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       James W. Henderson                                                                              Tel (203) 452-5064 
Financial/Accounting Controls Analyst                                                       Fax (203) 452-5083 
                                                                                                            jhenderson@trumbull-ct.gov 
April 21, 2011 
 
Mr. Mark Smith, Chairperson 
Board of Finance 
Town of Trumbull 
5866 Main Street 
Trumbull, CT. 06611 
 
Dear Mr. Smith, 
 
I respectfully submit the enclosed report entitled Performance Audit of the Leaf Pick-up 
Program. 
 
The audit examines program performance and the operation of the Trumbull Leaf Pick-up Program. 
 
The audit reviewed the operation of the 2009-10 Leaf Pick-up Program and the costs associated 
with the program as it is currently structured. This audit makes observations of the existing 
operation and possible alternatives to the current program. 
 
I would like to thank the Director of Public Works John Marsilio and his staff for their assistance in 
the completion of this audit.  I would also like to thank Tom Baldwin for his assistance during my 
field observations. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 

 
James Henderson 
 Financial/Accounting Controls Analyst                          
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I. Executive Summary 
 

 

This performance audit reviewed the efforts of the Public Works Department and the      
effectiveness and efficiency of program operations associated with Leaf Pick-up management. 
 
The term efforts as defined by Government Auditing Standards: 
 
Efforts are the amount of resources (in terms of money, material, personnel, etc.) that are put 
into a program. These resources may come from within or outside the entity operating the 
program. Measures of efforts can have a number of dimensions, such as cost, timing, and 
quality. Examples of measures of efforts are dollars spent, employer-hours expended, and 
square feet of building space. 
 
The term effectiveness and efficiency of program operations as defined by Government Auditing 
Standards: 
 
Controls over program operations include policies and procedures that the audited entity has 
implemented to provide reasonable assurance that a program meets its objectives while 
considering cost-effectiveness and efficiency. Understanding these controls can help auditors 
understand the program operations that convert inputs and efforts to outputs and outcomes. 
 
Performance audits are defined as engagements that provide assurance or conclusions based 
on evaluation of sufficient, appropriate evidence against stated criteria, such as specific 
requirements, measures, or defined practice. A performance audit also provides objective 
analysis so that management and those charged with governance and oversight can use the 
information in this report to improve program performance and operations, reduce costs, facilitate 
decisions by those who are responsible to oversee or initiate corrective action and contribute to 
public accountability. 
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II. Introduction & Background 
 

I conducted a limited scope performance audit of the Trumbull Leaf Pick-up Program during the 
months of March and April 2011. The time period examined was (54) fifty-four days of activity 
from November 5, 2009 to March 12, 2010. The audit also included field observations conducted 
during the month of March 2011. 
 
The nature and profile of a program include: 
 
A.) Visibility, sensitivity, and relevant risks associated with the program under audit; 
B.) Age of the program or changes in its conditions; 
C.) The size of the program in terms of total dollars, number of citizens affected, or other 

measures; 
D.) Level and extent of review or other forms of independent oversight; 
E.) Program’s strategic plan and objectives; and 
F.) External factors or conditions that could directly affect the program. 

 
   The Trumbull Public Works Department utilized approximately 20 employees per day during the 

duration of this program accounting for (160) one hundred sixty man hours per day. Over the (54) 
fifty-four days (8,640) eight thousand six hundred forty man hours were expended at an average 
per employee of $26.00 dollars per hour for a total expenditure of $224,640.00 for the time period 
reviewed. 

 
   The leaf pick-up program generated revenue over the same period in the amount of $49,860.00 

from the sale of composted leaf material and leaf tickets. 
 
   Four seasonal workers were hired and put on the town payroll. The seasonal workers were 

utilized for (1,280) one thousand two hundred eighty man hours resulting in a cost to the program 
of $11,840.00. At the conclusion of this program the seasonal workers were laid off and able to 
collect unemployment compensation incurring an additional expense for their services. The cost 
to the Town for unemployment compensation charges for seasonal help during this time period 
amounted to approximately $ 7,934. 

  
   Eleven temporary workers were also hired from an agency at a cost of $22,681.12 to supplement 

the manpower for the collection program. Three supervisors and a foreman spent 75% of their 
work day devoted to this program during this time period resulting in a cost of $46,202.40. 
Mechanics spent approximately (362) three hundred sixty two man hours repairing and 
maintaining equipment used during the program period at a cost of $10,505.24. 

 
   Public works administrative personnel worked (216) two hundred sixteen man hours on 

answering calls and assisting in the scheduling of pick-ups at a cost of $4,752.00. 
 
   Composting and processing of the material collected resulted in additional cost of $27,801.60. 
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   The Public Works facility during this time period worked 50% of its time on the leaf pick-up 
program. The overhead charge for utilities which was based on this allocation cost the program 
$36,413.47. 

 
  Program related supplies such as leaf rakes, gloves, pitch forks, safety vests, etc. totaled 

$11,285.45.  
 
  The cost of fuel for all the various vehicles used in the leaf pick-up program came to a total of 

$39,100.56. Repairs to those vehicles during this time period totaled $37,112.40. 
 
  The program utilized twenty vehicles during the four month period as follows: 
 
    3 Loaders capacity size each 3 CY 
    3 Trucks 
    4 Tri-Axle Vehicles capacity size each 18 CY 
    10 Leaf Trucks capacity size each 18 CY 
 
   The vehicles were used for eight hours per day for the duration of the program at a cost of 

$477,360.00. The hourly rates used for each vehicle were obtained from the FEMA Schedule of 
Equipment Rates. (See Attachment). 
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III. Scope                                                                 
                                                                                                                     
My audit review examined the operations of the Public Works Leaf Pick-up Program during the 
time frame of November 5, 2000 to March 12, 2010. Present operations in the field were also 
observed as a part of the scope of this audit review. 
 

Objective    

 
The objective of this performance audit is to examine the leaf pick-up program operations and 
provide a viable alternative to the current program that is now in place. 

 

Methodology 
 

I conducted interviews with public works administrative personnel and examined revenue and 
expense records for the leaf pick-up program.  I also researched alternative methods and practices 
for leaf collection by other communities. I also observed a leaf pick-up crew upon the resumption of 
service in March 2011 when weather allowed crews to go out again into the field. 
 
I conducted this limited scope performance audit in accordance with Generally Accepted 
Government Auditing Standards. These standards require that I plan and perform the audit to 
obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for my findings and 
conclusions based on my audit objectives. I believe that the evidence obtained provides a 
reasonable basis for my findings and conclusions based on my audit objectives. 
 
In applying these generally accepted government auditing standards, I am responsible for using my 
professional judgment when I establish the scope and methodology for my work, determining the 
tests and procedures that should be performed, conducting the work, and reporting the results. I 
need to maintain integrity and objectivity when performing this work to make decisions that are 
consistent with the broader public interest in the program or activity that is under review. When 
reporting the results of my work, I am responsible for disclosing all material or significant facts that I 
know which if not disclosed could mislead knowledgeable users, misrepresent the results of my 
findings, or conceal improper or unlawful practices. 
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IV. Leaf Waste Management Alternatives 
 
The limited scope of this audit did not take into consideration a complete routing analysis. My field 
observations were limited to one route. It should be noted that the high demand of time and labor 
spent on this program diverts resources needed for other town activities and projects. 
 
I have researched various collection methods that can be considered in place of the existing 
program if the decision is made to do so. The vacuum collection method which is now in use by the 
Town employs truck-mounted or trailer mounted units to vacuum leaves from the curbside. The 
truck-mounted units are usually manned by a four person crew, while the trailer mounted units 
utilize a four man collection crew, five if the manpower is available. Leaves that are collected in this 
process are shredded by the vacuum unit. Some of the units have a flexible extension tube that 
can be moved over the pile of leaves to be vacuumed. Some units have fixed metal tubes which 
require the crews to push the leaves to the roadway to be vacuumed. This is an additional step 
which requires more time and effort. The major drawback of this collection method is a lack of 
compaction and the risk of foreign debris getting into the impellers of the vacuum unit. The 
collection trucks fill more rapidly than a similar size truck that can achieve compaction. This lack of 
compaction leads to more time off route for emptying collected leaves. 
 
The one major advantage of vacuum unit trucks is that there is no need for street sweepers to 
follow the leaf collection crew since the vacuum collects just about all of the leaf debris set to the 
curb. The vacuum units are also more maneuverable around an obstacle which minimizes hand 
raking and leave minimal debris behind as a result of the collection operation process. Not all of 
our vacuum units though have the maneuverability because of the fixed tubes. 
 
The next method is the brush and pan method. This type of collection utilizes the traditional rear 
loading garbage truck with an attached pan that leaves are pushed onto by another vehicle that 
has a brush or rake attachment. The brush or rake would be mounted to the front of a small tractor 
or truck. The brush is used to move the leaves from the curb and onto the pan. The manpower for 
this collection method can range from two to four man crews. In addition men with hand rakes are 
added to crews to assist in collecting leaves that are out of reach of equipment. The requirement 
for larger crews is one disadvantage of this collection method, but you gain compaction with the 
rear packing trucks which means a crew spends more time on the collection route and less time off 
loading collected leaves. 
 
Collecting leaves that are bagged by residents is another option. This method employs a traditional 
garbage truck. Two or three man crews pick up the bags from the curbside and throw them into the 
truck hopper. Biodegradable bags should be used in this strategy. This method would require the 
raking of leaves and purchasing of biodegradable bags by the resident. If this method is employed 
the resident would have to either bag the leaves, employ a lawn service to do the job or utilize 
school students that are required to perform required hours of community service to the Town. If 
this method is used the collection of the bagged leaves could be subcontracted out to an outside 
hauler. 
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The baler method utilizes agricultural equipment to compact leaves into bales. Brushes or rakes 
are mounted to small tractors or trucks that move the leaves into the street to form windrows. 
 The baler is pulled along the windrow to compact the leaves into bales for transport to the 
composting area. 
 
When methods other than bagging are used many communities also use street sweepers to follow 
leaf collection crews to pick up any uncollected leaf debris. This additional step is implemented as 
a preventative measure to keep storm drains clear of leaf debris and help prevent clogging of the 
catch basins. If leaves were bagged this would alleviate clogged catch basins and the need for 
follow-up by street sweeping crews. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Town of Trumbull                                                                                                                   

Office of The Financial/Accounting Controls Analyst 

    

Performance Audit of the Trumbull Leaf Pick-up Program 16 

V. Reduction of Cost Impacts 
 

Equipment costs along with collection crew size are the biggest impact on operating leaf pick up 
programs. The leaf pick up program equipment used will decide the size of the crew needed. An 
investment in equipment may be a viable alternative if the size of leaf collection crews can be 
reduced. 
 
Leaf pick up programs that utilize compaction equipment are more cost effective than the non-
compacting methods. Rear loading compactors are the best choice because they can stay on route 
longer and require less down time for off loading. 
 
The number of collections town crews have to make also impacts leaf pick up programs costs. The 
less collections made can lead to larger volumes of material put to curbside for collection. The 
fewer collections the lower the program costs to the Town. 
 
The cost of fuel is another key factor to consider when a collection method is chosen. The leaf 
pick-up collection method selected may reduce labor costs, but increase capital outlay and fuel 
costs or vice versa depending on the blend of crews and equipment used during the duration of the 
program. 
 
A financial incentive for residents to increase backyard composting to decrease the need for pick 
up of leaf material at the curbside should also be considered as part of a revamped program. A 
program involving curbside vacuum service and curbside bag service can be used as a way to 
strike a balance between escalating costs and the level of curbside service provided. The 
recommendation would be to utilize curbside bag service over vacuum service. 
 
Develop a program where property owners who need and use the curbside collection of leaves 
would be responsible for paying a reasonable fee for the additional level of service. This would be 
a PAY-AS-YOU-THROW (PAYT) program. Also known as unit-based or variable-rate pricing 
(PAYT) is a system in which residents pay for each unit of leaf waste discarded rather than paying 
a fixed fee per residential household. The more you dispose of the more you pay. As residents pay 
directly by how much they dispose of the incentive is to reduce waste by composting. The total 
quantity of material to be picked up at the curbside should decrease with a fee based system. 
 
PAY-AS-YOU-THROW (PAYT) programs generally involve a two-tiered pricing system that 
combines a flat fee and a unit-based fee. The flat fee provides revenue to the program and ensures 
that the fixed costs of the leaf collection program are covered. The additional unit-based fee 
provides financial incentive for the resident to compost more. The program has to be made 
revenue-neutral by reducing property taxes or flat fees by the amount of unit-based fees that are 
expected to be generated. Public acceptance and support will be critical if the program is to be 
successful. 
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The collection of bagged leaves can be subcontracted to an outside company. The need for 
expensive Town equipment and the high cost of breakdowns of equipment would be eliminated. 
Manpower could be used for other high priority Town projects. Some equipment currently used in 
the leaf pick-up program could be liquidated though the return of such sale on this aged equipment 
would probably be minimal. 
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VI. Factors to consider in selecting a Leaf Pick-up Program 
 
The employer related costs of wages, benefits, workers compensation and unemployment 
compensation for seasonal workers. The high cost of labor may mean switching to more equipment 
and automation to reduce labor costs. 
 
The possible cost savings of subcontracting the whole leaf collection process to an outside 
contractor. The value of subcontracting would be the opportunity costs of using public works 
personnel for other duties that do not get completed during the collection period. 
 
The equipment and facility costs are the next major factor in deciding a final program that makes 
sense for the community. There are many types of equipment on the market used to collect leaves. 
Pieces of equipment selected should consider the labor costs that will be associated with the 
equipment choice. Equipment that can be used for other programs and tasks as well as leaf pick 
up can help justify the investment cost. The capital outlay cost of new equipment versus the 
subcontracting out of the leaf collection program should be of major consideration. 
 
The number of collections made and the frequency of those collections are the next factor. It may 
be possible to offer collections over a number of weeks. Those who miss the final collection would 
be required to drop off leaves at a specified location for processing or pay an additional fee for a 
special collection. 
 
Some communities have dropped to a minimal level of pick-up service and changed to drop-off 
sites as the only choice of leaf collection.  Some communities have offered more curbside 
collection along with multiple drop-off locations for those who have missed collections. All of these 
factors should be considered in coming to a final conclusion on the level of service going forward 
and how that service will be provided 
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VII. Collections-Drop-Offs 
 

Possible Collection Systems 
 

Collection System 1 
 
The Town wide vacuum collection route in the same configuration as provided now on a scheduled 
day in a designated district. 
 
Collection System 2 
 
A resident would be able to use a curbside pick-up provided they bag the leaves for collection in 
biodegradable bags. The service could be structured in the following way: 
Residents call for service or utilize QSCEND on-line notification service at least one week in 
advance to allow sufficient time to design an efficient collection route schedule. Using the PAY-AS-
YOU-THROW (PAYT) structure residents would pay for the collection. The curbside collection of 
the leaves in biodegradable bags would be completed using a vehicle with compaction capabilities. 
The service could be provided by either Town crews or a subcontracted service. 
 
Collection System 3 
 
 A collection day would be provided to residents for a call-in vacuum service. Bill the residents a 
fee who participate in this collection. Residents would have to call a week in advance to be on the 
collection schedule. As a supplement to the vacuum service have resident’s bag leaves for pickup 
at curbside, utilize the ability of compaction trucks and still impose the PAY-AS-YOU-THROW 
(PAYT) feature of Collection System 2. 
 
 
 Collection System 4 
 
This collection would also be subcontracted out and be provided over a designated three week 
period.  Leaves again would have to be bagged and set to the curb for pickup. An option for a 
fourth collection would be added if there were still a lot of bagged leaves to be picked up. 
Resident’s with 1 plus acres of property would have the area to compost eliminating the need for 
large scale bagging of leaves by those residents. The PAY-AS-YOU-THROW (PAYT) rate 
structure can be implemented for this collection as well. 
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Recommendation 
 
A task force/advisory committee should evaluate the available options for leaf disposal 
management. The committee should be made a permanent task force/advisory committee. 
Members from the following areas should be considered as a starting point in developing the 
advisory/task force committee: 
 

• Elected officials of the Town including the First Selectman/Town Council members and 
Board of Finance members 

• A member of the public works department 
• A local hauler(s) 
• A member from a local “tax watchdog” group 
• Concerned citizens, senior citizens, environmentalists, members of local environmental 

committees   
 
A clear understanding should be formed as to why this task force/advisory committee is being 
established. Goals and expectations of the task force members should be clear and detailed. The 
task force should also be clear as to what its role is in the decision making process. 
 

• Who will make decisions? 
• Who will the task force report to? 
• What timelines and guidelines will be expected of the committee? 
• What will be the timeline for a recommendation to be implemented? 
• How often and where the advisory committee/task force will meet? 
• Who will be appointed Chairman of the task force? 

 
All these decisions should be in place beforehand. 
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VIII. Conclusions 
 

Leaf pick-up programs are expensive and time consuming operations. Costs are rising for all types 
of equipment, fuel and labor. It is important that the Town evaluate the present program and make 
tough decisions regarding the current leaf pick-up program. The difficulty is changing the present 
program because of the impact the change will have on some residents particularly the elderly 
population of Trumbull. A majority of residents will still desire curbside leaf pick-up service of some 
sort whether vacuum collection or bagging collection. Some residents will probably be willing to use 
the PAY-AS-YOU-THROW (PAYT) service. Any adjustments to collection schedules, reducing the 
frequency or level of service will surely upset some residents. 
 
The acceptance and support of the public are critically important components of a successful unit-
based pricing structure. Key members of local Town government and from the community have to 
be involved in the planning process if a program such as this is to be successful. 
 
Based on this audit performance report alternatives have been identified that can be implemented 
to improve the efficiency of the leaf pick-up program and help reduce costs. It will be up to the 
Town to make a final decision on how the leaf pick-up program changes and evolves. 
 
The cost of leaf pick-up will continue to rise. This cost will of course have to be absorbed by the 
residents of Trumbull. It will be necessary to implement the most cost effective program possible. 
 
The use of the compost that is made should be utilized more by the Town. A better marketing 
strategy should be developed to sell more of the compost that is made to the public. This will help 
offset some of the labor intensive costs of composting the collected material at the Town facility 
designated composting area. 
 
The time allocated to leaf pick-up must be balanced to accommodate other Town obligations and 
projects of a higher priority. A program that would include three collections with an option for a 
fourth using the PAY-AS-YOU-THROW (PAYT) service should be given serious consideration. 
Curbside subcontracted collections using standard garbage trucks with compaction capabilities 
should be implemented. Biodegradable bags would be purchased from the Town or at local 
hardware type stores (i.e. Lowes or Home Depot). 
 
The Town should help encourage and increase the number of residents that compost leaf waste. 
The Town should work with local lawn and garden suppliers such as Lowes or Home Depot to 
create a rebate or a discount program for those who wish to purchase compost bins. 
 
The investment of time and resources from both the Town government and the community will help 
minimize confusion about how any new program will work. A citizen’s advisory task force 
committee can assist in evaluating all the available options for leaf disposal and how it will 
ultimately be funded. 
 


