Anyone who has driven on campus this past year would surely agree that the landscaping crew has stepped it up a notch.  The various flowers in the gargantuan planters that define the road space on Shortlidge Road were spectacular this year, the PeeGee hydrangea still elegant on their own.  

The secret to the delightfully vigorous plants is known in some circles as “black gold.”  Penn State is currently converting 2,500 tons of food waste into nutrient rich compost for campus plants. According to Theresa Barger, who worked in the landscape division of Office of Physical Plant last summer, the compost makes “the plants look like they are on steroids.”   In addition, using the food waste from the many dining commons closes a waste loop and saves $167,000 annually in costs to transport and dispose of the the former landfill stuffer.  
What started as a casual conversation in 1996 on the dock behind Pollack Dining Hall between Al Matyasovky, from the Office of Physical Plant, and Lisa Wandel, from Housing and Food Services, has blossomed into a staggering program that collects 10 tons of preconsumer food waste between 5 and 7 am each day. “Preconsumer” food waste means food that hasn’t interacted with a consumer and is different from “postconsumer”, or plate, waste.  

The collected food waste is transported to the nether regions of campus, to the Organic Materials Processing and Education Center where pyramids of steaming waste await processing into dense, rich compost. 

Matyasovsky is the wizard that oversees the program, relying on two full time and four part time employees to maintain the orderly two acre kingdom where his recipe for compost is quite exact.  Take fifteen percent of food waste,  mix with fifteen percent of organic fodder mainly from leaves and 70 percent manure from the complicit cows at the PSU dairy barns—cook for 18 weeks He is quick to credit Nadine Davitt, operations manager at the facility, for maintaining an impeccable facility that was recognized in 2001 Governor's Award for Environmental Excellence.
The other half of the equation is what goes on in the dining halls and Lisa Wandel, now director of residential dining, is forward thinking in that area as well. Simmons Hall started a new healthy eating initiative this fall, getting rid of the deep fat fryer and offering a wide array of homemade soups, lean entrees, whole grains and vegetables.  Students can choose from a number of balanced meals that are less than 400 calories.  Dessert options are varied, with mini portions of standards that weigh in at 150 calories or less and always a wider variety of fresh fruits.  Bill Long, a student nutrition assistant, offers advice on meal planning and delivers wellness programs at the commons.
Penn State sets the right example with these new initiatives, a greening of the plate and concern about the environment. Additionally, an extensive recycling program is also under the aegis of Matyasovsky and associates with dozens of student volunteers.  Care about the earth? We do, Penn State. 
Tours of the compost and recycling center are free.  Groups of up to 40 can be accommodated.  A tour of the food waste management facility takes about an hour. Add another hour if you want to see what happens to the recycled materials.  Al Matyasovsky is a genial host who knows all the answers.  Contact Leslie Hagan to schedule a tour at 865-2728.  

You don’t have to be a student to sample the new light menus at Simmons Hall. 
Monday – Friday Breakfast: 7:00 a.m. - 10:00 a.m.   Lunch 11:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m.

Dinner:  Every day 4:30 p.m. – 8:00 p.m.

Saturday and Sunday  Brunch 10:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m.
Recipe coming—maybe one for granola


