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Columbia University, NYC

Type

Institutional 

Best Practice Strategies

—— 2.04 Plan for collection

—— 2.05 Consider staff procedures

—— 2.09 Provide equal convenience disposal

—— 2.12 Develop awareness and educational programs

—— 2.14 Design for occupancy

—— 2.16 Reduce materials consumption

—— 2.17 Reduce food waste generation

—— 2.18 Facilitate donation and reuse

—— 2.22 Volume reduction equipment

—— 2.24 Organic waste pretreatment

—— 3.02 Provide central collection facility with multiple compactor 

containers shared between buildings 

Summary

In Columbia University’s John Jay dining hall students and faculty are  

served on plates (without trays) and provided with reusable and com

postable dishware. Trayless dining limits portion sizes, which means less 

uneaten food is thrown away. When diners have finished eating, they 

place their dirty dishes and uneaten food on a dish carousel. The carousel 

moves the plates to the dish room where trained staff members separate 

organic waste from other trash. At the John Jay Dining Hall, plate waste  

is put into a pulper to decrease volume and weight. 

Above:  
Compostable and reusable 
dishware in John Jay Dining Hall

Left:  
Dish carousel
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(See organic pretreatment options.) Reusable tableware is 

washed, and compostable dishware are mixed in with food scraps. 

The kitchen staff also collects pre-consumer food scraps and 

used oil from food preparation. Use of dishwashing equipment 

results in convenience for staff, increased diversion rates,  

and reduced contamination of waste streams.

Rather than staging waste in front of every building, refuse, 

cardboard and bulk waste from individual buildings on Columbia’s 

Morningside campus are carted in tilt trucks or driven in small 

trucks to a dedicated courtyard, and loaded into 30 cu yd containers 

(four compactor containers for refuse and cardboard and two open 

containers for recycling and bulk material). Organics from dining 

venues are collected directly from buildings in wheeled bins.

Columbia has implemented several programs to improve diversion 

rates amongst residents in its living spaces and classrooms. 

Students are encouraged to recycle unwanted clothing and e-waste. 

Additionally, the students host “Give and Go Green” at the end of  

each academic year, where the Columbia EcoReps sell items left 

behind in dorm rooms, to prevent them from entering the landfill.  

In classrooms, programs are in place for separate collection of printer 

cartridges, lab glass, and solvents. To help the university further  

reduce the amount of material sent to landfill, Columbia hosts  

a bi-annual Clean & Go Green event, where faculty and administra

tors bring unwanted items - clothing, nonperishable food, old paint, 

e-waste, books and furniture to strategically located containers  

located on campus, that will later be sorted for donation or reuse.

Clockwise from top left:  
Chemtracker collection bins  
for laboratory bottles;  
Central waste collection  
in courtyard; Pulper breaks  
down food waste for organic  
waste collection




