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. and public education programs, are waste generation rates

and MSW management costs still high? Give residents an economic incentive to reduce waste.

et s say that cach week your crews
are collecting newspaper. glass, alu-
minum, steel. and plasties at the
curbside for recveling. You're also

collecting brushand leaves for com-
posting. Households are doing their part.
and the amount of waste you're disposing
alisdecreasing—but notas muchas you'd
lke. Tipping fees are sull high, and you're
having a hard tme cavenng the costs ol
providing service. What alternatives do
vou have?

One option is 1o consider a “umt pric-
ing” program. also called “pay-as-you
throw™ or “varable rate pricing.” Unit pric-
g 18 g lee-lor-service system in which
residents pay tor MSW management ser-
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vices perunit of waste collected rather than
through taxes or a hixed fee. The system
creates adirect econonmie ineentive for peo-
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and to compost. With such u svslem some
communities have seen signilicant decreas-
es in waste disposal and increases in the
amount of material recycled.

Fhese advantages are only part ol the
story. In addition 1o helping achieve waste
reductions (and cost savingsi, by encour-
uging residents w think about waste gen-

eration. unit pricing often leads to o greater

understanding of environmental 1ssues in
veneral. Residents also tend o welcome unit
pricing, viewing itas a more equitable way
1o pay Tor solid waste services than tradi-

tional flar fees, which, in effect, require
households that reduce and recycle to sub-
sidize their more wasteful neighbors

All sizes and types ol communities can
reslize benefits through unit pricing pro-
grams. These programs also work well
whether solid waste services are carnied out
hy municipal or private haulers.

Setting the Stage

Ihe first stepistoestablish the groundwork
forunit pricing. Adopting an effective pro-
grum requires making a series of decisions
about how to best offer a vartable rate 1o
residents. To be sure vou dare making the
right decisions, organize a team or council
that can determine the gouls of your pro-
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gram and how 1o achieve them.

Establish an advisory team. A unit pric-
ing team typically consists of solid waste
staff, interested elected officials. civic lead-
ers. and representatives from alfected busi-
nesses in the community. Including these
individuals in the planning process gives
the community a sense of program owner-
ship. Team members can help other resi-
dents in the community understand the
specifics of the program as it evolves, and
can provide your agency with valuable
input on residents’ concerns about the pro-
gram. [n addition, members of the team can
serve as a sounding board to help ensure
strong community participation throughout
the planning process.

Ser goals. Determine the goals of the
program based on a review of your com-
munity’s needs and concerns. Specific
goals can include encouraging waslte pre-
vention and recycling, raising sufficient
revenue tocover MSW management costs,
and subsidizing other community pro-
grams. Once you've come up with a list
of preliminary goals, the team can help
refine and prioritize them.

Consider legal/jurisdictional issues.
Generally, states extend to local jurisdic-
tions the authority o provide waste man-
agement services and to charge residents
accordingly. Taking the time to determine
if this is the case in your stale, however, is
better than risking discovery of it during
implementation.

Invalve and educate the public. The
experiences of communities that have
implemented unit pricing programs indi-
cate that a good public relations program
more than pays for itself. Public education
cancombat fears and myths about unit pric-
ing (such as the fear of increased illegal
dumping), and can help avoid or mitigate
many potential implementation problems,
It is critical to devise ways to involve and
educate the community during the planning
process. including holding public meet-
ings, preparing briefing papers for elected
officials, issuing press releases, and encour-
aging retailers to display posters and other
information about the program.

To help organize some of these activi-
ties. consider developing a timeline or
schedule. Planning for unit pricing should
begin at least a year in advance of your tar-
geted start date. Begin explaining the pro-
gram and 1ts goals to the community
between 9 and 12 months before program
implementation. Public education should
continue throughout the months prior to the
start of the program and. to some extent,
after the program is under way, Identify the
legal framework for the program at least
six months before the start of the program.
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Drafting a blueprint, The next step is to
determine the features of your program.
Designing a working program requires that
you consider and decide on a range of spe-
cific issues, The process of selecting pro-
gram components and service options can
begin as much as nine months before the
start of your program.

Volume-Based versus Weight-Based

One of the first decisions to be made when
designing a unit pricing program is to deter-
mine how solid waste will be measured.
Under volume-based systems, residents are
charged for waste collection based on the
number and size of waste containers that

Weight-based systems
offer a greater waste
reduction incentive,
since every pound of
waste that residents
prevent, recycle, or
compost results in
direct savings

they use. Under weight-based systems, the
hauler weighs at the curbside the waste that
residents set out forcollection. Households
are then billed based on the pounds of Lrash
generated. Weight-based systems offer a
greater waste reduction-incentive, since
every pound of waste that residents prevent,
recycle, or compost results in direct sav-
ings. Residents can easily understand this

_Kind of system, and the system itself is .

more precise. In addition, under a weight-
based program, residents are not tempted
to compact their waste, which can occur
with volume-based systems.

On the otherhand, weight-based systems
typically are more expensive to implement
and operate than volume-based systems. To
operate a weight-based system, communi-
ties often need to use specialized collec-
tion trucks with on-board scales to weigh
and record the weight of the waste from
each household. A computerized system for
charging residents also is needed, and more
solid waste administrative agency person-

nel often are required to manage the billing
system. Most of the unit pricing experience
and data come from volume-based pro-
grams. Many of the design and implemen-
tation issues presented below. however,
apply to both of these systems.

Containers, Rate Structures & Billing
Communities that decide to design a vol-
ume-based program must consider the type
and size of waste collection containers on
which to base their rate structure and billing
system. A program can be based around
large cans, small or variable cans. prepaid
bags, or prepaid tags or stickers. Each sys-
tem has its own specific advantages and dis-
advantages related to such issues as offer-
ing asystem that residents view as equitable,
creating as direct an economic incentive for
waste reduction as possible, and assuring
revenue stability for the agency.

Large cans. Households are provided
with single. large cans. which are typical-
ly 50 to 60 gallons in capacity. Each house-
hold is then charged according to the num-
ber of cans it uses. The primary benefit of
offering a single container size is revenue
stability. The waste reduction incentive is
somewhat diluted, however, since house-
holds pay the same amount whether they
fill their container halfway or completely.

Small or variable cans. Communities
also could provide households with grad-
vated can sizes, typically ranging from 20
to 90 gal. in capacity. Such systems allow
residents torealize savings from even mod-
est reductions in waste generalion. Track-
ing the amount of waste generated and
charging households accordingly can be
more complicated.

Prepaid bags. Standard-sized. distinc-
tively marked trash bags, often 20 or 30
gal. in capacity, are used. Residents pur-
chase the bags from the solid waste agen-
cy through such outlets as municipal offices
and retail stores, Bag systems are less expen-
sive to implement and maintain, since there
is no tracking and billing required. Since
residents might buy large numbers of bags
and then none for an extended period, rey-
enue fluctuations may occur.

Prepaid tags or stickers. Tags or stick-
ers specifying certain bag sizes can be sold
to residents through municipal offices or
retail stores. These systems offer many of
the same advantages as bag-based systems.

In addition to container choices, MSW
planners need to decide on the rate or pric-
ing structure. There are four basic rate struc-
tures: proportional (linear), variable con-
tainer, two-tiered, and multi-tiered. Pricing
and container choices are closely related.
The types of containers selected often dic-
tate the rate structure and billing system to
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use. In other cases, an existing billing sys-
tem that cannot be overhauled could gov-
ern container type and rate structure,

A proportional (linear) rate system, the
simplest rate structure, entails charging
households a flat price for cach container
of waste they place out for collection. A
variable container rate can be used by com-
munities interested in offering a greater
waste reduction incentive to residents.
Under this system. communities charge
varying rates for different size containers.

Communities also might opt for a two-
tiered rate structure under which households
are assessed both a fixed fee and a per-con-
tainer fee. The fixed fee helps ensure thal
revenues will never drop below a certain

Linking recycling and com-
posting with unit pricing
lets communities recover
these expenses without
creating economic disin-
centives to recycle

More and more communities are frying fo find
new and befler woys 1o manage fheir MSW in
response lo foctors such as increasing woste gerr
etalion and fipping fees. EPA recognizes that in
this climate woste prevention will play an increas:
ingly imporont wole. Far some communities, charg
ing a varioble rafe for waoste collection can be o
wise strategy :

To help communities leam whelher unil pric
ing might wark for them, EPA organized the Unil
Pricing Roundtable, a gathering of experts and
tepresentotives from communities with variable rate
programs in place. EPA then arganized fhe wealth
of information resuliing from the meeling's dis-
cussions into a 90-page guice.

Pay-AsYouThrow: lessons leatmed About Unit
Pricing [EPAS30-R-04-004] provides deloiled
technical information on unil pricing based on fhe
experiances of communities with variable rate pro
grams in place. The free manual con be ordered
direatly from EPA by calling the RCRA Hetline of
(800} 424-9346 or by wiiting fo USEPA, RCRA
Infarmation Center (5305}, 401 M Sireel S W,
Washinglen, DC 20460
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level, while the per-container fee provides
astrong waste reduction incentive. This rate
structure is the most complex and. there-
fore. is difficult to administer and bill.
Designing a unit pricing program also
requires that & community choose from
among three types of billing systems: direct
payment, subscription, and actual set-out
systems. Direct payment systems typical-
ly are used with bag-, tag-. or sticker-based
programs. Residents pay for MSW services
by purchasing bags. tags. or sticker$ from
the solid waste agency. They are then
affixed to containerized waste placed out
forcollection. Under subscription systems,
residents select in advance a specific sub-
scription level (the number of containers
they anticipate setting out each collection
cycle). The customeris then billed on areg-
ular basis for these containers. If customers
are able to reduce the amount of waste they
generate, they can select a lower subscrip-
tion level and save money. Under an actu-
al set-out system, the solid waste agency
bills customers based on the actual num-
ber of containers set out for collection.

Choosing Important Services

The nextstep in planning a unit pricing pro-
gram is todetermine which solid waste ser-
vices are most important to residents. A
carefully selected and priced service array
allows a community o offer the different
waste collection services that residents feel
are important. while generating sufficient
revenues (0 SUPpPOr core services.

Some services can contribute signifi-
cantly to the overall effectiveness of unit
pricing. Recycling and collection of yard
trimmings for composting enhance the pro-
gram’s waste reduction goals. Linking recy-
cling and composting with unit pricing pro-
vides residents with an environmentally
responsible way to manage waste. In addi-
tion, since the cost of these programs can
be built into unit pricipg fees, communi-
ties can recover these expenses without
creating economic disincentives torecycle.

Other services are viewed as important
conveniences, orevennecessities, by some
residents. Incorporating them can add to
enthusiasm for your -new program. For
example, backyard collection of waste
and/or recyclables can be an important ser-
vice forelderly ordisabled residents. Back-
yard collections also can be offered to other
residents ata higher costtoreflect the added
service resources required.

Special Collection Needs

One of the biggest challenges facing com-
munities implementing unit pricing is how
toinclude multi-family (five units ormore)
residential structures in the program.

Because waste often is collected from res-
idents of multi-family structures on a per
building rather than per unit basis, offer-
ing these residents a direct economic incen-
tive to reduce waste with unil pricing may
be difficult. One way 1o resolve multi-fam-
ily challenges is to have the building man-
ager sell bags or tags o each resident.
Another approach is to modity the system
of setting out waste for collection in multi-
family buildings so that only waste that has
been paid for can be left for collection. Sys-
tems that employ technological solutions,
such as using magnetic cards 10 open
garbage chutes, usually are expensive.
Many communities considering unit
pricing are concerned about ensuring that
the waste reduction incentives ol unit pric-
ing can be brought to residents living on
fixed or low incomes. Communities may
wish to consider providing assistance 1o res-
idents with special financial needs by reduc-
ing the per-houschold waste collection
charges by a set amount. offering a per-
centage discount. or providing a credit on
the overall bill. Assistance also can be
offered through existing low-income pro-
grams, particularly other utilities” efforts.

Launching the Program

There are two distinct schools of thought
about the timing of implementation. One
maintains that unit pricing should be imple-
mented within a brief period of time. The
other believes that households respond bet-
ter when asked to make changes in small,
manageable increments over time.

Regardless of your schedule of imple-
mentation, a number of tasks need to be
performed. They include educating the pub-
lic about the new program and organizing
your solid waste agency to be able to effec-
tively administer the new program. Other
common tasks include establishing legal
authority for charging a direct variable fee
for waste collection services, procuring
containers, designing and launching com-
plementary programs, and ensuring en-
forcement (including developing ways of
preventing illegal dumping).

Once yourprogram is under way, begin
the process of monitoring and data collec-
tion. Data collecting will help you deter-
mine how successful the program is. Just
as it will take somit time for residents to get
used to paying a variable rate for their trash,
your program itself will necessarily go
through an adjustment period. Staying on
top of its problems and progress will allow
you to make needed changes quickly, help-
ing to ensure an effective program. MSW

Guest author Michael Shapiro is director of
Office af Solid Waste, EPA.
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