Recycling Summit Summary
June 16, 2010
Barr-Tech Regional Facility,
Sprague, WA.
10:00 a.m. – 3:00 p.m.
Disclaimer:  These notes are not a verbatim trasnscript of the Summit.  They are an attempt to capture the major concerns, themes, ideas the evolved during a open-ended discussion of the conclusions reached by four work groups that sprang from a similar summit one year ago.
After a presentation of the main points from the papers prepared by the following four work teams, a lively discussion ensued that asked, among other thing, the basic purpose of the exercise.  It’s unclear if that question was ever adequately answered by the group, as different groups of participants seemed to have different expectations.
To attempt to re-introduce some clarity into the objective of this meeting, the facilitator reviewed the genesis of the entire nearly two-year-old group process and it’s original focus on the potential challenges commingled recycling presents to mostly rural Eastern and Central Washington county governments, their utilites, private haulers, recyclers, recycling processors and end users.
The four work team areas were:
1. Big Picture:  Exploring the global or national market context in which commingled recycling is being introduced.

2. Level Playing Field:  Exploring areas where state and local governments or large national operators can make it difficult for smaller operators to survive in the current waste management market and how a shift to commingle recycling might affect that shift.

3. Dealing With Distance: Exploring the challenges presented to Eastern and Central Washington utilities, haulers and recyclers from the sheer distance from generation points to processors and markets that are sometimes hundreds of miles distant from those points of generation.  Will commingling make up for that distance penalty?

4. Changing Consumer Behaviors: Exploring the role consumers play in creating demand for ever more expensive and elaborate services, and how that will impact attempts to move to more commingled loads recycling.


The following key issues were identified by those attending this meeting:
KEY ISSUES
Big Picture
· The whole system of waste management must change.
· Landfills are plentiful and relatively cheap.  Until we make a commitment to move away from landfilling, recycling will never get us to a manageable waste stream.
· We need to reduce and control regional capital expenditures in this challenging funding environment.
· Glass simply isn’t recyclable in some communities.
· Overall, there is a net benefit in commingled collection because it increases collection rates for recyclable and, even with contamination, total recycling volumes and rates are going up.
· The constructed scale of a commingled operation matters in terms of financial viability.
· Operating a clean system is the best practice for compliance; but also makes the best sense for maintaining a successful business.
Level Playing Field
· Ecology uses its ability to fund programs to distort market forces that would otherwise respond to public demand.  It can use grant programs and relationships with local governments to pick winners and losers.
· Government, state or local, is often in a conflict of interest situation because it is at once a competitor to private services and a regulator of private services (e.g. holding permitting authority, while at the same time operating a competing waste utility).
· Low tipping fees in some parts of Eastern and Central Washington, make recycling a less attractive alternative.
· State funding of recycling programs keeps some items in the recycling system that perhaps should be dropped for lack of economic feasibility.
· Businesses engaged in waste management, including recycling must always be cost effective in their decision-making.  This is not the case for Ecology or other public entities that do not depend on a profit to stay in business.
· Accounting to the state for recycling results and Coordinated Prevention Grant expenditures can constitute a significant barrier to responsive and/or profitable operations.
· Solid waste systems should prioritize the use of existing collection equipment to leverage new premium services as capital for equipment improvement/replacement becomes available.
· Government agencies charged with regulating the systems are not technically competent to separate shams from viable recycling services, transportation or processing operations. 
·  This is caused by either a lack of technical expertise or by political constraints on enforcement.
· We need to build in incentives for compliance with environmental regulation rather than relying completely on penalties.
· Government agencies need to walk their talk when it comes to recycling.
· There is a lack of focused enforcement of existing regulations of recycling.
Consumer Behavior Change
· Reaching children with the recycling message is the key to effective local recycling programs..
· Consumers need more education about the true cost of solid waste services.
· Consumers need to learn that recycling doesn’t pay for itself.
· Rural areas in particular need education programs for consumers to help them understand what to buy if they are concerned about environmental impacts of their consumption.
· The issue of what to do with collected glass appears to be intractable.  Sporadic solutions or selling into transitory markets is not a sufficient answer.  Glass must compete with virgin material that is often cheaper and readily available, even in rural areas.
· There is a misconception that locally generated materials are actually recycled locally.
· We must educate ourselves to become our own best customers for recycling services and processing.
· Contamination of recyclables goes up with increases in garbage rates.
· Can consensus be reached for regional source separation of recyclables using a bag system.
· The East side recycling collection systems must have premium, uncontaminated material to compete effectively with west side recyclers who can handle a higher rejection rate because their cost of delivering materials to a MRF are so much less.
· Educating children is important; but the system of doing so needs to be accountable for results.
· The general public doesn’t understand the role of national and international market forces on the recyclability of specific items in the waste stream.
Dealing with Distance
· Even without considering the fuel surcharges, it remains difficult in a commingled collection system to determine how much of the material that is shipped to a materials recovery facility (MRF) ends up actually being recycled.
· For rural communities with relatively small volumes in a commingled system it becomes impossible to hold back higher value materials and ship them with lower value materials to reduce the cost of recycling the lower value materials.  With commingled, the fear is that the price paid will also be commingled (reduced) to a flat per-ton or per-yard base that won’t compensate for the true value of the previously segregated materials.
· Spokane lacks a container pool to reduce the cost of transport from Spokane to processing centers on the West side of the state.
· State government needs to acknowledge that recycling doesn’t pay and begin to directly subsidize more of the cost of meeting state recycling goals.
· Commingled makes sense in areas where curbside recycling is required; but may not be as effective in rural areas where curbside is a subscription service and stops may not be as efficient.
· We are not doing enough to maximize transportation efficiency.
· We need to bring the MRFs to the materials instead of the other way around.  This will mean addressing challenges of appropriate scale; but it can be done.
OTHER COMMENTS
· Sunshine Disposal reports that recycling increased 40% in one North Idaho county after commingled collection was introduced.
· With a recycling rate hovering around 45%, we should be mindful that we must be doing something right, as this rate is far ahead of most parts of the country.

-end-
