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Pardee RAND Graduate School: Community-Partnered Policy and Action Stream 

 This report was written by Zhan Okuda-Lim, a doctoral fellow in the Community-

Partnered Policy and Action stream at the Pardee RAND Graduate School, as part of the 2021 

summer externship with the Sitka Compost Project Team in Sitka, Alaska. 
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1. Introduction and Overview of Report 

 Since the early 1990s, beginning with the Solid Waste Implementation Team, 

community-wide composting has been an idea under consideration by local government and 

community partners for the waste management portfolio of Sitka, Alaska (Sicka Waste Working 

Group, 2012; Shaw Environmental, 2014). For example, during the 1990s, Sitka Tribal 

Enterprises, part of the Sitka Tribe of Alaska, commissioned a multi-year study into the 

feasibility of composting fish waste in static piles and conducted a pilot composting program 

with 28 tons of fish waste (E&A Environmental Consultants, 1998, cited in Oasis 

Environmental, 2012; EPA, 2003). 

 While some residents have undertaken composting for their own households, Sitka does 

not have a centralized, community-wide composting operation as part of the local waste 

management portfolio. (Shaw Environmental, 2014). Nevertheless, given the environmental and 

financial costs associated with shipping waste to a landfill in Washington State, and the benefits 

of nutrient-rich compost for use by local residents and community members, wide-scale 

composting remains an option of interest for Sitka in its broader waste management portfolio. 

 In recent years, various community organizations, including the Sitka Climate Action 

Task Force in 2010 (cited in Shaw Environmental, 2014, pp. 10-11) and Sitka Health Summit 

Coalition (2021) in 2011, have recommended that wide-scale composting be implemented as part 

of Sitka’s waste management; this led to the development of the Sicka Waste Working Group 

(2012) which explored potential options for community-wide composting. Three years later in 

2015, Jonathan Zarley purchased an in-vessel, drum-style composter from the EcoDrum™ 

Composter company (EcoDrum model 460) with an interest in starting a business venture to 
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develop compost and sell this product back to the community. Most recently, the Sitka Compost 

Project Team, with the support of the Sitka Conservation Society and other community partners, 

has renewed exploration of various options to develop and expand composting in Sitka. 

 This remainder of this report is divided into the following sections to assist with phased 

development and implementation of community-wide composting: 

 2. Discussion of the environmental and financial benefits associated with composting, 

especially at a community-wide scale. 

 3.  Overview of a theory of change and logic model that describe necessary resources and 

inputs, forthcoming activities and outputs, and expected short-term (next 1-2 years), medium-

term (next 3-5 years), and long-term (after 5 years) outcomes for community-wide composting in 

Sitka. 

 4. Brief discussion of the Sicka Waste Working Group in 2012 and the business venture 

initiated by Jonathan Zarley in 2015. 

 5. Review of composting initiatives in several Alaska communities — Anchorage, 

Skagway, Gustavus, Juneau, and Haines — with a focus on key takeaways to inform the compost 

project in Sitka. 

 6. Key next steps for the Sitka Compost Project Team and community partners to 

undertake to move these ideas forward. 

 This report was undertaken in partnership with the Sitka Compost Project Team during 

the summer 2021 externship under the Community-Partnered Policy and Action Stream at the 

Pardee RAND Graduate School. The content in this report synthesizes information collected 

during background research and feedback obtained during both Team meetings and individual 

conversations with community partners and stakeholders. 
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2. Environmental and Financial Benefits of Composting 

 Composting converts “green” nitrogen-rich waste like food scraps and “brown” carbon-

rich waste like wood shavings into nutrient-rich soil that can then be used in gardens, parks, 

yards, and areas experiencing soil erosion. Successful composting depends on several variables: 

the ratio of green to brown material; the size of material to maximize surface area for 

microorganisms; and optimal moisture, oxygen, and temperature levels to facilitate aerobic 

decomposition (EPA, 2021a). Large-scale composting methods include aerated windrows which 

are mixed on a regular basis, static piles which use wood chips or other bulky material to create 

gaps that facilitate airflow, and closed in-vessel systems that constantly mix the compostable 

material and control for key variables (EPA, 2021a). Given the scarcity of land, the local climate, 

and the importance of not attracting bears and other wildlife, in-vessel composting appears most 

suitable for Sitka. This comes with the added benefit of accelerating the composting process 

from 3-6 months to less than 1 month, depending on the type and specifications of the 

composter. 

 As a waste-management strategy, composting also reduces the environmental impact of 

landfills, including the production of methane and other greenhouse gases. According to the EPA 

(2021b), approximately 33% of all municipal solid waste (MSW) generated annually in the 

United States comprises food waste and yard scraps, which are generally compostable as green 

and brown material, respectively; while an additional 6% comprises wood, another brown 

material — for a total of 39 % of all MSW nationwide comprising potentially compostable 

material. 
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 As of 2017, Sitka ships approximately 8,000 tons, or 16 million pounds, of MSW per 

year on barges to Washington State, where the MSW is put in a landfill. Furthermore, the current 

transfer-station price for such waste is $0.14 per pound (Sitka Public Works, 2021). For 

illustration, using these figures and assuming the Sitka MSW stream perfectly reflects the 

national breakdown of MSW, this means that Sitka spends about $873,600 per year to ship 

potentially compostable waste to a landfill in Washington State (
$0.14

1 pound
• 0.39 •

16 million pounds ≈ $873,600). 

 Of course, Sitka’s specific MSW stream might be different and might vary depending on 

the time of year (e.g., there might be more fish waste during certain times of year). As discussed 

in section 6, there should be a more comprehensive examination of the Sitka MSW stream to 

determine varying amounts of compostable and non-compostable material in the present stream. 

Furthermore, this also assumes that all potentially compostable waste is actually diverted from 

the landfill stream and is actually composted, which diversion and composting activities would 

require funding and resources. 

 Nevertheless, this basic calculation highlights a potential upper range of what Sitka pays 

to transfer potentially compostable waste given current transfer-station prices. Therefore, this 

also highlights opportunities for potential financial savings to the local community, in addition to 

the environmental benefits previous described in this section, if more compostable waste were 

diverted from the landfill stream to being composted. 
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3. Theory of Change and Logic Model 

 Understanding future steps to implement community composting in Sitka first requires 

understanding the pathway to such implementation over the next several years. Therefore, the 

Project Team and community partners should first begin with a theory of change and logic model 

to identify the leverage points most promising for future work. 

 In general, both a theory of change and a logic model show in a systematic way how a 

program is expected to work. According to the Kellogg Foundation (2004), “A logic model is a 

systematic and visual way to present and share your understanding of the relationships among 

the resources you have to operate your program, the activities you plan, and the changes you 

hope to achieve. The most basic logic model is a picture of how you believe your program will 

work” (p. 1). 

 The logic model builds off the theory of change, which takes the form of a series of “if-

then” statements that logically follow one another. The spectrum of the theory of change usually 

takes the following form: 

▪ Resources and inputs for the program. 

▪ Activities to implement the program. 

▪ Outputs of the program (within the 1st year). 

▪ Short-term outcomes (1-2 years). 

▪ Medium-term outcomes (3-5 years). 

▪ Long-term outcomes (more than 5 years).  

 Filling in each part of the theory of change and the logic model can illustrate the intended 

results of community composting in Sitka. 
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Table 1. Theory of Change for Community-Wide Composting in Sitka 

Resources and 
Inputs 

What resources, inputs, and relationships are needed to 
implement a pilot community composting program in 
Sitka? 

Activities 

If the Project Team engages with government, nonprofit, 
business, and community partners, 
 
Then the Project Team can build financial resources and 
bolster relationships with community partners for 
composting. 

Outputs 

If the Project Team has the requisite financial resources 
and relationships with community partners, 
 
Then the Project Team can pilot a small-scale 
composting project. 

Short-term 
Outcomes 

If the small-scale composting project sufficiency 
demonstrates the feasibility and benefits of composting, 
 
Then the Project Team can expand composting to a 
higher volume. 

Medium-term 
Outcomes 

If the Project Team can demonstrate that higher-volume 
composting is possible with net benefits, 
 
Then the Project Team can encourage more residents 
and the local government to divert more compostable 
municipal solid waste (MSW) to composting. 

Long-term 
Outcomes 

If more residents and the local government support 
larger-scale composting by diverting more compostable 
MSW, 
 
Then the composting operation can expand to a broader 
social enterprise or the City can take on large-scale 
composting as part of its MSW management plan. 
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Table 2. Logic Model for Community-Wide Composting in Sitka 

Resources and 
Inputs 

Activities Outputs 

Outcomes 

Short-term 
(1-2 years) 

Medium-term 
(3-5 years) 

Long-term 
(5+ years) 

• Money 
• Human capital 
• Composter unit 
• Location for 
composter 
• Shelter and 
protection 
(against weather, 
wildlife, etc.) 
• Storage for 
inputs and 
outputs 
• Means to collect 
and transport 
inputs and 
outputs 
 

• Complete key 
next steps 
(section 6) 
• Procure 
composter unit for 
pilot program 
• Organize 
necessary 
logistics to 
operate pilot 
program 
• Obtain 
necessary 
approvals and 
permits 
• Develop 
mechanisms to 
document 
progress and 
lessons learned 

• Compost from 
pilot program 
• Greater 
community 
awareness of the 
pilot program and 
benefits 
• Documentation 
of progress and 
lessons learned 
• Financial 
information on 
the costs and 
revenues for the 
program 
• Ongoing 
relationships with 
stakeholders and 
partners 

• Expansion of 
composting 
program to 
include more 
partners 
(households, 
businesses, etc.) 
• Additional 
money to cover 
operational costs 
• Potential to 
expand to include 
an additional 
composter and/or 
a larger 
composter unit 

• More partners 
participate in and 
support the 
composting 
program 
• Additional 
money to 
continue 
expanding the 
scale of the 
composting 
program 
• Higher demand 
among residents 
and local 
government 
decision-makers 
to formalize 
composting in 
Sitka’s MSW 
management 
portfolio 

Potential 
Outcomes 
 
• Composting 
project expands 
to become a self-
sustaining social 
enterprise 
• City and 
contractor take 
on community-
wide composting 
as part of overall 
MSW 
management 
operations 
• There is an 
operational 
partnership 
among the 
composting 
project, city, and 
MSW contractor 
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4. Review of Recent Efforts in Sitka 

 After deliberations during the Sitka Health Summit in 2011, community partners 

established the “Sick-A” (Sicka) Waste Project (Sicka Waste Working Group, 2012) to explore 

potential opportunities to implement wide-scale composting in Sitka. The Working Group’s 

goals then are similar to the Project Team’s goals now — establish a pilot project as a proof of 

concept in the short-term and expand to a community-wide composting operation in the long-

term. At the time, the Working Group focused on using a tub-style composter unit, the Earth 

Tub, by Green Mountain Technologies (which no longer manufactures the Earth Tub as of 2018 

(Green Mountain Technologies, 2018)). A key benefit of the Earth Tub was its closed, in-vessel 

system which would reduce odors that could attract insects and wildlife. 

 The Working Group also proposed staging the Earth Tub at Blatchley Middle School 

since it was already a compost drop-off site for a community garden; the Recycling Center was 

an alternative staging location. Finally, the Working Group considered various models for 

operating the Earth Tub, including in partnership with local schools, as a business venture, as a 

membership cooperative, and as part of the local government’s MSW management operations 

contracted to Stragier Sanitation (now Alaska Waste). 

 In 2015, Jonathan Zarley purchased an EcoDrum model 460 in-vessel composter with 

plans to operate a composting business venture (Zarley, 2015). In this, Zarley planned to use fish 

waste as the green material and wood chips and saw dust as the brown material. Zarley planned 

to address a demand for nutrient-rich topsoil in Sitka since garden soil and fertilizer generally 

need to be shipped to town for sale; he planned for the business venture to operate and sustain 
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itself by selling compost to local residents and businesses. However, the venture did not advance 

further and the EcoDrum model 460 from 2015 currently sits unused in Sitka. 

From these recent efforts, several key takeaways remain relevant today: 

▪ Logistical considerations are important. Both the Sicka Waste Project and Zarley’s 

business venture had to contend with logistical concerns — where to obtain inputs like dry 

brown material, how to store fresh compost to allow it to cure, how to transport materials, and 

where to stage the composter, among others. As described in section 6, further examination of 

the MSW stream in Sitka, along with complementary steps relating to logistics, can help the 

Project Team and community partners establish a solid foundation. 

▪ Harness early supporters. Both the Sicka Waste Project and Zarley’s business venture 

had the support of early partners. This is particularly crucial for the start-up steps as partners 

across sectors can provide ongoing support and assistance. 

▪ Build and maintain momentum. At the same time, it is critical to build and maintain this 

orientation towards action after the initial start-up steps. This is to ensure that the composting 

project advances along the theory of change while the Project Team and community partners can 

adapt and respond to any new issues or conditions that arise. 
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5. Composting Initiatives in Other Alaska Communities 

 Composting initiatives in other Alaska communities, when viewed through their local 

contexts and relative population sizes, can provide useful background information to help inform 

the project in Sitka: 

 Anchorage (2020 population 291,467). Between 2009 and 2015, Alaska Waste in 

Anchorage composted food waste from participating grocery stores, restaurants, and other 

businesses using a large in-vessel unit. However, Alaska Waste shut down this composter at the 

end of 2015 due to shifts in demand from Alaska Waste’s main business consumers in the region 

— landscapers and contractors for road construction (Guritz, 2015). 

 On the household side, however, there was burgeoning interest for composting. 

Therefore, beginning in 2016, the Anchorage Department of Solid Waste Services began a pilot 

residential composting program that required participants to drop off their buckets of 

compostable material at a site 10 miles away from the main residential areas. In 2017, the 

program moved the drop-off point to the center of town and also set up a second drop-off site 

(Hudson, 2018). 

 By 2018, all Anchorage residents with a 5-gallon bucket could participate. Furthermore, 

the local government established the Curbside Organics program by which dedicated trucks 

would collect food scraps and yard waste from specfiic residential garbage cans, then transport 

this waste to a farm 50 miles away for composting (Kelly, 2018; McKinstry 2018). By 2019, 

Alaska Waste was back in the action, helping to collect Curbside Organics materials and 

transporting them to the composting site (Mostafa 2019). 
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 In 2020, the Department of Solid Waste Services received a $90,000 grant from the 

USDA Office of Urban Agriculture and Innovative Production to investigate more feasible 

composting options closer to the city which would reduce transportation costs and make it easier 

for residents to pick up compost. Currently, the Department is working with an engineering 

consulting firm, TetraTech, to develop a feasibility plan for a composting site closer to the city 

(Robillard 2021, Caldwell & Robillard, 2021). 

 Skagway (2020 population 1,240). In spring 2021, Skagway opened a compost center 

with an in-vessel unit for residents to deposit their compostable waste (Swasey, 2021). This 

followed some 8 years of planning and execution since the City adopted a revised waste 

management plan in 2013 (SCS Engineers, 2013). More information is expected to be available 

over the coming year as the composter continues in operation. 

 Gustavus (2020 population 655). Since 1996, the City of Gustavus has operated a food-

waste composting program at the local Disposal and Recycling Center (City of Gustavus, 2020). 

The site includes 3 covered static piles along with additional piles for wood chips, sawdust and 

curing compost. There is also a mixing station to combine compostable material with wood chips 

and a screening station to sift out large items from the compost. Residents bring their 

compostable materials in 1- to 5-gallon buckets. Due to the site’s limited size (6,600 square feet), 

the City is planning to construct a new composting site by 2022. 

 Juneau (2020 population 32,255). Juneau Composts (2021), run by Lisa Daugherty, 

operates covered windrows on a half-acre of land. Residents can sign up for different monthly 

memberships for a 5-gallon bucket for their compostable material, from a $15 weekly drop-off 

option, a $17 neighborhood hub pick-up option, and a $25 weekly curbside pick-up option. In 

addition, local businesses can participate starting at $35 per month, although this rate depends on 
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different factors like weight and moisture of their compostable material. Members have first 

choice to purchase cured compost at $20 for every 10-gallon (45-pound) bag. 

 Haines (2020 population: 2,080). In 2018, Genny Reitze started Haines Compost after 

meeting Lisa Daugherty of Juneau Composts. For 3 years, she built and maintained covered bays 

and piles and composted an estimated 110 tons of waste from 50 families and 8 businesses; 

however, this operation was not sustainable because Reitze did not charge any money for her 

composting services (Smith, 2021). In September 2021, Reitze transitioned the program to 

Spruce and Birch Acres, a local poultry and flower farm, which has adopted a similar 

subscription-based business model as Juneau Composts (Graham, 2021). 

 From these other Alaska communities, several key takeaways emerge: 

▪ Economies of scale matter, to an extent. Each city’s population is listed above to 

contextualize the scale at which these different communities can efficiently deploy 

resources to set up, maintain, improve, and expand composting operations. For example, 

when considering centralized composting facilitated by a local government, the 

composting capacities in Gustavus or Skagway do not need to be at the same level as that 

for Anchorage. At the same time, the recent history of composting in Anchorage 

demonstrates how the partnership between Alaska Waste and the Department of Solid 

Waste Services has allowed the City to deploy resources more efficiently at broader scale 

to accommodate as many residents as possible. 

▪ Resource and funding flows are key. The experiences of Haines Compost highlight the 

importance of having clear resource and funding flows to allow the program to be 

sustainable over time and at scale. As further discussed in section 6, possible sources of 

funding could include grants, donations, in-kind, appropriations, and member fees. 
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6. Key Next Steps 

 Based on the topics and considerations discussed in this report, the following are key, 

high-level next steps for the Project Team and community partners to undertake, particularly to 

realize the Resources and Inputs, Activities, and Outputs stages of the Theory of Change (Table 

1) and Logic Model (Table 2): 

▪ Connecting with Partners. Foster relationships and rapport with various community 

stakeholders and partners, including local businesses like grocery stores and restaurants, other 

nonprofits and community organizations, schools and UAS, local government decision-makers, 

and residents to gauge interest in supporting upcoming activities and bolstering necessary 

resources. This will be critical for defining the contours and extent of the pilot program. 

▪ Discussion with EcoDrum Representative. Continue conversations with Matt Epp to 

discuss the current EcoDrum 460 in Sitka and a future, potential smaller unit that could be used 

for the pilot stages; along with optimal ratios of green-to-brown material based on technical 

specifications and constraints. 

▪ Current EcoDrum 460 in Sitka. Based on conversation with Matt Epp and the Team’s 

deliberations, determine the viability and cost-effectiveness of using the current EcoDrum 460 or 

of it should be sold. 

▪ Discussion with Other Alaska Communities. Consider reaching out to stakeholders in 

other Alaska communities with existing composting programs to learn more, gain their advice, 

and exchange ideas. 

▪ MSW Stream Examination. Consider opportunities to more accurately estimate the 

proportion of compostable material in the current Sitka MSW stream. This could involve 
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sampling methods in partnership with Alaska Waste or the local government. This might also be 

a point of further discussion with Matt Epp in terms of a MSW stream audit. 

▪ Brown Material Sources. Continue exploring potential sources for dry brown material, 

with the understanding that more brown material will be needed if the green material has more 

moisture (e.g., produce, fish waste, etc.). Look further into local sources for lumber or wood 

chips, sawdust, debris from tree or bush clearing, etc. 

▪ Funding, Logistics, and Hands-On Support. Determine possible sources of funding, 

including grants (USDA or other federal, state, local, foundation, etc.), donations, appropriations 

(from local or state government), member fees (as with Juneau Composts), and in-kind donations 

— especially of volunteer time during early stages of setting up the pilot program. 

▪ Costs and Land for Small Composter Unit. If EcoDrum or another company offers a 

smaller unit that is viable for the pilot program, consider the cost to purchase and maintain the 

unit, and also consider where it can be placed in order to make it as accessible as possible for the 

Project Team and for participating partners. Consider possible opportunities that would reduce 

the costs associated with staging the composter (e.g., discount on rent payment, etc.). 

 

 These key steps are meant to highlight the starting point for the initial stages of the 

Theory of Change and Logic Model. By working on these steps and adapting as necessary, the 

Project Team and community partners will be moving towards developing and implementing a 

pilot composting program — and on the way to achieving the long-term goal of supporting 

community-wide composting in Sitka.  
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