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FOREWORD 

Over the last two months, a large number of individuals from the City-wide 
Recycling Advisory Board, the.Brooklyn, Queens, Manhattan, Bronx and Staten 
Island Solid Waste Advisory Boards, environmental and civic associations, and 
the Borough Presidents' offices have been working on a solid waste plan for 
New York City that stresses the accelerated implementation of a comprehensive 
waste prevention, recycling, and composting program during the early and mid- 
1990s. Under this Plan, decisions about waste treatment techniques, such as 
incineration or mixed waste composting, or  siting new landfills should be 
deferred Until the City can see how far waste reduction and recycling cari go in 
reducing the volume of waste discharged a t  the Fresh Kills landfill and what 
the nature of that residual waste is. 

The environmental, civic, business and labor groups that support the Recycle 
First Plan as a draft working document for public discussion and comment 
include the City-wide Recycling Advisory Board, the Manhattan Solid Waste 
Advisory Board, the Brooklp Solid Waste Advisory Board, the Queens Solid 
Waste Advisory Board, the Center for the Biology of Natural Systems, The City 
Club of New York Community Board 6, Communication Workers of America, 
Local 1180, Environment '91, the Environmental Action Coalition, the 
Environmental Defense Fund, the Green Guerillas, the New York Public 
Interest Research Group, the Natural Resources Defense Council, the Sierra 
Club, the Staten Island Citizens for Clean Air, the Queens Environment 
Campaign, Utility Plasticss, Inc. and West Harlem Environmental Action. 

The individuals who contributed to drafting this report include: 

Ann Arlen, Mirah Becker, Marjorie Clarke, Bradley Cohen, Mark Cohen, Nevin 
Cohen, Bany Commoner, Maarten DeKadt, Nick Dmytryszyn, Ben Esner, Tim 
Forker, Michael Frisch, Judy Goldberg, Eric Goldstein, Arthur Kell, Peg Kocher, 
Bob LoPinto, Chris Mazzeo, Kay McDermott, Pat Malloy, Bob Muldoon, Barbara 
Olshansky, Jim Quigley, Glenn Rubenstein, John Ruston, Robert Sacks, Jim 
Tripp, Nancy VandenBerg, Barbara Warren, Bonnie Lane Webber and Nancy 
wolf. 

We present this Plan at this time to help focus public discussion on the solid 
waste choices facing the City and to solicit public comment on this Plan. This 
Plan is still under development. We welcome comments. For background 
documentation described in Recycle First contact the City-wide Recycling 
Advisory Board thrqugh Environment '91, 666 Broadway, 9th floor, New York, 
New York 10012, (212-674-5899) the Environmental Defense Fund, 257 Park 
Avenue South, New York, New York 10010 (212-505-2100) or the Center for the 
Biology of Natural Systems, Queens College, Flushing, New York 11367 (n8- 
670-4182). 
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PRlZLIMINARY DRAFT FOR PUBL'IC DISCUSSION 

RECYCLE FIRST: 
A City Solid Waste Plan 

December 18, 1991 

L INTRODUCTION 

A. Executive Summary 

Recycle First is a solid waste management plan designed and supported as a 
working document by a coalition of New York City public officials, official City 
citizen advisory organizations, including the Citywide Recycling Advisory Board 
(CRAB), environmentalists, engineers and community activists as an -alternative 
to the path the Department of Sanitation has followed in recent years. Recycle 
First proposes the development and implementation of recycling and waste 
prevention programs to their f i d  potential before the City considers investing 
in incineration. Such a plan will be cost-effective, will save adequate long- 
term capacity at the Fresh Kills landfill, and will enable the City to meet and 
surpass the 1997 New York State waste recycling and reduction goals. 

The Recycle First plan promotes the long-term economic and environmental 
advantages of conserving resources, saving energy and encouraging the 
constructive use of recycled materials .that are now wasted. By incorporating 
aggressive market development programs that help mandacturers expand their 
use of recyclable materials as recycling grows, the Recycle First plan can 
make New York City the recycling capital of the United States, attracting new 
industries that will contribute significantly to the City's economic development. 
This means that Recycle First will be good for business and jobs in the City. 

The Recycle First plan stands in stark contrast to a plan that calls for large 
investments now in incineration, as the Department of Sanitation proposed at 
the State Legislative Commission on Solid Waste hearing in early September. 
Further, RecgcIe First addresses the chief concerns raised by those who 
question the feasibility of comprehensive recycling: consenring landfill capacity 
and cost. 

We urge the adoption of Recycle First as the basis of the City's 
Comprehensive Solid Waste Management Plan, which is required by the State 
Solid Waste Management Act. We are aware that the Department of 



Sanitation (DOS), like the City as a whole, faces unprecedented difficulties in 
maintaining its present solid waste program, let alone implementing an 
expanded recycling program. Yet, Recycle First -offers DOS a unique 
opportunity to  overcome these ~ c u l t i e s  by calling on the resources 
represented by the rieighborhoods that it serves.. We do not want to suggest 
that recycling is easy. It is not. Recycling challenges not only the City 
administration, but all of us, for it can succeed only insofar as it enlists the 
active, informed cooperation of every New Yorker. For our part, those of us in 
environmental and community groups that have developed Recycle First 
pledge our own best eEorts to this urgent task. 

Recycle First: The Plan In. A 'Nutshell 

The Recycle First plan envisions that an aggressive waste prevention program 
would be overlaid on the entire waste stream, so that a significant portion of 
pa-, nondurables, disposables and toxics would no longer burden the 
City's collection an& disposal network. Further, the Recycle First plan calls 
for implementation of an ambitious comprehensive recycling program to handle 
as much of the remaining waste as possible. 

The Recycle First waste management system ig diagrammed in Figure 1. In - 
Figure 2 it is compared to the Department of Sanitation's present system, 
which is the fundamental design the City may propose to retain in its 
forthcoming Solid Waste Management Plan. 

The basic features of the two systems are compared in Table 1. The Recycle 
First approach envisions a dramatic change in the way New York City 
residential and institutional waste would be collected and processed. The 
Recycle First system includes the steps shown in Table 2. 

Recycle First: The Advantages 

The Recycle First approach will be more effective than the presetlt DOS 
system or its potential modifications for the following reasons: 

1. By emphasizing waste reduction, Recycle First trims the amount of trash 
that must be collected and delivered to  processing or disposal facilities, thus 
offering significant reductions in future sanitation costs. 

2. Recycle First targets 100% of the trash remaining &r prevention for 
separation and recycling. Because the Plan calls for the collection of all of the 
targetable recyclables and compostables (at least 75% of the present waste 
stream at  present, potentially rising to 85-90% with waste reduction), it has an 
inherently higher potential for achieving a very high rate of recycling. 



Figure 1 
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Figure 2 

PREsENT NYCIDOS SYSTEM 
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TABLE 1 

Comparison Of Principle Features Of Recycle First 
And Present DOS Recycling Systems 

Recycle First Present 
Feature System NYS/DOS System 

Waste stream material Target entire waste Minimal - 
targeted for waste stream, especially 7%-8% goal by 
reduction and reuse packaging, non- the year 2000 

durables, disposables 
and toxics 
Goal: 15-20% of waste 
stream by the year 2000 

Waste stream materials Total: 100% of waste Partial: 29% 
targeted for separation stream (following at present 
and recycling waste reduction) 

Containers AU materials separated Regular garbage 
into four containers pail plua two 

containers for 
recyclables 

Trucks per route Two (compartmented) Three 

Processing Materials recovery Materials recovery 
facilities; compost facilities; 
facilities; mixed incinerators 
waste processing 
facilities 

Material Landfilled Processing residues Incinerator ash; 
mixed garbage; 
processing residues 



TABLE 2 

Basic Steps Of The Recycle First System 

Step 1. Household source separation: waste is separated into four containers: 

. recyclable papers and textiles 

. metal, glass and plastic containers 

. food'waste 

. "everything else" (difficult to recycle items). 

Step 2. A two-bin, two-truck, collection system is utilized: 

. Truck #1 collects paper and glass, metal and plastic 
containers and delivers them to an Interim Processing 
Center (PC)  or Material Recovery Facility (MRF). 

. Truck #2 collects the remaining two waste streams 
and delivers them to a transfer facility. 

Step 3A. At the MRF or IPC, W h e r  processing of recyclables occurs to 
remove contamination and further separate the waste stream into specific 
categories for market end users. 

Step 3B. At the transfer station, the two remaining items are fbrther 
segregated: 

. food waste is barged or railed b a compost facility 

. "everything else" requires mixed-waste processing to sort out recoverable 
recyclables from food wastes. Whatever recyclables are recovered are 
sent to the PC;  food wastes are sent to the cornposting facility. 

Step 4A. The MRF or IPC sends the recyclables to the designated market 
end-users. 

Step 4B. The cornposted material is sent to end-use sites such as parks, 
highways, grass strips, community gardens, f d a n d ,  nurseries, orchards or 
individual users. 

Step 5. Non-recyclable and non-compostable residuals from Steps 3 and 4 go 
to the Fresh Kills landfill. 



3. Recycle First has the potential, with strong com&nity support, of 
preventing, recycling and composting 70% or more of the waste stream and 
correspondingly reducing the material consigned to the Fresh Kills landfill. 
This would represent a large part of the 85-90% of the waste stream targeted 
for waste prevention, recycling and composting. 

4. Recycle First is designed to eliminate the conventional garbage pail, a 
measure that will improve separation efficiency by removing the householdeis 
option of tossing recyclables or mixed material into it. 

5. Recycle- First can reduce the number of trucks needed per route, 
improving the overall efficiency of trash collection -- the most costly part of the 
system. 

6. Recycle First employs processing facilities that are relatively small and 
environmentally benign and therefore more easily sited. 

7. Recycle First creates new enterprises, new jobs, and new profits at the 
community level in New York City. 

8. Recycle First has the potential to eliminate the need for h5nerators and - 
their hazardous ashfills, avoiding the associated financial and environmental 
risks. 

9. Recycle First clearly identifies materials that are difficult to recycle or  
compost or cannot be recycled or composted, thereby allowing the overdl 
system efficiency to be improved by targeting priority items for waste 
prevention. 

The Self-destructive DOS Philosophv 

There is a fwdamental, self-destructive fault in the Department of Sanitation's 
current thinking on waste disposal options: its unsupported assumption that. 
the City will never recycle more than a small fraction of the 75-90% of the 
trash stredm that is capable of being recycled. The DOS also incorrectly 
assumes that the City will never be able to reduce through prevention and 
reuse more than 8% of the waste stream. Once these assumptions are 
accepted, some other way of dealing with the rest of the trash stream must be 
found in order to extend the life of the Fresh Kills landfill, which now receives 
most of the trash. In the DOS view, the only alternative is then incineration. 

This leads to a fatal flaw: since most of the trash components can either be 
burned or recycled -- but obviously not both -- building incinerators, which 
must operate at or near capacity to justify the billions of dollars they will cost, 
automatically blocks recycling - an outcome that violates the New York State 
Department of Environmental Conservation's and U.S. Environmental Fkotection 



Agency's waste management policy which prefers recycling and waste reduction 
over incineration. 

This basic mistake causes a great deal of additional damage. If, as assumed, a 
good deal of the trash cannot be recycled or reduced, then the City must 
continue to pick up the so-called "regular garbage". Then the collection system 
for recyclable material is superimposed on the regular one, tending to increase 
the total number of trucks and unnecessarily raising costs. Moreover, the 
assumption that only a limited amount of recycling is possible destroys the 
City's main competitive advantage in the market for recycled material: that it 
can produce the large, reliable supplies of recycled materials that justify 
industries"investment in the necessary processing facilities to use the . 
materials. In sum, the ultimate result of this destructive assumption is that 
the City is burdened with an inefficient and costly waste management system; 
with the environmental hazards inherent in trash burning incinerators; and 
with a mqjor obstacle to realizing the opportunities for economic development 
that arise fkom the City's potential as the nation's single largest source of 
recycled materials. 

The DOS' assumed recycling and waste reduction limits are unwarranted. 
Urban recycling programs are only a few years old in the United States. In 
that short time some of them have already reached recycling rates of over 40%. 
More important, the rates continue to increase. Seattle's residential recycling 
rates have risen faster than expected, increasing &om 24% in 1988 to 34% in 
1990, and 46% at  present. Seattle is well on the way to achieving ita projected 
60% recycling rate. Experience with New York's present recycling system -- 
even though it is poorly designed and inefficient overall -- shows that such high 
rates could also be achieved here. 

For example, the recycling efficiency in one Staten Island district (that is, its 
diversion rate) is already so high that if, instead of targeting only 29% of the 
recyclables for collection, the City targeted 4 of them, a recycling rate over 
50% could he achieved right now. Similarly, in a DOS pilot test in Park Slope, 
Brooklyn, household participation rates of 80-90% were measured -- close to the 
90-95% rate characteristic of the best (suburban and rural) recycling programs. 
In two Manhattan districts, estimated participation rates have been over 65%. 

Thus, the decision that is seemingly impelled by the assumed inadequacy of 
recycling and reduction -- that the City must now build incinerators -- is 
unnecessary. By discarding this faulty assumption and developing recycling first 
-- to its firllest potential -- we can establish a solid waste management system 
that is efficient and cost-effective and that relieves the City of the 
environmental hazards and financial burdens that are inherent in incineration. 



Recycle First: An Opportunity For New York 
and A Challewe To Citizens 

Since many New Yorkers oppose landfills and incinerators, they have good 
reason to get behind Citywide recycling. But we recognize the challenges 
ahead and the responsibility of New York's environmental community to 
provide leadership to help make Recycle First work. 

' The Recycle First program outlined in this report will not happen by itself. 
It asks a lot of New Yorkers. To reach its full potential will require citizens: 

. to reduce the amount of waste they generate; 

. to separate properly their household solid waste; 

. to support the siting of composting and recycling 
facilities in their communities; 

., to favor products made of recycled materials; 

. to qupport operating and capital budgets for a - 
well-managed, efficient recycling program. 

Institutions and commercial waste generators will have to take similar steps. 
Further, as the recycling program expands, sanitation jobs will increase, and 
the Uniformed Sanitationmen's Association, Local 831, should be urged to 
support flexible collection procedures that will allow for efficient collection. 

Recycle First also offers an opportunity to convert the inescapable costs of 
trash disposal into an investment that yields on-going economic returns. 
Recycling is one of the nation's major growth industries, fostered not only by 
its environmental virtues but also by its nearly universal public support -- 
attested to by every recent poll. Recycling makes economic sense as well, for it 
reduces the costs that industries using materials -- such as steel, aluminum, 
paper and glass -- must spend on virgin resources. Given large, reliable 
supplies of recycled materials, these industries will invest in the needed 
facilities, creating opportunities for local economic development close to the 
source of supply. New York City, even now the largest single source of 
recycled material in the country, can become the focal point of this new growth 
industry. To a City experiencing high unemployment rates, this means jobs. 
To the City's taxpayers, it means new sources of City finances. To all of us it 
means a renewed commitment to the City's future. 



Recycle First: Im~lementation Schedule 

An aggressive implementation schedule must be followed and operating and 
capital budgets approved over the next four fiscal years in order to resolve the 
solid waste crisis. 

Here are some highlights of the schedule that is set forth in detail in Section X 
of the Plan: 

. Fiscal Year '92 (Remainder) 

- continue curbside recycling and restore once-a-week recycling 
pickups in districts that now have every-other-week pickups. 

- introduce' curbside recycling into six additional districts. 

- expand the recycling program to include all six basic items in all 
districts that are currently in the recycling p r o m .  

- commence siting and public or private development of new or 
expanded processing and composting facilities. 

- commence an ambitious program to maximize waste prevention in 
New York City. 

. Fiscal Year '93 

- expand curbside recycling for six basic items into all 59 districts 
in the City. 

- double the budget for a restructured waste prevention and 
recycling public education program. 

- begin pilot project to test intensive four-container 
household trash separation system. 

- complete Staten Island food and yard waste composting and 
recycling processing facilities, and move forward with bidding 
process for two additional public or  private processing facilities 

. elsewhere in the City. 

- complete City Planning Department siting study for 1500 tpd 
composting and processing facilities. 



- aggressively expand economic 
procurement programs. 

. Fiscal ye& '94 

- adopt major waste prevention 

and market development and 

legislative program. 

- provide additional 2,000 tpd processing capacity through private 
or public sector investments. 

- initiate construction of facilities with 1,500 tpd composting 
capauty. 

- adopt building codes that require accommodation for recycling in 
all new construction and renovations. 

. Fiscal Year '95 

- initiate full four-sort separation programs. 
8 .  

- add mixed paper and other items identified ahl recyclables into 
recycling collection system. 

- provide additional 2,000 tpd private or public processing capacity. 

- begin operation of mixed waste processing facility at  the Staten 
Island landfill. 

. Fiscal Year '96 

- operate 111 four-sort separation program in all 59 districts. 

- add four-container source. separation in all public institutions and 
public areas. 

- add mixed waste processing capacity. 

- institute full-scale enforcement measures. . 
A more detailed implementation schedule may be found on pages 57-62. 










