
a year ago when we decided to try com-
posting in the residential dining centers 
through Missouri Organics, which is a 
company that takes the product to its site 
to compost,” said Nona Golledge, director 
of KU Dining Services. “We went through 
the training with our staff. It went very, 
very well. According to the Missouri Or-
ganics representative, our stream is clean, 
which is important to them because if 
even one bag is contaminated, they have 
to throw out that whole bag. They have 
been pleased with how as a staff, we have 
been able to keep the stream clean.” 

KU Dining has diverted 450 tons from 
the landfill in the residential dining area. 
“On game day last year, we decided that it 
would be important to go ahead, have the 
food that is left from being on The Hill 
[the tailgating area], because we can’t do 
anything else with it because it has been 
out for too long at that point. We take it 
back to one of our residential  areas, and 
we compost the waste from our tailgate 
tents. We have been doing that anyway.”

At football games, Centerplate is re-
sponsible for the concessions at the sta-
dium, while KU Dining handles the suites 
at the stadium, tailgate tents on The Hill 
and feeding the athletes their pre-game 
meals in the football facility.

“KU Dining takes care of the 40 suites 
at the stadium, so each suite has the differ-
ent trash cans,” said Golledge. “All of our 

When Manuel Abarca, recycling op-
erations coordinator with the Cen-

ter for Sustainability at the University of 
Kansas (KU) in Lawrence first arrived on 
campus in January, KU Recycling was 
looking to build a recycling culture on 
campus. 

“I didn’t feel like there was one that 
was established,” he said. “So we tried to 
think of a way that would get that going, 
because it is not about hanging signs out 
and having it happen. There had to be 
something that sparked the movement.”

That was when the center decided to 
approach the Athletics Department for 
some help. “Obviously, when you think 
of KU, you think of KU Basketball,” he 
said. “From KU Basketball is where ev-
erything started. Last season, I walked 
around two of the last home games for 
basketball. From that, I realized that we 
were missing a lot of material.”

What Abarca found was that KU 
Recycling took only three 90-gallon 
bags of beverage bottles out of Allen 
Fieldhouse per game. “I knew we were 
easily throwing out two 40-yard rollout 
Dumpsters worth of material a game. 
What I found when I did that analysis 
was that probably 50-60 percent of the 
material that was leaving was actually 
compostable. It brought a whole new 
component into play.”

Originally Abarca thought to start with 
the basketball games, but the Athletics 
Department insisted on all sports. “At that 
time, we decided to move forward with 
the entire initiative, which meant rebrand-
ing the entire recycling program to what 
is now Rock Chalk Recycle, including the 
compost element, and then offering those 
services at every single game that exists.”

He continued, “We started to brain-
storm how best to do that because those 
fans had never composted at a football 
game or a basketball game. They had 
barely recycled. We had the idea from 
the Ohio State model to have waste am-

bassadors stationed at 
each bin, helping with 
the sorting process.” 

With the initial plan 
set up, KU Dining and 
Centerplate, one of the 
largest hospitality com-
panies in the world, who 
both handle hospital-
ity at games, were ap-
proached. 

KU Dining had al-
ready been composting 
in all of its residential 
dining centers, and had 
even composted some 
of the waste from the 
tailgate tents for which 
it provides food. “It was 

KU Takes Steps to Lower 
Waste at Athletic Events

“Waste Ambassadors” were 
placed throughout the stadium 

and tailgating areas.

The recycling program is 
named after “rock chalk,” the 
nickname for the limestone 
native to the area. It is part 
of a chant popular at the 
school’s sporting events: 

“Rock chalk, Jayhawk, KU.”
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initiative that is going to be happening 
throughout all athletic events.’ So they 
would prepare for compost, recycling 
and landfill.” 

Announcements were made over the 
public address system, and during the 
second game a video featuring the KU 
chancellor and head football coach was 
planned to promote the program. 

The program’s first steps seem to be 
successful. “A total 22 percent of our 
waste was diverted,” said Abarca. “We 
recycled about 1.5 tons of material and 
we were at just .75 ton for compost. One 
hundred percent of that material would 
have gone to the landfill.” 

“Our goal, for this first year at least, is 
to make improvements with each game, 
so we continue to increase the amount 
we are diverting from the landfill,” said 
Golledge. “That is our hope through this 
football season and through the basketball 
season as well.” 

little kitchenettes in the suite are staffed, 
and they have those as well. When the  
cleanup is done, we separate all that out. 
For the second home game of the season, 
we have ten tents and 3,000 people we are 
feeding on The Hill. There are stations 
spread amongst all of those tents. We have 
sorting containers for athletes’ pre-game 
meals as well.” 

At the first game of the season, waste 
ambassadors were placed throughout the 
stadium and tailgating areas. “We recruit 
over 100 volunteers per football game,” 
said Abarca. “They can be community 
members, students, staff, basically any-
one who signs up. We place them in front, 
train them about our recycling, compost 
and landfill bins. We have them educating 
fans on what’s compost, what’s recycling 
and what’s landfill. I have my staff there, 
and we have several partners who are 
part of this process who have their staff 
there as well.” 

Dining Services at the University of Montana in Mis-
soula recently installed a closed-loop aquaponics 

food production system in its residential dining hall, 
the Food Zoo. 

Aquaponics is an integrated sustainable food pro-
duction system that combines traditional aquaculture 
(raising seafood) with hydroponics (growing plants in 
water), to produce food, fertilizer and manage waste all 
in one self-contained system. Fish are raised in tanks 
where they produce waste in the form of ammonia. This 
ammonia is perfect for feeding plants, but isn’t yet in a 
form that is useful for plants. The water in the tank is 
inoculated with microbes that convert the fish ammonia 
into nitrogen that is useful for plants. The water is then 
pumped into the growing area where it makes its way 
through four levels of plants and volcanic rocks that 
take up the nutrients and effectively filter the water. 
The clean water is then returned to the fish tank and 
the cycle continues. 

The original idea of adding an aquaponic system 
on campus came from a student. “A lot of the ideas we 
get come from the discussions with students,” said Ian 
Finch, director of sustainability and food procurement. 
“He had recently been to the Aquaponics Association 
conference. We partnered together and made it happen 
for Dining. The system was launched this winter.” 

The system, which is in full view of the students at 
the Food Zoo, uses tilapia to grow micro greens. “We 

Fans seem to be receptive to the initia-
tive. “A lot of the fans are used to separat-
ing things out at home, at least recycling; 
I am not sure composting as much,” said 
Abarca. “It was just natural for some of 
them. Many were a bit confused by the 
color-coding — green is composting, re-
cycling is blue and waste is gray. Most of 
the people consider recycling green. It is 
just going to take some getting used to. It 
was important to have the ambassadors by 
those stations to help the fans through it.” 

KU Recycling worked with Athletics 
to promote the program even before the 
season started. “One of the reasons why 
we approached Athletics with the culture 
stuff, is that we get the promotion, the 
marketing and all of it with Athletics,” 
he said. “Before football season started, 
there was a message sent out to all of the 
ticketholders about what was going to be 
happening. It was just a brief ‘Hey, look 
out for Rock Chalk Recycle. This is a new 

Aquaponics a 
Success at Montana 
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