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RECYCLING IN PA Local Governments Remain COMMITTED to Recycling Despite CHALLENGES You might not hear about recycling as much these days, nearly 30 years after it became a statewide requirement. Nonetheless, recycling programs are still going strong across the commonwealth, and where municipalities lack the resources to provide the service, counties often step in to take up the slack. BY BRENDA WILT / ASSISTANT EDITOR
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hestnuthill Township in Monroe County has a thriving recycling center and transfer station. Residents who participate in the pay-as-you-throw program only pay to dispose of the things that can’t be recycled. Because the township provides the opportunity to recycle nearly 40 different categories of items, residents’ trash costs can be lowered significantly, manager Dave Albright says. “Residents don’t have to bring their trash and recyclables to the transfer station,” he says. “They can contract with a hauler on their own, but about 50 percent of our households use it.” Although the municipality sells the recyclables it collects to help offset the program costs, it still must allocate funds from the budget to break even, Albright says. “The markets for recyclables are down,” he says. “In 2008, we had about $125,000 in sales. Last year, we had $80,000.” Still, the township has been recycling since the 1980s and has received several awards in recognition of its effort so it’s not likely to end the program anytime soon. “We try to maximize recycling opportunities for our residents,” Albright says. Recycling programs are going strong across the commonwealth and collect more each year than in the previous year, says Larry Holley of the state Department of Environmental Protection’s (DEP) Waste Minimization and Planning Division. “As a whole, we’re moving in the right direction,” he says. Still, some rural municipalities lack the resources to provide convenient access to recycling, leading county solid waste authorities to reach beyond their borders to help underserved communities.



Working together lowers costs



It’s been nearly 30 years since Pennsylvania implemented statewide recycling with Act 101 of 1988, the Municipal Waste Planning, Recycling, and Waste Reduction Act, which required
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(1) The recycling center and transfer station in Chestnuthill Township, Monroe County, allows residents to pull into the building to unload recyclables. (2) Large wire baskets hold the nearly 40 different materials that are collected at the site. (3) Yard waste and brush can be dropped off, as well as used clothing in the Salvation Army boxes. (4) The township composts leaves and brush into mulch. (Photos courtesy of the township.)
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(1 & 2) Polk Township in Monroe County has a large recycling center where residents can drop off materials in bins and roll-off containers. (3) The center also has machines to crush glass (foreground) and cans. (4) Employees G. Blaine Borger, left, and Thomas Longyhore Jr. keep an eye on the balers for cardboard and plastic. (Photos courtesy of the township.) OCTOBER 2016
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RECYCLING IN PA larger municipalities to recycle. If we don’t hear about recycling as much as we did in the early years of the law, it’s because recycling has become ingrained as part of our society, Holley says. “The only time you tend to hear about it is when recycling opportunities get taken away,” he says. Although the more populous regions of the state have robust recycling programs, rural Pennsylvania has had its ups and downs. “There is always a cost to recycling, from collecting to transporting,” Holley says, “and some rural areas don’t want to pay for it. “The most successful programs involve cooperation among munici-
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“Costs go down significantly and efficiencies go up when communities work together.” palities,” he continues. “Costs go down significantly and efficiencies go up when communities work together. The state’s recycling grant program gives preference to cooperating municipalities.” Some rural townships are committed to providing recycling services despite the cost and lackluster participation. Joint equipment purchases and feebased operations help them make ends meet. Greene Township in Erie County, a community of about 4,700 people, operates a curbside recycling program using its own collection trucks. Although the program has been going on for about 18 years, a relatively low percentage of residents use it, supervisor-secretary Lisa Vallimont says.



“The recyclables must be sorted, rather than commingled,” she says, “which may be why some people don’t want to do it.” The township sells the recyclables that it can to help offset the program costs. To save money, the township partnered with Northeast and Greenfield townships to purchase a truck to haul the roll-off containers. Still, the township budgeted $38,000 for the program this year. As of the beginning of August, it had spent about $34,500 on wages, fuel, repairs and maintenance, and fees to recycle the plastic and glass that was collected. Polk Township in Monroe County helps pay for its comprehensive recycling program by charging residents a
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RECYCLING IN PA reasonable fee. Supervisor Brian Ahner says about 1,293 households from the community of 8,000 residents use the township’s recycling facility. In addition to the standard recyclables of glass, cardboard, newspapers, metal cans, and plastic, the facility also accepts batteries, tires, brass and copper, heavy and light scrap metal, and used oil. Residents can also get personal records shredded at the recycling center, drop off items in the Salvation Army collection box, compost leaves and yard waste, and donate new or slightly used items for the historical society’s annual yard sale. A $90 annual fee allows residents to bring all of their recyclables and up to three bags of trash to the center per week. “Residents can contract with a hauler if they’d rather do that,” Ahner says, “but it’s probably cheaper to use the township facility.” The facility, state-of-the-art when it was built in 1992, is feeling a little small these days. “As you collect more things, the more room you need,” Ahner says. Recycling grants from DEP enabled the township to purchase balers and a truck. Once the township has a truckload of a particular commodity, it sells it for the best price it can get. “We work with Chestnuthill Township to get rid of electronics because they have a recycler for them, and we also work with them to handle some of the plastics,” Ahner says. “Our program is really close to being self-sufficient, and we try to keep the fee down.”



Counties take up the slack



Some rural municipalities simply can’t afford to make recycling available to their residents, and if they’re lucky, their counties step up to help. “Strong county leadership working 54
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The Elk County Solid Waste/Recycling Office operates a recycling center in St. Marys and half a dozen drop-off sites around the county. It accepts traditional recyclables from all over the region, as well as electronics. (Photos courtesy of Elk County.)



with local communities can provide solutions for underserved areas,” DEP’s Larry Holley says. In the upper region of the commonwealth, the Northern Tier Solid Waste Authority serves as the main trash and recycling hauler for Bradford, Sullivan, and Tioga counties. It provides curbside trash collection for many borough residents. Although only one municipality in the three-county region — Sayre Borough — is mandated by Act 101 to recycle, the authority offers curbside recycling collection to its trash customers. “If a homeowner uses the authority as its waste hauler, we will offer curbside recycling when feasible,” authority recycling coordinator Leigh Twoey says. “Obviously, we are not going to send out a truck to pick up recycling from one house.” In areas with no curbside collection, the authority has solicited townships and boroughs to host drop-off containers, she says. “About 50 municipalities in the three-county region have drop-off sites,”



Twoey says. “As a ‘kickback’ for providing clean materials, we give the host municipalities a penny per pound for recyclables.” The authority also operates two recycling processing centers in Bradford and Tioga counties, which accept traditional recyclables, as well as such items as batteries, latex paint, textiles, white goods, and electronic waste.



A similar setup exists in Elk County. The county recycling/solid waste office operates a recycling center in St. Marys and has drop-off sites in six locations across the county, recycling/solid waste coordinator Bekki Titchner says. “The recycling center is open to anyone, especially for traditional recyclables,” she says, “so we get people from Cameron and other counties.” The county opened the recycling center six years ago as a result of a sustainability study, Titchner says. “We took a look at recycling in Elk County and asked how we could keep making it work without shutting everything down,” she says. In the first four years, the center took in 127,000 tons of traditional recyclables. Now it averages about 1,000 tons per year. It recently started accepting recyclables from businesses — mostly cardboard. Commercial establishments must pay for hazardous waste, such as fluorescent lights. The center has a small staff of three full-time and two part-time employees, plus 12 to 15 volunteers ranging from teens to an octogenarian. “Everything is hand-sorted,” Titchner says. “It’s labor-intensive, but we end up with really clean materials.” The center markets each commodity once it has a tractor trailer load. “It’s all about quantity,” Titchner says. “We work with markets that we know exist.” A donation jar at the facility gathers about $3,000 to $4,000 a year, which also helps to offset costs. “People don’t mind donating because the operation is so transparent,” she says. “Residents can see that their things are really being recycled.” It also helps, she says, that it is a community-based center and that the volunteers are people from the community. “We are fortunate that we have a great staff and volunteers who really make this place run,” Titchner says. Other rural counties also have dropoff recycling containers in municipalities. In northwestern Pennsylvania, the Warren County Solid Waste Authority has sites in six townships, and the Crawford County Solid Waste Authority has 11 permanent recycling drop-offs, six of them in townships. ➤ OCTOBER 2016
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RECYCLING IN PA Venango County has four drop-off locations for traditional recyclables, and 14 municipalities hold bulk metal collections at least once a year. In August, the Centre County Recycling and Refuse Authority announced that it would be placing recycling containers at three locations in neighboring Clearfield County in partnership with Advanced Disposal, giving those residents the opportunity to keep several categories of recyclables out of landfills. The availability of such recycling opportunities is crucial to reducing illegal dumping, Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful President Shannon Reiter says. “We have considerably less illegal dumping due to the increase in convenient, affordable access to waste
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When people lack convenient, affordable opportunities for trash disposal and recycling, they often resort to disposing of it illegally along roads and down hillsides, Shannon Reiter, president of Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful, says. Once trash is deposited in a spot, it attracts more and more as time goes on.



disposal and recycling,” she says. “Unfortunately, in rural Pennsylvania, that access is not as comprehensive.” If recycling drop-offs are not coupled with convenient opportunities for trash



disposal, the recycling containers can become magnets for illegally dumped trash, she says. “Some drop-off locations are closing because the communities have to pay



for the trash cleanup and the programs become too expensive to continue,” she says. “Those communities need to figure out a convenient, affordable way for residents to dispose of trash so it doesn’t end up in the recycling containers.”



Take steps to make your program sustainable



For townships that are struggling to afford a recycling program, there are things you can do to make it more sustainable, Larry Holley of DEP says. First, think about cooperating with other municipalities to reduce costs. “Programs work better when systems and education costs are shared,” he says. Second, look at the contracts you have with processors: how they are set up, whether they include a fuel escalator cause, and so on. “DEP provides free technical assistance to townships to help them evaluate their programs,” Holley says. Townships should also look at what kinds of recyclables they are collecting and what condition they are in. “Education is the single most important part of any recycling program to ensure that what is being put in containers can and will be recycled,” Holley says. “Municipalities, on the whole, need to do a more consistent job of educating residents to improve the quality of collected recyclables.” Townships should make sure to collect recyclables that have intrinsic value, he says. “If they have value, why wouldn’t you collect them?” he asks. Although glass has lost much of its value as a recyclable, it can still benefit townships to collect it. Recycling performance grants are based on tonnage, and glass is heavier than other materials, which will boost the reimbursement. Recyclables are commodities, and depressed commodities markets should not scare townships away from recycling, says Bob Bylone of the Recycling Markets Center. “It’s true that commodities markets tend to follow the price of a barrel of petroleum,” he says, “so when the price of oil went down, the price of commodities went down, too.” However, recycling program costs are



based on many factors, not just commodity prices, Bylone says. Contract terms and operational practices also play a role. “You need to make sure your program is as optimized and efficient as possible,” he says. “The center can help townships by reviewing their contracts and doing a business review of the program. “Just remember that it is not solely market conditions that influence the balance sheet of recycling programs,” he adds. “It is, after all, a service you provide, and a service has costs.” Recycling offers many benefits, not only to the environment and municipal residents but also to the common-



wealth’s economy. The center has been working on a recycling economic impact study of the industry in Pennsylvania. The last study, in 2009, showed that recycling employs about 52,000 people across the state, with a $20 billion payroll. Current figures are likely to be as promising. Recycling may not get as much press these days, but it is still going strong, at least in part because municipalities believe it is a service worth providing despite its challenges. “Programs can always be improved, and we need to improve how we handle electronics,” Bylone says, “but overall, the recycling industry is a healthy one in Pennsylvania.” F
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