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I found some uneaten grain scattered in the kitchen sink. I knew my roommate left it. I
called out to her: she was wasting the grains. “What’s the big deal?” She was annoyed. She
pointed out that it was a very small amount of grain in the sink. Besides, she explained, it
actually made her happy to know that the grain would go into our compost bin for worms to eat
them and turn into a soil amendment. “But no one produces grains to put directly into compost,”
I countered, or maybe I just thought that to myself as our conversation was unexpectedly getting
heated. Given that both of us worked on the same farm twice a week and shared our enthusiasm
for food, I thought she would be more sympathetic to my imagined sentiment of a grain farmer
who grows food so that she can live, work, and function. I was wrong. Our moral values toward
food—what we each considered right and wrong—differed, and so did the ways we each
determined what was food and what was waste. In my mind, the grains in the sink were waste
and thus wrong: an obvious misuse of both human labor and a nutritious substance. Meanwhile
for her, they presented an opportunity to grow more food via an earthworm’s digestive system.

I have since encountered other similar moments like this and become curious how people
understand food and waste and why. When I learned that the city of Cambridge, Massachusetts
had trouble getting more residents to participate in the city’s free curbside compost program, I
figured it would be an opportunity to learn about residents’ perspectives about food waste. This
article is an attempt to do this by asking how residents handle food waste and evaluating how
they think about food waste in their daily lives.

To delve into each resident’s perspective in depth, I interviewed four residents while I
served on the city’s Recycling Advisory Committee; I also engaged in conversations with public
employees in the division of waste and recycling at the Department of Public Works. In order to

unpack my conversations with the residents in the fall of 2021 and the public employees, [ use a



concept called moral waste. Moral waste is a material or condition that deviates from one’s
values and principles and compels one to correct it. With an understanding that my sense of
moral waste about squandering food is not readily shared, not even with a friend who lived with
me and worked on the same farm, I pay attention to what the residents and the public employees
express regard as diverging from their values and principles around the subject of food waste.

In a city of innovation and increasing inequity in the time of the global pandemic, my
observations are likely not representative of the city’s ethnically diverse population. Yet it is an
opening to learn about the multiple moral wastes' and values that shape daily acts of eating and
discarding in the city that offers free curbside compost collection. In doing so, I argue that food
waste in the city of Cambridge is a site to engage with multiple values, principles, and moral
wastes that emotionally and intellectually compel people to correct misuses of the potentially
nutritious, soil-enriching substance that is also smelly and disgusting as they consciously act in
ways that meet their food preferences, habits, social dynamics, and structural circumstances. At
the end, I briefly explore what it means to engage with a multiplicity of values and principles and
the sense of moral wastes. These concepts apply not only toward food waste but also to other
social issues at a time of uncertainty amid the pandemic, inequities, ongoing wars, and
environmental changes.
Studies of Food Waste

As I inquire how Cambridge residents handle food waste in their households, I join the
multinational interdisciplinary studies of food waste—edible and inedible parts of substance
intended for human consumption but removed from their food supply chain (UN 2021:9). The

research and reports on the topic of food waste grew exponentially since the publication of the

!In this article, I do not actively differentiate between morality and ethics (Laidlaw 2017, Mattingly and Throop
2018, Lambek, Das, Fassin, and Keane 2015).



UN report, “Global Food Losses and Food Waste,” which concluded that one-third of food
produced for human consumption is lost or wasted (Gustavsson et al. 2011). Since then, scholars,
governments, and agencies, both for-profit and non-profit, have generated methods to quantify
and characterize food waste, in order to outline the issues of food waste in the supply chain, to
articulate the impact on inequity, climate, and the economy (Campbell et al. 2017) while
devising interventions and solutions to reduce food waste. Today, the consensus is that most food
waste occurs at the household level (NRDC 2016, EPA 2020, ReFED 2020, UN 2021, Narvédnen
et al. 2021),> which leads to the misuse of land, water, energy, labor, and both material and
financial resources, exacerbating food insecurity and climate change. Another consensus is that
the best solution for food waste is prevention: do not create food waste in the first place. But if
that is not possible, government agencies and others recommend solutions in this order: donate
food to people, feed animals, recycle food such as composting or converting into biogas and
biosolids, and then, finally dispose of it in landfills or incinerators (USDA n.d., Néirvénen et al.
2021).

In this nascent field, the methods of quantification and results vary (Dou and Toth 2021,
UN 2021). Some data derive from direct measurement at the source site in the categories of
region, socioeconomic status, sectors of food supply chain, and types of food wasted, from milk

to meat. Meanwhile others are estimates based on measuring the proportion of municipal solid

2 Framing of food waste issues differs depending on several factors including the agencies involved, and their
perspectives and context. For example, Inger Andersen, executive director at the UN environment program says,
“[f]lood waste...burdens waste management systems, exacerbates food insecurity, making a major contributor to the
three planetary crises of climate change, nature and biodiversity loss, and pollution and waste” (2021:4). Finnish
scholars, Narvinen et al. identify the issue “the wicked problem of food waste” for its “uncertain, cross-cutting and
relentless” characteristics (2021:2). ReFED notes, “food waste has enormous impacts on our environment, food
insecurity, the economy, and more” (2019). Whereas, instead of articulating the issues, the US Environmental
Protection Agency highlights the benefits to consumers of reducing food waste: to save money, reduce methane
emissions from landfills, conserve energy and resources, and support one’s community. In their 2020 report on food
waste, they note that “more food reaches landfills than any other material in our municipal solid waste (MSW),
making up over 24 percent of MSW sent to landfills.”



waste, using consumer surveys and food diaries, and extrapolating from data from nearby
countries (Dou and Toth 2021, UN 2021). With the goal to halve food waste by 2030 compared
to the 2022 baseline, international and national entities such as the United Nations, the
Environmental Protection Agency, and US-based non-profits such as the Natural Resources
Defense Council and ReFED have developed reports, campaigns, programming, policies, and
funding opportunities to reduce food waste at multiple scales, from the national level to that of a
household.

While the quantification and statistical analyses began to outline the profile of food waste
generation globally, other analyses, both qualitative and quantitative (e.g. van der Werf et al.
2019), began delving into why and how households generate food waste. One of the most
influential studies is sociologist David Evans’ ethnography in a UK neighborhood (2011, 2014)
in which he “hung out” with 19 households and accompanied the household members as they
shopped for food, prepared and ate meals, and discarded food. Observing the household contexts
and examining the reasons his interlocutors shared about why food becomes waste, Evans
observed that his respondents “did not appear to have a careless or callous disregard for the food
that they end up wasting” (2011:438). Instead, he attributes the causes of food waste to the
material and social living conditions of the residents, such as different temporalities between the
shelf life of food and the exigencies of work and family life, and the purchase of fresh produce
with an intent for healthy eating misaligned with unexpected dining out and concerns for food

safety. The sociologist asserts that it is “overly simplistic to blame consumers” for



developmental, environmental, and financial issues of food waste and to individualize
responsibilities for solving them (2011:437).3

Yet even a decade after Evans published his study, it is not uncommon to encounter a
public narrative that comes close to individualizing and moralizing the responsibility for wasting
food with issues of food insecurity, misuse of resources, and climate change. For example, the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations begins an article, “15 quick tips for
reducing food waste and becoming a Food hero” with a subtitle “We all have a part to play in
saving food”:*

For many people in the world, food waste has become a habit: buying more food

than we need at markets, letting fruits and vegetables spoil at home or taking

larger portions than we can eat.

These habits put extra strain on our natural resources and damage our

environment. When we waste food, we waste the labour, effort, investment and

precious resources (like water, seeds, feed, etc.) that go into producing it, not to

mention the resources that go into wasting food increases greenhouse gas

emissions and contributes to climate change.’
The first paragraph opens with “many people in the world” and transitions to “we” in the second
paragraph, merging the author and readers as one collective that squanders food and “precious
resources,” contributing to climate change. Not directly blaming each individual but speaking to
their part in the whole, the paragraphs underscore habits as the cause of food waste. As the

article fails to mention the socio-structural settings that shape such habits, such as conflicts

between school or work culture and meal planning, readers may come away thinking it is only

3 One may find similar arguments in the studies of neoliberalism and of the recycling industry where the
responsibility of individuals is unfairly emphasized rather than taking account of the structural issues such as
political economy and policies (see Brown 2016, MacBride 2019, Pollans 2021).

4 The article is presented with a background photograph with three pears each in gradual decay.

> Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), “15 quick tips for reducing food waste and
becoming a Food hero: We all have a part to play in saving food,” September 29, 2020, https://www.fao.org/fao-
stories/article/en/c/1309609/. Accessed January 13, 2022.




their habits that are responsible for generating food waste. A similar narrative appears on the
website of American non-profits. For example, here is how the Natural Resources Defense
Council (NRDC) begins the executive summary of “Wasted: How America is Losing up to 40
Percent of Its Food from Farm to Fork™ (2017):

America does not eat 40 percent of its food. If the United States went grocery

shopping, we would leave the store with five bags and drop two in the parking lot.

And leave them there. Seems crazy, but we do it every day.

America is personified, which again turns into the pronoun, “we,” highlighting the role of
Americans as a collective, throwing away edible food with a descriptive image of leaving two
out of five grocery bags behind. Even though the NRDC targets its recommendations in the order
of the federal government, Congress, state and local governments, businesses, and then “every
American,” the use of grocery bags in the descriptively visualized statistics makes it difficult to
dissociate the issue from individual responsibility and moral obligation. Although the likely
intent is to evoke urgency and agency in readers, these narratives fall short in considering Evans’
argument that we take into account the structural dynamics of work, school, and living
circumstances that facilitate food waste habits.

Meanwhile, the Cambridge Department of Public Works refrains from moralizing
narratives while maintaining the rhetoric of “us.” It approaches the issue of food waste at an
operational level by highlighting the benefits of participating in their composting program by
separating food waste from the trash rather than reducing it. The city’s website explains about
their curbside composting collection under the title: “Why is composting so important?”’

Because food scraps make up 40% of household trash, separating them out

significantly reduces trash and gets food scraps out of landfills to protect the

climate. Composting also helps the City combat the rodent issue. In its first year

of citywide curbside collection, residents across Cambridge composted 1800 tons

of food scraps and reduced citywide trash by 8%. In greenhouse gas emissions,
this is the equivalent of not driving 2.7 million miles.



If you haven’t yet tried composting, please join us and your neighbors in fighting

climate change, managing rodent activity and helping keep waste management

costs low.6
In two short paragraphs, they point out that food waste makes up the biggest component in the
city’s trash stream and participating in the program will bring about three benefits: reducing
trash, protecting the climate, and tackling the rodent issue. By speaking to the collective effort
with the terms like “us” and “your neighbors,” not unlike the examples highlighted earlier, they
point not only to the benefit for the climate and rodent problems but also to decreasing the city’s
financial burden in managing waste.

While concise and compelling, these composting campaigns and food waste educational
materials beg a question: how do the residents see food waste when public, non-profit, and
international entities view it as an issue that involves climate, money, and rodents, and “us”?
Methodology

To see food waste from the perspectives of residents, I ask how food waste shapes
everyday human life. This means that, instead of highlighting food waste as a cause of food
insecurity and climate change, or as a misuse of resources as the reports above highlight, I
suspend the rhetoric of environment and climate issues for a few reasons. One, the broad-ranging
concepts like environment and climate issues can too easily overshadow the daily acts of eating
and discarding. Two, too much emphasis on the narrative of environment and climate issues in
relation to personal practices can distract from a focus on how human intentions and care

become interlaced with conflicting priorities; in turn that can lead to the overly broad emphasis

on the inevitable phenomena of carelessness and excessive consumption. I cringe when I hear

¢ City of Cambridge, “Curbside Composting Public Works: Why is composting so important?”” City of Cambridge,
January 30, 2018, https://www.cambridgema.gov/services/curbsidecomposting. Accessed January 13, 2022.




someone comment that “people don’t care” about waste because I have witnessed how people’s
intentions and care can manifest in ways others least expect, from salvaging materials to buying
less stuff. Putting aside the question of what action may be more effective, I would rather
presume the presence of care about waste than dismiss it outright. Lastly, the terms, environment
and climate are increasingly charged, both morally and politically charged terms in the politically
divisive US today.” In a city that generally leans toward the discourse of liberal ideology with an
attitude equating the benefit for environment and climate almost with “moral good” (Hawkins
2006), asking about one’s food waste habits in terms of environment and climate can have the
effect of judging, shaming, or embarrassing people. For these reasons, I reserve issues of
environment and climate for another occasion in order to approach food waste as an element of
personal and social practice (Reno 2016).

At the same time, | come from a position of ambivalence, mixed feelings, about the topic
of food waste. As someone raised in rural Japan, I personally uphold an ethical ground that food
be appreciated to the very last bit—as I expressed in that tense encounter with my roommate. My
parents instilled in me an ethic that we eat every grain of rice, out of respect for my grandparents
who cultivated the crop for me to eat. This ethic also entails the idea that not only humans and
animals but also carrots and spinach have lives, which humans take and digest to live another
day. For these reasons, I believe it is critical to get the most use out of any nutritious substance—
as human food, animal food, or soil amendment—rather than see it as a substance that emits odor

and gas, takes space, and changes our surroundings.

7 Environment and climate issues impact politics of Supreme Court nominee to Federal Reserve Board member in
the twenty-first century US. On the moralizing narrative of climate change, see Martin Puchner’s Literature for a
Changing Planet (2022).



10

But I find myself asking, “to what extent is it important to uphold my value?” This is one
of the questions I keep asking myself as I remember my surprise at recognizing that the way [
value food was different from my roommate’s. But also, in a city of increasing inequality, there
are more pertinent elements of living that require more attention: a house to live in, a job to earn
money, ways to take care of one’s own health and that of others, and meanwhile uphold one’s
traditions, values, and routine. An executive from Food For Free, a non-profit organization that
distributes healthy food for those in need in Cambridge and the neighboring city of Sommerville,
noted an acute rise in food insecurity at the beginning of the pandemic. The organization served
8,000 households during the peak in 2020, up from 1,500 the previous year. When asked about
the issues of recycling in their operations, she responded along the lines of “When the bottom of
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs,” such as food, sleep, and shelter, “is not met, one is not ready to
think about recycling or other important matters in this world. Poverty makes a massive
contribution to environmental issues. The living wage must go up.”?

With this sense of uncertainty intertwined with the sense of duty to value every particle
of food while suspending my concern with issues of environment and climate change, I
interviewed four Cambridge residents in August and September of 2021. All interviewees were
current city residents at the time of our interviews; I met them through unexpected encounters’
during my preliminary fieldwork walking around the city on waste collection days and
contacting neighborhood associations whose information is available on the city’s website. Each
interview lasted for fifteen to thirty minutes, over the course of four weeks, one interview per

week per person. Mindful of the risk and discomfort associated with meeting in person and

8 Sasha Purpura, “Bridging the gap between waste and want—feeding people with surplus food,” Waste Talk Series,
March 12, 2021. Attended on Zoom, March 12, 2021.

9 T adopt the approach of “unexpected encounter” from the landscape architect Gareth Doherty who incorporates
ethnographic studies, theories, and methods in his fieldwork and projects in landscape architecture.
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inadvertently spreading the virus amidst the pandemic, most conversations took place over the
phone or Zoom at the request of each resident, except for the three times I met with two residents
separately in person. The themes of my questions included techniques of handling food waste,
household dynamics around waste and food, and habits of food shopping and using refrigerators.
But in order to meet and listen to people where they are, as one would in participant observation
ethnography, my questions varied from person to person; at times that included topics not
directly related to food or waste.
Moral Waste

To examine my conversations with Cambridge residents, I use a concept I call moral
waste.!? Moral waste is a material or condition that so deviates from one’s values or principles
that it compels one, emotionally, viscerally, or intellectually, to correct the existing situation by
rectifying it or marking it as an error. With my roommate, my moral waste was the grains in the
sink as they deviated from my principles, compelling me to correct, or mark an error, to the
person culpable: my roommate. The force of moral waste works to maintain one’s sense of social
order based on a set of values, however open-ended and in flux it may be. I was eager to uphold
mine—to appreciate food until the last grain in the sink by imposing that value onto my
roommate. Moral waste need not come from someone other than self; it also emerges from one’s
own acts and conditions. While it may be easier or more convenient to recognize moral waste in
someone else’s action, like my recognizing that my roommate was throwing out edible nutritious

food, I certainly have caught myself letting leftovers go bad on the kitchen counter. Leaving food

101 adapt this term, moral waste, from the moral-political sense of waste (Reno 2018, 2021) and dirt as “matter out
of place” (Douglas 2002) in conversations with the anthropology of morality and ethics (Zigon 2007, 2009, Shweder
and Menon 2014, Cassaniti and Hickman 2014, Throop 2014, Beldo 2014, Laidlaw 2017, Shweder 2019, Ning and
Palmer 2020). Mora waste differs from Reno’s moral-political sense of waste because the former does not
necessarily rely on a shared value of a community whereas the latter does (Reno 2018:6-7).
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to decompose deviates from my values and principles; that compelled me to correct the situation
by tracing my patterns of behavior and making sure I store leftovers in the refrigerator if I do not
plan to eat them right away.

At times, it may not be possible to directly rectify moral waste even if one recognizes it
because the social conventions, norms, and power dynamics overrule personal choice. For
example, I did not retrieve the grains from the sink to eat them myself or, worse, make my
roommate eat them. I did not even consider committing to such actions because they would be
not only socially unacceptable in my relationship with her as a friend, coworker, and roommate;
that would also risk denigrating her as a human with values and principles. But depending on
social circumstances and the power dynamics of race, status, age, class, sex, and other factors, a
person may be able to rectify a situation directly while others may only be able to indicate an
error to those who are sympathetic, not to those who are culpable.!' I judged it appropriate to
announce my sense of moral waste to my roommate, as I felt comfortable enough to express my
value judgment about her act, although I would in retrospect think twice about it, but I tend to
avoid expressing my moral waste to colleagues at work or instructors in a school setting,
especially in the hasty way I spoke to my roommate. Still, moral waste does not allow one to
overlook the anomaly in the conspicuous divergence from one’s value system, even if social
conventions or public discourse treat it as normal. Yet because one does not always have a way

to correct the deviating condition despite feeling compelled to do so, moral waste can embody

1 Even though my focus here is on morality, not the power dynamics, it is critical to pay attention to the issue of
power on the topic of food waste. For example, recently, in Ohio, a cafeteria monitor, who was white, forced an
elementary school student of color to retrieve the packaged waffles she had thrown into the trash can even though
the student threw them away because she did not like them. She was told to sit at the table until she ate them, and
her family said she showed a sign of trauma from this experience. This case illustrates how moral waste manifests in
the dynamics of race, status, age, and class as the student came from socioeconomically lower background. See
Kelly Alexander and Joshua Reno, “Opinion: The unjust shaming of a little girl highlights the broad issue of
institutional food waste,” The Washington Post, February 2, 2022.
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one’s attitude, or mood (Throop 2014) toward similar materials and conditions, manifesting
again and again in the future when an opportunity arises. Food waste in the city of Cambridge is
a site to examine moral waste because it can provoke strong emotions and reasons to salvage the
nurturing substance that can easily turn into a nauseating mass (Hawkins 2006).

In this analysis, I suspend my sense of moral waste, that is, as much as I can do so
consciously. This means, I assume that what the interviewees describe and consider food waste
to be part of the necessary processes of growth and decay they need to live, stay alive, and
maintain their living unless they note otherwise.!? This approach differs from the narratives of
the food waste reports by the UN and National Resources Defense Council: they view household
food waste as moral waste, as they describe wasting food as the socially deviating habits that
contribute to food insecurity, climate change, and misuse of resources. My aim is to become
attuned to the residents’ value systems and learn how they consider what moral waste may be, if
any, in their own terms, relying on their judgments of what is waste and what is not. The point is
not to investigate how they judge what is edible or inedible or why they choose not to eat certain
food items in their refrigerators, but rather to ask how they deal with this repetitive and necessary
process of discarding wastes in their daily lives. With this approach, I show below that
Cambridge residents locate their senses of moral wastes at different points within food waste
practices—meal planning, maintaining the flow of waste, bagging the compost with compostable
bags, and interrogating the industrial digestion of food waste collected in the city—while sharing
the overarching principle that we avoid wasting leftovers.

Cambridge, Massachusetts

12 Anthropologist Reno would call this ecological sense of waste or “the inevitability of entropic change” (2018,
2021:22).
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I situate the residents’ practices of food waste in the context of this northeastern city in
the fall of 2021—a year and half into the COVID-19 pandemic, a time when the optimism over
vaccines subsided with the spread of the COVID-19 delta variant. A city of innovation where
22% of the residents are employed in the innovation sector (CCF 2021) and also including a
cultural remnant from the radical leftist student activism in the 1980s (Kaiser 2013), the city of
Cambridge is home to over 118,000 ethnically diverse people with two major research
universities, Harvard University and Massachusetts Institute of Technology, as its largest
employers (CDD n.d.). Ranked today as having one of the nation’s highest median household
incomes, at $134,186, and great socioeconomic inequality with the poverty rate of 7.3% of all
families (CDD n.d.), the city, or the land where the Massachusett people lived that came to be
called Cambridge, has a history of compost programs.

Incorporated in 1846, almost two centuries after English-speaking colonists secured a
deed from Squaw Sachem, the widow of a Massachusett tribe chief (CHC n.d.), the mid-19
century Cambridge had a department to collect offal, or plant and animal waste; a section called
“House Offal” in The Cambridge Chronicle offered updated instructions to residents about that
collection (Henry 2018, Muzzey 1892).'° From 1952 to 1973, the Department of Public Works
collected food scraps and waste from “swill buckets” stored in the ground in residents’ back
yards using a vehicle called the “Honey Wagon” to meet the demands of pig farmers (Winters
2009, Henry 2018, Orr 2021). During the late 1970s into the 1980s, residents stopped putting out
food scraps for collection, but in the early 1990s, as disposal costs rose and the state banned the

landfill disposal of leaves and yard waste, a group of residents formed a nonprofit to sell

3The section of House Offal in The Cambridge Chronicle in 1892 calls “the attention of householders to the
importance of excluding all water from their offal tubs” per order of the board of overseers of the poor (Muzzey
1892).
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compost bins to promote backyard composting. To address those without back yards, the city’s
recycling manager began offering worm-composting workshops in 2004, followed by
commercial food waste collection in 2006, a drop-off compost program for residents in 2008,
and food waste collection from public schools in 2009 (Orr 2021, Henry 2018). In 2014 when the
state banned the disposal of commercial food wastes from businesses and institutions that
generate one ton or more per week (Mass.gov 2022), the city started curbside composting by
piloting a free curbside program in one section of the city.

Since 2018, with a door-to-door campaign,'* the city began offering its curbside compost
program to all residents who live in buildings with less than thirteen units, meanwhile extending
the program to larger buildings through property managers. During the COVID-19 lockdown
from mid-March 2020 until mid-May 2021, however, the city suspended the program due to the
social distancing requirement for collection workers; it compensated by increasing the compost
drop-off locations from three to five.!> In November 2021, six months after resuming the
curbside compost collection, the city expanded it to small businesses for free (Orr 2021). These
expansions of the curbside compost program are part of “Cambridge Zero Waste Master Plan” to
reduce solid waste by 80% by 2050 using 2008 as the baseline, as food waste makes up the
largest component of the city’s municipal solid waste (DPW 2019). This waste reduction strategy
aligns with the state’s solid waste policy as it addresses the increasing costs and decreasing in-
state capacity to manage waste and recycling materials with funding and various programs to

help municipalities, institutions, and businesses reduce waste (MassDEP 2019, 2021). Over the

!4 During my preliminary research, I heard from at least a dozen residents about the DPW’s personal and effective
DPW?’s door-to-door campaign to prepare them to participate in the curbside compost program before the city-wide
launch in the spring of 2018.

15 The city’s recycling manager announced the DPW was adding more compost drop-off locations during the
Recycling Advisory Committee meeting in August 2020. Attended on Zoom, August 12, 2020.
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last decade, Massachusetts has increased solid waste exports out of state (Abel 2021), and most
in-state landfills, including ash landfills to store incinerated waste residuals, are expected to close
by 2030 if not sooner (MassDEP 2019, 2020).

Large, Leaky, Smelly Garbage

In late May 2021, when the vaccines for COVID-19 became more widely available,
offering some optimism and the prospect of overcoming the pandemic, I started walking on the
city streets on waste collection days. Following the advice of one employee at the Department of
Public Works, I was curious what I might learn on the streets and how I might experience
household wastes in the public space. As [ was going over my notes on waste, recycling, and
compost bins on the curb, I met Richard, an avid grower of chilis and a retired engineer who has
lived in Cambridge for forty years. I came to learn that he deals with food waste with an in-sink
kitchen disposal unit and plastic bags from a grocery store and newspaper delivery.

From the beginning of our conversations, Richard made it clear he did not participate in
the city’s compost program. [ understood his statement to be his courteous and honest way to
engage with my interest in food waste, perhaps taking my inquiry to be a form of encouragement
to “properly” deal with food waste, or to compost food waste within the politically liberal
discourse in Cambridge. At the same time, he shared that he had kept a compost bin of his own
and participated in the city’s compost program when he had his own property; relatively recently
he had moved into a big apartment building. Living in a ten-story building he called “old
people’s homes,” he was unsure how practical it would be to set up a compost collection bin. He
offered to brainstorm ways to add a compost bin in his building and briefly suggested they use
the private compost service his former neighbors had used before the city began the current

composting program. But assuming that his fellow residents used their in-sink disposal units to
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get rid of food waste, he did not think “putting more nutrients into the sewage plant” would
cause a significant issue as he was familiar with the process of the local wastewater facility plant
that minimized the amount of excess nitrogen leaching into the Boston Harbor.

Using an in-sink disposal and plastic bags allows Richard to avoid the item he sees as
moral waste: a large quantity of leaky, smelly garbage. At first, I was under the impression that
preventing smelly leaky garbage from accumulating was his way to live comfortably in a small
studio apartment with ““a really small kitchen.” Yet as he described how he handles food scraps
like bones, fruit skins and pits, as well as paper recycling, I realized that his emphasis on the
flow of materials was consistent and prominent in preventing two things: one, any wet, “leaky
garbage,” and two, a large volume of such discards. He maintains the flow of waste through his
easy access to the building’s waste and recycling collection bins in his hallway next to the
elevator and meanwhile maintains four streams of material discards: recyclables, bulky food
waste, soft food waste, and nonrecyclable waste. Whenever he goes out, he can take out the
recyclables he collects in a small pile on his desk so that he no longer needs a bin to collect them.
He can manage bulky food wastes like corn husks and bones by collecting them in plastic bags
separate from the nonrecyclable wastes he stores under the kitchen sink to prevent any leakage
and smell. The in-sink disposal, which he had begun using for the first time in his life, enables
him to maintain the flow of any soft food wastes like soft peach skins, down into the sewage
pipe. When I asked him what it was like to use the in-sink disposal or “disposer,” he explained in
detail how he manages the flows of food waste:

S: Does the disposer work for you? Or do things get stuck in there?

R: Well, you are not supposed to put...well, I put some cherry pits down there

and it sounded weird, so I looked up. It said if you can’t cut it easily with a knife,
then don’t put it down so...(pause)
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S: Yeah, cherry pits look small but still a hard thing.

R: ... T actually use the bags that you get from the grocery store, you know when
you put whatever stuff in the bin.

S: Yeah, the plastic thing.

R: Yeah...If I had some chicken, I throw some chicken bones in there, and a

peach pit in there. Yesterday was the farmer’s market. I got some corn, so husks

and cobs, put them in the bag, I have a peach pit, I threw in. Chicken bones, I

threw in. So those, I guess, are the stuff that could have gone into composting...

What I do with (red meat) bones, I’m not a big meat-eater, but occasionally [I eat

meat]. So, with bones, I get a sleeve from my newspaper from newspaper

delivery. I save those and so I’ve actually recycled at the supermarket, but I

always have a stash of them. If I have steak, have a steak bone, put them into one

of those things, tie it up, and throw it into trash. Very often those bags would last

a couple days. I leave it over there [kitchen counter]. Not necessarily meat

[always]. I would do a couple days with corns. You know, I don’t mind having it

sit on the counter with the bag. It’s not offensive. It doesn’t smell. Or another

thing is, it doesn’t leak out. It’s just...Tomorrow, I’ll have corn, today I’ll use

another bag and probably get another couple days out of it. Three of those a week.
Plastic bags help prevent the bones, whether chicken or steak, from potentially emitting odors,
along with corn husks and cobs, and keep peach pits from seeping out into the trash can. Keeping
the bag with some bones and cornhusks on the kitchen counter is “not offensive” and “it doesn’t
smell,” revealing his visceral response to the value of maintaining the food waste flow before
getting rid of the bag into a garbage can and into the building’s collection bin in the hallway once
the bag is filled. He also notes that he recycles plastic bags at the supermarket, which is generally
considered “proper” or “right” in the city that began curbside recycling collection in 1991 (Henry
2018), as does composting food waste in the city’s history and contemporary discourse as their
website appeals to city residents to join their neighbors and participate in curbside compost
collection (City of Cambridge 2018).

Richard’s moral waste of large, smelly, leaky garbage also has a history connected to his

earlier beer consumption. As he recalled how he has “always been sort of attempting to keep my
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garbage clean or neat or something,” I was curious where his sense of “always” began to play in

establishing what now seems to be his principles to avoid smelly, leaky garbage from
accumulating. He explained his old habit before he moved to Cambridge 40 years ago:

R: I always bought returnable beer bottles because I didn’t like my garbage filling
up with beer cans, or dirty beer bottles. So, all my adult life, I’ve always bought
returnable beer bottles.

S: Oh, there was such a thing?

R: Oh yeah, only a couple of varieties. Like Rolling Rock was one. And I think I
could do Canadians too. Anyway here [Cambridge], there was...once I got to
here, there were fewer, then more and more. So, it was just a way of keeping the
garbage can filled with bottles and cans inevitably leaking and wet. So, I’ve
always tried to organize garbage in a way to maintain cleanliness and ease of
movement. If I can say that.

S: Was this something your parents maybe did?

R: No, no. I think it was... I had at least 3 beers a day whole adult life. That’s in

addition to going out to bars. I used to drink an awful lot. I’ve cut back. But what

that meant, in a few days, I could fill up a garbage can. It was just a way of

controlling it. You know, just pick up the case and bring it to the store. Drop it

down and pick up another case. Anyway, that was the effort of controlling the

volume and ease... and the mess.
The way he perceives and handles beer bottles and cans resembles his approach to food waste.
Beer bottles and food waste both pose a risk of generating something “inevitably leaking and
wet.” Also, his objective to achieve “cleanliness and ease of movement” by controlling the
volume of beer cans and bottles corresponds to his emphasis on a flow of waste in his current

99 ¢

studio apartment. As he repeats “leaking,” “wet,” “volume,” and adds “the mess” at the end in
this excerpt and notes his current waste practice as “doesn’t smell” and “doesn’t leak,” he
underscores the deviating qualities of the discarded materials and their potentiality (Throop

2014). The potential of large, leaky, smelly garbage compels him to correct the conditions of

waste by marking an error and by maintaining two different streams of food waste in his
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apartment, regularly using the in-sink disposal and plastic bags to keep up the flow of the
inedible food parts. Present in his sorting and frequent disposal of food waste is the force of his
moral waste of large, smelly, leaky garbage rooted in his old beer consumption habit against
which he maintains his principle of flow, cleanliness, and ease of movement.

Throwing Out Food

While Richard’s moral waste manifests at the point of discarding material and
“controlling the volume...and the mess,” another resident’s moral waste emerges during meal
planning. The resident whom I will call Amy spends time to figure out how she may eat as much
as possible of vegetable and of her purchased food overall, to avoid throwing out edible food. To
be fair, Richard also talked about planning meals in order not to waste any food, especially
leftovers as I discuss later. But my conversations with Amy were far more about her careful
thinking processes and deliberate effort to plan meals, which involved researching recipes before
shopping for groceries and preparing her meals. But what made her moral waste of uneaten
edible food stand out was her interest in composting but her unsuccessful attempt to join the
compost program.

At the beginning of our conversation, Amy told me, like Richard, that she did not
participate in the compost program, with nervous laughs and a light tone of what sounded like
embarrassment, perhaps sensing my potential judgment toward her even though I tried to explain
that I understood several factors that kept people from joining the program. A new resident just
out of college and working in marketing, Amy is interested in the compost program as part of her
other sustainable activities like growing vegetables. But she is not familiar with the process or
practice of composting itself because “it wasn’t a thing” in her upbringing in a mid-Atlantic

suburb that did not and does not offer curbside recycling collection:
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Typically, I feel like, food scraps, I don’t generally keep. I throw them away
mostly because I didn’t grow up in a household where composting was a thing.
It’s something I want to get into, I guess I just haven’t had the time to learn or
find information to learn how to do it. Now that I moved here, I know composting
is the thing and now we have like a bin outside. I just haven’t made the
commitment to actively do it.

She first reasons that she has not had the time to learn or find out about the compost program.
But then, a few sentences later, she notes, “I just haven’t made the commitment to actively do
it.” From this quick reframing, she tries to make this an issue not of time but of commitment, as
though participating in the program would be a major transition, not just placing certain
discarded items in a different bucket. As she notes, she even has access to the bin outside her
apartment. Yet the idea of composting or the compost program seems to overwhelm her.

I first assumed her interest in the composting program was at the surface level of
curiosity. But as I inquired further into how she handled food waste in her household with two
other roommates, I learned she had attempted to participate, but her unfamiliarity and lack of
knowledge stopped her short:

S: Does [food waste] stay with other kinds of waste?

A: At the moment, yes. (Nervous laugh)

S: No problem. I’m just curious, this season (late August) doesn’t become
problem at all? Like smell or...

A: Yes, it definitely does. And that’s why I take the trash out. So, I usually have
like a little bag, so I put produce in a little bag, and I take that out separately. So, I
don’t put it in with my other trash. I’ll have it separately and I’ll throw it into the
trash can. But I mean, that could easily be put into a compost probably. But I
don’t know if there is like a special bag or like a compostable bag that I have to
use. [ don’t have those, so I’ve just been using those little grocery bags to put the
produce in. I know some stores use just like plastic, so I don’t want it... ok, 1l
admit, I tried to compost my banana peels once this summer and I forgot about
them. Hahaha. And it got completely moldy. And I was like, I don’t know if this
is compostable anymore because it’s so moldy... So, then I just threw it away
because I didn’t know what to do with it. Hahaha.
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S: Makes sense. [ You were wondering,] is it a right material?

A: Right, I was like, this looks kind of weird [...] So, I guess I don’t know what
that decomposition process looks like. I don’t know what it is.

From her questions about topics from compostable bags to moldy bananas, I gathered that a lack
of knowledge about the city’s program and composting in general kept her from using the
compost bin. Like Richard, as she notices herself, Amy is better positioned to participate in the
compost program because she already separates food waste from the rest of the trash using
plastic bags from a grocery store. Unlike Richard, however, she even has access to the compost
bin. Partly inspired by her grandparents who have separated food waste and participated in the
compost program in Germany in the past and now in Florida, she explained that she separated
food waste not only because she does not like the smell but also because she shares the
apartment with her roommates:

Personally, I don’t like that smell. But also, I don’t want my roommates to be like,

“eww, why are you always making the kitchen smell so bad?” So, I feel like I

have to take an extra step to make sure that I don’t leave, you know, my presence

there.

Instead of trying to commit to an unfamiliar program and activity, Amy aims to eat all the
food and avoid her moral waste: uneaten edible food. Given the failed attempt to compost, she
shared her ongoing internal debate whether to put more time into figuring out how to participate
in the compost program or finding ways to eat all the vegetables. Nonetheless, throughout our
conversations, her attention and enthusiasm to prevent food waste was apparent. By confronting
her old habits of throwing away food and letting food go bad and challenging her assumptions
about what parts of food are enjoyable, Amy explained her efforts to eat all the food she

purchased. One way to eat more food is to put leftovers in the freezer when she knew she would

not be able to eat them while fresh; another is to pay attention to food that is about to go bad and



23

eat it right away. Vegetable parts such as kale stems, which she used to discard, have become
something tasty:

...this past summer when I was eating kale, I used to throw away the stems all the

time. Especially like Tuscan kale, they have really long stems. I’'m just throwing

away all the time because it’s hard and I don’t really like to eat that. But I also

learned how to make it into a kale pesto. So, I’ve been eating it in a different way

instead of tossing away all the time. Like in a big bunch, that’s a lot. That’s a lot

of food.

As she emphasized Tuscan kale’s “really long stems” and “a lot of food” that she did not eat
before, she seemed to find it almost inconceivable how much food she used to throw away. She
cannot change what she did in the past, but her reflection compels her to mark her old habit of
not eating “a lot of food” as unacceptable, deviant, and anomalous from her growing sense of
appreciation for food.

Amy also devised a two-week cycle of grocery shopping for which she would select
seven menus, enough for the next two weeks, to rectify her old habit of poor meal planning,
which had wasted food as well as time and money. Even though she lives in the city without a
car, and her grocery shopping ends up being an all-day affair of bicycling to a butcher and
separately taking a trip with her “granny cart” to a nearby grocery store nearby, she said she felt
“fantastic” with “this new method” because she didn’t “buy anything extra” to supplement her
groceries. While intertwined with financial incentives and time management, Amy’s moral waste
of misusing edible food manifests in the way she executes “this new method.” By buying the
exact amount of food she needs to make seven menus of two to three servings each, she avoids
purchasing any ingredients that may get left in the refrigerator that she shares with her
roommates. Her new method corrects the old habit of letting food go bad and of throwing away

edible food and food parts. In doing so it reinforces and advances her growing principle to eat all

the food she buys.
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Amy’s moral waste of throwing away edible food has a precedent. Her previous grocery
shopping practices and eating habits squandered food as well as time and money, which she
seriously aims to correct as she establishes her own lifestyle as a new resident in the city just out
of college. Wondering how strictly she follows the “new method,” I asked whether she would get
takeout food and how she would handle food waste from it. In response, she described the time
when she spent more money and time on food but felt there was not enough to eat at home:

Because I was kind of just buying what looks good at the grocery store and

coming home and not having plan of what to eat. Like I used to spend like 30

minutes to 40 minutes on Pinterest trying to figure out what I can do with

ingredients that I bought. But I don’t have like a complete meal, or I was wasting

time trying to figure out what to do with it that tastes decent but also satisfies my

original craving for what I wanted to do with it. But I didn’t have ingredients for

it. And, sometimes, it gets so frustrating, or [ would get to the end of my two

weeks after the grocery shopping. Or halfway through, I would have something

leftover, but I wouldn’t have enough to make a full meal and I would get

frustrated. And I just go out to eat because there is nothing to cook at home. So,

the past 2, 3 months, I was in that constant rotation having random food in the

house, getting frustrated, going out to eat, and obviously spending way too much

money on groceries and going out. And this scene overall frustrated with

everything.

Here Amy suggests that not having enough quantity of meals, satisfying meals, or suitable
ingredients generates food waste since it led her to abandon cooking and to resort to going out to
eat. Mentioning the emotion of “frustrating” or “frustrated” in almost all of her last several
sentences, she emphasizes her intolerance at not having the right ingredients, enough food, or
“random food,” and “this scene overall.” These cognitive and emotive descriptions illuminate her
repeated experiences of moral waste: misuse of edible food, which in the end compelled her to
develop various ways to eat and enjoy all the food by freezing leftovers, transforming food parts
into something much more palatable, and coming up with rigorous meal planning and grocery

shopping.

Compostable Bags that Break
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My conversations with Amy and Richard brought to light moral wastes at two different
stages in handling food waste: planning meals and discarding materials. Yet for a former city
employee of 25 years whom I will call Linda, moral waste emerges in the process of
participating in the city’s compost program and imagining potential obstacles to expanding
participation. She appreciates the program and the staff at the Department of Public Works; she
even voluntarily reaches out to her neighbors, many of them students new in the area, to explain
the compost program and other city-related issues such as rat infestations.

From the time we began our conversations, Linda’s commitment to the compost program
was clear. She recounted how pleased she was when the city implemented the program a few
years ago as her own outdoor composter attracted rats; she shared her realization about how
much food waste her household generated once the program started. Recalling her vacation in
Maine where she found it difficult not to have curbside compost or recycling collections, Linda
conveyed her established habit of collecting any “legitimate” or accepted food waste for the
compost program in her household with her husband. Her effort extended to straining soup to
collect any “solid type of stuff”’ and to maintaining her habit, with her downstairs tenants, even
when the city suspended the curbside compost collection during the COVID-19 lockdown. She
affirmed the value of maintaining daily habits, which some residents struggled to re-establish

when the compost program resumed in May 2021.!6

16 During my preliminary research, one resident acknowledged how challenging it was to resume her participation in
the compost program. Another resident noted that almost all households on his street set out curbside compost bins
before the program was suspended. After the program returned, however, on the best day, he noticed half of the
households put out their curbside compost bins on their waste collection day. The minutes from the city’s Recycling
Advisory Committee meeting in August 2020 almost predicts this as it remarks: “Unfortunately, a lot of momentum
has been lost so a public campaign was suggested upon resumption.” Debby Galef (minute taker), “Recycling
Advisory Committee Meeting (RAC) Minutes 2020 August 12, 2020, 9:15am — 11am,” Cambridge Department of
the Public Works. https://www.cambridgema.gov/-
/media/Files/publicworksdepartment/recyclingandrubbish/racminutes/2020/2020/augustracminutes9920.pdf.
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For Linda, moral waste is the compostable bags that easily split and break. Such bags, in
her opinion, would discourage participation in the compost program because they leak food
waste and require extra commitment and attention to handle the mess. In the beginning of the
program, the city gave out “a couple of sizable rolls of bags,” along with food waste containers,
and they were “successful,” she recalled. By successful, she meant that the bags held food waste
without splitting or leaking when she transferred the bag filled with food waste from the kitchen
counter container to the curbside bin outside. Yet the bags ran out so she went to the grocery
store she frequented and “bought whatever said, you know, compostable bags,” but found them
“terrible” (emphasis hers). The bags broke, leaked, and made it harder for her husband to bag the
wet food waste. They required him to “do the whole operation of getting a second bag and
getting the first bag into the second bag” before Linda could take them out to the curbside
compost bin for waste collection day. To resolve this, she reached out to the Department of
Public Works:

...I called the Department of Public Works. And I said, what exactly were the

bags you were giving out? because they were successful. So, they told me. And so

now, [ only buy those. But a lot of people don’t know that. So, I just told my

neighbors, this particular bag. And I’ve only really found one place, a hardware

store where I could buy it.

Hearing this, I thanked her for sharing her experience as I was part of the city’s Recycling
Advisory Committee and have heard some stories like this but without the specifics. She then
asked me to “hang on” in our Zoom meeting while she went to get the boxes of the bags to show
me the brand names. When she came back, holding up a green and blue box with the label,
“BioBag, SMALL 3 GALLON FOOD SCRAP BAGS,” she said, “these are bad. BioBag. They

don’t work.” After she put down the first box, she introduced me the second, dark green box as

she explained and read the label,
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These are the ones that do work. They are called, eco-safe, eco-safe 6400. So,

these are the ones that DPW told me that they use. And so... But I have a whole

boxful of these (tapping the BioBag box) that I bought were just shredding (hands

gesturing a bag breaking). So anyway, they should make it clearer what bags

work because if people are having their bag split, and as you were saying before,

some people think of food waste as really kind of disgusting and it can be, or it

can be smelly, then they’ll give it up. Because the bags don’t work. So that’s

the... so eco-safe 6400.
While she found the bags troublesome to use, that is hardly an issue given the level of her
commitment. Rather, her concern is directed toward other residents: if the bags split and the
contents seep out, would not that potentially discourage them from continuing to participate in
the program? Unlike the moral wastes that Amy and Richard described—edible food left uneaten
and a large amount of leaky garbage—that largely occur within the realm of their households,
Linda’s moral waste pertains to the societal realm beyond her household. What faulty
compostable bags represent in her sense of moral waste is the anomaly from her principle that
people should know how compostable bags vary in quality across brands. As she imagines this
lack of knowledge leading to lower participation in the composting program, she marks the error
that residents do not have this knowledge about compostable bags. In other words, the
appropriate public entity, or perhaps another pertinent organization, is not disseminating this
information. To rectify this condition, she suggests, “they should make it clearer,” meaning that
the DPW should clarify the brand of successful compostable bags, eco-safe 6400. In fact, she
later asked me, as a member of the city’s Recycling Advisory Committee, to ask DPW about this
matter.

Our later conversation reinforced her sense of moral waste in the form of faulty
compostable bags when she voiced concerns about her fellow residents who are less informed

about the varying quality of the bags. When we discussed the range of opinions about the

industrial digestion of Cambridge’s food waste, a subject I investigate further with the fourth
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resident, Linda returned to the issue of bags, especially for undergraduate and graduate students
who make up 28.5% of the city’s population.'” Expressing her respect for the DPW’s decision to
use industrial digestion of the city’s food waste even if it meant mixing it with sewage at a
wastewater plant, she said,

I think Cambridge has a bigger struggle because we have so much turnover with

students. You know, students living in private homes not dorms and kind of

becoming acclimated to the recycling process, and especially the food waste

process. Because they probably haven’t experienced it before, and then we have

that whole conversation early on about the bags. If it’s not the right bags. It's a...

it's a dirty mess, and it smells, and like who wants to deal with it. So, you know...

But you know, a student, grad students, whatever, people cycling through for

work for a few years, moving on. I'm not sure if they take the time to figure it out

and use the option to recycle the food.
She shares her concerns about compost program participation with circumstantial reasons such as
students having to adjust to the city’s recycling and food waste processes as Amy described her
attempt to join the compost program though she was unfamiliar with composting. Linda also
added visceral descriptions like “a dirty mess” and ““it smells” to show her understanding of these
conditions; as a listener I appreciated her sense of urgency to rectify the condition. As a former
city employee, she indeed acts to correct students’ lack of knowledge about the compost program
as much as she can. Living in a small, “tight neighborhood” as she put it, she offers her expertise
on compostable bags and food waste separation to the students who move in and out of her
neighborhood.

Besides the faulty compostable bags, Linda acknowledged other issues in participating in

the compost program. She talked about “the little bugs...these teeny-weeny little bugs”™ as “the

most irritating part” of continuing in the compost program as “a bunch of them” come out of her

17 Cambridge Community Development Department, “Demographics and Statistics FAQ: How many Cambridge
residents are current college or graduate students?”’
https://www.cambridgema.gov/cdd/factsandmaps/demographicfaq. Accessed March 27, 2022.
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kitchen compost bin in warm weather. But she immediately followed up, saying, “it’s no big
deal, they don’t bite...Just you know, it’s just kind of'ick” and later added, “kind of annoying but
only in the moment not long term.” Further, she described the time when the city waste
collection missed picking up her curbside compost, and she opened the bin to find “a maggot
city” inside when she was about to put in another bag. As with the little bugs, she said, “Maggots
are maggots. But you can deal with them. Not my favorite thing but,” she smiled, “I can deal
with it.”

Unlike the little bugs and maggots, however, residents’ lack of knowledge about the
easily breakable bags is not something Linda can easily remedy. Yet the anomalous or
paradoxical characteristic of the faulty compostable bags, which fail to serve their fundamental
function of containing food waste, compel her to correct the condition. By informing her
neighbors and essentially asking the DPW to spread this information, she upholds her principle
to support the continuation of the compost program. Imagining a scenario where people
experience the bags splitting open and are put off by the leaking food waste, “the bags”
represented her moral waste that punctuated our conversations as she reminded me at least twice
to ask the city to mention it in the newsletter.

Mixing Food Waste with Sewage

While Linda called attention to faulty compostable bags, a component which the city asks
residents to use in the curbside composting,'® the fourth resident, whom I will call Josh, raised
the issue of what happens to food waste after the city collects it. Josh was the most outspoken

and critical of the four residents I interviewed for this paper, speaking about the city’s recycling,

18 The city’s recycling manager says paper bags are also acceptable materials to contain food waste in the compost
program. But residents do not seem to commonly use paper bags not only because they may not be informed about
this but also because paper bags are less suitable to contain food waste, which is often wet and leaky as Richard and
Linda point out.



30

composting, and waste management as well as the housing and plumbing infrastructure. He said
it was a “bummer” that the city chose to send the collected food waste to industrial anaerobic
digestion that mixes with treated sewage. The term anaerobic refers to a process that operates
without using oxygen to digest food waste to produce methane for energy and pelletized
fertilizer. This is unlike traditional aerobic composting, which decomposes food waste with
oxygen present; the operators either turn a compost pile or inject air into it. Aerobic composting
generally does not mix with human waste at an industrial scale.

For Josh, moral waste is mixing food waste with sewage. In his opinion, food waste gets
“contaminated” with treated sewage, and in the end fails to produce what he calls “soil,” or food-
grade soil amendment.!” He and his wife and three children began participating in the program as
“very strong adherents” for the “environmental aspect” when the compost program launched.
But over time it became more of a habit, Josh explained, with less motivation for the
environment because he “didn’t feel great inside,” knowing that the food waste was not turning
into soil to grow crops but instead applied to “hayfields.” As Josh explains, combining food
wastes with sewage deviates from his value system, compelling him to mark errors consistently
throughout our conversations. Just like Linda, who is not positioned to remedy all the residents’
inadequate knowledge about compostable bags, Josh is not well positioned to change the city’s
choice to send food waste eventually to a wastewater facility. Yet his sense of moral waste

compels him to keep correcting the condition by announcing its error in emotional terms such as

19 At the time of the interview, I was under the impression that the pelletized product of industrial anaerobic
digestion was not food-grade. But I later learned that the US Environmental Protection Agency certifies the product
from the Greater Lawrence Sanitary District, which is where Cambridge’s food waste gets processed, as “Grade A
Exceptional Quality,” meaning it does not require any regulations in land application. While the term, “Grade A
Exceptional Quality” remains a mystifying terminology for a lay audience, it appears that the pelletized fertilizer is
technically food grade although Josh may not qualify as such for it is still mixed with sewage that contains
pharmaceuticals and other products one may not want in vegetable production. See Cambridge Department of Public
Works, “City of Cambridge Food Waste Management Fact Sheet Spring 2021,” City of Cambridge.
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“bummer” and “didn’t feel great inside” and offering reasons why the food waste turns into
something that is not safe for producing food.

Nonetheless, Josh appreciates the compost program and understands its benefits for both
residents and the city. He began our conversation saying, “I like the program...trash gets lighter,
less smelly” and attracts fewer animals like raccoons in his neighborhood. He also shared an
understanding of “the space issue” as industrial digestion requires much less space than
traditional composting, a tremendous benefit in a city of high property values and high
population density that poses a challenge to accommodate collecting large volumes of food
waste from over 100,000 residents.?’ Yet, he also pointed out that “other towns do compost,”
raising the geographically similar examples of Bedford and Lexington, towns just outside of
Greater Boston, albeit with much lower population density than Cambridge.?! With his
awareness of available land nearby and the possibility of producing “soil” from food waste at a
town level, his critical assessment of the city’s compost program stood out amid his appreciation
for the compost program.

But in Josh’s moral waste, the more troubling aspect of mixing food waste with sewage,
is the way the city represents, or rather misrepresents, the program. Pointing to how the city
officially calls it “curbside composting” or “curbside compost collection,” Josh said, “I just don’t
get the sense that they call it composting. It’s biodigestion,?? not composting.” In fact, Linda

similarly reflected in our conversation: “They call it food composting. I know it’s not compost. I

20 Another benefit of industrial digestion is the proximity to the digestion facility. See “City of Cambridge Food
Waste Management Fact Sheet Spring 2021.”

21 In 2020, Cambridge had a population density of 18,519 people per square mile whereas Lexington had 2,028.7
people per square mile and Bedford 4,767 people per square mile. Cambridge Community Development
Department, n.d., “Demographics and Statistics FAQ,” City of Cambridge, Massachusetts,
https://www.cambridgema.gov/cdd/factsandmaps/demographicfaq; Census Reporter, “Lexington, MA,” “Bedford,
MA,” Census Reporter. https://censusreporter.org/. Accessed January 26, 2022.

22 Biodigestion is another term for industrial anaerobic digestion.
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know it’s taken to a sludge factory or something like that.” Both Josh and Linda remarked that
some residents choose to use private compost collection services to ensure their food waste is
composted in a traditional manner rather than digested with sewage.?? Further, Josh’s moral
waste compels him to point out the city’s communication issues as another way of
misrepresenting the program. When we discussed the use of in-sink disposals, which Josh
believes most residents have and use even though the DPW website discourages their use,?* he
pointed out the problem in the way the city communicates to residents:

...the city tries to keep its message simple. But sometimes keeping it real simple.

And they’ve said, don’t put things down the sink. Well, that’s not entirely true,

more nuanced than that [...] Liquid should go down the sink, that’s better place

for liquids. Liquids cause more trouble in the handling of compost. Bags break, it

leaks, it’s smelled, attracts animals and won’t dry out properly, you know.
I came to understand, through these interviews, that residents are not told how to use in-sink
disposal units when they move into their apartments, or how to use a compost bin. Both Richard
and Amy are examples; Richard put cherry pits in the in-sink disposal unit and later learned “if
you can’t cut it easily with a knife, then don’t put it down” while Amy remained uncertain how
to use the provided compost bin. Josh shared that he has been in apartments “where the people
don’t even know there is a disposal. They don’t even know they have to run a disposal. They
think that when they put the solids down the sink, solids are actually carried off to the final

destination.” While it is likely critical to avoid putting hard solid items into the disposal to avoid

breaking it, Josh is aware that the city discourages its use because the grease clogs pipes and

23 1 also talked to two residents who chose to join and support a local private composting business that composts
food waste in a traditional method using oxygen.

24 As of January 2022, the website of the city of Cambridge comments on the use of in-sink disposals in one of the
15 items under “Tips and FAQs”: “To reduce the risk of costly sewer backups, we strongly urge residents to switch
from in-sink disposals and use the curbside compost program.” Josh’s description does not exactly match what the
city says about the use of disposals on its website. Yet, Josh’s point about oversimplicity is poignant to anyone who
would pay attention to details. City of Cambridge, “Why is composting so important? Tips and FAQs,” City of
Cambridge, January 30, 2018. Accessed January 26, 2022.
https://www.cambridgema.gov/services/curbsidecomposting.
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plumbing.?®> Our conversation dove into the techniques he uses to ensure that grease does not go
down the drain, but we kept coming back to the issue of communication. Josh explained his
negative reaction to the way the city discourages the use of in-sink disposals:

...you know, I don’t like blanket statements. I don’t like when they say, don’t use

your disposal. You know. Because that sort of assumes you’re all stupid and you

really can’t differentiate what should and what shouldn’t go down. For valid

reasons, people can put things down there as long as people are clear about what

they shouldn’t.
Listening to Josh’s comment, I was remembering my conversation with the city’s recycling
director about the challenges the DPW staff face in creating effective yet simple messaging and
campaigns to promote the compost program without overwhelming residents with too many
details.?® Wondering how Josh would approach this challenge, I asked him how the city could
work on messaging. To this, Josh responded, “Overall messaging is good. We want to increase
the usage of the whole thing.” He added, “I appreciate that they point out that it is a simple
system because I think that it’s helped with the adoption.” Yet at the same time, he pointed out
the need to clarify finer points “at some point”:

But I think you know, our family is a little bit more thoughtful about it than just

“food there, no food there.” You know it’s nice to know what’s absolutely

happening, you know. Like they take bones because bones are organic.

Guaranteed that the first thing that happens when it gets to the plant is they filter

out the bones. So, they are not digesting those bones. Those bones are coming out

of waste stream some point...as a solid. But then, they are probably getting

landfilled. They say we could put bones in there because bones are often smelly

and stuff, and you know. But let’s not kid ourselves—those bones are going to be

soil or something, right? Because they are not.

In recognizing his family’s greater interest in this topic compared to other residents, Josh calls

for more transparency in the way the city offers instructions and communicates about what food

25 The recycling manager explained the difficulty of reaming the pipes clogged with fats and grease during the
September 2021 Recycling Advisory Committee Meeting. Attended on Zoom, September 15, 2021.
26 Personal conversation over phone, January 12, 2021.
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items get digested. His moral waste of mixing food waste with sewage compels him to look into
another dimension of the difference between traditional composting and industrial biodigestion:
the inability of industrial biodigestion to break down hard materials like bones. In contrast to
“soil,” which represents what he sees as the value of the traditional way of composting food
waste associated with the “environmental aspect” by transforming bones into nutrients to grow
edible substances, he calls the city out for not disclosing the likelihood that bones get screened
out?’ before the food waste gets trucked to a wastewater facility in slurry form. With the lack of
transparency, the misrepresentation of “curbside composting collection” is an evident anomaly in
his value system, which urges him to correct the situation by highlighting the errors.

Nevertheless, Josh commended DPW’s effort when launching the city-wide compost
program. He recalled their “months-long” campaign with “a certain amount of excitement
because they sort of made it exclusive where only one neighborhood had it and then they slowly
expanded it for we are chomping our bits to do it.” Yet when the program was suspended during
the COVID lockdown, Josh thought that the city “lost all that momentum.” With the need for
“the restart from scratch,” he told me he would be more motivated to put all the food scraps into
the compost bin if he knew it would get composted in a traditional way.
Throwing Out Leftovers

The residents spoke about their moral wastes at different points in the food waste chain:
food shopping, sorting, bagging, communicating, and digesting. And yet, one moral waste was
common to all of them: throwing out leftovers. To “correct” their past experiences discarding

leftovers, they shared unique techniques to enjoy their leftovers that suit their specific eating

%7 During my visit to the facility in Charlestown, MA that liquifies food waste from the city of Cambridge and other
cities and institutions, the owner of the company who operates this process also mentioned that any hard materials,
including compostable utensils normally would get screened out. I visited the facility, which is operated by a
company called Save That Stuff, as part of a student group, MIT Waste Alliance, on November 25, 2018.
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habits, food preferences, and household dynamics. For example, Richard does “a lot of mixing
leftovers™:

I might have a lot of different small containers that I’ll combine into stuff as

opposed to making a new meal every day. So, I probably might have some frozen

dinners I started a few years ago [...] [ usually have some sort of a pasta or rice

that I make so it lasts for a few days. What I’ve been making quite a bit of is

zucchinis...you put that on pasta.
While Richard’s frozen dinner leftovers and cooked pasta become ingredients for a meal, Amy
deliberately makes an extra quantity of each meal, enough to eat for another night or two. When
she has time, she freezes some leftovers and extra soups to eat on busy days at work, but her
ideal meal cycle is to cook three new meals in a row and eat the leftovers from each meal
alternately for the rest of the week. Linda tries to eat leftovers as much as possible for lunch as
well as for dinner, though normally not consecutively, in order to have some variety. Her
husband used to cook for “big crowds of people” while in living at a co-op in college and for two
of his sons when they still lived with them, so tends to cook “big amounts of things,” which get
thrown away more than she wishes. Even so, because they prefer to eat leftovers while fresh
rather than freezing them, they sometimes make an exception and eat them several meals in a
row. Josh has eliminated “aspirational shopping” and cooks what his children eat in terms of
both quantity and quality, recognizing that they are “picky eaters” who would not eat macaroni
and cheese, pasta sauce, or “some things that are like just go-to everyday staples for most
families.” Making soup is a way to “eliminate an entire fridge worth of leftovers,” which makes
enough to feed him and his wife for a week.

These leftover management techniques reflect the residents’ efforts to prevent having to

discard food. Tailoring their choices to their taste buds, they devise ways to make leftovers

exciting: they combine different ingredients, keep them as extras, eat them while fresh, and make
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soup out of them. Even though they may not succeed in eating all of them all the time,?® as all
four of them admitted, the moral waste of throwing away leftovers compels them to find ways to
enjoy them because discarding a nutritious substance diverges from the way they value it.
Food Waste in Landfills and Incinerators

Meanwhile, for the city’s DPW staff who organize the compost program, moral waste is
food waste in landfills and incinerators. By weight, food waste makes up the largest component
of the city’s solid waste, which the city has been actively trying to reduce because the in-state
capacity to manage waste is dwindling as most landfills, including ash landfills that store ash
from incinerated waste, are expected to close by 2030 (MassDEP 2020, Abel 2021). To remedy
the current situation that sends food waste to landfills and incinerating facilities, the DPW staff
use many ways to encourage residents to participate in the curbside compost collection. They
offer free kitchen bins and curbside bins, provide information about the program on the city
website, announce collection changes via an app called “Zero Waste Cambridge,” send out
monthly email newsletters, answer residents’ questions, solicit advice from the Recycling
Advisory Committee, place informational sandwich boards on street corners, and distribute
instructional flyers at the local libraries—and more. And they have kept the term, “compost” in
the name was a way to make the program “more inclusive and inviting” during the city-wide
launch in 2018 even though some residents like Josh have found this naming inaccurate. They
explain this choice in “City of Cambridge Food Waste Management Fact Sheet Spring 2021

DPW spent months considering different names for the curbside collection

program. While the current method for processing food waste is anaerobic

digestion, DPW found that using the term “compost” was most inclusive. The
City found that “compost” translated best to other languages and was more

28 van der Werf et al. (2021) and others note a noticeable difference between consumers’ perception of their food
waste generation and the actual amount of food waste they generate, which ends up being more than they perceive.
While it was not a purpose of this article to investigate this difference, it is helpful to keep in mind the potential gap
between human perception and actual amount of food waste generated.
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recognizable to the population of Cambridge that may not be versed in the

terminology of food waste management. Options such as “curbside organics”

caused confusion among some Cambridge residents. For example, some thought

that curbside organics meant only organic food was allowed in the curbside carts.

When surveying businesses and residents, DPW found that the most common

term that residents recognized when thinking of diverting food scraps was the

term ‘composting’ and ‘compostables.’

The city staff also host online sessions to explain the industrial digestion of food waste
and its benefits to public. When I attended two of the sessions in 2021,%° they highlighted the
benefits in mitigating climate change and the cost savings based on eight categories, which
entailed producing more than enough energy to run the wastewater facility and “Grade A
biosolids of exceptional quality certified by EPA” (Morelli et al. 2019). In one presentation, the
co-host, an EPA scientist, mentioned the need to use both traditional composting and industrial
digestion since even the combined capacities would not be enough to accommodate all the food
waste that must be diverted from landfills and incinerating facilities in Massachusetts. From their
perspective, they saw no moral waste in the choice to mix food waste with sewage that Josh
spoke about, at least to an untrained ear like mine.

Sure enough, however, the first question from the audience was whether “Grade A
biosolids of exceptional quality,” otherwise known as pelletized fertilizer, would be suitable for
vegetable production. The recycling director responded by emphasizing the importance of using
industrial digestion so that the city can accommodate all the food waste generated by Cambridge
residents. His position was clear: traditional composting is not a practical solution for Cambridge

today. But the question about the quality of the fertilizer went unanswered, and in my mind that

created even more confusion than before the response. Did his response tacitly admit that the

2 Attended on Zoom, April 23, 2021, and November 17, 2021.
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biosolids are not suitable for vegetable production? Or did it indicate that the quality of biosolids
is superior and not even a question worth asking, because we can trust the EPA fully?

The city staff’s response may seem lacking in clarity or perhaps transparency. But it is
clear and coherent in two senses. One, the force of the moral waste of sending food waste in
landfills and incinerators compels him to articulate biodigestion as the only available option for a
city with a population over 100,000, from an operational perspective. Two, as a public employee,
functions within the parameter of serving the public; his expertise is managing municipal waste
collection and does not include assessing the quality of biosolids or promoting a certain brand of
compostable bag. In a personal email exchange, I asked him to clarify what “Grade A biosolids”
may mean to a layperson; in his response he deferred to the EPA website, saying he was not an
expert on this subject.’® When I inquired in another email whether the DPW, a public entity,
might be able to recommend a specific brand of “successful” compostable bags as Linda had
requested, he responded that he was not able to “advertise” a particular brand and pointed out
that this was “an issue between the consumer and the retailer/manufacturer,” that is, not the city
of Cambridge.’!

Since I began serving on the city’s Recycling Advisory Committee over two years ago, [
have noticed that public employees follow a certain code to serve the public with what seems
like a weight of responsibility to maintain fairness. Not only do they indicate the boundary
between public and private entities; they are also clear about their role as public employees: to
successfully operate waste management following city and state policies. In this framework, their

moral waste is food waste in landfills and incinerators and compels them to reduce the 40% of

30 Personal email communication, January 31, 2022.
31 Personal email communication, January 24, 2022.
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trash bins that is food waste by promoting ways for residents to separate food waste from the rest
of the trash and put it in the curbside compost bin.
Conclusion

Moral wastes appear disparate. But they compel people to act on their values and
principles. Richard uses an in-sink disposal unit and plastic bags to avoid his moral waste of
large, leaky, smelly garbage by maintaining waste flow, cleanliness, and ease of movement. Amy
devises a two-week cycle of meal planning to avoid her moral waste of squandering edible parts
of food. Linda assists her neighbors and asks the city to warn people about faulty compostable
bags that easily split open, hoping the city residents will continue to participate in the compost
program. Josh takes issues with mixing food waste with sewage, which produces an inferior
quality of fertilizer and in naming the process as “composting” even though it is not. Meanwhile,
the city staff promotes the curbside compost program to rectify the moral waste of sending food
waste to landfills and incinerators by reducing the amount of food waste in the trash. Seeing
moral wastes one by one, the residents and city staff seem to talk past one another. Nonetheless,
all these elements—Ileaky smelly garbage, uneaten edible food parts, easily breakable
compostable bags, food waste mixed with sewage, wasted leftovers, and food waste sent to
landfills and incinerators—motivate people to act with certainty, upholding the value they have
for the nutritious substance called food.

Examining food waste with the concept of moral waste highlights the care, attention,
planning, and effort that Cambridge residents and city staff invest in their everyday lives. These
deliberate actions may seem trivial: to sustain the waste flow, avoid throwing out edible food
parts, inform others about faulty compostable bags, be critical about industrial digestion of food

waste, figure out ways to enjoy leftovers, and promote the curbside compost program. But to
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ignore the deliberate acts would risk denying their agency, disregarding not only their intentions
to live by their values but also the opportunities to come together to recognize such values and
perhaps conceive of ways to address pressing issues that compromise the way they want to live.
The misuses of food in various stages of decay evoke moral wastes emotionally, viscerally, and
intellectually and compel them to correct the conspicuously anomalous conditions of the
nutritious, soil-enriching substance which can also be leaky, smelly, and disgusting. The
residents and city staff deliberately act to rectify the moral wastes to uphold their values and
principles. But to acknowledge one’s care and attention is no easy task. These actions do not
always appear in newspapers, blogs, or social media; they are not included in the statistics on
total weight of food waste collected, or greenhouse gas emissions, or the progression of climate
change. It takes all of them to recognize their differing moral wastes, multiple value systems, and
deliberate acts.

I argue in this article that food waste is one site to engage with the multiplicity of moral
wastes in the city of Cambridge. Yet food waste is not the only site; racism, indigenous rights,
socioeconomic inequity, gender inequity, political divides and other issues contain multiple
dimensions of moral wastes that compel people to correct conditions they see based on their
values and principles by marking them as errors and rectifying them even if it means confronting
unjust power dynamics and the weight of history. The collective may not agree but they can see
each other’s principles and values. It is tempting to place this task on someone other than the
self: on the city, the resident, the weak, the powerful, the adult, the youth, the institution, the
state, the Republican, the Democrat. In this time of uncertainty, however, the longer each one
delays acknowledging their own value and that of one another, the more harm one brings to

one’s sense of self and the integrity of the community in multiplicity. If we are to pursue lives
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with values, we must acknowledge our own moral wastes and the multiple ways they appear in

society.
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