
CASE STUDY

How Nillumbik Shire Council reduced contamination in the 
organics bin
The food and garden waste collected from kerbside organics bins in Nillumbik Shire was 
too contaminated to be recycled into compost. In response, the council launched Bin Blitz; 
a bin inspection and education program that reduced the number of contaminated bins 
by 63 per cent in just nine months.

Too contaminated to compost

When Nillumbik Shire Council began 
using Veolia’s new compost facility 
in Bulla in 2014, they discovered that 
most of their organic waste was too 
contaminated to be composted. The bulk 
of this waste ended up in landfill and the 
council incurred large financial penalties. 
The council wanted to act quickly to 
improve the quality of its organic 
waste to avoid further costs. 

Rolling out a shire-wide bin 
inspection program

The council used data from the compost 
facility to understand the main causes 
of contamination. It then hired an external 
contractor to inspect a small sample of 
bins in areas of high contamination.

The council used this information to 
rollout Bin Blitz; a program to inspect 
every household organics bin in 
Nillumbik Shire, while also providing 
targeted materials to educate and 
encourage households to dispose 
of food and organic waste correctly.

A successful end result

In nine months, Nillumbik Shire Council 
reduced the number of contaminated 
household organics bins from 12 to 
4.45 per cent, equivalent to a 63 per cent 
reduction. In December 2015, audits at the 
composting facility measured just 0.79 per 
cent contamination by weight, compared 
to previous levels of up to 10.5 per cent 
contamination reported 15 months earlier.

The compost facility could recycle all the 
food and garden organics into compost, 
saving an estimated $280,000 annually 
in avoided contamination penalties. 
Other environmental benefits included 
reducing the amount of organic waste 
sent to landfill and producing a valuable 
end product from waste.

SNAPSHOT

ORGANISATION
Nillumbik Shire Council

PROJECT
Bin Blitz program to reduce 
contamination in the combined 
food and garden organics 
kerbside collection service

OBJECTIVES
Help residents use the organics bin 
correctly to decrease contamination 
and allow maximum composting 
of waste so the council avoids 
sending waste to landfill and 
paying contamination penalties.

OUTCOMES
 › Number of contaminated household 

organics bins reduced from 12 to 
4.45 per cent (63 per cent reduction)

 › Contamination by weight reduced 
from 10.5 to 0.79 per cent 
(92 per cent reduction)

 › Estimated saving in avoided 
penalty costs of $280,000

Educational sticker
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Researching contamination 
in the organics bin

Initial reports from the compost 
facility provided limited information 
on the causes of contamination, so the 
council worked with Veolia to produce 
more detailed reports, including a list 
of common contaminants. The main 
contaminants were food packaging 
(plastic and glass) and plastic bags 
used to contain food scraps.

In May 2014, the council hired an external 
contractor to inspect a small sample of 
bins in nine areas of high contamination 
(approximately 150 bins in each area). 
This small-scale inspection showed 
that 26 per cent of bins contained items 
classed as contaminants. It provided 
useful insights into household recycling 
behaviour and validated the list of 
contaminants from Veolia.

More importantly, repeat inspections 
proved that this method could be used 
to reduce the number of contaminated 
bins (down to 15%), albeit on a small 
scale and at considerable expense. 
The council wanted to implement a 
more cost-effective inspection program 
to target the entire municipality.

In May 2014, the council launched Bin 
Blitz; a program to regularly inspect 
every organics bin in the municipality and 
provide advice on using the bin correctly.

The Bin Blitz methodology

The four rounds of Bin Blitz followed 
a similar process:

Casual staff accompanied drivers all 
week. Staff used a camera in the back 
of the collection vehicle to inspect the 
contents of organic waste bins across 
the entire shire. 

Bin Blitz dates

 › Round 1: June 2014

 › Round 2: July 2014

 › Round 3: Nov 2014

 › Round 4: March 2015

Properties with contaminated bins were 
logged using a motion computer (a GPS-
enabled tablet) with an online centralised 
reporting system linked to the council’s 
existing business systems.

The council sent ‘contamination letters’ 
to properties logged as having a 
contaminated bin.

Two weeks later, staff re-inspected bins 
at these properties. If the bin was still 
contaminated, staff placed an educational 
sticker on the bin lid and collected the 
waste. If the bin was not contaminated, 
residents received a ‘well done and 
thank you’ sticker.

Two weeks later, staff re-inspected the 
bins of repeat offenders. If bins were 
still contaminated, the waste was not 
collected and the educational sticker 
was used to seal the bin shut.

For Rounds 2 and 3, the council combined 
bin inspections with hundreds of telephone 
calls to residents to discuss the importance 
of using the service correctly. This revealed 
that some people were inadvertently 
contaminating their organics bin as they 
were confused about what could and could 
not be accepted for recycling. 

Communicating with the community

Before the first round of bin inspections, 
the council notified the community using 
multiple communication channels to 
reach the widest range of residents.

The council had launched a ‘Back to Earth’ 
campaign shortly before Bin Blitz as part of 
a wider campaign to encourage residents 
to use the organic waste service correctly. 

Program resources were tailored to 
suit local needs and target specific 
contamination issues, with the aim of 
striking a balance between education, 
enforcement and reward. Accordingly, 
materials related to bin inspections, 
such as contamination letters and bin 
stickers, were intentionally not branded 
‘Back to Earth’, to keep the ‘Back to Earth’ 
message positive and motivational.

The council also sent surveys with the 
first contamination letter to understand 
more about how these households 
used their organics bin. It was also 
a mechanism to provide additional 
information on the correct way to use 
the organics bin. For example, the survey 
questioned whether residents knew that 
food scraps could be wrapped in a small 
amount of newspaper or paper towel 
before disposal, or whether they knew 
that plastics bags should not be put in the 
organics bin, including bags labelled as 
compostable or biodegradable.

Communication channels

 › Council newsletter

 › Council website

 › Social media

 › e-newsletters

 › Direct mail

 › Advertising in the local newspaper

 › Articles in community newsletters

 › Roadside signage 

 › Displays and activities at community 
facilities 

 › Adding information to the bin 
collection calendar

 › Brochures

“Most residents are 
great allies and 
want to do the right 
thing if given the 
right information”

John Smyth, Waste Management 
Coordinator

Ongoing bin inspections

In December 2014, the council began 
ongoing bin inspections separate to 
the Bin Blitz inspections, using the 
inspection lists compiled from Bin Blitz. 
This method was resourced using one 
bin inspector across all collection runs 
and was found to be highly effective in 
managing contamination. 

These inspections were carried out 
when drivers or the composting facility 
indicated an increase in contamination. 
If drivers saw households not on the 
inspection list with contaminated bins, 
they added them. These households 
were sent a letter and checked at 
future inspections. These inspections 
continued until feedback from the 
composting facility indicated low levels 
of contamination and all material could 
be processed as normal. Inspections 
are now carried out when feedback 
from the composting facility indicates 
increasing contamination.

http://backtoearth.vic.gov.au/
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Getting ready to launch Bin Blitz

Get everyone onside

Launching a program like Bin Blitz needs commitment and collaboration across the organisation, particularly from these people:

Councilors Collection 
vehicle drivers

Customer 
service team

Business units External 
stakeholders 
(industry)

External 
stakeholders 
(government)

 › Keep informed 
at all times so 
they support and 
advocate for the 
program 

 › Involve them in 
developing the 
program and 
keep informed 
of any changes

 › Keep informed 
as they are the 
first point of 
contact for most 
residents

 › With the right 
information, they 
can address 
most queries 
without needing 
to escalate

 › Colloborate 
with all relevant 
business units 
such as waste 
management, 
business 
support, 
information 
technology, 
communications 
and customer 
service

 › Work closely with 
the composting 
facility

 › Being at the 
receival point, 
they can provide 
evidence of 
contamination

 › Reducing 
contamination 
is in their best 
interest

 › Involve your 
local waste 
and resource 
recovery group 
and seek 
support and 
advice from 
government

Get systems ready

By using existing business systems, the 
council was able to reduce its set-up 
costs and have access to real-time and 
historical inspection data, which was 
used for ongoing inspections and to 
address customer queries promptly.

As communications and project officer, 
Hannah Burns explained, “the initial set-
up of internal systems to support Bin Blitz 
was time consuming and required strong 
partnerships across council, but was well 
worth it. An integrated data management 
system that links to technology saves 
time and money in the long run.” 

The council purchased additional GPS-
enabled tablets to log contaminated 
bins into council’s centralised reporting 
system. While relatively expensive to 
target the whole municipality, this quickly 
gave council an inspection list that could 
be monitored by one casual bin inspector 
covering all collection runs and saving 
thousands of dollars in the long term.

Although not purchased specifically 
for Bin Blitz, a new kerbside collection 
vehicle purchased during the program 
had additional technology to allow drivers 
to record contamination with the press 
of a button. The driver no longer needed 
a casual staff member to accompany 
them in the collection vehicle to record 
contaminated properties. If more of 
council’s collection vehicles had this 
technology at the start of Bin Blitz, there 
would have been a significant cost saving.

Measuring results

The Bin Blitz program had six objectives:

 › increase residents’ confidence that 
food and garden waste is being 
recycled for beneficial use

 › improve residents’ understanding 
about what can and cannot go in the 
organics bin

 › acknowledge households that use 
the service correctly

 › reduce the number of contaminated 
bins identified during bin inspections

 › reduce contamination to an acceptable 
level so that food and garden waste 
can be accepted for composting

 › decrease costs to council by reducing 
waste to landfill and lowering 
contamination penalties.

The first three objectives were achieved 
primarily through communication 
activities with the contamination letters 
and stickers used to educate, enforce 
and recognise correct behaviour. 
The Back to Earth campaign also helped 
increase residents’ confidence that food 
and garden waste is being recycled for 
beneficial use. 

The last three objectives had measurable 
key performance indicators (KPIs) as 
listed below.

Objectives KPI Target Result Monitoring method

Reduce the number of contaminated bins identified 
during bin inspections 

Bins contaminated (%) ≤5% 4.45% Bin Blitz – shire-wide 
inspections

Reduce contamination to an acceptable level so 
that food and garden waste can be accepted for 
composting

Contamination rate (%) ≤1% 0.79% Contamination by 
weight measured by 
compost facility audits

Decrease costs to council by reducing waste to 
landfill and lowering contamination penalties

Contamination 
penalties charged ($)

$0 $0 Contamination reports 
from compost facility
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Lessons learned

The key lessons learned are:

 › using existing data management 
systems can reduce set-up costs and 
provide accessible and integrated data

 › upfront investment in collection vehicle 
technology can make bin inspections 
more time and cost efficient

 › engaging early and often with residents 
can increase receptivity to the program

 › using a range of communication 
channels will help get your message out

 › bringing all stakeholders on board 
early and keeping them in the loop 
can help the program run better and 
increase the chance of success

 › acknowledging good behaviour as 
well as bad can reinforce positive 
reinforcement – the sticker system 
was an effective way to acknowledge 
residents that had changed their 
behaviours to use the service correctly.

Next steps for Nillumbik

Following the success of Bin Blitz and 
ongoing bin inspections, the council 
implemented a similar program for the 
commingled recycling service. With the 
technology and centralised reporting 
system already in place, it was easier 
and less costly to implement than Bin Blitz. 
The newer kerbside collection vehicle also 
allows the driver to log contamination 
without additional resourcing.

It’s harder to identify contamination in 
the recycling bin using the collection 
vehicle cameras, particularly with the 
introduction of plastic bag and flexible/
soft plastics recycling. Staff log if they 
think a bin is contaminated and then 
bins are visually inspected to understand 
specific contamination issues.

The council is not currently distributing 
contamination letters but relies on bin 
stickers to keep households informed. 
This saves staff time, and reduces 
printing and postage costs. The council is 
monitoring whether bin stickers reduce 
contamination, before deciding whether 
to introduce contamination letters.

Once the council has maintained 
contamination rates below targets for 
an extended period for both commingled 
recycling and organics collection services, 
the council will turn its attention to 
capturing more food waste for recycling.

ABOUT THE SHIRE

Population: 62,602 (19,994 
households with waste service)

Area: 432 km2

Predominant dwelling type: 
Separate house (94.5%)

Major centres: Eltham; Diamond 
Creek; Hurstbridge

Waste facts: Nillumbik Shire 
Council was the first metropolitan 
council in Victoria to introduce 
a combined food and garden 
organics kerbside collection service 
in 2003. The council introduced its 
commingled recycling collection 
in the same year.

Service Service 
type

Main 
bin size

Collection 
frequency

Bin 
colouring 

Landfill In-house 120L Fortnightly

Commingled recycling In-house 240L Fortnightly

Organics – food and 
garden waste

In-house 120L Weekly

Bin Blitz  
round 4

4.45%

Bin Blitz  
round 3

4.58%

Bin Blitz  
round 2

8.5%

Bin Blitz  
round 1

12%

2014
March

NovemberJune
2015
March

April DecemberJuly December

Back to Earth 
launched

Waste starts going to Veolia

10% 
contamination by weight

ongoing 
inspections

4.5%

Post Bin Blitz audit

0.79% 
contamination by weight

Timeline of Bin Blitz*

Further information

For more information contact  
Hannah Burns on 03 9433 3516, 
email Hannah.Burns@nillumbik.vic.gov.au 
or visit nillumbik.vic.gov.au

* Above the timeline refers to the percentage of 
contaminated bins identified during bin expections 
and below the timeline refers to contamination by 
weight recorded at the composting facility.

mailto:Hannah.Burns@nillumbik.vic.gov.au
http://www.nillumbik.vic.gov.au

	_GoBack

