
 

 

  



 

Table of Contents 

 

1. INTRODUCTION ...............................................................................................1 

2. CURRENT FRAMEWORK ...............................................................................3 

3. POLICY FRAMEWORK ...................................................................................6 

4. CURRENT WASTE GENERATION AND CHARACTERIZATION ...............8 

5. WASTE REDUCTION INITIATIVES ............................................................. 11 

6. NEXT STEPS .................................................................................................... 17 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 



CITY OF SAN LUIS OBISPO                                                                               ZERO WASTE PLAN 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The City of San Luis Obispo (City) is a full-service municipality that directly provides fire, police, public 

works, water, wastewater, and transit services. Its eleven departments are comprised of approximately 

465 regular, full-time employees and 260 supplemental employees.  

 

The City’s main business functions take place in office environments, including a historic City Hall. 

Maintenance operations are primarily headquartered from a Corporation Yard, Water Treatment Plant, 

and Water Resource Recovery Facility. Emergency services are provided through a dispatch center, a 

police station, and four fire stations. The City’s recreational facilities include a pool, golf course, senior 

center, and community center. Additionally, the City is home to 28 parks and over 66 miles of maintained 

open space public trails.  
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In 2020, City Council adopted a goal of communitywide carbon neutrality by 2035 and as part of that 

goal, Council adopted Lead by Example: A Plan for Carbon Neutral Municipal Operations1 (Lead by 

Example Plan). The Lead by Example Plan outlines objectives to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from 

municipal operations, buildings, and facilities by 2030. The Lead by Example Plan identifies seven goal-

oriented emission sectors, which includes a sector for Solid Waste with a zero waste target.   

 

The Solid Waste sector of the Lead 

by Example Plan sets an ambitious 

goal of zero waste through the 

implementation of tasks to reduce 

waste and increase landfill 

diversion for all City operations, 

buildings, and facilities. The 

City’s zero waste goal aligns with 

the Zero Waste International 

Alliance definition, which 

recognizes the unattainability of 

actual zero waste and targets 90 

percent landfill diversion. By 

following this definition, only 10 

percent of waste generated from 

internal City operations can be 

landfilled. The remaining 90 

percent of materials must be 

diverted through waste reduction 

practices or transported to 

diversion facilities for reuse or 

recycling.  

 

This Municipal Waste Reduction Plan aims to showcase current reduction practices, identify a current 

diversion benchmark, and recommend specific waste minimization initiatives to achieve 90 percent 

waste diversion for materials generated by municipal operations. Municipal operations include business 

activities in office workplaces, maintenance activities in public spaces, and facility rentals. 

Implementing these initiatives will decrease landfilled waste and greenhouse gas emissions while 

improving natural resource conservation and preservation of landfill capacity.   

 

 

 
1 The full Lead by Example Plan can be found on the City of San Luis Obispo’s website. 

 

https://www.slocity.org/government/department-directory/city-administration/office-of-sustainability-and-natural-resources/climate-action/lead-by-example-carbon-neutral-city-operations#:~:text=Lead%20by%20Example%3A%20A%20Plan,City%20Council%20in%20July%202021.
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Waste Connections (dba San Luis 

Garbage Company) is the City’s 

franchised hauler for residential and 

commercial customers for trash, mixed 

recycling, and green waste/organics. 

They also provide other special services 

such as bulky item and extra material 

pickups, bi-annual clean-up events, and 

recycling collection for special events. 

  

2. CURRENT FRAMEWORK 
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Internal Sorting and Collection 

Facilities with traditional office workplace environments 

provide employees with either a combination trash and 

recycling receptable (pictured) or two standalone containers. 

Deskside containers are primarily emptied by staff into a 

larger, centrally located container and custodial services 

transports materials to outdoor bins to be serviced by San Luis 

Garbage Company. 

 

San Luis Garbage Company services all outdoor bins 

associated with City facilities, receptacles at transit stops, and 

park receptacles along public roadways. The City’s Public 

Works Department is responsible for servicing internal park receptacles. Public Works staff and 

contracted landscape companies transport materials to roll-off containers located at the City’s 

Corporation Yard where they are self-hauled to a certified disposal facility. Unwanted but still usable 

City equipment and supplies are repurposed internally through the City’s Surplus Program, sold, or 

donated in compliance with the City’s Financial Management Manual.  
 

PROCESSING 

Trash – Cold Canyon Landfill 
 

The Cold Canyon Landfill is a municipal solid waste disposal facility permitted by CalRecycle to receive 

up to 1,650 tons of waste per day. On average, the facility accepts 750 to 950 tons per day and has up to 

45 years of remaining capacity depending on compaction and future tonnages. The facility is located in 

unincorporated San Luis Obispo County, just outside of City limits. 

 

Recyclables - 

Materials Recovery 

Facility (MRF) 
 

The MRF, sited at the same location as 

the Cold Canyon Landfill, is where 

recyclable materials are sorted and 

prepared for recycling. Commodities 

recovered include cardboard, chipboard, 

office paper, plastic bottles and 

containers, glass jars and bottles, metal 

cans, and aluminum foil and cans.  



 

5 

 

Organics/Green Waste – Hitachi Zosen Inova Anaerobic 

Digester (HZI) 
 

The HZI Anerobic Digestor converts 

organic materials into high-quality 

natural compost and carbon-neutral 

biogas. Biogas is used to generate green 

energy, which goes into the electrical 

grid and provides enough energy to 

power roughly 600 homes a year. The 

compost generated by the facility is 

available for purchase, spread on the 

City’s golf course and other landscaped 

areas, or is given away to San Luis 

Obispo residents and businesses twice a 

year at regional public giveaway events. 

 

Biosolids 

San Luis Obispo County does not allow land application of biosolids generated by the City’s Water 

Resource Recovery Facility, so they are transported to Engle & Gray Composting in Santa Maria, where 

they are further treated and blended into a soil amendment that is available for bulk purchase under the 

trade name Harvest Blend – a product qualifying for SB 1383 procurement credits. Biosolids are a highly 

regulated byproduct of community-generated waste, therefore, they are not included in the City’s waste 

generation and diversion estimates. 

 

Construction and Demolition (C&D) Debris 
 

C&D waste is generated from construction, 

renovation, repair, and demolition of large 

building structures, roads, and bridges. Materials 

include wood, steel, concrete, metal, and asphalt 

and are generally recoverable. City-controlled 

C&D waste is generated through construction and 

maintenance activities performed by City 

personnel or contractors to maintain City 

infrastructure and facilities. Materials are handled 

in accordance with the California Green Building 

Standards requiring 65 percent landfill diversion, 

therefore, are not included in the City’s waste 

generation and diversion estimates. 

  



 

6 

 

 

 

 

State Legislation 
 

The following State laws have shaped the City’s internal waste handling policies, programs, and 

practices. 
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Adopted City Ordinances 
 

In response to State laws and in partnership with its Climate Action Plan, the City has adopted multiple 

ordinances that have framed internal and external waste and recycling diversion efforts.   
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The City is a member agency of the San Luis Obispo County Integrated Waste Management Authority 

(IWMA), comprised of seven cities and nine Community Services Districts within in the County. The 

IWMA leads the region’s public outreach, engagement, and implementation efforts for most waste and 

recycling legislatively mandated programs on behalf of its member agencies.  
 

As part of this effort, the IWMA has adopted nine countywide ordinances ranging from medical and 

hazardous waste management programs to mandatory residential, commercial, and special event 

recycling. 
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To successfully meet its zero waste target, the City hired a consultant to identify the amount and types 

of waste and recyclables generated by current municipal operations. The results helped determine 

effective waste reduction programs and a diversion percentage that will be used as a benchmark. 

 

Generation 

Municipal waste generation is separated into two categories - business activities and maintenance 

activities. Waste from business activities includes any material generated by City staff that is sorted into 

outdoor carts or bins by the contracted custodial company and then collected by San Luis Garbage 

Company. This includes paper, food scraps from lunches/meetings, and deskside waste. The consultant 

performed a visual and weighted audit of waste generated from business activities and provided 

initiatives to help reduce waste based on contamination levels. 
 

Materials generated from maintenance activities make up most of the City’s overall waste stream (82 

percent) and are activities conducted by City staff such as tree trimming and street sweeping. Items are 

disposed of in roll-off containers at the Corporation Yard, which are self-hauled to a certified disposal 

facility. Materials are separated into five roll-off bins – landfill, scrap metal, green/yard waste, dirt/wood, 

and street sweeping. The landfill roll-off container collects materials from City services that are not City-

generated, including materials from creek or encampment cleanups, public trash receptacles, and litter 

abatement. A waste characterization study will be conducted in the next financial plan to determine the 

percentage of material in the landfill roll-off container from these non-municipal operations.  

 

4. CURRENT WASTE GENERATION 

AND CHARACTERIZATION  
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Contamination from Business Activities 
 

Contamination was found in all three waste streams for business activities, with the landfill bin having 

the highest contamination level at 51 percent, with a large majority (40 percent) being recoverable 

materials. Contamination levels from maintenance activities in the roll-off containers will be audited 

during the next waste characterization study. Of the 33 percent contamination in the recycling container, 

large contaminants were food waste and film plastic. Similarly, the primary contaminants in the green 

waste container include other film plastics, such as food wrappers and plastic bags.  

 

The study’s contamination 

results from business 

activities conclude that if 

materials were properly 

separated, the quantity and 

cleanliness of the recycling 

and green waste streams 

would increase, materials in 

the landfill bin would 

decrease, and prohibited 

materials such as items from 

C&D would be properly 

disposed.  

0

50

100

150

Landfill Organics Recycling Prohibited

Waste Streams - Current vs Properly Sorted 

(tons/year) 

Current If Properly Sorted

45% 

 11% 

  87% 
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Diversion by Activity Type 
 

 

 

Business Activities – The weighted sort and visual generation assessment concluded that the diversion 

percentage for municipal business activities is 30 percent. However, when considering the contamination 

data from the landfill waste stream, the diversion percentage for business activities could increase to 

approximately 62 percent if materials were properly source-separated. A key finding from the waste 

characterization study was some items properly separated by staff into their deskside recycling bins were 

either not placed into the proper outdoor bin by custodial staff, or recyclable materials were not removed 

from the plastic bag resulting in immediate contamination. This issue has been corrected and will 

positively affect diversion in the next waste characterization study. 

 

Maintenance Activities – A diversion percentage of 75 percent was calculated for municipal 

maintenance activities using weight ticket tonnage from the certified disposal facilities. A portion of the 

materials in the landfill roll-off container was generated from non-municipal operations, such as 

encampment clean ups, servicing public trash receptacles, and litter abatement. Therefore, a visual and 

weighted sort will be completed in the next financial plan to identify the level of contamination and the 

percentage of non-municipal operations material in the container that is eligible for exclusion from 

municipal diversion.  
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The waste reduction initiatives are divided into three separation activity categories: Planning and 

Outreach, Waste Prevention, and Source Separation. The initiatives are listed under their respective 

separation activity category within their anticipated Financial Plan implementation timeline.   

 

 

  

5. WASTE REDUCTION INITIATIVES 
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Short Term Initiatives – 2023/2025 Financial Plan 

 

PROGRAMS AND OUTREACH  

 Name  Description  Status  

 

1. 

Waste 

Characterization and 

Generation Study 

Conduct study to identify City facility and operations waste 

generation. Implement diversion baseline and initiatives into a 

Municipal Waste Reduction Plan and Characterization Study.  
 

Complete  

 

2. Outdoor Audit 

Program 

Conduct quarterly audits of outdoor collection bins to identify 

fullness levels and contamination. If necessary, utilize data to 

increase service levels and develop targeted employee and custodial 

outreach.  

In Progress  

 

3. Indoor Audit Program 

Conduct quarterly audits of indoor container contents to identify 

contamination concerns and locations requiring additional employee 

outreach.  

In Progress  

 

4. Progress Tracking 

Create a tracking system for each waste stream to monitor progress 

toward zero waste goals. 
 

Complete 

Calculate estimated diversion at least quarterly.  On-going 

 

 

5. Employee Onboarding 

and Training 

Onboarding – Develop and distribute training video and recycling 

guidelines to new employees.  
Complete 

Training – Provide employees frequent waste reduction and 

recycling training via staff meetings, employee newsletters, Day of 

Welcome, and workshops. Use data and photos obtained from 

auditing efforts in outreach materials.   

On-going 

 

6. Website 

Update the City’s website to provide accessible information to staff, 

residents, and businesses about City programs, ordinances, and State 

legislation.  

Complete  

7.  Employee Newsletter 
Prepare and distribute quarterly employee newsletters related to 

workplace waste reduction, recycling practices, and success stories.  
On-going  

WASTE PREVENTION 

 Name  Description  Status  

8. Reusable Foodware 

Guidelines  

Develop Reusable Foodware Guidelines for employees to use for 

City-hosted special events. Work with committees such as PACE, 

SLOHAS, and the Employee Recognition Committee to implement 

guidelines.  

In Progress  

9. Double-Sided 

Printing/Copying  

Change all printers and copiers to default double-sided printing and 

encourage employees to reduce printer use.  

Complete  

10. Grasscycling  Leave grass clippings on lawn when mowing instead of bagging.  Complete  

11. Sustainable 

Purchasing Policy  

Adopt a Sustainable Purchasing Policy giving preference to recycled 

content, used, or refurbished goods when possible.  

Complete  

  

12. Paper Procurement 

Policy  

Adopt a Paper Procurement Policy that complies with SB 1383 

outlining procurement requirements for recycled content paper.  

Complete  

13. Surplus Policy  Encourage and promote the City’s Surplus Policy identifying ways 

to continue the lifecycle of materials by giving unwanted office 

items (such as furniture and electronics) to other departments.   

On-going  
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SOURCE SEPARATION  

 Name  Description  Status  

14. 
Custodial Training  Promote ongoing training with the City’s contracted custodial 

companies to ensure proper handling of source separated materials.   

On-going  

15. 
Indoor Containers  Provide City facilities with indoor trash, recycling, and organics 

containers with customized and instructional signage compliant with 

SB1383. 

In Progress  

  

16. 
Outdoor Containers  Provide City facilities with properly sized outdoor trash, recycling, 

and organics bins with accurate labeling compliant with SB1383. 

In Progress 

  

17. 
City Hosted and 

Permitted Special 

Events Policy  

Develop and promote a City employee Special Events Policy 

incorporating the developed Reusable Foodware Guidelines. Work 

with committees such as PACE, SLOHAS, and the Employee 

Recognition Committee to implement policy guidelines.  

In Progress  
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Medium Term Initiatives – 2025/2027 Financial Plan 

PROGRAMS AND OUTREACH 
 Name  Description  Status  

 

18. Program Success 

Documentation  

Create methodology to monitor source reduction and cost savings data for 

implemented programs and policies.  
Not started  

 

19. 
Waste 

Characterizations  

Conduct periodic waste characterizations to monitor changes in waste 

composition and to identify new diversion opportunities.  
On-going  

 

20. 
Employee 

Contract 

Modifications  

Include verbiage in new employee onboarding materials requiring 

participation in the City’s waste reduction and recycling programs.  
Not started 

 

21. 
Employee and 

Department 

Incentives  

Identify department-specific challenges and create outreach and 

recognition programs to motivate employees to participate in waste 

minimization (i.e., “Green Department of the Year” award).  

 On-going 

 

22. Stakeholder 

Support  

Cultivate stakeholder support/input through periodic surveys, employee 

networking, Green Team participation, and attendance at City committee 

meetings.  

 On-going 

 

23. 
Regional 

Infrastructure 

Development  

Promote and support regional efforts to develop/enhance infrastructure to 

allow more commodities to be recoverable.  
 On-going 

 

24. 

Support Waste 

Reduction 

Legislative  

Support the development of State legislation and regional goals relating 

to waste reduction.  
 On-going 

 

 

25. 
Self-Haul Roll-

Off Program  

Conduct quarterly visual audits, identify users, monitor tonnage, and 

develop diversion programs for the City’s self-haul roll-off containers. 
 In Progress 

WASTE PREVENTION  
 Name  Description  Status  

26. Electronic Filing 

and Plan 

Review  

Eliminate paper filing systems and electronically receive and review 

building and demolition plans.  
 In Progress 

27. Waste 

Reduction 

Purchasing 

Guide  

Develop and promote directory with vendors that sell used and/or high 

recycled content items or items with reduced packaging.  
 Not started 

28. 
Surplus Item 

Sales/Donation  

Evaluate and modify existing policies/practices to ensure all unwanted 

items are being sold, donated, or given away before being discarded.   
 On-going 

29. Restroom Hand 

Dryers  
Install hand dryers in restrooms to eliminate paper towel waste and cost.   In Progress 
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SOURCE SEPARATION  
 Name  Description  Status  

30. Receptacle Liner 

Color Coding  

Use different colored receptacle liners for indoor trash, recycling, and 

organic containers so custodial staff and employees ensure materials are 

going into the proper outdoor bin. 

Not started 

31. Custodial 

Services  

Renegotiate current or future custodial agreements to include stronger 

language on participation and compliance with trash, recycling, and 

organics programs.  

Not started 

32. Specimen Bottle 

Recovery  

Identify recycling and/or reuse opportunities for glass lab specimen 

bottles at the Wastewater Resource Recovery Facility.  Not started 

33. Mail-in 

Collection Boxes 

for Hard to 

Recycle Items  

Provide and promote the use of mail-in source separation collection boxes 

for hard to recycle items such as: staplers, markers, compostable plastics, 

film plastics, latex gloves, and candy/snack wrappers.  
Not started 

34. City Rental 

Facility 

Recycling  

Identify City rental facility container and signage needs.      Completed 

Update rental facility recycling guidelines to include detailed program 

instructions and downloadable temporary signage.    On-going 

35. City Permitted 

Special Event 

Recycling  

Evaluate existing special event permit application process and augment to 

include detailed program guidelines and downloadable temporary 

signage.  

On-going 

36. Yard Waste 

Recycling  

Evaluate and modify City landscape maintenance and tree trimming 

contracts to require landfill diversion of City generated materials.  
 Not started 
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Long Term Initiatives – Fiscal Year 2028+ 

PROGRAMS AND OUTREACH  

 Name  Description  Status  

37. 
Statewide 

Packaging and 

Product Design  

Advocate and support statewide packaging and product design policies that 

encourage items to be repairable, reusable, fully recyclable/compostable, 

and less toxic.  

  

  On-going 

WASTE PREVENTION  

 Name  Description  Status  

38. Zero Waste 

Resource 

Directory  

Develop and promote directory listing local repair and reuse organizations, 

nonprofit organizations accepting donations, and vendors and caterers who 

participate in waste reduction practices. 

  

  On-going 

39. Zero Waste 

Lifestyle Pledge  

Create a “Zero Waste Lifestyle” program for employees to pledge their 

commitment and participate in networking/support meetings. 

    

  Not Started 

SOURCE SEPARATION  

 Name  Description  Status  

40. Make Container 

Infrastructure 

Changes  

Redesign office waste receptacle system by removing deskside bins and 

requiring waste disposal at communal trash, recycling, and organics 

receptacles.   

 

 Not started 

41. Support 

Additional 

Product Recovery 

at the Materials 

Recovery Facility 

Support and foster efforts to increase the types of materials recoverable at 

the Materials Recovery Facility and augment source separated recycling 

program accordingly.   

 

 On-going 
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To meet the 90 percent landfill diversion target for City operations, the City must implement the 

initiatives identified in this plan. The Solid Waste and Recycling Program will track the implementation 

and partner with the Office of Sustainability and Natural Resources to provide updates to the City 

Council. Another waste characterization and generation study will be completed in the 23-25 Financial 

Plan to generate a progress report of waste reduction success and update the City diversion percentage 

for municipal business and maintenance activities.  

 

The Solid Waste and Recycling Program is a General Fund program but is funded by AB939 fees. AB939 

fees are collected from the solid waste franchise hauler as a pass-through cost from the ratepayer and 

must be used exclusively for activities promoting landfill diversion. 

Continue initiative 
implementation

Update waste 
characteriation and 

generation study results

Provide waste reduction 
status updates

6. NEXT STEPS 


