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Executive Summary 

Currently, about 30 percent of Alberta’s municipal waste stream is made of organic materials like food scraps 
and garden trimmings. Composting is a common way of diverting organics from disposal in landfills. As 
Alberta municipalities adopt composting programs, some jurisdictions are facing challenges in marketing the 
resulting compost. One solution is to use compost on municipal greenspaces. As both compost producers and 
greenspace managers, municipal governments are in a position to implement this solution.  

Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development conducted a survey of municipal governments in 
the fall of 2012 to better understand how municipal greenspaces are managed and constructed. Survey questions 
covered common construction and management practices for municipal greenspaces, including compost use. 
Thirty-two municipalities responded to the survey, which represented seventy percent of Alberta’s population.  

Survey results showed that, by area, the top five municipally managed greenspaces are sportsfields, 
playgrounds, boulevards, hillsides or ditches, and storm water retention ponds. These greenspaces provide the 
greatest opportunities for beneficially using large volumes of compost and efforts to increase compost use 
should first focus on these.   

Proactive planning for healthy greenspaces starts with healthy soil, as soils rich in organic matter and nutrients 
can support lush vegetation. Using compost to build soils can be desirable when managing and constructing 
landscapes. Based on the survey results, there are opportunities to improve compost use in the management and 
construction of municipal greenspaces. Only 36 percent of respondents are top dressing existing greenspaces 
with compost and about one third mix compost in topsoil prior to seeding. Over half of respondents indicated 
plans to construct new greenspaces in the next two years. This new construction is an opportunity to expand 
compost use.  

Compost can protect soils on slopes that will easily erode without erosion control measures in place. Since only 
28 percent of respondents reported using compost for erosion control, compost may be underused as an erosion 
control product. The most common erosion control products used are silt fences (53 percent) and coconut mats 
(42 percent).  

When municipalities have formal commitments and written policies, they have tools for communicating 
expectation and practices to all staff. Over one third of municipalities regularly use compost but few have 
formal municipal council decisions or operational policies supporting these practices. The lack of written 
policies may lead to confusion on acceptable practices. More work is needed to identify what types of policies 
and council decisions are needed to strengthen compost use.   

Establishing markets for compost from municipal organics programs will require removing barriers and 
capitalizing on opportunities. Thirty three percent of respondents source the majority of their compost in house.  
Other sources include private companies and other municipalities. Seventy five percent of respondents reported 
that they had not experienced any problems or barriers regarding the use of compost in their operations. Of the 
25 percent that found challenges, the most common concerns were either the compost quality or cost of using 
the compost.  

To improve the use of compost in municipal greenspaces, several key steps have been identified. The first is 
researching other jurisdictions to better understand opportunities to use compost. The next step is establishing 
demonstration projects and collecting data to verify the benefits of using compost. This information can inform 
best practices for using compost in the management and construction of municipal greenspaces in Alberta. 
Results can be shared through reports, success stories, and education and outreach initiatives. Finally, compost 
quality concerns can be addressed by ensuring there is an appropriate compost quality standard that meets the 
needs of municipalities. 
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Introduction 

Why this survey? 
 
Currently, about 30 percent of Alberta’s municipal waste stream is 
organic material. Municipal efforts to recycle organic waste through 
composting are becoming more common across Alberta.   

Compost and related products are now more readily available, 
however, finding markets has proven challenging in some 
jurisdictions. One potential solution is to increase municipal use of 
compost on greenspaces. Municipalities manage a variety of 
greenspaces including playgrounds, sportsfields, cemeteries, 
boulevards, stormwater retention ponds, hillsides, ditches, bioswales, 
golf courses and greenroofs. As compost producers and greenspace 
managers, municipal governments may be in a good position to 
show leadership in linking the two.  

A better understanding of how Alberta municipalities construct and manage greenspaces is therefore needed. 
What are the barriers and opportunities for using compost in their land management? To this end, Alberta 
Environment and Sustainable Resource conducted a survey of municipal governments in the fall of 2012. This 
report outlines the survey findings. Results will help provide a better understanding of how to support municipal 
efforts in using compost to make greenspaces even “greener.” 

What’s the commotion about compost? 

Organic “waste” is actually a valuable resource. It contains nutrients and organic matter essential for healthy 
soils and healthy landscapes. Recycling organics by composting is the most common process used to realize this 
opportunity. Applying compost back to the land1: 

 Improves physical structure of soil to protect against erosion and compaction  
 Increases the water holding capacity of soil  
 Modifies and stabilizes pH 
 Enables soil to retain nutrients longer and allows crops to more effectively utilize nutrients  
 Provides macro and micronutrients  
 Increases beneficial soil biota  
 Suppresses plant diseases 
 Binds contaminants in soil (e.g., heavy metals) 

How can compost be used in greenspaces? 

Across North America compost is being applied back to the land during both the construction and management 
of greenspaces. Greenspace construction is an important component of residential and commercial land 
development. Compost can be mixed into the topsoil of new greenspaces to increase organic matter. Compost is 
proven to be effective in erosion control during and after construction by using it to cover slopes (compost 
blankets) or in place of silt fences to slow the flow of surface water over bare soil (compost berms or compost-
filled filter socks). A number of jurisdictions have construction and design specifications for including compost 
in greenspaces (see Appendix A for some examples). 

                                                 
1 The Field Guide to Compost Use. (US Composting Council, 2001), 94. 

Did you know? 
Alberta’s Too Good to Waste Strategy 
identifies the Alberta government’s 
commitment to reduce waste to 
landfill through improvements in 
waste reduction, re‐use and recycling.   

Environment and Sustainable Resource 
Development and stakeholders are 
drafting recommendations for 
increasing efforts to divert leaf and 
yard waste to beneficial use. The 
recommendations identify compost 
market development as a key activity.   
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Compost can also be applied back to the land in the management of existing greenspaces. A fairly common 
greenspace management practice is top-dressing turf with compost. Compost can also be blended into planting 
beds or planting holes to improve soil quality and plant growth. 

What’s the link between compost and Low Impact Development? 

The United States Environmental Protection Agency describes Low Impact Development (LID) as: “…an 
approach to land development (or re-development) that works with nature to manage stormwater as close to its 
source as possible. LID employs principles such as preserving and recreating natural landscape features, 
minimizing effective imperviousness to create functional and appealing site drainage that treat stormwater as a 
resource rather than a waste product…By implementing LID principles and practices, water can be managed in 
a way that reduces the impact of built areas and promotes the natural movement of water within an ecosystem 
or watershed. Applied on a broad scale, LID can maintain or restore a watershed's hydrologic and ecological 
functions.”2 

The right soil mix for percolating water and supporting vegetation is crucial to the success of LID projects. 
Adding compost is one of the tools used to build the right level of organic matter in soil used while adding 
nutrients for plant growth. Recommended amounts of compost needed for different soil textures can be found in 
Low Impact Development Best Management Practices Design Guide (Edition 1.0) from the City of Edmonton 
(see Appendix A - Existing Tools for Municipal Compost Use). 

 

                                                 
2 Low Impact Development. (United States Environmental Protection Agency). Accessed May 6, 2013. 
http://water.epa.gov/polwaste/green/index.cfm  
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Survey Results 

Thirty-two municipalities responded to the survey, representing cities, towns, municipal districts, specialized 
municipalities and improvement districts (see Appendix B for complete list). There were 36 total responses as 
three municipalities provided two different responses, due to diverse practices amongst their internal 
departments. To protect the privacy of individual municipalities, data is presented in aggregated form.   

Seventy percent of Alberta’s population is represented by the responding municipalities, with 94 percent of city 
populations represented (Figure 1).   

Figure 1: Estimated Population Represented in Survey* 
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*   Based on Alberta Municipal Affairs 2012 statistics available at: http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/mc_official_populations.cfm  
**  Includes specialized municipalities, improvement districts, villages & summer villages, special areas and metis settlements 

Reponses were nearly split evenly between urban and rural municipalities: 
 20 responses from municipalities with urban centers (i.e., cities, towns, specialized municipalities). 
 16 responses from rural municipalities (i.e., municipal districts, improvement districts). 

There are some limits to the data. The survey was designed to get a broad snapshot of municipal practices to 
guide future decisions. It is not a comprehensive and quantitative summary of all practices and opinions 
throughout Alberta. The following gaps have been identified: 

1) Not all Alberta municipalities responded to the survey.   

2) Some participants responded on behalf of their entire municipality while others on behalf of their 
department only. Some larger municipalities may have more than one department involved in 
greenspaces (e.g., one department doing construction and another maintenance) and management 
practices may vary between departments. The survey has not captured this variance for some 
municipalities.   

3) All responses were given equal weight regardless of whether a respondent represented a small town 
managing less than five hectares of greenspaces, a large city managing hundreds of hectares, or a 
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department only responsible for a component of greenspace management within a municipality (e.g., 
greenspace construction, greenspace management). 

4) Respondents noted that compost use varies for different for types of greenspaces. For example, 
recommended ways to use compost on a sportsfield differs from how it is used on a hillside. Data from 
this survey does not capture these differences.   
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1. Managing Greenspaces 

Municipalities manage a variety of greenspaces such as sportsfields, playgrounds and storm water retention 
ponds. By understanding the most common management practices and the largest areas of greenspaces, we can 
better understand how municipalities are investing time and money. This will help identify challenges and 
opportunities related to compost use.   
 

The Data  

Question 1: Please indicate the types of greenspaces that your municipality manages by indicating the 
approximate area managed, or "N/A" as applicable. 

Figure 2 presents the types and size of greenspaces most commonly managed by municipalities. By area, the top 
three municipally managed greenspaces are sportsfields, playgrounds and boulevards (86, 86 and 83 percent of 
respondents manage one or more hectares, respectively). The next most common are hillsides or ditches, storm 
water retention ponds and cemeteries (72, 72 and 66 percent of respondents manage one or more hectares, 
respectively). Few respondents manage golf courses (eight respondents are managing more than five hectares) 
or greenroofs (four respondents). 

Figure 2: Types of Greenspaces Managed by Municipalities 
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More than half of respondents report managing more than five hectares of land in these categories: sportsfields, 
playgrounds, boulevards and hillsides or ditches.  

Seven municipalities indicate managing greenspaces in the “other” category, which includes natural areas, 
parks, brown fields and public utility right-of-ways (see Appendix C for a detailed list).  
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Question 2: For the following greenspace management practices, please indicate how often used, or "N/A" as 
applicable. 

Figure 3 presents the reported frequency of various greenspace management practices. The most common 
practice, carried out once a year or more, is mowing and leaving grass clippings on the ground (97 percent are 
practicing this at least once a year and 89 percent more than once a year). The next most common practices, 
carried out once a year or more, are applying mineral fertilizers (75 percent), irrigating (72 percent), aerating 
(72 percent) and applying herbicides (61 percent). 

Figure 3: Frequency of Municipal Greenspace Management Practices 
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The least common practices are overseeding (47 percent), top dressing with compost (36 percent), mowing and 
bagging grass clippings (25 percent) and using erosion control products (25 percent).   

Many municipalities reported that they “mow and leave grass clippings” and that they also “mow and bag grass 
clippings.” It is inferred from this response that the two practices vary between greenspaces and/or between 
staff or departments.  

Practices identified in the “other” category include amending flower & shrub beds, using or testing compost and 
soil amendment products (see Appendix C for a detailed list). 
 
 
[Survey Question #3 was moved to Section 4: Compost Use Barriers, Opportunities, and Overall Comments] 
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Key Observations and Opportunities for Managing Greenspaces 
 

 
Waste reduction at 
the source is 
happening.  

 
 
 

 
Let’s encourage 
this trend.  

Most municipalities (97 percent) avoid creating 
waste by leaving grass clippings on the land 
when mowing. This is great news as the 
nutrients from the grass clippings are going 
straight back to the soil and municipalities avoid 
the cost of hauling, landfilling or composting 
them. 
 
However, 50 percent of municipalities are bagging and removing grass clippings 
at least some of the time. There are instances where this is necessary (e.g., areas 
cut less frequently or needing a more manicured appearance, areas where plant 
trimmings are adjacent to a water park and can get stuck in the water drain).   
Where it meets the land manager’s goals, leaving mowed grass on greenspaces 
should be encouraged.  

When managing 
greenspaces, size 
matters. How can 
we focus on the 

best opportunities? 

Large greenspaces provide the greatest opportunities for beneficially using large 
volumes of compost. Increasing compost markets in greenspace management 
should first focus on sportsfields, playgrounds, boulevards, hillsides and ditches.   

Municipalities are 
spending money on 
keeping their 

greenspaces green. Can 
compost use cut fertilizer 
costs? 

Compost contains soil nutrients (e.g., nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium) in slow 
release form, organic matter and beneficial soil microbes. By adding compost to 
greenspaces, less mineral fertilizer will be needed to keep plants and soil 
nourished. 

Irrigating 
greenspaces is 
common. Can we 

save water by building up 
rich soil? 

The survey results show that 60 percent of municipalities irrigate more than once 
a year. Adding compost to greenspaces increases the soil’s organic matter. This 
makes the soil acts like a sponge to hold water, rather than letting the water drain 
off before plants can use it. Therefore, adding compost to the soil can decrease 
irrigation needs. 

Top dressing 
greenspaces with 
compost is 

widespread. 

More than 70 percent of municipalities have tried using compost as top dressing, 
which is very encouraging. Topdressing sportsfields and other greenspaces is a 
simple way of using compost to build soil. 

 Topdressing of 
greenspaces with 
compost is 

inconsistent. Can we 
improve frequency? 

Less than half of municipalities are topdressing regularly with only 36 percent 
applying compost once a year or more. More work is needed to understand why 
topdressing with compost is not being done on a regular basis. 
 
 

      = What we are doing 
well right now 

 
      = Key opportunities for 

improvement 
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2. Establishing Greenspaces 

Proactive planning for healthy greenspaces starts with healthy soil. Soils that are rich in organic matter and 
micronutrients are more likely to support lush vegetation. Exposed soils on slopes will easily erode unless 
appropriate erosion control measures are put in place.  This section presents findings on greenspace construction 
and erosion control practices, including soil blending and common erosion control techniques.  
 

The Data 

Question 4: Is your municipality planning to construct any of the following greenspaces in the next two years? 
If so, please indicate the anticipated area for the applicable projects. 

As outlined in Figure 4, over half of respondents indicated plans to construct greenspaces in the next two years.  
The most commonly identified greenspaces targeted for future construction in one hectare or more was the 
establishment of grasses or other vegetation following construction (58 percent). Sportsfields and boulevards 
followed at 47 percent and 44 percent, respectively. 

Figure 4: Plans for Greenspace Construction in the Next Two Years 
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Two respondents identified planned greenspace development in the following “other” categories: urban forest 
restoration (greater than five hectares) and brownfield and well site restoration (less than one hectare). 

Question 5: Which of the following construction practices do you use when building greenspaces? (Please 
choose all that apply) 

Figure 5 shows that about one third of respondents reported mixing compost in topsoil prior to seeding (39 
percent) and/or requiring a minimum percentage of organic material in the topsoil (33 percent). Seventeen 
percent are mixing peat moss into topsoil prior to seeding. Of note: 36 percent of respondents reported using 
none of the indicated practices. 
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Figure 5: Greenspace Construction Practices 
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“Other” identified practices: specification manual for developers, mixing mineral fertilizer in topsoil. 

Question 6: What types of erosion control products do you use? (Please choose all that apply) 

As shown in Figure 6, the most common erosion control products reported used are silt fences (53 percent) and 
coconut mats (42 percent). Only 28 percent of respondents reported using compost blankets. It is important to 
note that these different products are not fully interchangeable. For example, current acceptable practices 
mandate that compost blankets are set back from water bodies3 while silt fences do not have setbacks. 

Figure 6: Erosion Control Product Use 
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3Field Guide for Erosion and Sediment Control.(Government of Alberta, June 2011). Accessed Feb. 11, 2013. 
http://www.transportation.alberta.ca/Content/docType372/Production/fieldguideerosionsedimentcontrol11.pdf 
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“Other” erosion control products identified: 
 Hydroseeding  
 Hay bales / bio-engineer by planting willows   
 Grass seed 

 Rock beds and gabions  
 Soil Lynx as an experiment  
 Rip Rap  

Question 7: Please provide any additional comments you have about using compost to construct greenspaces 
in your municipality. 

Comments included: 

 Developers generally complete all the construction based on municipal construction specifications 

 Soil standards for new constructed greenspaces are weak and need to be improved 

 The big construction projects are with other departments (note: the department that responded to the 
survey only maintains turf after it has been constructed) 

 Compost is underutilized in municipality 

 Always exhaust our leaf & yard compost and use of bio-solids is restricted 
 

Key Observations and Opportunities for Establishing Greenspaces 

We have 
leaders in 
municipal 

compost use.  
 

Almost 40 percent of respondents are mixing compost 
in topsoil when constructing greenspaces to meet 
minimum soil standards – this is a huge success. The 
City of Edmonton has determined adding compost to 
soil increases drainage in high clay soils.  Based on 
research, the City of Edmonton has a recommended 
native soil and compost mix to attain minimum levels 
of organic matter (see Appendix A for link to information). 

Can we use 
momentum 
from leaders 

to inspire others to 
act?  

While 40 percent of respondents are using compost in topsoil, over one third reported 
that they do not require a minimum percentage of organic material in topsoil.   
 
These municipalities represent a potential target audience for future education and 
outreach. They may be interested in learning from the successes of municipalities using 
compost.  

What can be 
achieved in 
future 

construction 
activities? 

Over half of respondents indicated plans to construct greenspaces in the next two years.  
There are opportunities for using compost to build healthy soils and to establish desired 
landscapes in these planned spaces. Efforts should address specific considerations for 
the establishment of grasses or other vegetation during the construction of sportsfields, 
boulevards, hillsides and ditches and storm water retention ponds. 
 

      = What we are doing 
well right now 

 
      = Key opportunities for 

improvement 
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Is using local 
compost in 
topsoil 

economically and 
environmentally 
preferable over using 
peat moss?   

Peat is harvested for soil mixes and horticultural use; however, Alberta’s peat only 
grows 3 to 7 cm in a century4.  
 
Seventeen percent of respondents currently mixing peat moss in topsoil. There may be 
an opportunity to shift those municipalities towards using compost instead. Landscaping 
specifications in the United Kingdom support the use of renewable products and no 
longer recommend peat or products containing peat for landscaping5. Although the peat 
harvesting industry in Canada is different than in the United Kingdom, using locally 
available compost may have cost savings and environmental benefits over peat moss. 

Compost may 
be an 
economically 

and environmentally 
preferable erosion 
control product. 

Compost blankets and compost berms can be a locally available alternative to imported 
coconut mats and petroleum based silt fences.  
 
The United States Environmental Protection Agency provides sample calculations 
comparing the costs of silt fences, compost blankets and compost berms that show 
compost products are cost effective.6 A similar analysis could be conducted in Alberta 
to assess potential costs or savings. 

Compost 
supply and 
demand 

varies throughout the 
province.  How can 
we ensure compost is 
available where it is 
needed?  

While one municipality identified exhausting their leaf and yard waste compost supplies 
another mentioned that compost is underutilized in their municipality. Compost supplies 
and market demands will vary from one municipality to the next and the resulting 
opportunities and barriers may be diverse and place-specific. 
 
One example of a tool that may help address the varying supply and demand of compost 
in Alberta is the Manure and Compost Directory7 website from the Government of 
Alberta. This site allows compost producers to market their compost and consumers to 
advertise what they need.   

                                                 
4 Webbed Feet Not Required: What in the World is a Wetland? (Government of Alberta). Accessed Feb. 7, 2013. 
http://environment.gov.ab.ca/info/library/8226.pdf,  
5 Compost Specifications for the Landscape Industry. (The Landscape Institute).  Accessed Feb. 13, 2013. 
http://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/CompostSpecificationsLandscape1.pdf 
6 Erosion Control Alternatives Cost Calculator.  (US EPA). Accessed Feb. 13, 2013. 
http://www.epa.gov/wastes/conserve/tools/greenscapes/tools/erosion.pdf 
7 Manure and Compost Directory.  (Government of Alberta). Accessed Mar. 11, 2013. 
 http://www.agric.gov.ab.ca/app68/manure 
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3. Municipal Policy and Council Decisions 

Municipalities have the opportunity to link organics recycling and compost use with greenspace management.  
When municipalities have formal commitments and written policies, they have tools for communicating 
expectation and practices to all staff. This section contains feedback on municipalities’ formal decisions and 
general attitudes on compost use. 
 

The Data 

Question 8: Do you have any operational policies that discourage the use of compost when managing 
greenspaces? 

As shown in Figure 7, no respondents indicated that they had operational policies discouraging the use of 
compost in greenspace management.  However, 28 percent indicated that they were not sure. 

Figure 7: Do you have operations policies that discourage 
the use of compost when managing greenspaces? 
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Question 9: Do you have any operational policies that encourage the use of compost when managing 
greenspaces? 

As outlined in Figure 8, over half of respondents indicated their municipalities did not have operational policies 
encouraging compost use in greenspace management. Nineteen percent were unsure. 

Figure 8: Do you have operations policies that encourage 
the use of compost when managing greenspaces? 
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Fourteen percent of responding municipalities reported having operational policies encouraging compost use in 
greenspace management. The following policies were identified: 

 In many (but not all) new landscape construction contacts administered by the City of Edmonton 
Community Services, Landscape Design and Construction Section, the use of 20% (by volume) of       
approved Horticultural Compost to amend topsoil is required. 

 Integrated Pest Management Plan, Accelerated Turf Management 

 Only very general terms relating to be environmentally friendly 

 Best practices guidelines 

Question 10: Has your municipal council made any decisions regarding the use of compost on municipal 
lands? 

Twenty-two percent of respondents reported that their council had made a decision supporting the use of 
compost on municipal lands (see Figure 9). Seventy-eight percent reported no council decision or that it had not 
been discussed. No respondents indicated that their council made decisions that were not supportive of using 
compost  

Figure 9: Has your municipal council made any decisions  
regarding the use of compost on municipal lands? 

22%

0%

78%

Yes, council was supportive
of using compost

Yes, council was not
supportive of using compost

No decision from council/has
not been discussed

 
 

Key Observations and Opportunities on Municipal Policies and Council Decisions 

There are no 
reports of 
formal decisions 

discouraging compost 
use. 

There are no reported policies or municipal decisions 
discouraging the use of compost. This is great news. 

Formal 
commitments 
and written 

policy are underused.   

Over one third of municipalities regularly use compost but few have formal municipal 
council decisions or operational policies supporting these practices. The lack of written 
policies may lead to confusion on acceptable practices. 
 
More work is needed to identify what types of policies and council decisions are 
needed to strengthen compost use practices.   

      = What we are doing 
well right now 

 
      = Key opportunities for 

improvement 
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Operational 
policy tools 
are 

underused. 

While 14 percent of respondents indicated having policies that encourage the use of 
compost, none of the policies identified specifically address compost use in 
construction practices (e.g., soil building) and or greenspace management (e.g., 
topdressing). More work is needed to identify what tools are needed to encourage the 
beneficial use of compost on municipal greenspaces.   
 
Alberta Transportation identifies compost as an erosion control tool in their Field 
Guide for Erosion and Sediment Control (2010). Some jurisdictions outside of Alberta 
have developed landscaping specifications that provide instructions about compost use 
and soil building specifications (see Appendix A). 
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4. Compost Use Barriers, Opportunities and Overall Comments  

If organics are to be diverted from disposal through composting, then markets must be established for the 
resulting compost. Market development will occur by removing barriers and capitalizing on opportunities.  
 

The Data 

Question 11: If you use compost in your operations, where do you source the majority of your compost? 

As outlined in Figure 10, 33 percent of respondents source the majority of their compost in house. Other sources 
include private companies and other municipalities. Seventeen percent of respondents identified sources in the 
“other” category, which included: another department within the municipality, a college, feedlots, a waste 
management commission, a transfer station and an external provider that processes municipal organic waste and 
returns it to the community.   

Figure 10: If you use compost in your operations,  
where do you source the majority of it from? 

33%

3%

22%

25%

17%
In house

Other municipalities

Private companies

Do not use compost

Other

 

Question 12: Have you experienced any problems or barriers in regards to the use of compost in your 
operations? 

As shown in Figure 11, 75 percent of respondent reported that they had not experienced any problems or 
barriers regarding the use of compost in their operations.   

Figure 11: Have you experienced any problems or barriers  
in regards to the use of compost in your operations? 

25%

75%

Yes

No
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The 25 percent that reported they were experiencing problems indicated the following (each item below 
represents one response unless otherwise indicated): 

Quality: 
 Lack of quality product  
 High in salts (three responses) 
 High in nitrogen  
 Not well screened – lumps larger than two inches, a lot of clay 
 Some concerns about heavy metal contamination for specific applications (e.g., sportsfields)  
 Some complaints over foreign material contaminating compost such as bits of plastic, glass, etc. 
 Compost from municipal biosolids is grade B – most people don't want to use it in their gardens 

Cost: 
 General cost (two responses) 
 Transport costs (two responses) 
 Blending costs  
 Sale revenue does not cover cost to collect and process 
 Must first obtain (buy) new equipment for spreading compost 

Others 
 Some resident complain about odours 
 In particular to bio-solid feedstock: confusion over bio-medical waste and bio-solids; negative stigma 

associated with biosolids 
 

Question 13: Are you aware of the Compost Council of Canada's Compost Quality Alliance (CQA) program? 
Those using the program were asked to comment on the helpfulness of it. 

As shown in Figure 12, 33 percent of respondents reported being aware of the Compost Council of Canada's 
Compost Quality Alliance (CQA) program.  

Figure 12: Are you aware of the Compost Council of Canada’s  
Compost Quality Alliance (CQA) program? 

33%

67%

Yes

No

 

Comments from those aware of the Compost Quality Alliance: 

 Use as a marketing tool with customers 

 Provides some of the guidelines for compost creators however not certain all compost suppliers are 
following this   

 All compost supplied under our Landscape Construction Contracts must comply with the CQA guidelines 

 Testing parameters of the existing program does not ensure product suitable for horticultural use (there 
was no additional feedback on which parameter(s) should be added) 
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Question 3 (moved from above): Please provide any additional comments you have about using compost for 
managing greenspaces in your municipality.  

Below are the key messages that were provided in response to this question. A more detailed summary of 
responses is included in Appendix C.  

 The use of compost is being limited due to cost, quality concerns and public perception 

 Compost use practices vary within a municipality depending on the type of greenspace and the work unit  

 General support for the use of compost in various applications 

 

Question 14: Is there any other information, comments, or concerns you may have regarding the use of 
compost in your municipality? 

Key messages provided in response to this question (see Appendix C for a more detailed summary of 
responses):  

 A culture change is needed 

 There is movement in the right direction, just need to allow some time. 

 Concerns regarding the quality of compost and finding markets for and transporting biosolids. 

 Potential opportunities and solutions identified include: incorporating compost into farm land, promoting 
onsite management by homeowners (e.g., grass mulching, backyard composting), adopting other methods 
for recycling organics. 

 

Key Observations, Opportunities and Barriers on Compost Use 

A compost 
culture is 
growing 

A cultural change is needed to incorporate compost 
use in greenspace management practices. A few 
respondents noted that change was already happening 
in the right direction. Initiatives that improve 
awareness of the benefits of using compost increase 
the adoption of new practices will facilitate this 
change. 

 Money 
matters. If 
using compost 

can reduce the 
amount of mineral 
fertilizer, herbicide 
and irrigation 
required, what’s the 
real cost of compost 
use? 

Cost was identified as a barrier to using compost. However, the majority of municipal 
respondents are annually spending money on mineral fertilizers and herbicides (75 and 
61 percent respectively) and on irrigating greenspaces (72 percent).  
 
Using compost may help reduce costs associated with application of mineral fertilizer 
and herbicide and irrigation. Landscapes that have thick, well established vegetation 
are more likely to out-compete weed species. Compost contains the low levels of slow 
release nutrients and high levels of organic matter needed for rich soils and lush 
landscapes. Applying compost to land can provide both the macro and micro nutrients 
needed for healthy plant growth and improve the ability of the soil to hold nutrients 
and water.   
 

      = What we are doing 
well right now 

 
      = Key opportunities for 

improvement 
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Obtaining the equipment needed for spreading compost was also identified as a cost. 
Municipal compost users and producers can explore options together to decide what 
compost products and land application methods are the most economical for them. 

Let’s get loco 
for local 
compost! 

Continuing to make more compost locally available may help reduce associated 
transportation costs.   
 
Of the 75 percent of respondents that reported sourcing compost, 44 percent are getting 
their compost in house, which is great news. The other responses also suggest that 
compost is being sourced within the community or in neighbouring communities.  
More research is need to understand the situation of the 25 percent that don’t use 
compost – is it not locally available, it is too expensive, are other practices being used 
or something else? 

To increase 
quantity of 
compost used, 

we must first address 
compost quality.  How 
can greenspace 
managers know the 
compost is the quality 
they need? 

Compost quality concerns were identified as a key barrier to compost use. 
 
Improving assurance of compost quality may help address this concern. Compost that 
meets the Canadian Council of Ministers of the Environment Compost Quality 
Guidelines is considered safe to apply to land. However, compost users need additional 
information (e.g., organic matter content, nutrient levels, particle size) to understand if 
the compost will meet their needs for managing greenspaces. One option is to support 
and further develop the compost use standards through the Compost Council of 
Canada's Compost Quality Alliance (CQA) program8.  
 
Improving compost quality may be another initiative worth exploring. A first step may 
be looking at the quality of compost produced in municipal operations. 

Not all 
greenspaces 
are created 

equal.  How do we 
address the diversity? 

Initiatives to encourage more use of compost need to recognize differences in 
greenspace management practices. More information is needed to understand how 
compost use practices vary amongst greenspace types. 

Municipalities 
may have 
diverse 

opinions and 
practices. 

When identifying target audiences for compost use, it is important to recognize that 
some municipalities have more than one department managing greenspaces (e.g., one 
department manages greenspaces construction and another manages the ongoing 
maintenance). These departments may have different practices. Effort needs to be 
made to involve all departments in future initiatives.   

Biosolids 
composting 
has unique 

challenges. How can 
those be addressed? 

Biosolids present unique challenges relating to quality control and public perception.  
Municipalities may decide to have separate programs so the biosolids compost can be 
managed differently if required.  

                                                 
8 The Compost Quality Alliance. (Compost Council of Canada). Accessed Feb. 20, 2013. http://www.compost.org/CQA-En.html.   
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Next Steps 

The following list of next steps has been inspired by survey results and are intended to generate ideas for 
municipal governments, the Government of Alberta and other stakeholders to improve compost use in 
municipal greenspaces. 

 

Focus on the Opportunities 

1 Determine how management and construction practices can be improved for large areas of established 
municipal greenspaces (e.g., sportsfields, playgrounds, hillsides, and boulevards):  

a) Examine landscaping specifications from other jurisdictions that include instructions on compost use 
and minimum organic matter levels in soil, and determine if they can be adapted for Alberta soils while 
ensuring appropriate soil quality standards are met. 

b) Create sizable demonstration plots that show practices that include compost and minimum soil organic 
matter levels compared to conventional practices like mineral fertilizers and pesticides. 

c) Collect data over several seasons to determine the true cost and benefits of using compost compared to 
conventional practices. 

d) Determine the amount of compost that could be used for managing and constructing greenspaces in 
Alberta. 

 

Share Information 

2 Share the results from items 1 above in written reports, presentations, and field trips to the demonstration 
plots. Use the information to: 

a) Bring together municipal politicians, compost producers, construction planners, and other stakeholders. 

b) Update best management practices for greenspaces in Alberta by adding directions for using compost in 
landscaping manuals and policies while ensuring resulting greenspaces meet appropriate soil quality 
standards. 

c) Identify types of municipal policies and council decisions needed to help strengthen compost use 
practices. 

d) Share Alberta success stories with other municipalities regarding compost use in greenspaces. 

e) Consider additional education and outreach to help promote compost use, including the use of education 
and outreach tools from other jurisdictions. 

 

 



 20

The Compost Council of Canada 
has established a Compost 
Quality Alliance (CQA) program.  
Under this voluntary program 
compost producers can use the 
CQA logo on their packaging and 
in product promotion if their 
compost meets defined product 
attributes. Under the program 
compost is tested for attributes 
such as organic matter, moisture, 
pH and particle size. For more 
information: 
www.compost.org/CQA-En.html  

 

Compost Quality Standards 

3 Explore opportunities for assuring compost quality beyond the regulated environmental standards.   

a) Determine the optimal physical and chemical characteristics 
of compost needed for greenspace management and 
construction in Alberta (e.g., What particle size is best for 
topdressing sports fields?)  

b) Explore the quality of compost produced in Alberta to 
determine if it meets the optimal requirements for greenspace 
management and construction.  

c) Work with the Compost Council of Canada to support and 
further develop the compost quality standards through their 
Compost Quality Alliance (CQA) program.  
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Appendix A – Existing Tools for Municipal Compost Use 

Below are examples of existing policies, programs and tools from Alberta and other jurisdictions for using 
compost in greenspaces. Similar tools could be developed for Alberta municipalities.   

 

Alberta Transportation 

Alberta Transportation has two resources that identify the use of compost as an erosion control tool (as well as 
many other tools): 

1. The Field Guide for Erosion and Sediment Control (2010) outlines erosion and sediment control measures; 
guidelines for selection of common BMPs and guidelines for installation, inspection, maintenance and 
decommissioning of erosion and sediment control structure. Guidelines for use of compost blankets are 
included in this document. 

http://www.transportation.alberta.ca/Content/docType372/Production/fieldguideerosionsedimentcontrol11.p
df 

2. The Product List for Compost for Erosion and sediment control outlines Alberta Transportation 
considerations when using compost for filter berms (mechanically formed compost berms and compost-
filled socks) and blankets (with or without netting cover) for erosion and sediment control. 

http://www.transportation.alberta.ca/Content/docType253/Production/COMPOST.pdf 

 

City of Edmonton 

1. The City of Edmonton has developed a design guide of best management practices for Low Impact 
Development (LID). This guide provides general and technical guidance for those interested in LID. It 
focuses on best management practices adaptive to the cold climate and soil conditions experienced in 
Edmonton and includes guidance on using compost for different soil textures.  

      http://www.edmonton.ca/environmental/wastewater_sewers/low-impact-development.aspx 

 

2. The City of Edmonton developed a compost brochure to educate and promote the use of their compost. This 
brochure contains a recommended ratio of soil and compost mix for native soils in Edmonton and the 
rationale for the mixture. It is available at http://www.inglisenvironmental.com 

 

 

US Composting Council 

The US Composting Council’s Seal of Testing Assurance Program (‘STA’) is a compost testing, labeling and 
information disclosure program designed to give compost users information to get the maximum benefit from 
the use of compost. They have the following resources available on their site: 

http://compostingcouncil.org/seal-of-testing-assurance/  

 

1. Landscape Architecture/Design Specification for Compost Use 

http://compostingcouncil.org/admin/wp-content/plugins/wp-pdfupload/pdf/32/Landscape-Architecture-
Specs.pdf  
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This resource provides short format specifications for the following: 

 Turf Establishment with Compost  

 Planting Bed Establishment with Compost  

 Compost as a Landscape Backfill Mix Component  

 Compost as a Landscape Mulch  

 Compost as a Soil Blanket for Erosion Control  

 Compost as a Filter Berm for Sediment Control  

 Includes Seal of Testing Assurance Language  

 

2. Standard Specification for Compost for Erosion/Sediment Control 

http://compostingcouncil.org/admin/wp-content/plugins/wp-pdfupload/pdf/32/AASHTO-Specifications.pdf  

This resource provides technical text found in the ‘Official’ American Association of State Highway & 
Transportation Officials versions from their 2003 Provisional Standards manual. 

 

The Sustainable Sites Initiative – United States 

www.sustainablesites.org  

The Sustainable Sites Initiative™ (SITES™) is developing voluntary national guidelines and performance 
benchmarks for sustainable land design, construction and maintenance practices that can apply to sites with 
and without buildings. Sustainable sites use less energy, water and natural resources; generate less waste; and 
minimize the impact on the land compared to traditional design, construction and maintenance techniques. 
Sustainable sites can even give back by cleaning the air and water, reversing climate change, restoring habitat 
and biodiversity – all while providing significant social and economic benefits as well to the immediate site and 
surrounding region. 

SITES is an interdisciplinary effort by the American Society of Landscape Architects, the Lady Bird 
Johnson Wildflower Center at The University of Texas at Austin and the United States Botanic Garden. 

 

Soils for Salmon – Washington Organic Recycling Council 

http://soilsforsalmon.org/  

This is an excellent resource, built on the link between erosion from new developments and deteriorating health 
of salmon habitat in Washington. This website provides information and resources for builders, developers and 
landscapers for preserving and improving soil on buildings sites, growing healthier landscapes and protecting 
waterways.  The site includes information about the advantages of healthy soil, best practices, case studies and 
links to other resources including: 

 The Building Soil website (www.buildingsoil.org) 

 Washington State’s Soil BMPs for New Construction: How-to Guide, Specs and “Low Impact 
Development 

 Local soil regulations around Washington 

 US EPA’s Construction Site Erosion Control website  
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Report on Compost Use on State Highway Applications by US State Department of 
Transportations 

http://www.tceq.state.tx.us/assets/public/assistance/compost/txdot_roadsides.pdf 

This report was produced in partnership with the United States Environmental Protection Agency and the 
United States Composting Council to promote compost use on state and local ‘roadside’ applications. The 
report includes a summary of the benefits of using compost in roadside applications and provides a number of 
case studies from State Departments of Transportation to illustrate these. 
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Appendix B – List of Survey Respondents 

Below is a list of the municipalities that participated in the survey. The City of Calgary, the City of Edmonton 
and the Town of Stony Plain had more than one response to reflect the different greenspace management 
practices of different departments. 

 
 Municipality  Department Responding to Survey 
1 City of Brooks Parks Services 
2 City of Calgary Parks - Zoo 
3 City of Calgary Parks 
4 City of Camrose Community Services 
5 City of Cold Lake Parks and Recreation 
6 

City of Edmonton 
Landscape Design and Construction (internal 
construction) 

7 City of Edmonton Parks (operations, maintenance of sites) 
8 

City of Edmonton 
Community Services - Landscape Design and 
Construction (contracted services) 

9 City of Fort Saskatchewan Parks and Facilities Dept 
10 City of Grande Prairie Parks Operations 
11 City Of Lethbridge Parks Operations 
12 City Of Lloydminster Community Services 
13 City of Medicine Hat Solid Waste Utility 
14 City of Red Deer Environmental Services 
15 City of Spruce Grove Public Works 
16 County of Northern Lights Administration 
17 Lac La Biche County Renewable Resources 
18 Municipality of Jasper Environmental Services 
19 Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo Parks 
20 Smoky Lake County Environmental Operations 
21 Strathcona County Recreation Parks and Culture 
22 Town of Banff Operations 
23 Town of Black Diamond Parks & Recreation 
24 Town of Bonnyville Administration 
25 Town of Cochrane Corporate & Community Sustainability 
26 Town of Irricana Public Works 
27 Town of Morinville Council  
28 Town of Okotoks Resource Recovery 
29 Town of Olds Community Services 
30 Town of Peace River Community Services 
31 Town of St. Paul Public Works 
32 Town of Stony Plain Golf Course 
33 Town of Stony Plain Public Works 
34 Town of Turner Valley Environmental Services 
35 Town of Vegreville Infrastructure Planning & Development 
36 Town of Whitecourtt Parks and Open Spaces 
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Appendix C – Detailed Summary of Responses to Questions #1, #2, #3 and #14 

Below is a list of greenspace types identified in the ‘other’ category for Question 1: “Please indicate the types 
of greenspaces that your municipality manages by indicating the approximate area managed, or "N/A" as 
applicable.”  (each item below represents one response unless otherwise indicated): 

 Natural areas, including water courses, riparian corridors and wetlands (2 responses) 
 Park 
 Off-leash dog park 
 Brown field and well site restoration 
 Public utility right-of-ways 
 Golf courses operated on land leased from the municipality 

Below is a list of greenspace management practices identified in the ‘other’ category for Question 2: “For the 
following greenspace management practices, please indicate how often used, or "N/A" as applicable.”   (each 
item below represents one response unless otherwise indicated): 

 Amend flower & shrub beds (2 responses) 
 Testing compost tea and enhanced soil biology products 
 Soil amendment products such as Redox Rx Fairway + Salt Ex and Best Environmental Soil Rejuvenator 
 Public can pick up compost for their own use  

Table 1 (below) provides a detailed summary of the responses provided to Question 3: “Please provide any 
additional comments you have about using compost for managing greenspaces in your municipality.”  Each 
item below represents one response unless otherwise indicated. 

 

Table 1.  Comments about the use of compost in managing municipal greenspaces. 

The use of 
compost is 
being limited 
due to cost, 
quality 
concerns and 
public 
perception 

 Cost – two responses 
o Compost is not used because of cost  
o Top dressing with compost is not a current practice due to limited financial resources  

 Concerns about quality – two responses 
o Top dressing with compost is not a current practice due to limited availability of high quality 

product 
o Compost is not well screened for use as top dressing and has a high salt content for turf 

usage 

 Negative public feedback about compost from bio-solids 

Compost use 
practices 
vary within a 
municipality  

 The type of greenspace – two responses (e.g. sports fields require higher level of compost screening 
than parks; compost is used in environmental reserves only for restoration work; some areas are cut 
but not irrigated while others are not cut; some areas may receive chemical fertilizer and herbicide 
treatment depending on use pattern) 

 The work unit (e.g. within the same municipality, a parks department may be using compost 
differently than a public works department) 

General 
comments 

 

 Using compost rejuvenates turf comparably to using irrigation – an important advantage in a water 
limited community 

 Compost is also being used:  
o in gardens and for planting new trees – three responses (e.g. community gardens, in soil 

compost mixes, as an amendment) 
o for shrub beds (two responses), flower beds and hanging baskets 
o in a tree nursery  
o blended into all soils used in maintenance practices 
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 Intend to use more compost in the future once more staff support is gathered 

 All clippings from turf mowing of public open spaces are left on site 

 Other municipal programs and practices were noted: 
o Municipal programs for collecting leaf and yard waste were noted - two responses (i.e. 

summer residential grass clippings pick-up, compost bins for grass clippings, biannual 
opportunities for town residents to bring in tree branches and leaves) 

o Hydroseeding is being used so seeds enter the soil rather than sit on top 
o Herbicides are only being used in areas where thresholds have been reached 

 

Below is a detailed summary of responses to Question 14: “Is there any other information, comments, or 
concerns you may have regarding the use of compost in your municipality?” Each item below represents one 
response unless otherwise indicated. One response was removed to protect the privacy of the responding 
municipality. 

 Culture change is needed – two responses 
o Using compost within parks maintenance program would require a paradigm shift of how 

landscape maintenance is conducted.  These practices would be significantly more expensive to 
implement. 

o Simply.... changing attitudes about compost use. 

 Movement in the right direction, just need some time – three responses 
o Our compost pad at our transfer station is young and we are still working on our management 

practices. 
o We are in the process of developing a green policy that will include compost. 
o As composting operation is expanded there will be greater opportunity to incorporate compost in 

soils management. 

 Quality is important for the type of use. 

 The City of Edmonton, Waste Management Branch and the Landscape Design and Construction Section 
developed a brochure called "Why Use Compost" to promote the use of compost. 

 Would like to promote homeowners to do on site management. Grass recycle, mulching, and composting.  
Keep the bulk of yard waste out of the collection stream. 

 Compost made from kitchen organics collection program disappears quickly. It is used by residents and 
landscapers. The challenge is finding a market for biosolids. Also concern about the cost of transporting 
biosolid compost to markets.   

 Look at incorporating compost into farm land with questionable soil quality. 
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