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Sources of MSW 

YOU! (AND THE REST OF 
SOCIETY)  

You! Me! Our Society. 

Where Does MSW 
Come From? 



Sources of MSW – Primary Categories 

Institutional Residential 

Commercial 



Managing solid waste is 
a core infrastructure 
need for society. 

Why Should We Care About Waste? 

Top Infrastructure Needs 
1) Power 
2) Transportation 
3) Clean Water 
4) Wastewater Treatment 
5) Information Technology 
6) Waste Management 



Why Should We Care About Waste? 

Improper Waste Management Affects Our: 
 Environment 

• Pollution 
• Climate 

 Health  
 Socio-Economic Condition 
 



What’s In Municipal Solid Waste? 

Top Stash in the Trash: 
1. Paper 
2. Food 
3. Yard Trimmings  

Ex: grass, leaves, branches 
4. Plastic 
 
These 4 items make up 68%, 
or about 2/3, of everything 
we throw away! 

Source: US EPA, 2013. 



How Much Garbage Is There? 

Americans generate about 382,500,000 tons… 

…or 765,000,000,000 pounds of MSW… 
in a single year.  

Think of a cube of trash 
8 ft high by 8 ft wide by 
8 ft deep… that’s your 

trash footprint! 

That’s about 7 pounds of trash per person 
each day, or 2,600 pounds in a year! 



How is Waste Collected? 

It Begins with the Bin…. 

Residential/Public 
Commercial/Institutional 

Side Load Truck 

Front Load Truck Rear Load Truck 



Little Known Fact About Waste Management 

A Word From Captain         
‘Not-So’ Obvious: 

 

Did you know that: roughly 
HALF of all solid waste workers 

are garbage truck drivers?!?  

Waste management is 
a transport industry. 



Where Does the Garbage Go? 

Four primary endpoints: 
 

• Material Recovery Facility 
• “MeRF” 

 
 
• Compost Facility 

• mostly yard waste 
• some food waste 

 
 

• Incineration (with energy recovery) 
• none in NC 
• mostly Northeast/Florida 

 
• Landfill 

 



Landfills   Today’s landfills are highly 
engineered systems, not dumps. 



Landfills Have Gas 

Biodegradable  
(eg. food, paper, cardboard) 

• Gas from landfills consists primarily of methane                         
(50%) and carbon dioxide (50%). 
 

• Made by microbes (called methanogens) that eat the 
biodegradable portion. 
 
 

• Methane is used in turbines to create electricity or heat in landfills 
that have landfill gas to energy systems 
 

• It’s also a powerful greenhouse gas that must be controlled 
 

• Not all landfills use methane to make                                  
electricity or heat 



How Much Goes to Which Endpoint? 

In North Carolina, 
• nearly 10 million tons/year 
• 85 % goes to landfill 
• 11 % is recycled 
• The rest is composted (~4%) 



NC Landfill GRITS (Gas Re-use in the Tarheel State) 

• About 40 operating landfills 
• About 60% of these manage or re-use their landfill gas 

 
• 5 largest landfills manage 43% of all of NC’s waste 

1) WI Sampson County 2) BFI-Charlotte Motor Speedway 
3) Uwharrie Regional 4) East Carolina Regional 
5) South Wake County 

 
• Areas where landfills do not manage their gas 

• Counties:  
• Ashe, Alamance, Cherokee, Stanly, Cleveland, Haywood, Lincoln, 

Macon, New Hanover, Rowan, Surry, Wilkes 
• Cities:  

• Albemarle, High Point 



How Can We Make Better Decisions with Waste? 

• Know what you can put where 
• Only acceptable recyclables 

in the recycling bin 
• It can hurt more than help    

if it goes to the wrong place 
 

 
• Know where your waste goes 

• Recycling facility 
• Same town or 75                 

miles away? 
• Landfill 

• With gas re-use? 
• No gas re-use? 

 
 
 



The Grocery Shopper Example 
Paper or Plastic?  

Imagine you are out shopping for groceries…. 
While you pride yourself in being ‘green’, you realize you forgot to 
bring your re-usable cloth bags with you to the Grub Kitty Market.  
 
The checkout clerk asks:  
“Do you want paper or plastic bags?”   
 
 
How should you answer if you are living in: 
• Cary, NC (Wake County) ? 
• Cherokee, NC (Cherokee County) ? 



The Grocery Shopper Example 
Paper or Plastic?  
Cary, NC (Wake) 
• Has recycling program 

• MeRF is located ~10 miles away  
• does NOT accept plastic bags 

• South Wake Landfill uses landfill 
gas to make electricity 

• Can be recycled 
 
• If not recycled, bag is biodegradable 

and will break down in landfill, 
helping create more electricity 
 

• Cannot be 
recycled 
 

• If goes to landfill, 
fossil-based 
carbon in bag is 
sequestered, 
providing a 
benefit from a 
global warming 
perspective 



The Grocery Shopper Example 
Paper or Plastic?  
Cherokee, NC (Cherokee) 
• NO recycling program 
• Cherokee County MSW Facility 

does NOT collect landfill gas 
• gas emitted directly into atmosphere 

with no re-use 

• Bag will not break 
down in landfill 
and will not 
release GHG 
emissions 

• Carbon in bag is 
sequestered, 
providing a 
benefit from a 
global warming 
perspective 

• Won’t be recycled since there is no 
program or MeRF to accept them 

 
• Bag will break down in landfill, since 

there is no gas collection, it will 
contribute to GHG emissions 



Making Sustainable Choices Means Staying Informed 

• In some cases, choices have been made for us or they 
are limited.  For example: 
• Packaging for certain items you buy may not be recyclable 
• Solid waste services where we live are already determined 

• Areas without recycling/composting 
• Landfills may not re-use gas  

 

• There is not a single, right answer in most situations 
 

• As shown by this example, what is best in one 
situation may not be best in another 
 

• Our choices can make a difference, but we need to 
make sure they are  informed decisions 
 

 
 



Thank you!   
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stacey A. Smith, P.E. (stacey@smithgarnderinc.com) 
www.erefdn.org 

www.smithgardnerinc.com  

mailto:stacey@smithgarnderinc.com
http://www.erefdn.org/
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