
PERISHABLE DISTRIBUTORS OF IOWA 
 

Contact: Joe Harms, Environmental Facilities Manager 
 

APPLICATION SUMMARY 
 
PDI is a perishable food warehousing and distribution company sitting on 140 acres, with a 
350,000 sq. ft. warehouse offering over 7,400 fresh and frozen items to retail grocery. To fulfill 
the company mission of eliminating all waste to landfill and incineration, PDI implemented a Zero 
Waste policy and program. As of September 2016, the company achieved Platinum Level 
certification under the U.S. Zero Waste Business Council program. The current diversion rate is 
99.01%.   

 
 

APPLICATION NARRATIVE 

Program Summary 
PDI’s Zero Waste program is extensive.  As mentioned in the summary above we follow the 
United States Zero Waste Business Council Program (USZWBC) https://uszwbc.org/  The 
USZWBC is now merging with the United States Green Building Council.  PDI organizes its 
program into multiple subsections.  These include:  Redesign, Reduce, Reuse, Composting, 
Recycling, Zero Waste Reporting, Tracking (diversion data, including costs & revenues), Zero 
Waste Purchasing, Leadership, Employee Training, Upstream Management, Hazardous Waste 
Prevention, Closed Loop, and Innovation. 

 
Facility & Challenges 
PDI sits on a 140 acre campus which includes a 350,000 square foot warehouse, fueling station, 
115+ tractors, 195+ trailers, and a truck shop and offices.  Warehouse operations move between 
100,000 and 200,000 cases of product per day.  This product is a variety of over 7,000 different 
items & flavors.  Our product offering is diverse including fresh beef, chicken, pork and seafood, 
live lobsters, specialty cheeses, bulk bakery supplies (flour, sugar etc...), delicatessen meats, 
salads, juices, milks and creamer, yogurts, shell eggs and frozen products among that variety.   
 
The variety of operations also produces a large variety of waste materials. Everything from plant 
clippings and trimmings from the grounds to tires, solvents, oil filters and scrap metal from the 
shops.  Our warehouse produces large amounts of pallets & wood scrap, stretch wrap & film 
plastics, industrial rigid plastics, cardboards, papers, metals and large amounts of food waste.  Our 
employee break & kitchen areas produce the normal mix of wastes that can be a challenge to 
diversion.    
 
In order to become “Zero Waste” Certified, we had a lot of work to do and some of those steps are 
highlighted in the next section. 
 
 

https://uszwbc.org/


Program Highlights 
Redesigning our waste handling processes: After identifying our generation points, and collection 
points we performed waste audits.  These audits included physical waste sorts which we 
performed with our own employees.  These steps allowed us to have in depth knowledge of our 
waste types, our material volumes, our internal and external collection needs as well as the type of 
partnerships we would need to from in order to become zero waste. 
 
We immediately went to work finding recycling & reuse partners for all of our largest materials.  
We restructured our solid waste collection agreements, changed our internal collections and 
trained our employees.  Some areas had waste materials that had no good recycling or reuse 
options.  In these areas we redesigned so that the materials would fit into our diversion programs.  
For example, our break rooms utilized Styrofoam cups, plastic cutlery and other items that we 
could not recycle.  PDI changed everything over so that our cups, cutlery, and disposable flatware 
was all compostable in order to eliminate items that we had to landfill.  
 
Reducing our waste:  One area of focus we had was to reduce our waste generated.   We did this 
by putting metrics to our materials reduced so that we are able to determine how different changes 
actually impact or reduce our generated waste. PDI reduces waste in a few ways. PDI had already 
began to implement paperless systems.   One of the ways this was done was through our Metafile 
imaging system.  This has allowed PDI to generate electronic reports and eliminate the paper 
reporting.  It has also allowed PDI to receive electronic invoices from vendors and move them 
through the entire process without paper.  A second way PDI reduces waste is by offering 
paperless pay check options which 79% of our employees take advantage of.  Last PDI reduces 
waste on our grounds.   PDI practices Grass-cycling to reduce lawn clippings sent to landfill.  
Additionally yard waste is reduced through low maintenance lower water landscaping. 
 
Reuse: At PDI materials that have a reuse value are reused.  We do this with food wastes, 
cardboard slip sheets, pallets, temperature monitors, furniture and other small office supplies. 
PDI Donates food that is safe for human consumption to be used by local food banks and pantries.  
Food waste that is un-edible for people but still has benefits for animals is also donated through 
animal feed programs.  PDI follows The EPA Food Recovery Hierarchy for guidance in handling 
our food wastes. 
Composting:  Internally we collect compostable materials separately from trash and other 
recyclables.  At PDI this includes; fish scraps, dead lobsters, damaged shell eggs, break/kitchen 
food scraps, soiled paper plates, napkins, paper towels, and plant trimmings.  All company 
provided meals are designed with 100% compostable items and packaging free options so that the 
event itself produces no waste.   
PDI partners with Chamness technologies (GreenRU) as our offsite composter.  Additionally we 
seek to “close the loop” when possible.  PDI uses compost produced by our partner to meet the 
soil needs in our landscape operations. 
Even after all of the above steps there are still organic wastes that we cannot compost (due to 
packaging), and that are not suitable for human or animal consumption. These items are handled 
via anaerobic digestion with power being generated from the methane byproduct.  Our liquid food 
wastes are handled via Midwest Product Destruction and Recycling (Crinc) and ultimately the 
liquids are handled via anaerobic digestion as well. 
 
Recycling:  PDI recycles many materials including but not limited too; paper, plastic, bottles & 
cans, ink & toner cartridges, cardboard, alkaline/lithium, NiCad batteries, auto batteries, industrial 
batteries, tires, wood scrap, stretch film, grocery bags, engine oils, industrial plastics, and metals 
among others.  We make every attempt to utilize a highest and best use philosophy when choosing 



our recycling partners and we keep a matrix of the materials, our partners, and what they do with 
the material. 
Reporting: 
At PDI we track our diversion by commodity and waste including our diversion costs and 
revenues.  We became US EPA waste wise members to help us with this effort and in quantifying 
the environmental benefits of our initiative. 
Zero Waste Purchasing: sustainability and environmental responsibility are main drivers for the 
guidelines PDI uses to purchase paper products and PDI wants to support a zero waste economy.   
A Policy is in place requiring the purchase of printer/copy paper and basic janitorial paper 
products that are certified as sustainably produced.  Additionally these materials require a certain 
percentage of post-consumer recycled content.  
 
Leadership:  PDI adopted a zero waste Goal, set a policy and communicates these goals to our 
employees.  To encourage employees we have built incentives into an employee suggestion 
program when an employee’s diversion/waste reduction ideas are adopted.  PDI provides 
leadership amongst our suppliers by taking physical and financial responsibility for our products 
& wastes and we hold our suppliers to the same standards.  PDI seeks to cultivate the zero waste 
mindset through community involvement and volunteer opportunities for our employees. 
 
Training:  Any recycling program requires training and a zero waste program is not different.  PDI 
communicates zero waste through our mission and policy statements posted throughout our 
facility, on our website and via company newsletters. Zero Waste is incorporated into new 
employee orientation.  Employees receive training as it applies to them and receptacles are clearly 
labeled and identified. 
 

 
 
Zero Waste Analysis: In order to continue in the right direction we perform annual physical waste 
sorts, recycling stream audits and the corresponding analysis. With the data, we identify action 
steps, corrective actions or recommendations and implement them.  
 
 
 



Hazardous Waste Prevention:  PDI trains all applicable employees on hazardous waste materials, 
labeling, storage and disposal.  All Hazardous waste manifests and records are saved.  Universal 
and e-waste’s are collected, properly stored and handled then recycled through the appropriate 
recycler. PDI holds an e-waste collection event for the employees.  We have partners with 
innovative processes that help to reduce hazardous wastes. For example our solvents are handled 
with Norsolv’s continual reuse system in which the solvent is cleaned and reused continually. 
 
PDI has committed to continuous improvement.  We have made a commitment to reduce our 
annual waste to landfill by at least 1% of the previous year, each year, until 100% zero waste is 
achieved.  
 
Results Summary 

• Current Landfill diversion rate over 99%  
• First Facility in the State of Iowa to achieve Certification through USZWBC. 

o Certified at the Highest (Platinum Level) and 98.33% diversion at the time. 
• Reduced our waste handling cost & increased our recycling revenue 
• Reduced our residual waste to landfill by 70% from the 2014 baseline.  

o 2014 900,000lbs total waste to landfill. 
o 2017 pace is 272,320lbs. total waste to landfill 

Diversion 7/1/16-6/30/17 
Total Landfill:  277,689.08lbs. 
Total Recycled:  1,727,609.82lbs. 
Total Reused:  22,651,415.13lbs. 
Total Reduced: 22,538.75lbs. 
Total Compost & digested:  299,875 lbs. 
Diversion Rate:  98.87% 
ZW Diversion Rate:  98.89% (includes reduce tonnage) 
 
Transaction records for diversion and landfill data are maintained if more information is needed. 

 




