

Dealing With Distance Issue Paper cont.
The challenge of distance to recycling processors and end markets for Eastern and Central Washington communities.

Introduction

The Dealing with Distance Team is composed of volunteers representing the recycling industry, waste haulers, end processors, local and state government.  The Team met several times over several months in Spokane at the Department of Ecology.  These discussions ranged well outside of the narrower issue of distance to recycling processors and end users.  But this “wandering” served to better define the landscape for a meaningful discussion about the impact of distance on the ability of local governments to maintain viable recycling programs in such a multi-faceted and fluid environment.  A list of the Dealing With Distance team members is appended to this paper.


Problem Statement

The United States produces more recyclable materials than domestic manufacturers can use.  The largest U.S. export from the Los Angeles and Long Beach ports last year as measured in cargo space was waste paper, according to the Los Angeles Economic Development Corporation (LAEDC).  This very common recyclable is typically shipped hundreds of miles for recycling (Inland Paper in Spokane being the exception that proves the rule).  

Recycled product is then shipped thousands of miles further for processing or resale to a manufacturer.  The dollar value in this proposition is all about scale, getting to a scale large enough to turn a profit on a commodity that is being continually devalued by its very abundance.  Ironically, this abundance of product is due in part to ever more aggressive recycling collection programs.

Central and Eastern Washington communities, local recyclers and waste haulers are at the commodity supply end of this loop and are confronted with high transportation costs to collect recyclables from widely dispersed rural populations without the benefit of sufficient scale to extract a profit from shipping recyclables to distant processors.

These distances introduce an energy surcharge that makes the cost of recycling certain products economically and/or ecologically neutral or even negative, while simultaneously increasing vulnerability to future increases/spikes in the price of energy.  We expect these “costs of distance” to increase in the future, especially if some version of a carbon tax is eventually levied in the United States.  

Conversations among rural waste/recycling haulers, materials recovery facility (MRF) operators, county government officials and Washington State Department of Ecology employees have identified challenges and opportunities in the context of an emerging movement toward commingling recyclables collection as a method of increasing recycling collection rates.

There is evidence already that the volume of recyclables collected in commingled systems is greater than for source separated systems.  It is less clear that this leads to an actual increase in effective recycling rate due to issues of cross contamination and rejection of some recyclables by some manufacturers and fabricaters of recycled content products.

So how does this emerging trend to commingled recycling and more centralized processing at large, distant MRFs affect the ability of communities in Eastern and Central Washington to sustain hard won gains in local recycling collection programs?  

For each of the major “players” in the recycling system that need to be considered in any potential rule-changes for recycling in Washington state, or for the informed awarding of contracts for collection or recycling at the local government level, some questions should be considered. Part of the task of the Team was to field these questions.  The discussions also considered unique challenges and options local governments, particularly those in rural areas, might explore to cope with anticipated shifts to single or dual stream recycling.
 
Challenges and Opportunities for Local Government

· The general public believes that recycling pays for itself.  This has almost never been true for the kinds of mixed commodity systems that capture household recycling.  Recycling programs generally represent a net cost to both public sector and private industry participants in the system (whether that system is single stream or source separated).  Distances to processors and markets contribute significantly to the costs of recycling due to costs of fuel and transportation.  Whether these materials are collected in a commingled fashion or singly, whether transported directly by a local government or a local waste hauler or shipped in container cars by a large vertically integrated waste management company, fuel costs are a continuing and volatile element of the cost structure.
· Aggregated, sometimes global demand for recyclables also fluctuates by force of consumer demand and market speculation on a global scale.  A significant local coping strategy for rural recycling programs to deal with this reality is to allow higher value materials to subsidize the cost of bringing lower value materials to processors.  There is some fear that commingling recyclable loads will reduce the value of some traditionally higher value commodities due to contamination and the inability to weigh products separately.  There is a fear amongst local governments and some recyclers that this will drive the price paid for these commodities down to the point where collection can’t be financially supported.
· A switch to single stream will increase the amount of recyclable material collected, potentially resulting in cost-avoidance savings through reduced amounts of waste.  At the same time, however, lost tipping fee revenues could be a major financial burden for counties, and private entities, that run their own landfills and transfer stations.
· A switch to single stream would facilitate an increase capacity to ship recyclables to distant international markets by increasing the speed at which they can be aggregated at large MRFs.   This increases exposure to both the volatile costs of transportation and the vagaries of international markets, while doing nothing to stabilize garbage rates or to provide for sustainable collection systems.
· Changes in the composition of what gets recycled present opportunities to recycle new products (e.g. office paper) as well as new education challenges for local governments.  
· Residents prefer the ease of recycling in a single-stream versus source-separated system. Some local collection utilities may actually lose money if there are greater recycling rates as a consequence of single or dual stream collection efficiencies.  This is due to the impact on tipping fees.  As more waste is diverted to recycling, less crosses the tipping floor, so less revenue is derived from the same municipal waste.  This represents a built-in disincentive in the system for recycling.

Challenges and Opportunities for Recycling Haulers

· The same misconception about the profitability of recycling that vexes local governments also pertains to those who move recyclable commodities from drop boxes, transfer stations and curbsides to regional collection and consolidation centers.   Distances to processors and markets contribute significantly to the costs of recycling due to costs of fuel and transportation.  
· A switch to single stream could deprive counties and haulers of a major funding subsidy for their current recycling systems, the direct marketing of high-value source-separated products (e.g. cardboard, aluminum) to the highest bidder.  Single stream may simplify the management of recyclable materials in rural communities, but negates the ability to high-grade the delivery of materials and may limit the number of market options for recycled products compared with the current system of direct brokerage of source separated material (note however that MRF’s do purchase source separated material).  
· Capital costs associated with the switch to a single stream system (eg. bailers, trucks, warehouses to store bales out of the weather, cans for customers) are significant.  Once these investments are made, they are difficult if not impossible to undo until rolling stock and facilities fully depreciate.   
· On the upside, a switch to a co-mingled recycling system would result in an increase in the total volume of recyclable materials to haul, while making it easier for haulers to “make weight” for hauling, and it will reduce labor required for curbside collection by eliminating the need to sort materials at the curb or recycling center or transfer station.

Challenges and Opportunities for Material Recovery Facilities

· Where local processing already exists, and absent contractual agreements stating otherwise, it is likely that a switch to single stream would result in greater distances that recyclables need to travel for processing.  This may result in increased transportation costs, meaning a lower per/tonnage rate available to pay for recyclable materials. 
· The delivery point for material will not change significantly for Eastern and Central Washington communities with a move to commingled recycling as long as the MRFs, shipping consolidators, fabricators and manufacturing firms continue to be concentrated in the Puget Sound region or in the Midwest or even the Orient. 
· Unplanned need to transport contaminants from a commingled process for ultimate disposal may also reduce the savings assumed to accompany single-stream recycling programs.

Challenges and Opportunities for End Users:

How do different recycling regimes affect the end-use of recycled products?  While typically reducing collection costs, single-stream recycling systems may increase the cost of products for manufacturers, while lowering quality.  Central and Eastern Washington manufacturers like Inland Paper in Spokane Valley rely on high-quality recycled paper products currently received directly from recyclers in Spokane and some surrounding counties.  A state-wide, universal switch to single stream could force manufacturers like Inland Paper to buy recycled paper products of a lower quality from a distant processor, or switch to virgin materials.  The negative ecological costs of shipping paper from Eastern/Central Washington to a distant MRF and back again to a proximately located end user (rather than e.g. direct shipping of source separated paper within a county) would also be substantial  

Local Economic Impacts

· For rural central and eastern localities, there is likely to be a net loss in jobs associated with a switch to commingled recycling since the primary savings is reductions in staff at the collection end.  In terms of hauling, some jobs are likely to shift away from localities. 
· Where local processing capabilities already exist the switch to single stream, and possibly a captive facility on the West side, implies loss of local jobs and economic development opportunities.  It is unclear how much of a threat this is to Eastern and Central Washington Communities.  It may be more relevant as a potential disincentive to development of future recycled product fabricators and manufacturers.  
· Statewide, the effect is unclear.  At curbside, commingled recycling will save on labor cost.  At the processing end, it will be more labor intensive than source separated, but may require only lower paid workers than those certified to drive collection vehicles..  In the State of Washington there are five MRF’s each of which have 50-90 employees.

Potential Next Steps

· Identify existing distance problems with source-separated recycling systems.
· Identify factors related to recycling feasibility.
· Compare the elements of  commodity pricing in a single stream versus source separated system.  Single stream may make it difficult to get traditional price signals that would tell local governments how to handle specific recyclable materials.
· Identify points of cost-shifting in the recycling system.
· Determine methods of providing improved customer feedback, especially where a switch to single-stream, commingled recycling is contemplated.
· Determine other ways of billing customers to include the cost of transporting recyclables.
· Explore opportunities for more flexibility in state regulation of recycling services through with an eye toward finding ways to facilitate better ecovery of recycling costs
· Determine what distances make commingled feasible or unfeasible?
· Identify regulatory impediments and/or funding gaps to address commodity price shifts.
· Single-stream results in increased amounts of recycled material being collected.  Does this translate into greater volumes of processed recycled materials?
· Explore possibility of a container yard in Spokane to reduce fuel/carbon costs associated with transport (note also that this is a problem not just for recyclers but the Waste to Energy plant as well which must transport large volumes of ash).

Possible Recommendations

· Promote local/regional development of recyclable end users/manufacturers as a solution to dealing with distance.
· Department of Ecology could work to broker connections between local industry that may be able to incorporate recyclable materials with generators of such material.
· Low or zero interest loans to provide local end-product manufacturing opportunities.
· Development of a better, more widespread system of transloader facilities near trains/barges.


Definitions

· Urban:  We adopt the Census Bureau classification of “urban” as composed of all territory, population and housing units located within an urbanized area (UA) or an urban cluster (UC).  UA and UC boundaries encompass densely settled territory, which consist of: 
· core census block groups or blocks that have a population density of at least 1,000 people per square mile and
· surrounding census blocks that have an overall density of at least 500 people per square mile

· Rural: “rural” consists of all territory, population, and housing units located outside of UAs and UCs (see http://www.census.gov/geo/www/ua/ua_2k.html for more information on census definitions of urban/rural and http://www.census.gov/geo/www/ua/uaucinfo.html#lists for state sorted lists of UAs and UCs).

Material Recycling Facilities in Washington State


Team member Judi Gray suggested we find/generate and add a map of the existing material recovery facilities in Washington state to better illustrate the distance to market challenges for Eastern and Central Washington counties.
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