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THANK YOUS

A BRIEF LOOK AT RECYCLING IN AMERICA

WITH AN EMPHASIS ON THE “TRASH” THAT YOU & I MAKE BUT CAN RECYCLE INSTEAD OF THROWING AWAY






CURBSIDE 
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THE RECYCLABLES WE PLACE IN OUR CART AT THE CURBSIDE




MRF FLOOR 
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THEY ARE TAKEN TO A MATERIALS RECOVERY FACILITY (MRF)

WHERE THEY ARE UNLOADED ONTO THE FACILITY FLOOR, PROCESSED &



PROCESSED RECYCLABLES 
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TURNED INTO INDUSTRIAL RAW MATERIALS

I’M NOT GOING TO GO INTO THE TECHNOLOGY

INSTEAD I WILL GIVE YOU A SNAPSHOT OF THE STATE OF RECYCLING IN AMERICA

STARTING WITH ALL OF THOSE CURBSIDES





CURBSIDE COLLECTION 

• 9,867 curbside programs 
• 70% single family housing 
• 15,000+ recycling trucks 
• 563 “residential-style” MRFs 
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YES WE ALSO COLLECT RECYCLABLES FROM DROP-OFF CENTERS, DEPOSIT PROGRAMS & COMMERCIAL BUILDINGS BUT CURBSIDE REMAINS THE MOST WIDELY KNOWN & USED

ALL DATA EPA

9,867 CURBSIDE PROGRAMS IN THE UNITED STATES

70% SINGLE FAMILY HOUSING HAS ACCESS

15,000+ RECYCLING TRUCKS THAT COLLECT AT CURBSIDE & TAKE TO 

563 “RESIDENTIAL STYLE” MRFS THAT PROCESS & TURN THEM INTO RAW MATERIALS FOR MANUFACTURERS

& HERE WE SEE AN  IMPORTANT ASPECT OF JOB CREATION FOR RECYCLING:
15,000+ TRUCK DRIVERS ALONG WITH THEIR HELPERS
PROBABLY 50,000+ JOBS AT MRFS

IN ADDITION, OUR RECYCLABLES ARE RAW MATERIALS  FOR MANUFACTURERS
WHO CREATE JOBS 

HOW MUCH ARE WE RECYCLING?



RECOVERY RATES 
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NATIONAL RECOVERY (RECYCLING & COMPOSTING) DATA 1960 – 2011  
TOP LINE IS TONNAGE
BOTTOM LINE IS PERCENTAGE

OUT OF 250 MILLION TONS OF GARBAGE, WE RECYCLED 87 MILLION TONS
35%

NOTE THE JUMP IN THE 90’S:  
GARBAGE BARGE IN 1987 WHICH LAUNCHED A THOUSAND RECYCLING LAWS  

INCREASE SLOWING DOWN:  
CAN’T GO STRAIGHT UP FOREVER
NONETHELESS, 25% INCREASE IN TONNAGE SINCE 2000

WE RECYCLE 51% OF OUR PACKAGING
UP FROM 33%

74% OF OUR PRINTED PAPER
UP FROM 42%

WE COMPOST 30% OF YARD & FOOD WASTE (NELSON WIDDELL)
MOSTLY YARD TRIMMINGS (57% RECOVERY)

BUT LOOK AT 2010 TO 2012 – ALMOST FLAT
HAS RECYCLING STALLED?




RAW MATERIALS 
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NO BUT OUR RAW MATERIALS HAVE CHANGED  (FIGURE 5 EPA)

THIS SLIDE SHOWS THE WASTE STREAM BY TYPE OF MATERIAL
NOTE 27% PAPER
28% FOOD & YARD WASTE

THIS WASTE STREAM IS DIFFERENT FROM ONLY A DECADE AGO 
THESE CHANGES  HAVE MAJOR IMPLICATIONS FOR RECYCLING 

WHAT ARE THE CHANGES?

FIRST:  WE ARE MAKING LESS WASTE THAN PREDICTED



MSW GENERATION RATES 
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THIS IS OUR RAW MATERIAL:  1960 – 2011 TOTAL AMOUNT OF WASTE WE GENERATED BEFORE RECYCLING  & COMPOSTING  

BOTTOM LINE IS PER PERSON 
DOWN 7.6 % SINCE 2000

TOP LINE IS TOTAL WASTE GENERATION
NOTE HOW MUCH GARBAGE GREW BETWEEN 1980 & 1990 (37.4%)
& HOW THE GROWTH SLOWED DOWN BETWEEN 1990 & 2000 (EVEN THOUGH THE ECONOMY WAS STRONG)
& VIRTUALLY STOPPED B/W 2000 & 2011

IF WASTE HAD GROWN AT THE SAME PACE AFTER 1990 AS IT DID IN THE DECADE BEFORE, WE WOULD HAVE MADE ANOTHER 78 MILLION TONS

WHY DIDN’T IT?

BECAUSE THE MATERIALS & PRODUCTS WE USE IN OUR DAILY LIVES HAVE EVOLVED TREMENDOUSLY 

IN THE RECYCLING INDUSTRY WE CALL THIS THE EVOLVING TON 
(REPUBLIC SERVICES)





THE EVOLVING TON 

• Less paper 
• More plastic 
• Cans & bottles 
• Future products? 
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PAPER:  PAPER GENERATION DOWN BY MORE THAN 17 MILLION TONS 2000 – 2012 
MOSTLY PRINTED GRADES:  NEWSPAPER, PRINTING & WRITING PAPER, ETC.
USE BITS & BYTES, NOT PAPER, TO TRANSMIT KNOWLEDGE
THIS CHANGE IS IRREVERSIBLE
IN 2012 PAPER WAS 27.4% OF THE WASTE STREAM
IN 2000, IT WAS 37.4%

LESS PAPER MEANS LESS REVENUES AT MRFS
& ALSO HAVE INCREASED PROCESSING COST OF LIGHTERWEIGHT MATERIALS  

PLASTIC:   UP 6.2 MT:  25%
DISPLACING HEAVIER PRODUCTS & PACKAGES
INCLUDING FLEXIBLE PLASTIC PACKAGES DISPLACING RIGID PLASTIC PACKAGES
10.7% IN 2000 TO 12.7% IN 2012

CANS & BOTTLES:
# OF PLASTIC BEVERAGE CONTAINERS ALMOST DOUBLED SINCE 2000
DISPLACING HEAVIER COMPETITORS

FUTURE PRODUCTS?





ELECTRONICS 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
ELECTRONICS:  TOP VS BOTTOM

CELL PHONE – VIDEO CAMERA – LAPTOP – PHOTO CAMERA – WALKMAN – WATCH – PAGER  
ALL REPLACED BY A SMART PHONE THAT FITS IN YOUR POCKET

ELECTRONICS ARE EVOLVING – BECOMING SMALLER & MORE SOPHISTICATED
TOTAL PC SHIPMENTS HAVE DECLINED LAST 8 QUARTERS

WALTER ALCORN ON RECLAIMING ELECTRONICS PRODUCTS 

THE EVOLVING TON:  THINGS CHANGE, DON’T THEY?

TO COLLECT & PROCESS RECYCLABLES SUCCESSFULLY, YOU MUST BE FLEXIBLE & ANTICIPATE CHANGE
EASIER SAID THAN DONE

WHAT CHANGES & CHALLENGES DO I PREDICT FOR RECYCLING? 

WE KNOW WE DO WELL IN SINGLE FAMILY HOUSING (1/3 OF THE WASTE STREAM)
WHERE CAN WE DO BETTER?




FUTURE: RECYCLING 

• More mandatory recycling: commercial 
and multi-family 

• More “dirty” MRFs? 
• More organics recovery 
• C&D recycling 
• More education 
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AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT:  
RURAL (19% POPULATION)
MULTI-FAMILY (11% POPULATION)
PUBLIC SPACE (1% WASTE STREAM)
COMMERCIAL (ESP SMALL BUSINESSES) (50% + OR – WASTE STREAM)

WILL DEFINITELY SEE MORE MANDATORY RECYCLING LAWS FOR BUSINESSES AND APARTMENT BUILDINGS

MIXED WASTE PROCESSING:  DIRTY MRF
PROCESS RECYCLABLES FROM GARBAGE
GREAT DEAL OF INTEREST BUT LITTLE SUCCESS

THE FUTURE IS ORGANICS:
FOOD, YARD WASTE & THE PAPER WE CANNOT RECYCLE

C&D:  BRAD GUY

NEED TO DO A BETTER JOB OF EDUCATING PEOPLE ABOUT RECYCLING
NOT ALWAYS EASY BEING GREEN





RECYCLE RIGHT 

• Right materials in right bins 
• Educate 
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RECYCLING IS BEHAVIOR CHANGE

PEOPLE NEED TO PUT THEIR RECYCLABLES IN THE RECYCLING BIN
& THEIR TRASH IN THE TRASH BIN!

NEED TO RECYCLE RIGHT!

CONTINUED EDUCATION
KAB BRIEFING LAST JANUARY

COLLECTING GARBAGE AT THE CURBSIDE BEGAN IN THE 1870’S
PEOPLE HAD TO BE EDUCATED TO PUT THEIR TRASH IN CONTAINERS AT THE CURBSIDE & NOT THROW IT OUT THEIR WINDOWS
DID NOT HAPPEN OVERNIGHT
RECYCLING IS NO DIFFERENT

THE GOOD NEWS IS THAT WE ARE GOING IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION!






SUSTAINABLE MATERIALS 
MANAGEMENT 

• Is recycling the ultimate goal? 
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ONE LAST THOUGHT

IS 100% RECYCLING & COMPOSTING THE ULTIMATE GOAL?

OR DO WE WANT THE MOST SUSTAINABLE MATERIALS MANAGEMENT SYSTEM POSSIBLE?

IF THAT IS THE CASE, WE WILL NEED TO ACCEPT THE REALITY THAT SOME PACKAGES & PRODUCTS CAN’T BE RECYCLED OR COMPOSTED

BUT IF THEY CREATE LESS WASTE IN THEIR TOTAL LIFE CYCLE FROM EXTRACTION & MANUFACTURING TO DISPOSAL 
IF THEY HAVE A LOWER ENVIRONMENTAL FOOTPRINT
IS THAT OK?

ON THIS EARTH DAY, I WOULD SAY YES:  THAT IS BETTER FOR THE ENVIRONMENT 
& LIKE THE EVOLUTION OF RECYCLING IS A PROCESS HAPPENING OVER TIME

MOST IMPORTANTLY, WE HAVE PLENTY OF OPPORTUNITIES TO RECYCLE MORE & TO COMPOST MORE.








 
 
 

FOR MORE INFORMATION: 
Chaz Miller 
202-364-3742 
www.environmentalistseveryday.org  
cmiller@wasterecycling.org 
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