
 

 

September 06, 2013 

Ms. Jeanine Townsend 

Clerk to the Board 

State Water Resources Control Board 

1001 I Street, 24th Floor 

Sacramento, CA 95814 

commentletters@waterboards.ca.gov  

Facsimile:  916-341-5620 

Re: Comment Letter:  CEQA – Composting General Order NOP 

Dear Ms. Townsend: 

We appreciate this opportunity to submit comments on the State Water Resources Control 

Board’s (“State Board”) Notice of Preparation for the upcoming Environmental Impact Report 

(“EIR”) to evaluate the Board’s proposal to adopt General Waste Discharge Requirements for 

Composting Operations (“General Order”).  We urge that the EIR include: 

 A thorough and systematic evaluation of the significant environmental impacts 

that could occur if organic materials are diverted from composting operations to 

disposal in landfills or direct land application, as a result of the adoption of the 

General Order; and 

 A thorough evaluation of the alternatives that would mitigate these significant 

impacts, including a meaningful discussion of the comparative environmental 

detriments and benefits of implementing the no action alternative. 

We submitted a letter to the State Board on October 9, 2012, in connection with the Board’s 

prior version of the proposed General Order, detailing the potentially significant environmental 

impacts that could occur.  We request the Board include that letter and its attachments in the 

administrative record for the EIR. 

Recology manages the spectrum of municipal waste, focusing on recycling and composting 

services that span the needs of urban, suburban, and rural communities.  Recology is recognized 

as an innovative leader in the field.  Recology is dedicated to the science and practice of resource 

recovery, which is reclaiming materials that traditionally were viewed as waste and transforming 

them into the raw inputs used to create new and useful products.  Recology strives to make the 

best and highest use of all resources and reduce negative impacts on the environment within the 

many communities it serves.  Recology, therefore, is continually striving to increase the 

diversion of waste from landfills though environmentally beneficial practices such as composting 

and recycling.  Through its composting facilities, Recology provides a sustainable organics 

infrastructure that “closes the loop” and promotes the beneficial reuse of materials that otherwise 

would be disposed of as waste. 
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Californians Against Waste is a statewide membership-based public interest environmental 

organization representing over 5,000 active members.  As an environmental organization, 

Californians Against Waste strongly supports efforts to appropriately manage and regulate all 

decomposition of organic materials to achieve the highest and best use of these materials and 

protect public health and the environment. 

We understand the State Board’s interest in moving forward with uniform statewide standards 

for composting facilities.  However, we are concerned about the negative impacts on existing and 

future composting operations that could result from the adoption of overly burdensome 

requirements that are not appropriately tailored to address the environmental risks and benefits at 

issue.  In particular, if the standards in the General Order are not carefully crafted, they could 

reduce the number of composting facilities and the amount of compost production throughout the 

State.  This would result in increased disposal of organic materials in landfills or direct land 

application of this material, which, in turn, would cause significant air quality, water quality, and 

other environmental impacts. 

Scientific analyses by the California Air Resources Board and the United States Environmental 

Protection Agency show that landfill disposal of organic materials generates significantly greater 

greenhouse gas emissions than composting operations.  Moreover, composting provides 

additional environmental benefits by minimizing the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides; 

improving soil conditions to lessen erosion and runoff; reducing agricultural energy and water 

usage; minimizing the consumption of limited landfill capacity; and reducing the need for long-

haul truck trips to transport organic materials to landfills. 

This evidence demonstrates the importance of a thorough evaluation in the EIR of the significant 

environmental impacts the adoption of a statewide General Order could cause, as well as the 

need to analyze alternatives that would reduce those impacts to less than significant. 

 A. Negative Impacts on Composting Operations 

In the fall of 2012, a number of public agencies and organizations submitted correspondence to 

the State Board on the prior version of the General Order expressing significant concerns about 

the negative effects on composting facilities across the State that would be caused by the 

imposition of excessive regulatory burdens.  In a letter to the State Board, dated September 12, 

2012, the California Department of Resources Recycling and Recovery (“CalRecycle”) − the 

state agency charged with overseeing California’s vital efforts to reduce, recycle, and reuse the 

waste it generates − emphasized the danger that overly stringent requirements imposed by the 

State Board would “suppress the growth of new composting facilities and may cause some 

existing facilities to go out of business.” 

CalRecycle expressed doubts as to whether composters could raise their rates to cover the 

increased costs without losing organic feedstocks to landfilling, land application, or even illegal 

dumping.  CalRecycle also emphasized the critical need to expand, rather than hinder, the State’s 

composting infrastructure to meet the 75 percent source reduction, recycling, and composting 

goal of AB 341. 
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Echoing CalRecycle’s concerns, a coalition of public agencies and private companies 

representing owners and operators of composting facilities across California, in a letter to the 

State Board dated September 12, 2012, cautioned that onerous statewide requirements could 

result in a decrease in statewide compost capacity as facilities close or downsize in the face of 

significantly increased costs and regulatory obstacles. 

It is clear this regulation will have a direct impact on the economic viability of existing 

composting facilities in the State, and it will hinder the development of new composting 

facilities.  Since this regulation does not, in any way, reduce the amount of organic waste that is 

being generated in the State, it would result in more material being landfilled or directly applied 

to the land. 

These widespread concerns highlight the need for the State Board’s EIR to address the negative 

impacts the General Order could have on composting operations and the resulting adverse 

impacts on the physical environment. 

 B. The Resulting Adverse Impacts on the Physical Environment 

  1. Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

It is well recognized that composting reduces greenhouse gas emissions, as compared with 

disposing of organic materials in a landfill.  As the California Air Resources Board (“CARB”) 

points out on its webpage on composting: 

Over 25 percent or approximately 10 million tons of organics are sent to landfills 

each year.  The anaerobic decomposition of these wastes results in the emission of 

methane (a greenhouse gas).  Composting of organic waste material has become 

an important method of managing California's solid waste stream.  Composting 

diverts biomass residue from landfills.  This reduces the need for landfill 

capacity and the production of GHG emissions.  (Emphasis added.)
1
 

As a result, CARB explains that it adopted a measure in its Climate Change Scoping Plan that 

specifically commits CARB staff to work with CalRecycle and other state agencies to provide 

direct incentives for the use of compost in agriculture and landscaping. 

In turn, the Climate Change Scoping Plan explains that composting helps to reduce GHG 

emissions in several ways.  First, methane emissions from landfills “can be substantially reduced 

by properly managing all materials to minimize the generation of waste, maximize the diversion 

from landfills, and manage them to their highest and best use.”  Second, “by recovering organic 

materials from the waste stream, and having a vibrant composting and organic materials 

industry, there is an opportunity to further reduce greenhouse gas emissions through the indirect 

benefits associated with the reduced need for water and fertilizer for California’s agricultural 

sector.”
2
 

                                                 
1
 See Attachment 1 (printout of http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/compost/compost.htm). 

2
 See Attachment 2 (excerpt from CARB's Climate Change Scoping Plan (Dec. 2008), at pp. 62-63, available at 

http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/scopingplan/document/scopingplandocument.htm). 

http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/compost/compost.htm
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/scopingplan/document/scopingplandocument.htm
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The U.S. EPA similarly explains the benefits of composting on its website, stating that 

“[c]omposting organic materials that have been diverted from landfills ultimately avoids the 

production of methane…”
3
  The EPA further states:  “Food scraps and yard waste make up 20-

30% of the waste stream.  Making compost keeps these materials out of landfills, where they 

take up precious space and release methane, a greenhouse gas 21 times more potent than carbon 

dioxide emissions in the atmosphere.”
4
 

As an illustrative example, the EPA notes that a composting program in Massachusetts run by 

the Center for Ecology Technology achieved significant greenhouse gas reductions by reusing 

organic wastes instead of disposing of them in a landfill.  Specifically, the program achieved 

greenhouse gas reductions of 5,700 metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent gases from the 

program’s inception in 1996 to 2000 – an amount comparable to the amount of carbon that 

would be sequestered by 6,333 acres of five-year-old trees.
5
 

The greenhouse gas benefits from composting operations over an extended period of time 

throughout California would be significantly greater.  Indeed, even by conservative estimates, 

California could reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by one million metric tons of carbon 

dioxide equivalent gases by composting just 30% of the foodwaste that is currently disposed.  

That is equivalent to the carbon sequestered by 26 million tree seedlings grown for 10 years.
6
 

The government of New South Wales, Australia likewise has concluded that composting “offers 

significant benefits to the environment, including substantial reduction in greenhouse gas 

emissions.”
7
  This conclusion is based on extensive scientific analysis.

8
 

Indeed, there are many greenhouse gas benefits from composting organic materials, as compared 

with disposing of these materials in a landfill.  These benefits include: 

 Reducing methane emissions from landfills. 

 Decreasing the need for chemical fertilizers and pesticides, thereby reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions from the use of fossil fuels associated with their 

production and application. 

                                                 
3
 See Attachment 3 (printouts of http://www.epa.gov/composting/basic.htm and 

http://www.epa.gov/composting/benefits.htm). 
4
 See Attachment 4 (U.S. EPA, Backyard Composting: It's Only Natural (Oct. 2009), available at 

http://www.epa.gov/composting/pubs/index.htm).   
5
 See Attachment 5 (U.S. EPA, Success Story: Turning Garbage into Gold (July 2002), available at 

http://www.epa.gov/composting/pubs/index.htm). 
6
 See Attachment 6 (printout of http://www.cawrecycles.org/issues/ghg/compost). 

7
 See Attachment 7 (New South Wales Department of Environment and Conservation, Fact Sheet: Organics 

Recycling Offers Major Environmental Benefits (Mar. 2004, revised Nov. 2007), available at 

http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/warr/recycledorganicspublications.htm). 
8
 See Attachment 8 (New South Wales Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water, Short Report: The 

Benefits of Using Compost for Mitigating Climate Change (Feb. 2011), available at 

http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/warr/recycledorganicspublications.htm); & Attachment 9 (New South Wales 

Department of Environment and Conservation & University of New South Wales, Life Cycle Inventory and Life 

Cycle Assessment for Windrow Composting Systems (2d ed. 2007), available at 

http://www.recycledorganics.com/publications/reports/lca/lca.htm). 

http://www.epa.gov/composting/basic.htm
http://www.epa.gov/composting/benefits.htm
http://www.epa.gov/composting/pubs/index.htm
http://www.epa.gov/composting/pubs/index.htm
http://www.cawrecycles.org/issues/ghg/compost
http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/warr/recycledorganicspublications.htm
http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/warr/recycledorganicspublications.htm
http://www.recycledorganics.com/publications/reports/lca/lca.htm
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 Allowing more rapid growth in plants, thereby increasing carbon uptake and 

storage within the plant.  This is a form of carbon sequestration that removes CO2 

from the atmosphere. 

 Sequestering carbon in soil that has received compost application. 

 Improving tillage and workability of the soil, thereby reducing emissions of fossil 

fuel that would be used to work the soil. 

 Improving soil structure and reducing erosion, thereby reducing the energy usage 

required for irrigation.
9
 

In light of this extensive technical evidence, the State Board’s EIR should include a thorough 

evaluation of the adverse greenhouse gas impacts that could occur as a result of the adoption of 

the General Order. 

  2. Air Quality Impacts from Truck Trips 

The diversion of organics from composting facilities to landfills also could cause increased truck 

emissions. 

Composting facilities work best when located close to the source of organics.  Fostering local 

composting operations not only provides local communities with important environmental 

benefits, it also reduces the need for long-haul truck trips to transport organics to more distant 

landfills.  By contrast, if heightened design and operational costs resulting from the General 

Order cause a reduction in local compost production, more of these long-haul truck trips would 

be needed.  This would increase the amount of air emissions from trucks, including harmful 

emissions of diesel particulate matter. 

The EIR should thoroughly examine the adverse air quality impacts that could occur as a result 

of the adoption of the General Order. 

  3. Water Quality & Water Supply 

Although the General Order is intended to protect water quality, the adoption of overly 

restrictive composting requirements could have the opposite effect by creating a significant 

adverse effect on water quality.  As CalRecycle explained in its September 2012 comment letter 

to the State Board: 

Diverting organic materials from landfills to produce compost and mulch results 

in improved soil structure and reduced erosion, resulting in less-energy intensive 

irrigation and less use of synthetic nitrogen fertilizers (the number one source of 

groundwater contamination in California).  Additionally, composting provides a 

cost-effective method to stabilize animal manure, which the Water Board has 

identified as the number two source of groundwater contamination statewide. 

                                                 
9
 See Attachment 8 at p. 38; Attachment 9 at pp. 64-108, 119; & Attachment 10 (Lou & Nair, The Impact of 

Landfilling and Composting on Greenhouse Gas Emissions (2008) at p. 3796).   
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Indeed, a University of California Davis report to the California Legislature, prepared in January 

2012 on behalf of the State Water Resources Control Board, finds that “agricultural fertilizers 

and animal wastes applied to cropland are by far the largest regional sources of nitrate in 

groundwater.”  The report further explains that nitrate is one of the State’s most widespread 

groundwater contaminants and poses significant public health concerns.
10

 

As the U.S. EPA explains, composting has been shown to reduce or eliminate the need for 

chemical fertilizers.
11

  Because composting improves soil structure and reduces erosion, compost 

enriched soil better retains any fertilizers that are used, so that less of these harmful materials run 

off the land to pollute waterways.  The EPA thus explains that composting improves the 

physical, chemical, and biological properties of the soil, which reduces erosion, water loss and 

nonpoint source pollution.
12

  For the same reasons, composting also reduces the amount of 

irrigation water needed for agricultural production, thereby helping to conserve the State’s 

precious water supply.
13

 

Given the scientific evidence showing the water quality benefits of composting, the EIR should 

include a thorough evaluation of the adverse water quality impacts that could occur as a result of 

the adoption of the General Order. 

Additionally, it is important to note that composting operations are already required to comply 

with California’s industrial stormwater requirements.  These requirements are currently being 

revised to incorporate more protective standards than the previous requirements.  The analysis in 

the EIR should take these important water quality protections into account when assessing the 

comparative environmental impacts and benefits of the different alternatives. 

Finally, it is important to note that an increase in direct land application of organic waste in place 

of composting will result in material being diverted from controlled facilities with water quality 

protections to direct spreading on farmlands.  Any concerns the State Board might have about 

water quality impacts from the decomposition of this material would be amplified if the material 

was directly applied to land.  The direct land application of organic waste does not face the same 

regulatory requirements that are proposed in this General Order. 

C. The Need to Evaluate Alternatives that Would Reduce Significant 

Impacts 

One of the key purposes of an EIR is to evaluate alternatives to the proposed project that would 

reduce the project’s significant effects on the environment.  See CEQA Guidelines § 15126.6.  

Accordingly, the State Board’s EIR should analyze alternatives that would reduce the significant 

                                                 
10

 See Attachment 11 (University of California, Davis, Addressing Nitrate in California's Drinking Water, Report 

for the State Water Resources Control Board to the California Legislature – Executive Summary (Jan. 2012) at 

pp. 2-3, available at http://groundwaternitrate.ucdavis.edu/).   
11

 See Attachment 3.   
12

 See Attachment 12 (printout of http://whatcom.wsu.edu/ag/compost/fundamentals/benefits_benefits.htm, 

(Washington State University composting website); & Attachment 13 (excerpt from U.S. EPA, Organic Materials 

Management Strategies (July 1999) at p. 40, available at http://www.epa.gov/composting/pubs/index.htm).  
13

 See Attachment 3; Attachment 6; Attachment 9 at pp.65-67; & Attachment 13 (EPA explains that "compost 

application results in water conservation benefits").  

http://groundwaternitrate.ucdavis.edu/
http://whatcom.wsu.edu/ag/compost/fundamentals/benefits_benefits.htm
http://www.epa.gov/composting/pubs/index.htm
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impacts caused by adoption of the General Order, including the significant effects caused by 

diverting organics from composting facilities to landfill disposal or direct land application. 

Alternatives that should be considered for analysis in the EIR include the following: 

 Delaying the implementation of the General Order until comparable 

requirements are developed for alternative end-of-life management of 

organic material (including landfilling and land application) 

 Varying the standards for compost pads, pond liners, and drainage 

facilities; 

 A permitting approach based on site-specific conditions relevant to water 

quality, and not merely tiers tied to the level of permitted capacity; 

 Alternative approaches for implementing the General Order, including 

exempting all existing composting facilities or allowing a long-term 

phase-in period (e.g., 8-10 years) as a compliance timeline; and 

 A meaningful evaluation of the environmental impacts and benefits of the 

no-project alternative. 

The alternatives analysis in the EIR should include a comparative lifecycle and risk-based 

evaluation, and it should be based on the recognition that composting provides significant 

environmental benefits.  A balanced and reasonable regulatory approach is needed so that these 

significant benefits are not lost or diminished through the diversion of organics to landfill 

disposal, land application, or other less environmentally beneficial practices. 

 D. Conclusion 

We recognize that the State Board wants to adopt uniform baseline statewide standards for 

compost facilities with the goal of protecting water quality.  However, the State Board should 

carefully consider the adverse environmental impacts that will flow from over-regulating the 

composting industry, which provides important and valuable environmental advantages over 

landfill disposal or land application.   

Composting facilities do not generate the material they process, and, in fact, provide the least 

environmentally harmful management of this material.  As a result, an increase in composting is 

the most effective way to reduce the water quality impacts of the decomposition of organic 

waste. 

A General Order that is not thoroughly considered and carefully crafted could very well inhibit 

the development of new composting facilities and force existing facilities out of business, 

thereby increasing impacts from landfills, increasing the use of pesticides and fertilizers, 

increasing erosion and run-off of pollutants from agricultural operations, increasing agricultural 

water use, and increasing emissions from long-haul truck trips.  These physical changes in the 

environment could increase greenhouse gas emissions in a number of ways and could also 

negatively affect the State’s air and water quality and its limited water supplies.  CEQA requires 
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that the State Board fully evaluate these impacts, and fully analyze alternatives that would avoid 

them, before adopting its General Order.   

Respectfully submitted,  

 
 

Rachel Oster 

Director of External Affairs 

Recology 

 

 
Nick Lapis 

Legislative Coordinator 

Californians Against Waste 

Attachments 

cc:   Brenda K. Smyth, CalRecycle 

 Barbara Schussman & Marc Bruner, Perkins Coie LLP 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































