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Composting our food waste is part of  
daily life in Seattle. We separate our 
apple cores, fish bones, used napkins 
and pizza boxes from our garbage to 
put in the green cart. Once it’s picked 
up at the curb, that’s the last we see 
of it. Here’s what happens next.

At the compost facility, the organic 
material is ground up, mixed, and 
put into piles, called windrows. These 
windrows are closely managed over  
the next few months to ensure  
a high-quality finished compost. 

Composting is the breakdown of organic 
material. Bacteria and other organisms create 
compost through the processes of digestion and 
decomposition. These organisms thrive when 
conditions—heat, moisture, and oxygen—are just 
right. To efficiently compost thousands of tons 
of food and yard waste, compost facilities use 
sophisticated systems to monitor these conditions 
throughout the decomposition process.

CO N T I N U E  R E A D I N G  I N S I D E 

Compost so  
life GOES on. 
Food waste is not allowed  
in the garbage.

Organic Material 
Only, Please 
Only organic material can be 
turned into compost. Non-
organic material— plastic, 
glass, metal—contaminates the 
compost, and removing these 
items is an expensive and time 
consuming process. 

Table to Farm to Table 
When conditions are just right, the 
contents of your Food & Yard waste cart are 
transformed into compost that enriches the 
soil at local farms and gardens. The fruits and 
vegetables grown in this compost-enriched 
soil may just end up back on your table. 

www.seattle.gov/util

Keep Compost Clean
Only put things that will make clean compost  

into your Food & Yard Waste cart. 

NO PLASTIC, GLASS OR METAL.

North Transfer Station
Seattle’s New North Transfer Station is now open. 

It’s in the same Wallingford location but has more capacity and 

includes art, a sport court and a play area across the street. 

Location, hours, accepted materials:  seattle.gov/util/dump

On average,  
each person in  

Seattle generates 
2,200 pounds of 
recycling, food 

waste and garbage 
each year.

Where Does it Go?
The Secret Life of Your Trash

TRASH HAPPENS. We throw things away all the time.  
Paper coffee cups and yogurt tubs in the recycling. Chicken 
bones, corn cobs and spoiled food in our kitchen food waste 
buckets. Chip bags and fruit stickers in the garbage. Have you 
ever wondered where it all goes? 

RECYCLING is sorted in Seattle’s 
SODO neighborhood. 

The cups, bottles, and containers that you diligently 
put into the recycling bin are sorted at a Material 
Recovery Facility (MRF). The MRF is a huge building 
crisscrossed with conveyor belts and sophisticated 
machines that separate recyclables based on their 
shape, size, weight and plastic resin type. 

The separated materials are compacted, bundled 
into bales, and delivered by truck or train to 
processing plants. Then the materials are made 
into new products. Your plastic water bottle could 
become a new fleece jacket!

Recyclables being sorted at the MRF.

What do we mean by 
“organic material?” 
Any part of a plant 

or animal, including 
things made from 

them such as paper 
products and prepared 

foods, is considered 
organic material. 

Questions about what to recycle,  
compost or put in the garbage? 
Use the NEW Where Does It Go Tool:

Where Does it Go?

seattle.gov/util/wheredoesitgo



FOOD WASTE travels by  
truck 50 miles from Seattle. 

Everything you sort out 
for composting—food 
scraps, pizza boxes, 
even compostable 
plates and cups —are 
organic materials that 
break down in the 
composting process. 

The food and yard waste collected 
each week from your home is packed 
into shipping containers at Seattle’s 
two transfer stations and hauled by 
semi-truck to compost facilities located 
about 50 miles from Seattle. 

After a few months of processing, 
the piles of food and yard waste are 
transformed into finished compost that 
is used to enrich the soil in local parks, 
gardens and farms.

Moving…Welcoming a New Family Member…Remodeling…Heading off to College…Downsizing...
Many life changes require new purchases. What if you could meet those needs without buying new stuff  

and save money in the process? Seattle has great options for thinking outside of the “brand new” box.

BORROW & SHARE— 
Less for One but More for All
Borrowing and sharing can help you connect with friends and 
neighbors, consume less, reduce clutter and save money. 

Start a sharing trend in your neighborhood. Borrow that specialty 
baking pan from your neighbor and lend a ladder in return. 
Organize a clothing swap to refresh your wardrobe without 
sending any items to landfill. You can even borrow tools, kitchen 
appliances, or extra chairs from one of Seattle’s five tool libraries.

REPAIR & IMPROVE— 
Fix it and Save Some Money
Before you buy specialty tools, check out 
the inventory of Seattle’s tool libraries. These 
neighborhood tool libraries have more than the 
typical repair tools. Unique tools you can find include 
cider-presses, food dehydrators, and candle making 
kits. Most tool libraries also offer classes. Learn about 
bike repair, earthquake retrofits, fixing appliances, 
chainsaw safety, and more.

“One {tool library} member  
borrowed a buffer and fixed a scratch  

on his car door that would have  
cost $400 at a body shop.” 

Seattle’s repair businesses can also help stretch 
your dollars. Instead of buying brand new items 
when your favorites wear out, visit your local tailor, 
upholsterer, or shoe repair. They can give new life to 
your old stuff.

REUSE & SECOND USE— 
It’s New to You
When you’re ready to buy, think about shopping at 
second use stores. You’ll save money and you never 
know what treasures you’ll find. 

Reuse. Visit thrift and consignment stores to discover 
new-to-you treasures. Buying secondhand clothes, 
shoes, and furniture extends the life of these items. 
Find barely used baby items and fashionable adult 
clothing, accessories and jewelry. 

Remodeling? Find vintage door knobs, floor 
tiles, countertops and more at salvaged building 
supply stores. 

Instead of throwing away worn out items, get 
creative and repurpose them. Or donate your gently 
used items so they can find a new home.

Re-fashion. Turn your fraying jeans into fashionable 
shorts. Stained T-shirt? Make a DIY rag rug. Have 
a tear in your bed sheet? Use it as a drop cloth for 
painting projects.

 Declutter Your 
 Mailbox 
Piles of junk mail? Stop clutter  
at the source by opting out  
of mail you don’t want. 

Visit seattle.gov/stopjunkmail  
for links to FREE opt out 
services that:
• Take your name off mass 

mailing lists. 
•  Tell companies to stop selling 

your information to credit 
card and insurance agencies.

•  Opt out of unwanted mail 
and catalogs.

These services won’t stop all junk mail, but 
they’ll make a big dent.

 Secure Medicine 
 Return Program 
Don’t Flush Unwanted Medicines

Return unwanted 
medicines to one of 
30 locations in Seattle. 

Safe medicine disposal 
protects water quality, 
and helps prevent 
accidental poisonings 
and drug abuse. 

Find your nearest drop-
box location on the King 
County Secure medicine 
return website. 

 Cleaning Out  
 Your Closets?
You can now donate ALL your unwanted 
clothing, shoes, purses and linens. 

“Gently used” items can be resold.

Items that are ripped, torn,  
stained or worn out can be  
recycled into industrial  
wiping rags, insulation,  
sound-proofing and stuffing. 

Items that are wet,  
mildewed, or contaminated  
with hazardous materials  
are not accepted.

Visit the Threadcycle web page  
for more information.

 
 Find a Tool Library
Borrow a tool, take a class, and meet your 
neighbors at one of Seattle’s neighborhood 
tool libraries—managed by local 
organizations in West Seattle, Southeast 
Seattle, Capitol Hill, Phinney Ridge and 
Northeast Seattle neighborhoods. Get more 
information and find a location near 
you online. 

LOCATIONS & INFORMATION  
seattle.gov/util/reducereuse

  Thank You!
We’d like to thank ResourcefulPDX.com  
for lending ideas to this month’s newsletter.LINKS & INFORMATION  

seattle.gov/stopjunkmail
LOCATIONS & INFORMATION 

kingcountysecuremedicinereturn.org/seattle/
LOCATIONS & INFORMATION  
kingcounty.gov/threadcycle

Where Does it Go?
The Secret Life of Your Trash (Continued)

Think Outside  
the “Brand New” Box

 GARBAGE goes by train 300  
 miles away in Eastern Oregon. 

After being collected from the curbside, 
your garbage is taken to one of Seattle’s two 
transfer stations where it’s packed into large 
metal shipping containers. 

Full containers—weighing about 52,000 
pounds—are loaded onto trucks, hauled to 
a rail yard in Seattle’s SODO neighborhood, 
and loaded onto a train. The train takes the 
garbage to Arlington, Oregon where it is 
dumped and buried in a landfill. 

Transporting, processing and disposing 
of garbage is expensive. Now that you 
understand where your trash goes, you 
can see it is important for our community 
to continue reducing the amount of waste 
that we generate. Continue reading this 
newsletter for ideas to reduce waste and 
ways to recycle and compost even more.

Seattle is a leader in recycling and composting. Did you 
know? Molded plastic chairs and plastic bottles with caps 
attached are now recyclable! For up-to-date information 
about which items go in the recycling, compost, or 
garbage bin, use the NEW “Where Does it Go” tool:

Where Does it Go?

seattle.gov/util/wheredoesitgo

Give all your clothes, shoes and linens
for reuse or recycling
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