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When I was a child, my 
family spent a fair 

amount of time in my fa-
ther’s native village in central 
Italy. I remember us setting 
aside food scraps, divided 
into a pile for the hens (with 
bread and salad leaves) and 
one for the pigs (they loved 
watermelon rinds). At the 
end of the day, the neighbor 
who kept hens and the one 
who raised pigs stopped by 
our house with a bucket to 
collect the scraps. It was of-
ten my task to deposit each 
pile into the appropriate bucket. In return for our donations, we 
received fresh eggs and (in due time) some salsicce or cured pork 
meat. The news that food scrap recycling would start in Berkeley, 
where I currently live, brought back to mind those images from 
my childhood. 

the garden receives a gift
The real beginning of this story, however, and the protagonist of 
two previous stories for this publication, is the Happy Forever 
Community Garden, a handkerchief of land that started its life 
as a traffic diverter at the intersection of Domingo Avenue and 
Hazel Road in Berkeley and currently enjoys being tended as a 
vegetable patch by master gardener Rachel, intermittently aided 
by myself. At the end of last winter’s growing season, the soil of the 
garden was in serious need of amendment. We added some bags of 
compost, but we knew a lot more was required.

The last Friday of April, a fairy answered our wishes for fertile 
soil and delivered to our garden a truckload of compost. The fairy’s 
name is Beebo Turman, and she is in charge of the Berkeley Com-
munity Gardening Collaborative (BCGC). One of the resources 
BCGC offers is the free delivery of compost to community, school, 
and youth training gardens (once a month, by appointment). Ms. 
Turman explained to me that the dark chocolate-colored compost 
she had unloaded on our urban plot originated from yard debris 
Berkeley residents put in their green carts. I had never wondered 
what happened to the contents of the green yard waste carts that 
every other week lined my street, until I got this satisfying answer 

and a substantial sample of 
the valuable end result. 

Shortly afterward, I 
learned that Berkeley would 
soon join 12 other Alam-
eda County cities in the food 
scrap recycling program, and 
that made me particularly 
happy. Like many other re-
cycling enthusiasts, my hus-
band and I have a composting 
bin in the backyard and have 
been practicing separate col-
lection of compostable food 
scraps for years. However, we 
would like to prevent more 

recyclable material from reaching the landfill and food scrap recy-
cling grants our wish. 

recycling food scraps matters
According to the EPA’s Basic Information about Food Scraps, 
www.epa.gov/epaoswer/non-hw/organics/fd-basic.htm, food 
leftovers are the single largest component of the waste stream by 
weight in the United States. We throw away more than 25 percent 
of the food we prepare, in the form of “uneaten food and food 
preparation scraps from residences or households, commercial 
establishments like restaurants, institutional sources like school 
cafeterias, and industrial sources like factory lunchrooms.” As a re-
sult, “in 2005, almost 12 percent of the total municipal solid waste 
(MSW) generated in American households was food scraps and 
less than 3 percent was recovered. The rest was thrown away and 
disposed of in landfills or combusted in incinerators.” This is par-
ticularly bad news, because the decomposition of food and other 
waste under anaerobic (without oxygen) conditions in landfills 
produces methane, a greenhouse gas 21 times more potent than 
carbon dioxide. “Landfills are the largest human-related source 
of methane in the United States, accounting for 34 percent of all 
methane emissions.” Recycling food scraps diverts organic materi-
als from landfills and incinerators, thereby reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions from landfills and from waste combustion. 

In 1990, Alameda County voters passed Ballot Measure D, 
the Alameda County Waste Reduction and Recycling Initiative 
Charter Amendment, setting requirements for the county to re-
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In this third article narrating the story of a tiny community garden, we learn what happens to those recycled food scraps.






