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Union Square Partnership and Columbia University Complete Study to 
Advance Solid Waste Reduction Goals 

 
Partnership’s first-ever ‘waste characterization’ snapshot represents the community’s initial 

step in accelerating City’s pledge to eliminate landfill waste by 2030 
 
New York, DATE – The Union Square Partnership (USP) – working in conjunction with The Earth 
Institute at Columbia University – recently announced the results of a waste characterization study, 
commissioned by the Partnership, which equips USP with the data and insights required to accelerate 
progress toward the City of New York’s “OneNYC” goals in the Union Square-14th Street 
neighborhood.  
 
With a focus on long-term resiliency and sustainability, the OneNYC initiative aims to eliminate waste-
to-landfill trash citywide by the year 2030. The “0X30” program was launched by Mayor Bill de Blasio 
in 2015, and its success will depend on the active engagement of the City’s 75 business improvement 
districts (BIDs).  
 
“In the same way that BIDs have partnered closely with City agencies to maintain our city’s parks and 
green spaces, create vibrant and secure pedestrian plazas, and support our small business 
community, USP and other BIDs can play a critical role in realizing the City’s zero waste ambitions as 
we already undertake significant efforts to execute extensive sanitation and waste removal programs,” 
said Jennifer E. Falk, Executive Director of the Union Square Partnership. “This report provides 
an invaluable baseline information, the basis for crafting a winning strategy to support the City in 
ending landfill disposal of public trash.”  
 
“Our ongoing relationships with BIDs, such as the Union Square Partnership, are crucial in helping the 
city achieve its zero waste goals,” said Sanitation Commissioner Kathryn Garcia. “To send zero 
waste to landfills by 2030, we need to know what’s in the waste stream. Once we know what people 
are throwing out, effective and relevant programs can be created to successfully divert material that’s 
best reused, recycled or otherwise given new life. The USP has been our long-term partner, and we 
applaud their commitment to helping the city reach its goals.” 
 
Recognizing that the essential first step in instituting an effective waste reduction program is being 
aware of the specific types of refuse being discarded, USP partnered with a team of graduate 
students from Columbia University’s Sustainability Management program to profile the contents of 
Union Square’s trash containers. The students – working in a resource recovery facility in Rahway, 
New Jersey – analyzed the composition of 600 pounds of trash found in 47 bags collected from 19 
locations in and around Union Square over a three-day period in April 2018. 
 
The Columbia student team – whose findings were published in a 77-page report titled “Trash Talks: 
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Defining the Next Generation of Sustainable Sanitation Services for Union Square Partnership and 
the Public Realm” – concluded that if all of the recyclable, compostable and recoverable waste were 
diverted, the volume of Union Square trash could be reduced by more than 84 percent. 
 
The team found that the largest proportion of Union Square trash – 23 percent – consisted of mixed-
paper material, including paper bags, flyers and newspapers. The next-largest component – 
amounting to 17 percent – was comprised of hard plastics, such as water bottles and iced-coffee 
cups. At 15 percent of the total, food scraps represented the third-largest category of waste.   
 
In addition to examining how to improve recycling and waste reduction in public spaces, the 
Partnership works in close cooperation with local businesses to promote commercial and consumer 
waste reduction. Several local businesses, including Breads Bakery, Dig Inn, Think Coffee, Pret a 
Manger, and Union Square Hospitality Group – which recently announced that it will be eliminating 
plastic straws, are taking the initiative to reduce waste and improve sustainability. Last fall, USP 
connected Breads Bakery to several zero waste and food recovery organizations after the eatery 
expressed interest in improving the sustainability of its operations. In the ensuing months, USP and 
the Columbia student team took a deep dive into the operational, workforce, product development, 
and marketing implications of Breads’ zero waste initiatives, generating valuable learnings for other 
food and retail businesses.  
 
“A number of Union Square businesses are already demonstrating that it’s possible to reduce food 
and packaging waste, donate surplus food, and empower customers to bring reusable containers 
without disrupting operations or profits,” said Monica Munn, Director of Economic Development at 
the Union Square Partnership. “We are inspired by businesses like Breads Bakery who show that 
it’s possible to achieve remarkable progress in a relatively short amount of time. We at USP are now 
focused on helping the wider Union Square business community access the resources, knowledge, 
and partners to replicate Breads’ success.”  
 
“Creating and implementing innovative waste reduction measures is a priority for our business, and 
we are proud to work with the Union Square Partnership to improve the sustainability of our 
operations,” said Gadi Peleg, Owner of Breads Bakery. “The Partnership connected us with food 
recovery organizations like Rescuing Leftover Cuisine and Foodprint Group, which allowed us to 
donate surplus pastries, sandwiches, and more, as well as cut waste in the kitchen and front-of-the-
house. Through our efforts, we’re already on our way to diverting 90 percent of our waste from landfill, 
and we look forward to furthering this initiative.” 
 
“Over the course of the next few months, all USHG businesses will transition to either paper or plant-
based straws. But beyond changing the products we use, we see this moment as an opportunity to re-
think our use of straws, in general,” said Mark Maynard-Parisi, Director of Operations at Union 
Square Hospitality Group. “Union Square Cafe has begun offering straws upon request, and when a 
guest requests a straw, we happily offer a sturdy paper straw. We have seen straw usage drop 
significantly and we found that we had built more loyalty, with many guests applauding us for 
eliminating straws. We’re proud to contribute to a more sustainable Union Square community through 
this effort and are encouraged by progress made to date for our other businesses who will be 
transitioning over the summer.” 
 
This study is just the first step in USP’s efforts to build a more sustainable future for the Union 
Square-14th Street neighborhood. Building on the data and recommendations detailed in the Trash 
Talks report, USP intends to launch several new sustainable waste initiatives. Later this year, USP 
plans to host a business forum to connect a wider range of local restaurants, cafes, and grab-and-go 
eateries with the resources and expertise required to reduce waste in their operations. Pilot programs 



 
 
to promote consumer waste reduction, share best practices among businesses, and improve 
diversion rates in public spaces are also being explored.  
 
“The ‘Trash Talks’ waste management project is another example of our Sustainability Management 
graduate students’ applying their analytical and management skills to solve real-world sustainability 
problems for clients like the Union Square Partnership,” said George Sarrinikolaou, Director of the 
Office of Academic and Research Programs at The Earth Institute at Columbia University. 
 
The Union Square Partnership has a history of leadership in waste management. Union Square Park 
served as the Manhattan location for a public-space recycling pilot program launched by the 
Department of Sanitation in 2007 and the Partnership was the first BID to roll out solar compacting 
“Big Belly” trash receptacles in 2010. It operates park beautification and streetscape beautification 
programs, and hosts a number of sustainability-themed events throughout the year.  
 
USP spends more than $1 million per year on sanitation services, which represents about a third of its 
overall financial resources. The district collects over 178,000 bags of trash, which translates to an 
estimated 1.6 million pounds of trash generated annually. Roughly 70 percent of the area’s trash is 
presently sent to landfills. The remaining balance is taken to a New Jersey waste-to-energy plant, 
owned by the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, where it is converted to electricity.  
 
“New York City’s 300 neighborhoods are as diverse as its over 8.5 million residents, and the city’s 
Business Improvement Districts are helping to reduce waste by working directly with small businesses 
and public space,” said Gregg Bishop, Commissioner of the New York City Department of Small 
Business Services.  “The Union Square Partnership study is an excellent example of how local BIDs 
are investing in the individual needs of neighborhoods – and making the city greener and cleaner.” 
 
About the Union Square Partnership 
 
The Union Square Partnership is a 501(c)(3), non-profit organization that works to ensure the Union 
Square district’s continued growth and success by providing a wide-range of services and programs 
including sanitation, public safety, economic development, marketing, and events like Summer in the 
Square, Harvest in the Square, Sweat Fest, It’s My Park! Day, and by investing in the beautification of 
Union Square Park. Learn more about our over 40 years of community partnerships at 
unionsquarenyc.org. 
Learn more: www.unionsquarenyc.org  
Facebook: www.facebook.com/UnionSquareNY 
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