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Operations Subcommittee – Yard Waste used as Alternative Daily Cover in Landfills 

 

Participants:  
Members serving on the subcommittee included representatives from the cities of Mountain View, Palo Alto, Santa 

Clara, West Valley Cities Joint Power Authority, the County of Santa Clara, Allied Waste, Waste Management, 

Zanker Materials & Processing Facility, and Peninsula Sanitary District. 

 

Summary 
This report is in response to the RWRC’s request for more information about the use of yard trimmings as alternative 

daily cover at landfills.  In November 2007 a report aired on KGO-TV stating that “yard trimmings from your 

curbside cart are probably being used to cover garbage at landfills.”  Since that time, legislation has been introduced 

to limit the use of green materials as cover for landfills. 

 

The TAC Operations Subcommittee researched this issue and reports: 

 

� All jurisdictions in our county are composting curbside yard trimmings except for West Valley Cities (WVC). 

� WVC curbside yard trimmings are used for biofuel energy (80-90 percent) or erosion control on slopes at Tri-

City Landfill in Fremont (10-20 percent). 

� State reports from CY 2006 show that all jurisdictions in our county have some minor amount of green materials 

used as ADC, but this material most likely comes from self-haul activities or is the residue of the composting 

process (known as “overs” or large woody pieces unsuitable for composting).   

� Landfills use a variety of materials approved by the State for ADC, and tend to use materials that are readily 

available in their community (e.g. auto shredder fluff in Alameda County or demolition debris in Santa Clara 

County). 

� In 2007, the San Jose Facility Tax was broadened to include green materials, which has reduced the amount of 

green materials being used as ADC.  

� Current State law allows the use of green materials as ADC, but new legislation is pending that may eliminate 

the diversion credit and subject it to AB939 fees.  This may result in higher refuse rates and lower diversion 

rates. 

� The Subcommittee concluded that green materials really should be used for composting, the highest and best use 

in the spirit of AB939; but most members were concerned about preserving local control and using green 

materials for energy,  erosion control or ADC if not suited to composting. 

Attached is the full report from the Operations Subcommittee. 

Cynthia Palacio  

Operations Subcommittee Chair 

(Senior Analyst, City of Mountain View) 
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State Law 

 

State law defines alternative daily cover, beneficial reuse and diversion as noted below. The purpose of landfill 

cover is to prevent the development of breeding grounds for insects and vermin, but also helps to reduce odors 

and litter scattered by winds, birds, and animals.   

 

Alternative Daily Cover: "Board-approved materials other than soil used as a temporary overlay on an exposed 

landfill face.  Generally, these materials must be processed so that they do not allow gaps in the face surface, 

which would provide breeding grounds for insects and vermin. [PRC] section 41781.3 stipulates this practice is 

recycling, not disposal, and authorizes the Board to adopt regulations . . . .  Approved materials include 

processed green materials, sludge, ash and kiln residue, compost, construction and demolition debris, and 

special foams and fabrics. 

 

Beneficial Reuse:  “Solid waste at a landfill can be used for beneficial reuse [including] alternative daily cover, 

alternative intermediate cover, final cover foundation layer, liner operations layer, leachate and landfill gas 

collection system, construction fill, road base, wet weather operations pads and access roads, and soil 

amendments for erosion control and landscaping. Beneficial reuse is further defined in [CCR], section 20686." 

 

Diversion: "For waste measurement purposes, diversion is any combination of waste prevention (source 

reduction), recycling, reuse and composting activities that reduces waste disposed at Board-permitted landfills 

and transformation facilities . . . ." 

 

Therefore, the use of green materials for either alternative daily cover or erosion control at landfills complies 

with current State law and by definition is diversion.   

 

Although there are a wide range of materials that can be used as alternative daily cover, green materials have 

the most potential to be used for a higher use, which is the heart of the issue.  Yet, green materials are often 

used as ADC because they are usually less expensive than foams or blankets and/or may be more readily 

available in a community than other materials.   

 

Legislation has been introduced that will eliminate the diversion credit and charge fees on green materials used 

in this manner.  This legislation was in development before the news report was broadcast and is now pending. 

 

 

AB939 Source Reduction and Recycling Elements 

 

Also at issue is a jurisdiction’s right to make decisions based on local conditions and to control costs.  As 

provided under AB939, the Source Reduction & Recycling Element sets out the jurisdiction’s plan to divert 

wastes from the landfill to conserve landfill space and natural resources.  These plans are approved by the State 

and follow a hierarchy of waste reduction, reuse, and recycling before disposal (also referred to as “highest and 

best use”).  However, individual jurisdictions also have the right to develop local policy and control the flow of 

solid waste within the context of their plan as long as it meets State law and the spirit of the law.  For example, 

a community may choose to have materials reused rather than recycled, or used for energy rather than 

composting.  Typically, jurisdictions make such decisions based on local conditions, availability of processors, 

and cost (rate implications).   

 

 



Statewide & Local Conditions 

 

According to the latest California Integrated Waste Management Board disposal reports, statewide in 2006, 

ADC is 9 percent of all materials “left at the landfill.”  Of that 9 percent, green materials comprise 63 percent of 

total ADC.  Over the past 10 years, this falls within the range of 57 to 69 percent, and is slightly below the 

average of 64 percent. 
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In Bay Area counties, landfills may use materials that are readily available, such as auto shredder fluff and 

sludge (e.g. Alameda County) or green materials (e.g. Contra Costa, Solano and San Mateo counties).  In Santa 

Clara County, ADC in 2006 was comprised mostly of green materials and construction and demolition wastes 

as shown in the chart on the next page.   
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In Santa Clara County, a recent TAC survey revealed that all jurisdictions, except for the West Valley Cities 

(Campbell, Los Gatos, Monte Sereno and Saratoga), are composting yard trimmings from curbside residential 

carts.  However, the 2006 records also reveal that all jurisdictions in our county have some amount of green 

material used as alternative daily cover.  These materials are most likely from the residue of the composting 

process or from self haul.  The residue of the composting process consists of large woody pieces “overs”, 

unsuitable for composting.  The self-haul includes green materials brought in by landscapers, contractors, and 

residents not currently controlled under franchises.   

 

At publicly-held facilities in Santa Clara County, Palo Alto uses the large woody pieces of green materials 

(“overs”) that are unsuitable for composting as alternative daily cover or for erosion control.  At the SMaRT 

Station, the “overs” are sent to co-generation plants to produce wood fuel energy.  Again, it should be 

emphasized that the majority of curbside yard trimmings are being composted in our county.  The green 

materials found at landfills in 2006 largely consist of self-haul activities and compost residues with some 

exceptions.  

 

The following chart shows the composition of green materials from local jurisdictions used as ADC in 2006.  

The tonnage is shown in green numbers at the end of each bar because it is too small to show on the chart.   
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In 2006, San Jose, and Santa Clara had large amount of green materials used as ADC until San Jose broadened 

the scope of their Facility Tax to include green materials.  As a result, Santa Clara made a financial decision to 

compost yard trimmings beginning in 2007.  Although Milpitas also appears to have large amounts of green 

materials used as ADC in 2006, this is believed to be an error in the State’s report and is being researched. 

 

The West Valley Cities (WVC) are the exception to how most yard trimmings are handled in the county, which 

was also based on a financial decision for ratepayers.  According to representatives, WVC chose to use 80 to 90 

percent of curbside yard trimmings for energy rather than composting, consistent with their goals for energy 

production.  Their materials are mixed with other materials and shipped to a co-generation plant for wood fuel, 

sometimes called hog fuel or boiler fuel.  The remaining 10 to 20 percent of yard trimmings are used for erosion 

control at the Tri-City Landfill in Fremont which is closing. 

 

 

Pending State Legislation & Diversion Impacts 

 

State legislation will probably resolve this issue by eliminating the diversion credit and/or charging AB939 fees 

on green materials used as ADC.   

 



Since the type of materials used as ADC is largely the result of what is readily available in the community (auto 

shredder fluff, C&D, sludge), the loss of green material might negatively impact a jurisdiction’s diversion rate 

but at least the material would be used for a higher use and may help reduce green house gas
1
.   

 

The chart below shows the impact on diversion rates if green materials were eliminated. Since landfills use 

materials readily available in their community, we have included how the diversion rate would change for 

another community if C&D were also eliminated from diversion credit.   
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Conclusion 

 

The Operations Subcommittee concluded that green materials have not reached the end of their life cycle and 

could be used for a higher use than ADC.    

 

The subcommittee members seemed to have no real issue with pending State legislation except that it should be 

reviewed carefully as this is a complex issue.  They noted the following concerns about the legislation or 

potential impacts: 

 

                                                 
1
 The Subcommittee debated the greenhouse gas issue but there were conflicting opinions about the types and 

amounts of gases produced by using green materials in landfills (methane) or from the composting process 

(carbon dioxide) and the rate of capture.   
 



� Local control should be preserved to allow achievement of other environmental goals and fiscal 

responsibilities.  Therefore, the use of “overs” (large pieces screened out of the composting process), should 

be allowed to be used for energy, erosion control or ADC.   

 

� Higher refuse rates are possible in those communities currently using green materials because they would 

have to find other materials which may not be readily available.   

 

� Diversion rates could be negatively affected for some, while other communities still enjoy diversion rates 

from the use of more available materials. 

 

Finally, the subcommittee noted that it will be important for local jurisdictions to accurately reflect how 

curbside green materials are being used in public outreach.   

 

 

 

Cynthia Palacio 

Operations Subcommittee Chair 

(Mountain View) 
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