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This toolkit has been prepared by the Local Government Association of the Northern Territory (LGANT) with thanks to 
the Re-Thinking Waste Program jointly funded by Department of Natural Resources, Environment, The Arts and Sport 
(NRETAS) and the Packaging Stewardship Forum.   
 
 
LGANT Member Councils: Alice Springs Town, Belyuen Council, Barkly Council, Central Desert Council, East Arnhem 
Council, Katherine Town, Victoria Daly Council, Roper Gulf Council, Litchfield, Coomalie Council, Darwin City, City of 
Palmerston, MacDonnell Council, Central Desert Council, West Arnhem Council, Tiwi Islands Council.  
 
 
LGANT and the funding bodies accept no liability for activities undertaken as a result of what is set out in this document. 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright 2009 REF E22 - 2009 
Local Government Association NT 
For information or queries regarding this document, please contact LGANT on any of the following:  
E: Info@lgant.asn.au 
P: 08 8936 2888 
W: www.lgant.asn.au  
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What is a Waste Audit, and Why do one?  
 

A waste audit is basically a snapshot of what things are thrown away in your community, in 

particular how much material you have and what type of materials. To do an audit, you collect all of 

the garbage generated in the community for that day, or for a week and sort it into different 

categories. Then you weigh it up to see how much of each category you have.  

 

It is a useful tool for your community because you find out how much of each type of waste is being 

generated in your community and that can help you plan to reduce your waste, and find ways to 

reuse or recycle materials. It is also useful because you can identify dangerous or hazardous 

materials in your waste stream and make sure they are disposed of safely – which is good for your 

community, and good for the environment!  

 

You can use information your waste audit to plan for future programs, like recycling and 

composting or even waste minimisation and reuse projects. And regular auditing of your waste, say 

every six months or every year, will show you what kind of progress you are making.  

 

This waste audit toolkit will be shared with communities all over the NT, and the information that 

you find out in your waste audit can be put together with all the other waste audits so that your 

shire and your government can provide you with better waste management services.  



-4 - 

1. Collect the waste  
2. Transport the waste 

to the sorting area  
3. Prepare the sorting 

area  
4. Sort the waste  
5. Final clean up and 

decontamination  

1. Enter and analyse 
the data 

2. Prepare an audit 
report  

3. Make and implement 
recommendations 

1. Define the study 
area  

2. Collect background 
information  

3. Prepare for the audit 

The Waste Audit Cycle  
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PLAN the audit carefully and define 
the study area 

What is the Objective of the Audit? 

The first thing you need to decide is what are your goals or aims for the audit. These become your 

objectives. Would you like to find out how much waste each household or family generates, or is it 

more useful to know how much the community as a whole generates? Maybe you want to audit 

your school to see what things are being used there, or you could audit all the rubbish bins in your 

parks and public places. You can even do a litter audit while you do a community clean up!  

 

If this is the first audit that you have done in your community, you call it a baseline audit, which just 

means that it gives us the first look at what is going on. If you have already done an audit, you can 

compare your results from this audit with any previous audits, to see what has changed.  

 

OK, But How Do I Do It? 
Basically to do an audit, you collect your waste materials (based on where you decided you would 

like to audit) and spread them all out, then you just sort through everything, putting materials into 

separate categories. You can have as many or as few categories as you like 

 

You might even like to have a category like “reusable” for things like appliances or furniture that 

could be repaired and reused.  
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Organise your audit team 
and your audit site 

Who should be Involved in the Audit?  

You should make sure that your community leaders are supportive of the waste audit and included 

in the planning, otherwise you probably won’t be able to go forward with it, or to implement any 

waste minimisation activities afterwards.  

 

As well as the community leaders, you should let everyone else in your community know that you 

are going to be doing an audit, otherwise people will wonder why you are picking through their 

garbage, and they might not like you doing that.   

The Audit Team 

Your audit team will be made up of anything between 3 and 10 people depending on who is 

available to help out.  

 

Lead Auditor: the lead auditor is responsible for everything that goes on during the audit. They 

should be very clear on the audit process, and it is even better if they have done this kind of thing 

before, OR if they are familiar with the waste management practices within the community. Of 

course, anyone who is willing can be the lead auditor just so long as they are prepared to be 

responsible for things like safety, data collection and communication with the community.  

 

Safety Officer: The person in charge of checking everything is running safely is the Safety Officer. 

Sometimes the Lead Auditor or one of the other team members is also the Safety Officer, the main 

thing is that the safety officer knows all of the possible dangers in the audit, and that they keep an 

eye on everything to make sure everything is as safe as possible. The Safety Officer will have to 

demonstrate safe working practices, be responsible for the first aid kit and will have to ensure that 

everyone is wearing the correct Personal Protection Equipment or PPE, this will be explained a bit 

later on.    

 

Collection Crew: Before the waste can be audited it must be collected. The collection crew are 

responsible for gathering all the waste together and bringing it to the audit site. Collection crew can 

also work as auditors if you don’t have enough people. It is good to have three collection crew 

members.  
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Chemical and Biological Hazards 
• Liquid spills from containers 
• Household and hazardous chemicals 
• Medical wastes and sharps 
• Bloody rags or objects 
• Hypodermic needles 
• Bottles of unknown/unlabelled substances 

Auditors: The people who actually sort through the materials 

are Auditors. It is important for auditors to be made aware of the 

Health and Safety risks associated with this role, and what they must do to 

reduce the risk of injury or illness.  It is good to have three auditors. 

 

Data Recorder: It is handy to have one person who is dedicated to recording the amounts as they 

are weighed. This can easily be an Auditor or Collection Crew, depending on whether you have 

enough people 

 

Audit Safety 

There are some potential dangers when doing a waste audit, particularly because you are dealing 

with waste, and with manual handling of heavy objects.  

 

Most dangers can be managed with safety training, and some Personal Protection Equipment.  

 

Training, safety equipment and tetanus shots must be organised to ensure auditors are safe from 

potential hazards associated with handling waste.  

 

If you have any questions about safety, you can contact your Shire or Council Occupational 

Health and Safety officers. WorkSafe Northern Territory may be able to provide more information 

on specific safety issues (website:  

www.worksafe.nt.gov.au; phone: 1800 019 115; email: ntworksafe@nt.gov.au).  

 

Potential Hazards or Dangers in the Audit 
Process 
• Cuts and punctures from sharp items (e.g. 

needles, broken glass, razor blades). 
• Exposure to hazardous materials  
• Back injury 
• Slipping and falling 
• Heat stress and fatigue 
• Traffic or heavy equipment movement 
• Noise exposure from operation of heavy 

equipment 
• Animal and/or insect bites 
• Airborne contaminants 
• Dust from solid waste 
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Personal Protection Equipment (PPE) 

An important part of site safety is Personal Protection Equipment or PPE. This simply means the 

clothing or equipment that each audit team member wears to improve their safety. 

 

 

 

       

Personal Protection Equipment (PPE)
• Gloves 
• Covered Shoes 
• Eye Protection 
• Dust Mask 
• Sunscreen 
• Coveralls / long sleeved shirt / long legged pants
• Broad Brimmed Hat 
• Water bottle! 



-9 - 

The Audit Site 
You need to decide WHERE you will do the actual sorting of the waste. You will 

probably need an area of about 4m x 4m, depending on what is available and ideally you 

will do your sorting in a dedicated shed or a marquee. You’ll want to choose an area that is 

protected from the sun, the wind 

and the rain, and it should be 

well ventilated so that it doesn’t 

get too hot or smelly. If your 

audit area is close to other 

activities, it is a good idea to 

place traffic cones or some kind 

of signage so that people know 

what is going on around the 

active sorting area. 

 

You should try to choose a site 

that has power (for fans, lights, 

or a radio) and water (for washing, and for drinking).  

 

Place plastic sheeting or tarp over the surface where the solid waste is to be sorted. Tape the 

edges of the cover down with duct tape or safely weigh it down. The cover will protect the surface 

from stains. 

 

The Lead Auditor is responsible for 

the monitoring of ambient conditions 

(e.g. air quality, temperature, 

humidity) before starting the working 

day and at regular times during the 

day. If the ambient conditions are 

found to be causing discomfort to the 

auditors, then the Lead Auditor should 

direct appropriate changes to auditing 

and sample collection procedures to 

ensure the health and safety of all 

personnel. 
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Basic Auditing Equipment 
• Plastic Sheeting - again you don’t HAVE to have this, but it can make the clean up a lot easier!  

• A Table – that is used for sorting the waste, this will save the auditors having to bend over to 

reach the waste materials  

• A Scale for Weighing Waste. It is best if it will be quite a sensitive scale, which is accurate to 100 

grams. But if you don’t have that then a normal bathroom scale can be used for big items, and a 

finer kitchen scale for smaller items  

• Small Bins Or Buckets For Weighing / containing sorted materials – its particularly useful if they 

are all the same size so that you can just record their weight, then subtract it from the total weight 

of each category weighed 

• Garbage Bags – for collecting the waste from the community, and also for disposing of wastes 

after auditing (its best if you re-use the same bags for collecting and disposing!)  

• Rakes (with long & short handles) - for spreading out the garbage on the floor or table while 

auditing, and so that auditors are digging into the garbage with their hands 

• Shovel - to move the waste around as necessary 

• Broom – for tidying up during and after the audit 

• Camera  - this is not completely necessary, but is pretty handy for keeping record of what each 

waste looks like, or if you get something particularly unusual in the audit 

• Disinfectant  - to make sure you clean everything properly after the audit 

• Tongs – to be used whenever possible for hand protection, but definitely use tongs for handling 

hazardous items 

• Permanent Markers – to write on bags and containers so you know what goes where 

• Clipboard and Data Sheets – for recording weights and notes about the audit 

• Calculator – for adding up the weights 

• Packing or Duct tape  

• Knife (for cutting bags open) – preferably a Stanley Knife or similar with a retractable blade so that 

it is safe when not in use 

• Plenty Of Water – for your audit team to stay hydrated 

• Safety Equipment  

• First Aid Kit – this is a must!  

Audit Equipment 
Equipment to do the audit is very basic. Equipment and other needs to do an audit are 

listed below. Accurate scales to weigh the waste are essential. These can possibly be 

borrowed to do your audit. Spring scales are useful because you can attach your waste containers 

to them directly.   
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Collect the waste from the 
study area 

 

Collecting waste for your audit should be pretty easy, and it will depend on what kind of audit you 

are doing. Some methods are: 

 

Collecting house by house, emptying the bin into larger garbage bags – this is good because 

you can record what rubbish came from which house. The problem with this method is finding bags 

that are big enough and strong enough not to break when you tip the bins into them. It also creates 

more waste because of all the garbage bags you use! 

 

You could also collect house by house by just putting it into the back of a trailer or ute, although 

you might like to line the tray with plastic to reduce the mess.  

 

Whole truck audit – you might just collect all the waste from your community on one day, and 

audit the contents of the truck. The best way to do this is to collect as normal 

 

Litter Audit – if you have a community clean up, you can have a look at all the stuff that is 

collected to see whether there are any trends. For example, you might find a large number of steel 

cans but very few aluminium cans, or you might find more paper and plastic bags during the dry 

season than in the wet.  

 

No matter what your collection method, it’s important that the collection crew are aware of the 

dangers of handling waste. If you are handling bags of waste, make sure you only hold it from the 

TOP, never support it underneath with your hands, as sharp objects may poke through and cause 

injury.  
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4. SORT waste into 
categories  

You can probably decide which waste categories are most relevant for your community based on 

your general knowledge, or a quick visit to the tip site.  

 

The main categories to look at are:  

Category Name Description 

1. Paper  

2. Cardboard Including cardboard boxes 

3. Plastic 
All types of plastics – you can break this category down into PET (1), 

HDPE (2) and others 

4. Glass Bottles & Jars 
This doesn’t include drinking glasses (they are made of ceramic) or 

mirrors!  

5. Aluminium Soft drink cans – aluminium is NOT magnetic 

6. Steel 
Tin cans that you need a tin opener for  - steel is magnetic so you can 

check that way 

7. Food waste Any food, like meat, pasta, rice, fruit and veggies, bread, leftovers 

8. Garden Waste Tree clippings, branches, logs, leaves, grass from mowing the lawn.  

9. Construction materials 
Corrugated iron, bits of wood, windows, fly screens, anything that has 

been used for buildings in the community 

10. White goods & appliances Washing machines, fridges, toasters, kettles, microwave etc 

11. Tyres 
Its probably easiest to just count the number of tyres rather than weigh 

them  

12. Vehicles 
Count the number of old, UNUSED vehicles around the community. 

Don’t include vehicles that are still being used by the community  

13. Clothes / textiles 
Some clothes will be reusable, and some might just be good for rags or 

similar 

14. Nappies Disposable nappies  - in bags or loose 

15. Batteries Car batteries and household batteries, and everything in between 

16. Chemicals 
Cleaning products, paint tins, pesticides and herbicides, and anything 

that is unmarked  

17. Used oil Motor oil and also cooking oil, but you should record these separately 

 

There is a full list of waste categories at the back of this handbook, and you might like to think 

about some extra categories in the future, but every extra category takes more time and resources 

when doing the audit.  
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RECORD Results 
For your results, it can be as simple as writing down your categories and the total weights 

next to them.  The more information that you can record the better.   

It is important to note the time of year, because the seasons will affect the type of waste that you 

have in the community.  

Here is an example recording sheet, based on the waste categories above:  

 

Category Name Amount (weight) Amount (number) Comments 

1. Paper    

2. Cardboard    

3. Plastic    

4. Glass Bottles & Jars    

5. Aluminium    

6. Steel    

7. Food waste    

8. Garden Waste    

9. Construction materials    

10. White goods & appliances    

11. Tyres    

12. Vehicles    

13. Clothes / textiles    

14. Nappies    

15. Batteries    

16. Chemicals    

17. Used oil    
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LOOK to the future! 
Information from your waste audit is only as useful as you make it for waste 

management programs. You can use your audit results to investigate reuse and 

recycling options, education campaigns around safe disposal of chemicals and other 

hazardous items, and even to figure out what size bins and trucks you need in your 

community.   

Planning Template 

Included in the Waste Audit Toolkit is the Community Waste Management Priority Planning 

template (document number 2 on the resource CD package). Waste Management Planning 

Template contains numerous table templates which audits the current practices in a community 

waste service and enables the prioritisation of future improvements.  

 

Go back & do it all again!! 
A crucial step in a management plan is to review. After you have made plans, and implemented 

some programs, it is really good to go back and do another audit to see if things are improving.  

 

For example, you might decide to introduce an improved system for collecting car batteries so they 

don’t end up in the tip.  
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Below is a list of possible categories that you could use for your waste audit.  

 
 

Category Description & Example 

Paper All types of paper, including magazines, newspapers, office paper 

Pa
pe

r 

Cardboard All types of cardboard, including cardboard boxes 

PET  (1)  Clear plastic drink bottles like soft drink bottles, water bottles and sports drinks  

HDPE (2) Bottles for milk and washing-up liquids. 

PVC (3) Food trays, cling film, bottles for shampoo, kids toys 

LDPE (4) Carrier bags and bin liners. (see also Plastic Bags below) 

Polypropylene (PP) (5) Margarine tubs, microwaveable meal trays. 

Polystyrene (6) Yoghurt pots, plastic cutlery. 

Polystyrene (expanded / foam) 

(6) 

Foam meat or fish trays, disposable foam cups, protective foam packaging for 

electronic goods and toys etc 

Plastic Bags / film Plastic bags, unless they are clearly marked LDPE (4)  

Pl
as

tic
s 

Other: 
Anything that does not fall into any of the above categories. - An example is 

melamine, which is often used in plastic plates and cups. 

Clear Glass  
Some beer bottles, NOT BROKEN DRINKING GLASSES OR MIRRORS! 

THEY AREN’T INCLUDED HERE! 

Green Glass  Wine bottles and some energy drink bottles and juice 

Brown Glass  Beer Bottles G
la

ss
 

Other: you might have window panes, mirrors and other broken glass – put it here 

Aluminium Cans Soft drink cans and beer cans – aluminium cans are NOT magnetic! 

Steel Cans (NOT CAR OR 

SCRAP)  

Cans that you usually open with a tin opener – tinned veggies & sauces etc. 

Steel cans are magnetic! M
et

al
s 

Other non-scrap metal: Small bits of metal that are not construction or car scraps  

Food  Any kind of food waste – including meat, veggies and fruit, leftovers 

Garden Wastes (branches, 

clippings) 

It is good to keep these wastes separate for composting, or use as firewood in 

the community. Don’t let it go to waste! 

H
ou

se
ho

ld
 

Wood Waste (e.g. logs & 

branches) 
Logs and things that are bigger than 15cm in diameter 

Timber Wastes  
Timber might be reusable, but construction timber has been treated so it 

shouldn’t be composted or burned 

Domestic Non-Wood  Things from housing construction that aren’t wood  - like steel frames etc 

C
on

st
ru

ct
io

n 

Other Construction Debris  

Tyres (car/light truck) You can put the number of tyres rather than the weight in here 

Vehicles, vehicle parts You can put the number of vehicles and parts rather than the weight in here 

White Goods (fridge, washer) You can put the number and type of whitegoods rather than the weight in here 

Small Appliances (toaster, 

kettle)  
You can put the number and type of appliances rather than the weight in here 

Furniture Chairs, beds, tables, shelves, mattresses  

Clothes & textiles 
All clothes and other materials, some can be reused directly for clothing and 

others might be good for rags etc  

Sp
ec

ia
l W

as
te

s 

Disposable nappies These should be handled with care 
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Category Description & Example 

44 Gal Drums (metal) 
These can be reused for all sorts of things (like storing used motor oil), but 

should NOT be used for burning waste 

Other large Scrap metal: This is where the scrap metal goes – NOT in the ‘metals’ section above  

Other:  

Old paint tins Paint tins with or without paint still in them.  

Car / Vehicle Batteries 
These contain lead acid and are can be very dangerous once they leak. Handle 

with care.  

Household Batteries 
All sizes and types of batteries should be kept separate – there are recycling 

options for these 

Used Oil (weigh including 

container) 

Used sump or motor oil should be stored separately, you might also have 

cooking oil from the community store 

Pesticides, herbicides 
Even if there is only a small amount left in containers, you should keep it 

separate 

Cleaning products (weigh 

including container) 
Both household and commercial cleaning products 

Other: You might have some unknown chemicals that you include here.  

H
az

ar
do

us
 

Other:  

 

 


