
“Kevin Kirsche, the director of our Office of Sustainabil-
ity, and I had talked about it for a while,” said Jeanne Fry, 
executive director of Food Services. “We started with a pilot 
program in June of 2010, where we were composting from 
two of our large kitchens, mostly pre-consumer waste. At that 
time, everybody said that they wished we could do this on a 
larger scale: ‘But we have all these plastics, these different 
PCs (individual condiment packages) in there, and with them 
in there we can’t. It’s just not going to happen.’”

Despite that initial skepticism, in October of 2013 Food 
Services began to make the switch over. The main component 
of the move was the removal of non-biodegradeable products 
such as individual condiment packets, tea bags with paper tags 
attached by a metal staple and plastic straws to using more 
sustainable options like reusable bulk condiment stations, 
100 percent silk tea bags and bio-degradeable paper straws. 

“It was a team effort where Bryan Varin, the associate 
director of meal plan operations, also chooses our products 
and writes our menus,” said Fry. “He had to work with our 
central food storage manager to understand how much we 

The University of Georgia (UGA) in Athens recently met a 
self-imposed deadline of April 1, 2014, for its four larg-

est dining commons to achieve 100 percent compostability. 
Now 100 percent of food waste in the dining commons is 

being pulped and sent to a Bioconversion center, where it is 
composted and reused on campus.

The University of Maryland (UMD) in College Park recently 
opened the Terp Farm on campus to provide produce to 

Dining Services. 
“It has been an amazing journey,” said Allison Lilly, sustain-

ability and wellness coordinator with UMD Dining Services. 
“There have been a number of synergies that brought together 
the grant proposal that we submitted to the campus’ sustain-
ability fund that funded the initial project.”

One of those synergies is a heightened interest on the 
campus from students for growing their own food, and an 
interest in community gardening. “On campus we now have 
five community gardens growing vegetables, many of them 
student-run,” she said. “So there has been this evolution of 
adding these additional community gardens, and more and 
more students getting involved in those.”

At the same time as the community gardens were being 
added on campus, students, staff and faculty participated in 
a sustainable food working group to collaborate with Dining 
Services in defining the school’s sustainability objectives, and 
to create a space for exchanging information and ideas on 
how to really transform the food system. That group came up 
with the school’s Sustainable Food Commitment, which was 
profiled in the March 2013 issue of On-Campus Hospitality.

“One of the topics that kept coming up with that group, 
since we started in late 2011, is this idea of how to scale-
up the student food production component,” said Lilly. “Our 
campus community gardens are really wonderful educational 
tools. They are great engagement tools, and we have a lot of 
students who are there volunteering and having fun, but a 
lot of people ask, ‘Well, where does that food go? Does that 
food from the community gardens go to the dining halls?’”

She continued, “Since they are relatively small, and they 
are really much better suited for volunteer participation, often 
the volunteers are taking that food home with them. It doesn’t 
really fit in with coming into the dining hall. People kept asking 
about if we could focus on a project on food production that 
could go to the dining hall, that could be scaled in a way that 
we could share that harvest with students on our meal plans 
and in our operations. It was through continuous discussion 
about that idea with the Sustainable Food Working Group that 
we established the collaborations we needed with the College 
of Agriculture to get the project kicked off.”

The College of Agriculture dedicated more than two acres 
for the Terp Farm, about 15 miles from campus. “The particu-
lar site is a 200-acre farm dedicated to research, so that has 
been dedicated now to our project,” she said. “One of the neat 
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change, Food Services has seen a substantial financial benefit. 
“There are cost savings all around,” she said. “The Office of 
Sustainability has asked me to put a number on what I have 
spent to be more sustainable. Basically, I told them that I 
can’t put a number on it because I have chosen wisely, that it 
either is a wash, or it is cost-effective for me. I can’t sit here 
and tell you I have spent money becoming more green. It has 
absolutely saved us money.” 

The conversion has been calculated to go from individual 
packets to bulk at an annual $18,000 a year food-cost savings. 
“That was across the board with all of the bulk packaging,” 
said Fry. “This is only in the board plan operation. Obviously, 
we could not change our retail because there is a greater need 
for individual condiments.” 

While the switch to the paper straws, from Aardvark Brand 
Straws, was more expensive when compared to the plastic 
variety, there was another benefit, “but my maintenance man 
figured that we still had a savings changing to the straws 
even though they were about 1/3 more, just from reduction 
of repairs to our pulpers and other machines that our plastic 
straws kept causing to malfunction,” she said. “Even though we 
went with the more expensive paper straw, in our calculation 
of what he spent repairing those things, it would be a wash.” 

The school will also see a reduction in landfill charges, 
possibly amounting to $10,000. “This is awesome because 
instead of just going to landfills, it is going to the bioconver-
sion center, and the compost is being reused on campus for 
landscaping and our experimental farms and gardens,” said Fry.

already had on hand for all of these products, how we could 
procure everything that we had in an individual package to a 
bulk package or a compostable package instead. For instance, 
it wasn’t a good option to have bulk hot tea, so we needed to 
find individual hot teas with compostable packaging.” 

For some products, like ketchup, mustard and mayonnaise, 
the switch was easy, but switching to paper straws was not 
received well by the students. “I never received a complaint 
about any of the food items changing, but they did buck the 
paper straws,” she said. “Even though we tried to explain 
why we were doing it, they didn’t care. ‘I want what I want.’” 

To help ease the transition, marketing efforts were intensi-
fied. “Literally on top of the straw dispenser we told the story 
— ‘This is our effort to become 100 percent compostable,’” 
said Fry. “After a short time, it died down and went away.” 

In addition to the positive environmental impact of the 

things about this particular center, is that it was purchased by 
the campus in the late 1930s, early 1940s as a tobacco farm. 
For years, it was the heart of the campus’ tobacco breeding 
and research program, where they were developing a tobacco 
seed to give to farmers in Maryland.”

Lilly pointed out that it was a very successful program, 
but as tobacco has become a changing crop for Maryland, and 
the focus has been getting farmers from growing tobacco into 
growing new products, the mission of the center has changed. 
“Now, most of the research that is going on at the center is 
related to vegetable production. It is really a wonderful place 
for us to be engaging in this pilot program because there is so 
much interest there in finding alternative crops and alterna-
tive systems to growing those fruits and vegetables. They are 
looking at different sustainable agriculture concepts, organic 
practices, and all of that research is going out at the center. 
We really can tie into that energy.” 

One area of dedicated focus for Terp Farm is season exten-
sion. “Utilizing our new high tunnel and other techniques, 
we can be harvesting food all through the winter,” said Lilly. 
“So focusing on some greens and things like that, so that even 
when students come back in January and February, we hope to 
be harvesting from Terp Farm and serving that food to them. 
One of the greatest challenges of a campus vegetable farm 
project, when you first bring up this idea, is that our academic 
years are designed so that when peak season is going on our 
students are not in class. How you overcome those challenges 
and focus the growing and harvesting around when most of 
our students will be here, so we can share the harvest with 
them is important. That’s why looking at things like the high 
tunnel are so important.” 

The high tunnel greenhouse, donated by Rimol Greenhouse 
Systems, is a 30- by 96-foot Rimol Nor’Easter and includes 
double poly with an IR polyethylene inner layer, automated 

roll-up sides, gable shutters, polycarbonate end walls and 
double sliding doors. “This structure is an outstanding tool for 
sustainable food production. Terp Farm will be able to grow 
produce year-round, regardless of the weather, with increased 
output during all four seasons. The advanced environmental 
controls in this high tunnel are extremely efficient, allowing 
us to make huge strides toward our project goals,” said Guy 
Kilpatric, Terp Farms’ lead agricultural technician. 

The produce from the farm will be served at two facilities 
on campus. “With just over two acres, we can only produce 
a fraction of what is utilized by the department, since we are 
serving 26,000 meals a day,” said Lilly. “Rather than having 
a handful of cherry tomatoes in every salad bar on campus, 
what we envision doing is featuring that produce in a station 
like Harvest at 251 North, which is our all-you-care-to-eat 
specialty dining hall, or our Green Tidings food truck. That 
way we make it much easier for people to know where that 
produce is coming from and where they can find it.”  —OCH
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