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State of New York
Offi ce of the State Comptroller

Division of Local Government
and School Accountability
 
February 2015

Dear County Offi cials:

A top priority of the Offi ce of the State Comptroller is to help local government offi cials manage 
government resources effi ciently and effectively and, by so doing, provide accountability for tax 
dollars spent to support government operations. The Comptroller oversees the fi scal affairs of local 
governments statewide, as well as compliance with relevant statutes and observance of good business 
practices. This fi scal oversight is accomplished, in part, through our audits, which identify opportunities 
for improving operations and County Legislature governance. Audits also can identify strategies to 
reduce costs and to strengthen controls intended to safeguard local government assets.

Following is a report of our audit of Tompkins County, entitled Solid Waste. This audit was conducted 
pursuant to Article V, Section 1 of the State Constitution and the State Comptroller’s authority as set 
forth in Article 3 of the New York State General Municipal Law.

This audit’s results are resources for local government offi cials to use in effectively managing operations 
and in meeting the expectations of their constituents. If you have questions about this report, please 
feel free to contact the local regional offi ce for your county, as listed at the end of this report.

Respectfully submitted,

Offi ce of the State Comptroller
Division of Local Government
and School Accountability

State of New York
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
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Background

Introduction

Objective

Scope and
Methodology

Tompkins County (County) is located in the Southern Tier of 
New York State. The County has approximately 101,500 residents 
and is governed by a 14-member County Legislature. The County 
Administrator is the County’s chief executive offi cer and is 
responsible, along with other administrative staff, for the County’s 
day-to-day management. 

The County’s Solid Waste Management Department (Department) 
provides recycling and solid waste services to County residents, 
educational institutions, businesses and other organizations. The 
Department provides seven programs: Administration, Household 
Hazardous Waste Management, Old Landfi lls and Facilities, 
Recycling, Recycling Collection, Solid Waste Disposal and Waste 
Reduction.1 The Department is run by the Solid Waste Manager 
(Manager). The Facilities and Infrastructure Committee, comprised 
of fi ve Legislators, oversees the Department. Two County landfi lls 
were closed, as required by State mandate, approximately 20 years 
ago because they did not meet landfi ll requirements. Currently, the 
County does not have an active landfi ll. Instead, the County contracts 
with a private carrier to haul waste to a landfi ll in Ontario County. 
The County has instituted a “pay as you throw” program in which 
residents pay to dispose of waste either through the use of trash tags 
(for curbside pickup) or punch cards or fees per car load (for transfer 
station drop-offs). The Department’s budgeted appropriations for 
fi scal year 2014 totaled $6.3 million. These appropriations were 
funded primarily by user fees, grants and sales of recyclables. 

The objective of our audit was to determine if performance measures 
were being used within the Department. Our audit addressed the 
following related question:

• Did the Department use performance measures to ensure 
waste reduction?

We examined performance measures of the Department for the period 
January 1, 2013 through July 7, 2014. To analyze the Department’s 
fi nancial trends, we extended our audit scope period back to January 
1, 2011.

We conducted our audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards (GAGAS). More information on 

____________________
1  See Appendix A
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such standards and the methodology used in performing this audit is 
included in Appendix C of this report.

The results of our audit have been discussed with County offi cials, and 
their comments, which appear in Appendix B, have been considered 
in preparing this report. 

Comments of
Local Offi cials
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Solid Waste

It is very important for municipalities to reduce the impact that 
their solid waste streams have on the environment by implementing 
practices that reduce solid waste and greenhouse gases emitted from 
landfi lls. One way to achieve this is for the Department to establish and 
monitor performance measures. Meaningful performance measures 
assist offi cials in identifying fi nancial and program results, evaluating 
past resource decisions, facilitating qualitative improvements and 
communicating service and program results to the community. 

The Department uses performance measures to track waste reduction. 
After the closure of the last County landfi ll in 1992, County offi cials 
adopted a 20-year plan focused on diverting waste to reduce the 
impact of the County’s waste stream on the environment as well as 
avoid the capital costs of constructing a new landfi ll. In 2006, the 
Manager updated the plan by tracking performance measures to 
reduce the County’s waste stream. The County’s goal is to reduce 
waste to 2.9 pounds per person per day by 2016.2 From 2012 to 2013, 
the County reduced waste from 3.7 pounds per person per day to 3.5 
pounds per person per day and projects to reduce waste to 3.3 pounds3 

per person per day in 2014. 

To achieve this goal, the Manager has instituted various recycling 
programs to divert waste from the landfi ll (see Appendix A for a list 
of programs) and monitors program effectiveness by tracking results 
at least quarterly. In addition to performing fi nancial analyses, the 
Manager monitors tonnage of waste diverted and makes decisions 
on whether to expand a program based on this information.4 For 
example, the Food Scraps Recycling program,5 which began as a 
pilot program in 2012, included curbside pick-up as well as a drop 
location. Because of the high level of participation, the Manager 

____________________
2  In 2013, the County began tracking waste generated as pounds per person per 

day, which was driven by the United States Environmental Protection Agency 
and the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). The 
County’s initial goal set in 2006 was to reduce waste by 75 percent by 2016. 

3  We originally verifi ed the County’s solid waste projection for 2014 as of July 
21, 2014. At the end of our fi eldwork, County offi cials had not completed their 
annual report to DEC for 2014, but we verifi ed that the solid waste projection of 
3.3 pounds per person per day is still the most up-to-date, realistic projection.

4  The Facilities and Infrastructure Committee provides oversight of the Department, 
and members of the committee told us the Manager is driving the County’s green 
initiatives relating to the Department. 

5  See Appendix A for a description of this program.
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has expanded the program by increasing curbside pick-up and drop 
locations. Further, the Manager has plans to add two drop locations 
in 2015. 

Over the last three completed fi scal years (2011 through 2013), the 
recycling program has saved the County more than $1.4 million (see 
Figure 1). 

Figure 1:  Results of County Recycling Program  (2011 – 2013)
Total Revenues $7,384,530

Total Expenditures $7,903,199

Results of Operations  ($518,669)

Additional Cost of Waste Disposal 
(if not recycled)a $1,964,810

Net Savings $1,446,141

a  This fi gure is calculated based on the total tonnage of waste diverted multiplied by the landfi ll 
haul price per ton. We did not account for any potential revenue that could offset this fi gure 
because an accurate estimate could not be determined.

As a result of the programs, not only did the County generate 
additional revenue from the sales of recycled commodities (which 
totaled $2.5 million and is included in the total revenues in Figure 
1),6 the waste diverted has increased each year. A total of 43,532 tons 
of waste was diverted during the period. This is the equivalent of 
the annual greenhouse gas emissions from 25,539 passenger vehicles 
or of the carbon dioxide emissions avoided by installing 33 wind 
turbines.7 In addition, the County projects to average 3.3 pounds of 
waste per person per day, which is much lower than the State average 
of 4.5 pounds.8 Due to these benefi ts, County offi cials and the 
Manager continue to expand the recycling programs. We commend 
County offi cials for implementing these programs, reducing waste 
and monitoring performance to continue to improve results.

____________________
6  Revenues also include disposal fees charged to residents. 
7  Environmental Protection Agency website, http://www.epa.gov/cleanenergy/

energy-resources/calculator.html
8  DEC website, http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/294.html
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APPENDIX A

DEPARTMENT PROGRAMS

The Administration program provides assistance to implement Department programs, provides 
customer service for program users, prepares annual budgets and contracts, manages Department 
revenues and expenditures, handles dissemination of division policies and procedures, schedules 
appointments for household hazardous waste events and submits service requests on missed pick-ups 
for curbside collection.

The Household Hazardous Waste Management program provides safe, environmentally sound and cost 
effective management of household and Conditionally Exempt Small Quantity Generators’ hazardous 
waste at the County’s Recycling Facility. 

The Old Landfi lls and Facilities program monitors and maintains the closed landfi ll in compliance with 
applicable federal and State regulations and ensures compliance with closure requirements through 
regular inspections and sampling.

The Recycling program provides a local facility to process and market recyclable materials collected 
through curbside and drop-off programs including educational information, direct assistance and 
community support for recycling and composting. It also provides a program to comply with all 
applicable federal, State and local laws for the management of recycling and to support of an overall 
goal of 75 percent waste reduction by 2016. It also provides outreach support and food scrap recycling.

• Food Scraps Recycling Program – Through this program, participants receive a free kitchen 
caddy, biodegradable bags and a fi ve-gallon bucket.

• ReBusiness Program – Through this program, the County partners with area businesses where 
they agree to make changes to divert waste from the landfi ll. In exchange, they receive free 
recycling bins and free food scrap processing.

The Recycling Collection program provides for convenient, cost-effective residential recycling 
opportunities through curbside collection and a public drop-off area at the Recycling and Solid Waste 
Center. In addition, it enforces all applicable federal, State and local laws for mandatory recycling.

The Solid Waste Disposal program provides a safe, environmentally sound and cost-effective strategy 
to landfi ll the non-recoverable waste generated in the County. Also, it provides a program to enforce 
all applicable federal, State and local laws for the management of solid waste.

The Waste Reduction program reduces both the volume and toxicity of the waste stream by providing 
waste reduction, reuse and green purchasing programs and education to businesses, schools, 
municipalities and residents. The program also supports the County in achieving its waste reduction 
goal.
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APPENDIX B

RESPONSE FROM LOCAL OFFICIALS

The local offi cials’ response to this audit can be found on the following page.  
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APPENDIX C

AUDIT METHODOLOGY AND STANDARDS 

During this audit we examined the operations of the Department for the period January 1, 2013 to 
July 7, 2014. To analyze the Department’s fi nancial trends, we extended our audit scope period back 
to January 1, 2011. To accomplish the objective of this audit, we performed the following procedures:

• We interviewed Department offi cials to gain an understanding of the County’s solid waste 
practices, the reasoning behind the programs and the County’s plan for the Department.

• We reviewed annual reports submitted by the County to the DEC from 2011 to 2013 to 
determine the tonnage of solid waste moved to the landfi ll as well as the tonnage of solid waste 
diverted from the landfi ll.

• We calculated the amount of metric tons of carbon equivalent (MTCE) saved from entering the 
environment by using fi gures reported by the United States Environmental Protection Agency 
for the amount of MTCE emitted for every ton of solid waste diverted from the landfi ll by the 
recycling programs.

• We calculated the results of operations for the Department for 2011 to 2013.

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with GAGAS. Those standards require that we 
plan and perform the audit to obtain suffi cient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis 
for our fi ndings and conclusions based on our audit objective. We believe that the evidence obtained 
provides a reasonable basis for our fi ndings and conclusions based on our audit objective.
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APPENDIX D

HOW TO OBTAIN ADDITIONAL COPIES OF THE REPORT

Offi ce of the State Comptroller
Public Information Offi ce
110 State Street, 15th Floor
Albany, New York  12236
(518) 474-4015
http://www.osc.state.ny.us/localgov/

To obtain copies of this report, write or visit our web page: 
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APPENDIX E
OFFICE OF THE STATE COMPTROLLER

DIVISION OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT
AND SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY
Andrew A. SanFilippo, Executive Deputy Comptroller

Gabriel F. Deyo, Deputy Comptroller
Nathaalie N. Carey, Assistant Comptroller

LOCAL REGIONAL OFFICE LISTING

BINGHAMTON REGIONAL OFFICE
H. Todd Eames, Chief Examiner
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
State Offi ce Building - Suite 1702
44 Hawley Street
Binghamton, New York  13901-4417
(607) 721-8306  Fax (607) 721-8313
Email: Muni-Binghamton@osc.state.ny.us

Serving: Broome, Chenango, Cortland, Delaware,
Otsego, Schoharie, Sullivan, Tioga, Tompkins Counties

BUFFALO REGIONAL OFFICE
Jeffrey D. Mazula, Chief Examiner
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
295 Main Street, Suite 1032
Buffalo, New York  14203-2510
(716) 847-3647  Fax (716) 847-3643
Email: Muni-Buffalo@osc.state.ny.us

Serving: Allegany, Cattaraugus, Chautauqua, Erie,
Genesee, Niagara, Orleans, Wyoming Counties

GLENS FALLS REGIONAL OFFICE
Jeffrey P. Leonard, Chief Examiner
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
One Broad Street Plaza
Glens Falls, New York   12801-4396
(518) 793-0057  Fax (518) 793-5797
Email: Muni-GlensFalls@osc.state.ny.us

Serving: Albany, Clinton, Essex, Franklin, 
Fulton, Hamilton, Montgomery, Rensselaer, 
Saratoga, Schenectady, Warren, Washington Counties

HAUPPAUGE REGIONAL OFFICE
Ira McCracken, Chief Examiner
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
NYS Offi ce Building, Room 3A10
250 Veterans Memorial Highway
Hauppauge, New York  11788-5533
(631) 952-6534  Fax (631) 952-6530
Email: Muni-Hauppauge@osc.state.ny.us

Serving: Nassau and Suffolk Counties

NEWBURGH REGIONAL OFFICE
Tenneh Blamah, Chief Examiner
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
33 Airport Center Drive, Suite 103
New Windsor, New York  12553-4725
(845) 567-0858  Fax (845) 567-0080
Email: Muni-Newburgh@osc.state.ny.us

Serving: Columbia, Dutchess, Greene, Orange, 
Putnam, Rockland, Ulster, Westchester Counties

ROCHESTER REGIONAL OFFICE
Edward V. Grant, Jr., Chief Examiner
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
The Powers Building
16 West Main Street – Suite 522
Rochester, New York   14614-1608
(585) 454-2460  Fax (585) 454-3545
Email: Muni-Rochester@osc.state.ny.us

Serving: Cayuga, Chemung, Livingston, Monroe,
Ontario, Schuyler, Seneca, Steuben, Wayne, Yates Counties

SYRACUSE REGIONAL OFFICE
Rebecca Wilcox, Chief Examiner
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
State Offi ce Building, Room 409
333 E. Washington Street
Syracuse, New York  13202-1428
(315) 428-4192  Fax (315) 426-2119
Email:  Muni-Syracuse@osc.state.ny.us

Serving: Herkimer, Jefferson, Lewis, Madison,
Oneida, Onondaga, Oswego, St. Lawrence Counties

STATEWIDE AUDITS
Ann C. Singer, Chief Examiner
State Offi ce Building - Suite 1702 
44 Hawley Street 
Binghamton, New York 13901-4417
(607) 721-8306  Fax (607) 721-8313
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