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FOOD WASTE REDUCTION AND RECYCLING 
 
Under the direction of Amy A’Hearn, Southeast Polk voluntarily applied for and was accepted as a 
participant in a food waste reduction pilot project initiated by the Iowa Department of Natural Resources 
and the Iowa Department of Education with onsite administration and assistance provided by the Iowa 
Waste Exchange. 
 
The pilot project consisted of an in depth study revolving around potential food waste reduction and 
increased recycling. The components of the project included meeting and discussing waste reduction 
and recycling activities being performed onsite, observing waste reduction and recycling activities at 
schools within the district, interviewing faculty, staff and students, performing a comprehensive three-
day waste sort at Clay Elementary School and utilizing the data from that activity to formulate and 
implement waste reduction and recycling action plans leading to successful waste diversion outcomes. 
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Several waste reduction and recycling initiatives and enhancements have been implemented at 
Southeast Polk prior to and as a result of the pilot project. These initiatives include single-stream 
recycling at all schools within the district, including recycling of cardboard and metal cans in all 
cafeterias.  In addition, under Amy’s direction Southeast Polk launched a food recovery project in all 
schools within the district.  This initiative alone has resulted in the diversion of approximately 6,600 
individual food items from the landfill since 2017.  Food is redistributed to school programs that have a 
need including Southeast Polk’s Backpack Buddy Program.  The Backpack Buddy program provides 
nutrient-rich, nonperishable foods to students from low-income homes, ensuring that students have 
healthy food options over the weekend.   
 
In addition, Amy applied for and received a time and temperature variance from the Iowa Department of 
Inspections and Appeals to rescue nutritious foods that are time and temperature controlled.  This has 
increased the amount of food waste diverted from the landfill while providing healthy foods for other 
value-added programs throughout the district.  Please view the Facebook live video highlighting the 
food waste diversion and recovery program at: https://www.facebook.com/iowadnr/videos/the-kids-
here-at-sep-clay-elementary-are-making-a-difference-by-reducing-food-wa/368601047033804/. 
 
Amy has also initiated a comprehensive education program throughout the district to educate students, 
faculty and staff regarding United States Department of Education guidelines and what items are and 
are not required in building a healthy lunch thus reducing students taking items that they will not 
necessarily eat.  Because students have varying tastes with regard to food, Southeast Polk also 
incorporates offer versus serve in distributing meals to students.  This reduces waste by allowing 
students a choice in building a healthy meal and not serving items that may be undesirable to individual 
students. 
 
Amy has also been working with Southeast Polk’s Aquaponics program in potentially providing food 
grown in the FFA program’s aquaponics lab directly to school cafeterias.  Aquaponics blends 
aquaculture and hydroponics to create a sustainable solution for private or industrial farming.  
Southeast Polk is working towards reducing impacts of transportation in the procurement of locally-
grown, nutritional foods directly produced and used in-house by this in-school program. 

 
ENERGY CONSERVATION 
 
As part of their overall effort to ensure good stewardship of financial and natural resources, Southeast 
Polk has participated and continues to participate in implementing improvements to all of their buildings 
and systems resulting in energy conservation and energy efficiency and reducing waste by purchasing 
equipment that is more sustainable in the long-term. 

Initiatives have included replacing and upgrading lighting with more energy efficient LED bulbs. LED 
bulbs typically last longer and are brighter so fewer bulbs will be needed in the long-term. Southeast 
Polk has experienced a marked decrease in energy usage as well.  Initial data indicates a 10-percent 
decrease in usage.  In addition, Southeast Polk utilizes a web-based building automation system that 
helps them make smart decisions to optimize building performance and reduces energy usage.  
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ENVIRONMENTAL LEARNING  
 
Southeast Polk is part of a partnership that includes Metro Waste Authority and Drake University.  The 
initiative centers around Metro Waste Authorities Environmental Learning Center (ELC). The site 
provides field experience in grades K-12 and high school environmental science course that meets at 
the ELC daily. Thousands of students visit the ELC each year. 

The Metro Waste Authority ELC property is located in Eastern Polk County and is part of the Camp 
Creek watershed. The building is equipped with two classrooms that accommodate approximately 25 
students each. The building also houses some donated and purchased lab and sampling equipment. 
Outside spaces include hundreds of acres of undeveloped land and considerable frontage on Camp 
Creek.  

Each year, groups of elementary and secondary teachers participated in week-long summer workshops 
at the ELC. These workshops have focused on creating experiences and lessons that incorporate 
STEM in an environmental setting. ELC professional development workshops have resulted in 
increased use and interest in utilizing this facility for student learning.  Students study real world local 
environmental issues in this integrated setting. 

 
CITIZENSHIP  
 
Southeast Polk’s environmental commitment is evident by the fact that they are not only changing the 
culture within their respective buildings and the populations within those buildings but the entire 
community.  Southeast Polk implemented a community-based initiative in reducing landfilled waste with 
a supplemental benefit of improving the quality of life for all community members – including homeless 
populations. 
 
Four Mile Elementary’s fifth grade teacher, Kim Parker led a service project that helped homeless 
populations and reduced landfilled waste by upcycling plastic bags. Parker kicked off the project at a 
school-wide assembly.  At the assembly, Jenny Koska, a representative from Metro Waste Authority, 
demonstrated to the students how much waste is brought into the facility and asked them to think about 
ways we could have a part in eliminating waste. Then, Parker explained one way to eliminate waste 
and help benefit others is through making 3 ft x 6 ft recycled bag mats for the homeless. 

Parker obtained a grant from Metro Waste Authority in order to have a 26 in x 26 in loom made for each 
of the 19 classrooms. Additional grant money will be used to purchase a buddy bench made out of 
recycled plastic bags.   

Students were allowed to work on the weaving project once their work was completed and primarily 
during recess time.  The mats that students created provide a dry space for someone to rest on. 
Completed mats were delivered to the Central Iowa Homeless Shelter. 

  



MEDIA 
 
Food Recovery Program:  
 
https://www.facebook.com/iowadnr/videos/the-kids-here-at-sep-clay-elementary-are-making-a-
difference-by-reducing-food-wa/368601047033804/. 
 
Aquaponics program:  
https://www.extension.iastate.edu/ffed/southeast-polk-ffa-aquaponics/ 
 
https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/local/altoona/2017/03/14/southeast-polk-looks-improve-
aquaponics-program/99164734/ 
 
Energy Conservation Program:  
 
https://www.southeastpolk.org/news/2017/10/148559-autosave-v1/ 
 
Plastic Mat program: 
 
https://whotv.com/2017/12/11/students-use-plastic-bags-to-make-mats-for-homeless/ 
 
 
PHOTOS 
 

 
Southeast Polk Aquaponics Program 
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Upcycled Mats for the Homeless made from recycled plastic bags 
 
 


