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Pay-as-you-throw aids
recycling, study finds

. By Mary Greczyn

Los AngeLes — Programs charging high-
er disposal fees for extra trash bags
can jump-start recycling programs
dramatically, according to a new
study that surveyed 500 communi-
ties.

The study, which quantifies the
impact of various yard-waste and re-
cycling policies on landfill diversion
rates, indicated pay-as-you-throw ef-
forts can boost recycling rates by an
average of 8-11 percent.

The study's cosponsors — the Los
Angeles-based Reason Foundation
and the Seattle-based Skumatz Eco-
nomic Research Associates — tout
the results as a first attempt to sta-
tistically define program features
that improve landfill diversion rates.

Researchers separated the impacts
of programs such as curbside recy-
cling from individual community dif-
ferences such as materials collected,
said Skumatz Economic Research As-
sociates principal Lisa Skumatz, the
study’s author. A nationwide tele-
phone survey collected data on pro-
grams, community demographics,
budgets, relevant legislation and ton-
nage rates.

The statistical analysis of the re-
sults marks the first time such data
has been compiled to move beyond
anecdotal examples of how policy de-
cisions affect recycling rates, Sku-
matz said.

The project provides formulas that
let municipal planners plug in specif-
ic numbers, such as tonnage rates
and recycling budgets, to project the
impact of a program change, such as
adding mixed paper or reducing col-
lection frequency.

Curbside recycling alone may ac-
count for an average of 6-9 percent-
age points of tonnage diversion rates,
the study found. Curbside yard-waste
collection can boost landfill diversion
by 8-9 percent.

Dropoff programs, on average, tend
to have a more modest impact, the
study shows. Yard-waste dropoff ef-
forts, for example, account for 4-5
percent of diversion rates. Dropoff re-
cycling programs account for an aver-
age of 3-4 percentage points of land-
fill diversion rates.

“Making a yard-waste program
mandatory appears to add another
4-5 percentage points of diversion on
average,” said the study, whose co-
sponsors include the Environmental

Protection Agency’s Regions 5 and 9
and the Minnesota Office of Environ-
mental Assistance. “The same effect
was not found for mandatory recy-
cling.”

The study outlines detailed trade-
offs between decisions such as collect-
ing a higher percentage of recyclables
through weekly collections vs. added
costs in equipment and labor.

As part of a joint curbside and
dropoff recycling program, a vari-
able-rate disposal program can ac-
count for 6-8 percent of a recycling
rate, the study said.

“Given that these programs do not
require any new trucks down the
street, this continues to indicate
strong evidence for implementing in-
centive pricing in communities with
under-performing programs or com-
munities that aren’t reaching their
goals,” the study said.

Skumatz Economic Research Asso-
ciates is conducting a similar study
for the California chapter of the Solid
Waste Association of North America,
focusing more on the cost-effective-
ness of attaining various levels of
landfill diversion and looking at both
the commercial waste and multifami-
ly waste sectors. Bl



