual labs on university campuses with an excess
of chemicals for which they must pay for safe disposal. From both a waste and cost
reduction perspective, labs may benefit from more intentional analysis of chemical
inventory, and cross-laboratory chemical sharing platforms. These programs will
require more active communication between labs and within and across departments to
accurately assess their material needs and better coordinate chemical purchasing. This
approach could also be incorporated into broader campus purchasing policies.

Zero Waste Gear for Students
Providing students with reusable, durable alternatives to single-use everyday items is an
effective tool to building the student body’s sense of investment in campus zero waste
goals. Utilizing PLAN’s partner company discounts, the campus can incorporate items
like reusable sandwich wraps, reusable to-go cutlery, and reusable menstrual products
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into campus retail outlets. Additionally, these types of items should be incorporated into
sustainable giveaway options for student groups or departments who are
hosting events.
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