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History and development of Cambridge’s food waste program. 

In 2014, the City of Cambridge began a small pilot program to explore the option of offering curbside compost 

collection. The Pilot expanded in 2015 and after three more years of planning and piloting, the program 

expanded citywide in 2018. As of 2021, the City of Cambridge’s curbside food waste program serves more than 

25,000 households citywide. The goals of the program is to reduce waste and protect the environment, control 

rodent activity, and manage increasing costs for disposal.  

As of Spring 2021, the City’s Department of Public 

Works (DPW) hauls food scraps and compostables to 

Waste Management’s Centralized Organic Recycling 

(CORe) facility in Charlestown. DPW sends at least 7 

tons of food waste to CORe daily. The CORe facility 

processes at least 100 additional tons per day. After 

the combined food waste is processed and slurried, it 

is delivered to the Greater Lawrence Sanitary District 

(GLSD) in North Andover, MA. At GLSD, the organics 

are mixed with other organic waste in an anaerobic 

digester. The end products are renewable biogas (i.e. 

natural gas) and biosolids (see below for more info on 

this). Adding food waste increased the production of 

clean biogas by 200-250%, while biosolids production 

increased by 5-10%. Read more about the GLSD 

Organics to Energy Project here.  

In 2018, Cambridge City Council’s Health & Environment hosted a hearing to learn more about this process. 

Both Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (MassDEP) and EPA wrote letters of support for 

the use of GLSD and CORe by DPW. The letters are included at the end of this document.  

The curbside compost program has resulted in an 8% decline in trash in the first year.  

How did the City decide where to send food waste for processing? 

As the curbside organics program grows, DPW needed a contractor that could meet the specifications needed 

by DPW. Some of the requirements of the processing facility were they must be: 

1. Less than 10 miles from DPW 

2. Capacity for 50+ tons per week 

3. Open 7am-3pm Monday-Saturday. 

4. Capable of accepting and managing incidental contamination. 

 

Photo Credit: Kyle Klein 

https://cdmsmith.com/en/Client-Solutions/Projects/GLSD-MA-Organics-to-Energy#:~:text=From%20Organic%20Waste%20to%20Energy%20Independence,-Greater%20Lawrence%20Sanitary&text=To%20take%20advantage%20of%20state,local%20sources%20into%20clean%20power.
https://cdmsmith.com/en/Client-Solutions/Projects/GLSD-MA-Organics-to-Energy#:~:text=From%20Organic%20Waste%20to%20Energy%20Independence,-Greater%20Lawrence%20Sanitary&text=To%20take%20advantage%20of%20state,local%20sources%20into%20clean%20power.


After looking at facilities within 30 miles of DPW, one site could meet all criteria: the CORe facility. Proximity of 

a permitted facility was a major factor in the decision. Traveling to a more distant facility would require more 

fuel and may require an additional collection truck or two. Furthermore, when seeking potential processing 

facilities, the City learned that all sites nearest to Cambridge were at capacity or were unable to commit to 

accept the quantity of food waste the City collects on a daily basis. Lastly, feedback from the EPA suggested 

that sending food waste to anaerobic digestion (AD) may be advantageous compared to traditional 

composting. 

What are the environmental impacts of anaerobic digestion of food waste? 

Most food waste is collected as trash and sent to landfill or incineration. Composting is one step above disposal 

on the Food Recovery Hierarchy. Lastly, anaerobic digestion (AD) is an emerging technology to process food 

waste. The US EPA created a food recovery hierarchy to rank options for managing food waste and AD is 

categorized under “Industrial Uses.” Both composting and anaerobic digestion (AD) produce a beneficial soil 

amendment, but AD has a lower greenhouse gas impact because AD captures carbon in the form of renewable 

biogas which is used to offset the consumption of fossil fuels.  

  

How is Cambridge’s food waste processed?  

The CORe facility processes Cambridge’s food waste (with tons of restaurant, grocery store and other food 

waste) into an organic slurry. The slurry is processed in an anaerobic digestion tank at GLSD. With the aid of 

natural occurring bacteria, the anaerobic digesters convert the food into renewable biogas and solids. The 

biogas is captured and used on-site in a combined heat and power (CHP) unit. A CHP unit creates both 

electricity and hot water, similar to a coal or natural gas power plant. Unlike a traditional power plant, the CHP 

unit at GLSD recycles the waste hot water to heat buildings. The production of clean energy from AD offsets the 

demand for fossil fuels (both natural gas and electricity transmission). Harvesting and producing energy on-site 



is as much as 60% more efficient than energy from fossil fuel sources on the grid. And, most of all, the input 

fuel is biogas, not fossil fuel based. 

Furthermore, in 2019 the US EPA commissioned a lifecycle analysis (LCA) of food waste management options. 

Eastern Research Group performed the analysis on behalf of the EPA. The study can be found on the EPA 

website here or a more user-friendly analysis of the study from the authors was published in Biocycle in these 

two links: Part 1 & Part 2. The LCA study concluded that AD at a facility like GLSD has very significant 

advantages and performed most favorably for many of the environmental impacts assessed.  

What are Biosolids? 

After treating wastewater, solids are leftover. They must be landfilled, incinerated or processed to be a 

beneficial soil amendment, known as biosolids. GLSD has been generating biosolids for beneficial use for more 

than 15 years. Prior to generating biosolids, GLSD landfilled and incinerated the leftover solids. Biosolids are 

the nutrient-rich organic byproducts resulting from treating wastewater. GLSD, a wastewater treatment plant, 

has been producing the highest quality of biosolids, Class A biosolids, for more than a decade. They meet the 

EPA’s requirements to be certified as Exceptional Quality (EQ).1 The biosolids are also tested under MassDEP 

testing procedures to ensure the material is safe for beneficial use as a soil amendment. 

 

Biosolids are valuable because it reduces the amount of synthetic fertilizers manufactured. Chemical fertilizers 

contribute significant amounts of greenhouse gas emissions when they are manufactured and used. Lastly, 

chemical fertilizers can hurt the health of local water ways by contributing to algae growth. Therefore recycling 

biosolids for land application can minimize the environmental impact of synthetic fertilizers. Furthermore, 

applying biosolids to land has been shown to increase the soils’ ability to store carbon, which helps to 

sequester greenhouse gases. 

More than 10 million tons of biosolids are produced in the US annually. Approximately 51% of biosolids are 

land applied; most of the remaining biosolids are landfilled or incinerated. Recycling nutrients in the form of 

biosolids helps divert waste from landfills, offset the consumption of synthetic fertilizers, and reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions. For more information on biosolids visit www.epa.gov/biosolids or 

http://www.nebiosolids.org. 

 

Does anyone else process food waste at a wastewater treatment facility? 

Co-digesting food waste at a wastewater treatment facility is growing increasingly popular. Approximately 

1,200 wastewater treatment facilities in the U.S. have anaerobic digesters to manage wastewater solids. 

Furthermore, about 20 percent of wastewater treatment facilities digest food products, similar to what GLSD is 

doing. Examples of this can be found at facilities in Oakland, Los Angeles, New York City, upstate NY, and 

Hershey PA. The trend towards processing food waste at wastewater plants is growing because AD requires 

less time and space than composting.  

GLSD’s “Organics to Energy Project” was conceived to assist Massachusetts in diverting organics from landfills 

and increasing local renewable energy. This project includes over $25 million in investments; including more 

 
1 Source: www.epa.gov/biosolids. A Plain English Guide to EPA Part 503 Biosolids Rule (1994) Chapter 1 Page 7. 
 

https://cfpub.epa.gov/si/si_public_record_report.cfm?Lab=NRMRL&dirEntryId=346479
https://www.biocycle.net/food-waste-recycling-environmental-and-economic-assessment/
https://www.biocycle.net/cost-environmental-impacts-of-food-waste-recycling-options/
https://www.epa.gov/biosolids
http://www.nebiosolids.org/
file://///snoopy/users/morr/Desktop/www.epa.gov/biosolids


than $7.5M in Massachusetts State funding, to develop one of the most advanced recycling and renewable 

energy programs in the US.  

Why is the Cambridge program called curbside composting? 

During the curbside compost pilot, DPW sent food scraps to a farm-

based composting facility in Saugus. DPW spent months considering 

different names for the curbside collection program. While the current 

method for processing food waste is anaerobic digestion, DPW found 

that using the term “compost” was most inclusive. The City found that 

“compost” translated best to other languages and was more 

recognizable to the population of Cambridge that may not be versed in 

the terminology of food waste management. Options such as “curbside 

organics” caused confusion among some Cambridge residents. For 

example, some thought that curbside organics meant only organic food 

was allowed in the curbside carts. When surveying businesses and 

residents, DPW found that the most common term that residents 

recognized when thinking of diverting food scraps was the term 

‘composting’ and ‘compostables.’ To make the program more inclusive 

and inviting, we decided that curbside compost was best for branding to 

encourage those who may not be as well-versed in the terminology to 

join the program.  

 
Why does yard waste go to different facility than food waste? 
 
There are a few reasons. The main answer is because of MassDEP Permitting reasons. MassDEP allows a 

composting site to accept 5-15 tons per day of food waste and not all yard waste sites process food waste. The 

limitation of food waste is because the science of making compost requires a minimum 30:1 ratio of carbon to 

nitrogen organic materials. Food waste is relatively high in nitrogen, and thus a significant amount of high 

carbon organic materials is needed. For example, Cornell University and the US Composting Council suggests 

that approximately 10 times more yard waste is needed than food waste (by volume) for a good compost 

system.  

 
 
 
For further questions, contact Cambridge DPW at recycle@cambridgema.gov. 
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