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Objective
Perform a waste characterization 

and create strategies to reduce the 
waste entering the landfill.
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What is a Waste Characterization Study?

Action Phase Analysis PhasePlanning Phase



During the planning phase, we spent seven 
weeks becoming trash experts.
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● Researched the history, 
economics, politics, and 
science of waste

● Looked into different 
methodologies from other 
waste characterizations

● Compared findings with 
Nantucket specific 
considerations
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Determining Details of the Sort

Sample Preparation Sort Roles Categories Scheduling

200 bags to be sorted

100 from drop off
100 from commercial hauler

Job list used to manage 
tasks

Sorters, Recorders, 
Weighers, Cleaners, etc.

8 categories and 
18 sub-categories

Examples: Glass, 
Plastic, Organics, 
Paper, Metal

The sort would take 
place on October 29rd

Arrive at 7, work till 
3:30



Sorting Tables

Bin Manager

Sorter

Scale Sample

9

Note-Taker

Waste Collection 
Barrel
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Materials Recovery 

Facility

Requires items to be sorted into plastics, 

tin/aluminum, glass, corrugated cardboard 

and Household waste.

Requires items to be sorted into 

plastics and tin/aluminum recyclables, 

Glass, and Household Waste.

Commercial Hauler



Plastic
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Waste 
Characterization

Corrugated 
Cardboard Tin/Aluminum

Household 

Waste
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The action phase was an unforgettable experience.
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The Nantucket waste system is complex.
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Our raw data contained many nuances.



1,781 lbs
of trash have been sorted in our waste characterization
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That's about 400 people’s daily trash output!



702 tons
of waste was generated during October 2018

(that’s about as heavy as 6 blue whales)
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Waste that can be diverted from the landfill 
by being recycled or composted.

DIVERTIBLE 
WASTE
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Compostable
66%

Non-Compostable
34%

COMPOSTABLE VS. NON-COMPOSTABLE
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Compostable    |    Non-Compostable

Paper Everything else

Food waste
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Non-Recyclable 
Plastics

9%

Tin/Aluminum
4%

Non-Compostable 
Organics

3%

Films
5%

Non-Divertible Waste

Textiles
3%

Bottles/Jars
3%

Recyclable Plastics
2%

Divertible Waste
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Non-Divertible Divertible

Non-Compostable
Organics

Films

Non-Recyclable
Plastics

Recyclables

Textiles

Compostable 
Material

Divertable 
83%

Non-Divertable 
17%

DIVERTIBLE VS NON-DIVERTIBLE WASTE



Conveying this kind of information takes some trial 
and error.

24



Conveying this kind of information takes some trial 
and error.
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Conveying this kind of information takes some trial 
and error.
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Conducting a Waste 
Characterization on Nantucket

A How-to Guide



The guide provides a structure for conducting a waste 
characterization study for any place interested.
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Analysis

➢ Spreadsheets

➢ Messaging

➢ Outreach

Planning

➢ Categories

➢ Planning the 
Details

➢ Choosing the 
Location

Action

➢ Conducting the 
Sort

➢ Data Collecting

➢ Reflections



The guide will ensure a 
baseline for the waste 

characterization process, 
while allowing the process 
to evolve for future needs.
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Winter Season 
Waste Sort

2018

Winter Data 
Analyzed

2018

Summer Data 
Analyzed

2019

Summer Season 
Waste Sort

2019
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Thank you!


