
Reducing waste provides both environmental and economic benefits for libraries, but is it 
possible for a large research library to completely eliminate all waste? In an attempt to reduce 
waste, the Michigan State University (MSU) Library partnered with the MSU Recycling Center  
to participate in a Zero Waste Mania challenge in spring of 2016.

MSU Recycling conducted two 
waste sorts, in which materials 
designated for landfilling are 
analyzed to determine the amount 
of recyclable and compostable 
materials that are improperly 
discarded to the landfill. 
•	The first waste sort took place 

prior to Zero Waste Mania to 
establish a baseline.

•	The second waste sort took 
place during Zero Waste Mania 
to assess the effectiveness of 
the waste reduction actions. 

The waste sort results indicate 
that Zero Waste Mania was 
successful in reducing the 
percentage of divertible material 
(either recyclable or compostable) 
contaminating landfill waste. The 
improved signage in the Library 
café highlighting proper recycling 
and composting procedures is a 
likely explanation for this change. 
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•	Waste reduction efforts enacted focused  
on the Library Café. These efforts included:
 Prominent placement of food waste collection
 Increasing recycling and compost visibility 

through improved signage
 Encouraging reuse by promoting the café’s 

policy of selling coffee at a reduced price to 
individuals providing a reusable mug

•	MSU Recycling installed paper towel composting 
bins in bathrooms in high traffic areas

Expand Communications  
•	Expand the descriptive signs 

to all recycling bins within the 
library. 
	The improved signage in 

the cafe had a significant 
impact on how waste was 
sorted, but bins in other 
areas of the library lacked 
these signs. 

Foster Partnerships
•	Partner with key stakeholders 

in Zero Waste Mania (such as 
custodial and cafe staff).

•	Fostering these potential 
partnerships would help to 
eliminate confusion over the 
proper placement of bins.

Adjust Bin Placement 
•	Realign the recycling and 

waste bin configuration, 
optimize locations, and reduce 
total number of waste bins.

•	Simplify recycling process by 
featuring well-placed bins.

Collect Data
•	Collect data prior to, during, 

and after the challenge in 
order to generate a more 
complete picture. 
	A third data sort was 

planned, but was canceled 
due to a fire at the sorting 
facility.

The MSU Library has a long history of 
sustainable activities. 
•	Recyclables are divided between three 

streams (office paper, mixed paper,  
plastic/metal)

•	Organic material is composted

•	Remaining waste is put in the landfill
•	All building furnishings are reused

The Library’s diversion rate rose to nearly 
69% during 2015, but users continue to 
improperly dispose of waste. During this 
time, the Library generated 131,892 lbs 
of waste—with waste volumes that large, 
even small improvements in diversion or 
recycling rates can result in a large impact.

WASTE TRACKING EFFORTS

RECOMMENDATIONS

ZERO WASTE MANIA
February 7–April 2, 2016

Library Waste Prior to Zero Waste Mania
(January 1, 2015–January 1, 2016)

Library Waste During Zero Waste Mania  
(February 7–April 2, 2016)

40.6%

Recycling Rate

53.7%

Recycling Rate

68.9%

Diversion Rate

84%

Diversion Rate

Diversion Rate: The amount of material  
removed from the waste stream through 
recycling, composting, or resuse.


