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Green Tales

Wet-Dry 
Recycling  
at the  
Louisville Zoo
By Karen Maynard

Like many places of business, staff at the 
Louisville Zoo in Louisville, Ky., had a 
lot of questions about recycling—what is 
recyclable, do we have to sort, who picks it 
up, where does it go? Composting animal 
waste has been regulated and successful 
for many years, but recycling of materials 
has long been a topic that offered more 
questions than answers. Many of these 
questions were answered by Public Education 
Coordinator for Louisville/Jefferson County 
Metro Government and Miami University 
graduate student, Karen Maynard, when she 
mapped out Louisville Zoo’s recycling for a 
Community Engagement Lab assignment. 
The assignment also revealed more issues 
and uncovered an old system that could use 
some revisions and innovation. 

Training staff to follow recycling 
procedures is manageable, but getting the 
general public to comply is no simple task. 
There are numerous factors that affect 
participation: signage, bin color and shape, 
just to name a few. So how do you get more 
recycling participation from zoo visitors? 
One way is to relieve them from deciphering 
recyclable versus non-recyclable. Fast 
forward to a conversation which happened 
after a Metro Louisville Green Team 
meeting between Karen Maynard and 
Angela Futter, the public education 
coordinator for solid waste management 
in Louisville. Angela thought the Louisville 
Zoo might be a candidate for the city’s new 
Wet-Dry Recycling Program. When piloted 
within the Central Business District in 2014, 
landfill diversion rates improved from 11 
percent to 76 percent in just one year. This 
conversation proved to be the beginning of a 
beautiful partnership. 

The immediate hurdle was clearly 
defining the waste types. Wet waste is 
compostable and includes food scraps, 
liquids and napkins. Dry waste includes 
everything else except trash from 
bathrooms, which is considered “true 
trash” and is taken to the landfill. Almost all 
trash is recyclable if it is not commingled 
with wet waste. When wet and dry waste 
are separated at the source and taken to 
the recycling center, far less trash goes to 
the landfill, especially in a public place 
where people may not take the time to sort 
recyclables from non-recyclables. The Wet-
Dry Recycling Program is well thought out 
and efficient with a color coded system. The 
dry waste is collected in clear bags, the “true 
trash” is collected in black bags, and the 
compost is collected in brown bins provided 
by QRS Recycling. With this new model the 
concept of recycling is transformed. Zoo 
guests no longer have to choose between 
recycling and trash, which increases the 
recovery of recyclables.

The Louisville Zoo’s participation 
in the Wet-Dry Recycling Program is 
not only good for the environment, but 
the partnership between Solid Waste 
Management and the Louisville Zoo is 
helping the city of Louisville spread the 
word about wet-dry recycling. If the 
community can learn about the new system 
while visiting the Zoo, future changes within 
the city’s recycling procedures will be easier 
to learn, understand, and accept. 

The Wet-Dry Recycling program 
was launched at the Louisville Zoo in 
January 2017 in order to acclimate the Zoo 

employees to procedural 
changes during the off-season. Although 
the program can seem complicated at first, 
it is actually quite simple. Zoo employees 
were generally excited to participate in an 
innovative recycling program and were 
willing to adjust and relearn new recycling 
procedures. During the first two weeks, 
0.75 tons of organic waste were collected by 
restaurant staff alone. And during February 
and March, 1.5 tons and 2 tons of organic 
waste were collected, respectively. This 
not only showed promise for the recycling 
program, but it also made the Zoo’s 
restaurant staff aware of how much food is 
wasted just in the kitchen; reducing is even 
better than recycling. It is the Louisville 
Zoo’s mission to “better the bond between 
people and our planet” and solid waste 
management is a great way to do just that.

Karen Maynard is the public education 
coordinator for the Louisville/Jefferson 
County Metro Government and a 
graduate student at Miami University.
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