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Synopsis

History

In 2009 the City of Spartanburg began looking at ways to improve our recycling program.  What developed was startling!  We sold our four recycling trucks.  We moved our employees dedicated to recycling to other work.  We retired our bailing station and improved our recycling program in the process.

Our City of Spartanburg recycling program started in the late 1980’s with curb-side sort.  We supplied each resident one pickup a week on the same day as their garbage pickup. The residents placed out for pickup a sixteen gallon recycling bin.  The items we accepted were newspaper, number 1 & 2 plastic bottles, aluminum, glass, (brown, clear and green).  For safety, we used two employees per truck.  The program required one team on Tuesday, two on Wednesday, and three on Thursday and Friday.
We looked to see how we could improve the program and determined we needed to completely update our approach to the method of collecting our recycling.  Our residents were placing the sixteen gallon bin out with bags of recycling placed beside it.  We knew that curb-side sort was entirely too labor intensive.  We were spending too much time processing our recyclables after they were collected.
Intent of the program

The intent of our program was to improve our recycling program for the City of Spartanburg.  This improvement would be gauged by the cost being less per ton of recyclables collected.  The quantity of product generated increased.  Our residents should be more pleased with the service and it should be a more sustainable operation.
Formulation of a Plan

We considered many methods of collection and decided that automated single stream collection was the best choice.  One truck with one driver could collect as much as two trucks with four workers.  The ninety-six gallon container dumped two times a month thereby increasing the volume of recyclable storage on the street from sixty-four gallons to one hundred and ninety two gallons.  We went from seventy two man days a month to collect the recyclables down to ten man days a month.  A man day is one employee working a ten hour day.
We were able to establish a contract with Sonoco to accept our product directly from our collection trucks.  This eliminated the costly process of unloading to storage and reloading for shipment.  We were able to drop off our loaded trucks at the local Sonoco facility on the recycling day or the morning of the next day.  This freed up our garbage trucks for their regular work schedule.
We formed a committee to facilitate a smooth transition from curb-side sort to recycling roll carts.  Our community relations department had already established a residential representative from each neighborhood whom was invited to be a member of our transition team.  They joined in and were very helpful and tireless in their efforts to make our project successful.  We were able to communicate with residents through neighborhood meetings, handouts, newspaper/outdoor/radio advertising, local public access TV as well as holding a press conference.
Plan Application

We first placed a notice in our recycling bins of the planned change.  Then we purchased recycling roll carts for the approximately 2500 residents who were recycling.  We made a list of their addresses and assigned a team to deliver the recycling roll carts when they came in.  It was amazing the amount of interest we generated with the new blue carts being placed on the street.  Residents, who previously did not recycle, were coming up to our delivery trucks requesting a recycling roll cart.  We took their address and placed them on our delivery list.  We realized that the demand was greater than we had expected. We chose to issue recycling roll carts to residents who were already curb-side recyclers first.    Those who were new recyclers were placed on a waiting list while new recycling roll carts were being ordered and delivered.  
Our next notice to our residents was that on the fourth of January the means of placing recycling on the street must be in the recycling roll cart only.  By utilizing our garbage trucks and drivers to collect the recycling, we eliminated our need to operate recycling specific equipment.  They are paid overtime to keep from having to have extra drivers on staff to pick up the recycling.
We established the first and third Monday of the month as our recycling pickup days.  We covered the entire city on both days.  This was a good choice because some cities establish revolving days that creates confusion.  Plus, if a resident misses the first Monday we just tell them to place it out on the third Monday and we will get it.  Our first official pickup of recycling roll carts was on January 4, 2010.
We decided to let the residents keep their old recycling bin.  If we took them back all we could get for them was the recycling rate for the plastic.  They were able to keep their old recycling habits.  They would fill the bin in their kitchen and use it to transport the recyclables out to their recycling roll cart.  I was surprised at the number of people who expressed appreciation for this consideration.

Response

The response to our new program was tremendous.  We responded to approximately 2600 new requests for service.  This moved our number of residents recycling from about 2500 to 5100.  We are dumping over six thousand carts a month.  This means that even though some people are not putting out a cart there is enough putting their cart out twice a month to keep our numbers above the five thousand one hundred units issued.  We increased our tonnage in the first six months by 100 tons.  Residents were appreciative of this change.  They liked the extra storage volume and convenience.  I have been surprised to find that the volume people recycle is in direct relationship to the volume of the storage unit.  Just going from the sixteen gallon boxes to the ninety six gallon roll cart people increased the amount they were placing on the street.
The positive response came from our reaching out to our people and keeping them informed as we proceeded.  We used handouts which were nothing more than 8 ½ X 11 sheets we created on the computer and placed in the recycling bin.  We visited the neighborhood meetings and not only answered questions about the changes in recycling but any questions they had about any solid waste service.  I think that helped create an open dialogue.

When our residents received their recycling roll cart we had our directions embedded in a colorful graphic in the recycling roll cart lid.  We also had a sticker on the lid that gave the time and days to have the cart on the street.  This sticker reminded the reader to be careful to follow the instructions on what was and was not allowed in the recycling roll cart.  We were able to contract the use of outdoor billboard signage at a reduced rate in the city to promote recycling.  
Partnerships
After establishing our new program, we have joined in a partnership with other organizations that profit from the efforts of the members.  We are partners in the promotion iRecycle and Win with Coca Cola of Spartanburg, Coca Cola Recycling of Atlanta, BI-LO Supermarkets, and URRC Recycling.  We are promoting recycling by having a contest to find people in the city who are recycling.  In order to be eligible, they must have a “Give it Back” sticker on their recycling roll cart and be recycling correctly.  Residents are randomly selected and those identified to be recycling correctly receive a $50 BI-LO gift card.  Two households are awarded per month.
The company URRC has built a recycling plant in Spartanburg.  They are the largest recyclers in the world and provide Coke with recycled plastic material to be used in the manufacturing of their plastic bottles.  All of this adds to the good image the City of Spartanburg is receiving through our program.
How we overcame one big problem

We had to make the decision if we were going to continue to pick up glass.  If glass was mixed in with the paper it lowered the marketable quality of the paper.  We chose not to continue to pick up the glass at curbside.  We, in our transition communications with our residents, let them know about our decision, why we made it, and where they could recycle their glass in the City of Spartanburg.  The county had two drop-off stations within the city limits that received glass.  We were very pleased that they responded positively to our choice and most modified their putting glass in with their recyclables.
Cost/Savings

Our City strongly supports our recycling program. This is reflected in the investment of over $200,000 for the purchase of roll carts.  As stated earlier, one truck with one driver could collect as much as two trucks with four workers.  We went from seventy two man days a month to collect the recyclables to ten man days a month.  A man day is one employee working a ten hour day.  We also generated savings by having more efficient trucks.  We are saving fuel because the trucks are not “on area” as long to accomplish the task.  Also, the automated side-loaders have a much larger storage area than the recycling trucks and do not need to be dumped nearly as often.  We eliminated the special trucks for collection and have a more sustainable process because it is the same operation and use of men and equipment as our garbage collection.
Looking to the future
We were very conservative in our choices with the transition.  We wanted to be successful so we took the safest route.  Now that the change has been made, we have formed a committee made up of a diverse group, to study how to fine tune our operation.  We would like to make our program the best recycling program possible.  We are going to consider all options and determine our path in the future.  We would like to offer recycling to the businesses in the City of Spartanburg.  There are also the schools that need help with their programs.  We would like to increase our plastic range from just Number 1 & 2 to other groups of plastic and we would like to bring our collection of glass back.
PRESENTATION COMPONENTS

1. INNOVATION/CREATIVITY
How did the program improve the organization?

There were two major organizational benefits that came with our new recycling method.  First, we improved our control over our recycling service.  By setting up recycling on only two days a month and reducing the staff required to accomplish the task, we were able to concentrate our supervision over the task and improve service.  We know better now where our people are and can monitor schedules better than before.
Secondly, our streamlining the process of collection created a reduction in our costs.  By cutting the cost of collection of recyclables we have freed up money that can be used for other services.  We were able to sell our recycling trucks and shift the task of collection to our garbage trucks.  This eliminated four hundred thousands dollars worth of equipment and better utilized our other trucks.  Our labor costs were reduced because of the efficiencies of the automated systems.
New Technologies/Consultants
For our area the single stream method is not a new technology.  It is a new application of an old system.  Cities and counties moved away from single stream but are beginning to move back because of labor, fuel, and equipment costs.  We have two new plants within reasonable transport distance to process the recycling.  We were wasting huge amounts of time and money with the curb side sort.  The return on plastic or other products baled did not justify the labor required.  We developed our program in-house.  We did not use outside consultants.
2. OUTCOMES ACHIEVED
Customer/Community Needs

We were able to increase the potential volume of recyclables collected from about seventy eight gallons a month to about one hundred and ninety two gallons a month.  With paper being the contributor for about sixty percent of landfill volume, we increased our ability to collect paper, from just newspaper and inserts, to all paper.  The roll carts make the service easier for the residents to access.  We were able to increase our items we pickup with the addition of tin cans.  Our processor encouraged us not to accept glass.  We were able to encourage our residents to recycle glass other than through the city system.  We publicized the Spartanburg County locations to drop off glass.  All locations were close to our residents with one in the center of the City of Spartanburg.  Many of our residents have started using these drop off locations to recycle glass and other items we do not take, like paint.
Access to government
In promoting our new recycling program we reached out to our residents.  We went to community meetings, spoke with service clubs in the City.  We worked with neighborhood representatives.  We did articles for newsletters, went on local talk shows, and generally opened communication between our residents and city government.  It was a rewarding experience for both those in the neighborhood and those of us in government.
3. APPLICABLE RESULTS AND REAL WORLD PRACTICALITY
What practical application could you share if selected?

We can walk a city government through the process of putting this plan into service and help eliminate some of the surprises and problems.  In a project like this we can reinforce the expected importance of communication.  We found out which methods worked the best.
How applicable is the project to other local governments?

Any government body that operates a recycling program would find it applicable.

What results/outcomes will you be able to share?

We will be able to share:

1. A full one year report on volume of recycling in tons
2. A report on residential participation by giving the number of carts dumped each recycling day
3. A report on labor hours, reflecting the time spent collecting recyclables
4. CASE STUDY WOULD INCLUDE:
1. PowerPoint

2. Video

3. Handout Materials
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