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Rgcycling hasn’t lived up to hype

After 10 years,

Md.’s program costs
more than it returns

By Crale TIMBERG

BUN STANY

Each week, Maureen and
Bob Keck collect their cans,
rinse their bottles, bag their
newspapers and — on the ap-
pointed days — haul them
out to their Catonsville curb.
So committed is Maureen
Keck to recycling, she won't
even throw away drink bot-
tles at work,

“My guilt button is large,”
she says, “so I bring them
home.”

Curbside recycling thrives
on the guilt and good inten-

tions of hundreds of thou-
sands of Marylanders like the
Kecks. But a decade after the
2 began requiring such
rams as a way to save

.. money and the environ-

ent, there is growing debate
about the benefits.

There is little doubt that
recycling costs Marylanders
millions of dollars more each
year than taking all of the
state’s garbage to the re-
gion's growing stock of cheap,
privately run dumps. -

And many argue that in re-
turn, taxpayers get few envi-
Tonmental benefits: The trees
that recycling saves are
crops, like corn or soybeans.
The glass is only processed
sand. And land#ill space, once
thought scarce, is plentiful
_ “What keeps recycling g0-
ing today is a false impression

that recyeling is good for the
environment,” says Ronald L.
Mersky, editor of the Journal
of Solid Waste Technology
and Management.

By some measures, recy-
cling is successtul Nation-
wide, 46 million tons of recy-
clabies worth $3.7 billion were
sold on commodities markets
in 1996, says R.W. Beck, a na-
ticnal consulting firm. That
year, Maryland produced 1.5
million tons of recyclables,
state records show.

In Maryland's metropol-
tan areas, recyeling is popu-
lar and almost universaly
available — saving space in
dumps, spurring green indus-
tries and reducing the con-
sumption of raw materials,
environmentalists say.

Still, critics say the publie
doesn ynog what tt's buying.
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Committed: Maureen Keck bags newspapers in her home for curbside
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trees, for example, and paper
makes up the bulk of curbside col-
lections. But in the United States,
the trees cut for paper are usually
fast-growing softwoods that are
raised as crops, harvested and re-
placed by saplings.

“Yes, youre saving trees.
You're not saving the trees you
think youw're saving,” says recy-
cling expert Lynn Scarlett of the
Reason Foundation. a think tank
in Los Angeles. “You're not saving
the redwood forests of California.”

Recycling was supposed to
save Maryland from “the garbage
crisis,” a term popularized in 1987
after the barge Mobro wandered
the East Coast in search of a rest-
ing place for thousands of tons of
Long Island, N.Y,, garbage.

This highly publicized tale trig-
gered fears of a coming shortage of
dump space, of a future buried in
garbage.

“Recycling is absolutely critical
to our survival on this planet,"
Montgomery County environtren-
talist Bev Thoms told state legis-
lators in 1988, using rhetoric typi-
cal for the time. “Without it, we
will use up olir resources and poi-
son ourselves from the poltution of
ourown waste.”

Legislators act

Legislators responded in 1988
with the Maryland Recycling Act,
requiring metropolitan counties
to recycle at least one of every five
tons of garbage. For rural coun-
ties, where curbside programs are.
impractical because homes are
spread out, the standard is about
one of every seven tons.

Since government recyeling
programs became widespread in
1982, Marylanders have recycled
nearly 9 million tons of waste.
About 3.2 million tons came from
government curbside and drop-off
programs, the rest from busi-
nesses recycling privately.

Both types of recycling have
grown to the extent that nearly
one-third of the § million tons of
garbage produced in Maryland
each yearisrecycled.

‘Those totals are enough to
make state Sen. Brian E. Frosh,
the Montgomery County Demo-
crat who crafted Maryiand's law,
declare victory.

“It's been extremely success-
ful,” he says. “A million and a half
tons is being taken out of the
waste stream [each year] and be-
ing turned into useful products
again”

But Frosh and other support-
ers concede that recycling has
been costlier than expected. His
1988 bill predicted significant cost
savings, but now he says, *I wish it
‘were clearer.”
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Environmentalists based their
rosy financial forecasts on a key
assumption — that dump space
was disappearing, and that scarci-
ty wouid drive up dump fees.

But only government-run
dumps were becoming scarce as
politicians became increasingty
wary of building themr near popu-
lated areas.

A 1994 decision by the Supreme
Court deregulated the trash in-
dustry, prompting companies to
build huge dumps — called mega-
fills — in Pennsyivania, Virginia
ang other states with cheap land.»
Even with shipping costs includ-
ed, the mega-fills were cheaper —
and thanks to tougher federal reg-
ulation, safer -~ than the dumps
governments ran for decades.
Cheap dump space

Pennsylvania alone has dump
and incinerator capacity for 200
million tons of garbage a year —
enough for all the nation’s gar-
bage. And the 300-acre King
‘George County Landfill in Virginia
charges just $33 a ton to bury gar-
bage from Howard and Anne
Arundel counties — about half
what they charged at their dumps
just afew years ago.

“There’s no landfill shortage,”
says Rob Armer, a Northern Vir-
ginia environmental planner.
“That was a myth.”

From 1991 through last sum-
mer, Baitimore City and Mary-
land’s metropolitan counties —
Baitimore, Anne Arundel, Carroll,
Harford, Howard, Prince George's
and Montgomery — recycled
about 2.5 million tons through
curbside and other residential
programs, records show. The cost
‘was about $250 million.

‘Today, the King George County
Landfll could bury all those recy-
clables in just 27 acres.

The cost: $83 million.

1t is impossible to caleulate ex-
actly how much Marylanders
could save without recycling.
Dump costs fluctuate, as does the

value of the bottles. cans and
newspapers. Without recycling,
garbage trucks also would fill up
faster, requiring more trips.

But researchers generally agree
that recycling is more expensive
than throwing trash into a dump.
The debate focuses on how much
more — and whether the extra
cost buys something worthwhile,
such as cleaner air or water.

A typical residential recycling
program costs from 10 percent to
20 percent more than tossing ev-
erything in a dump, says research-
er Charlotte Frola, co-author of &
1A0R o ko the Salid Waste As-

The Reason Foundation. an-
other leader in studying the issue.
estimates that recycling adds $12
to $18 per household to garbage
costs each year. That estimate
suggests that the Baltimore area.
with nearly ! million households,
could save $11 million a year by
eliminating recycling.

Recycling advocates often
blame high costs on the erratic
markets for oid bottles, cans and
newspapers. But studies find that
is a small factor in recyeling costs.

The biggest factor is collection,
whieh accounts for three-quarters
of costs in most places, say re-
searcners. Also. most government
garbage-handling costs are fixed,
meaning there are few savings
when recyclers such as the Kecks
reduce the garbage they produce.

Eaeh Tuesday, a truck visits
Cak Drive in Catonsvilie to collect
garbage set out by the Keeks and
their neighbors. That truck couid
pick up all types of garbage and
take it to an incinerator in Baiti-
more or a dump in York, Pa.

Instead, the truck returns each
Friday for recyclables — a visit
that carries labor, fuel and other
costs. It also has a smaller capaci-
ty on its recycling rmun because
cans and bottles eannot be com-
pacted.

The recyclables — waste that is
among the least ukgly to erants

environmental hazards at an in-
cinerator or landfill — go to a
warehouse just north of Cockeys-
ville for sorting.

Howtrash is reprocessed

There, a two-story machine’
with a conveyor belt separates
steel, aluminum, giass and piastic.
Eight Baltimore County jail in-
mates work on the mechine, earn-
ing $5 & day for removing plastic
bags and sorting three colors of
glass and three types of plastic by
hand.

In another room, a dozen more
inmates work on & similar ma-
chine, sorting cardboard and
newspapersﬂ'nmjunkmml,

1t is noisy, laborious work as
shards of giass, crushed cola bot-
tles and magazines speed by on
conveyor belts. Even so, one-quar-
ter is Sent to a landfill as worthless
“residue.” .

The rest ends up in piles on the
warehouse floot, where trucks
pick it up for shipment to plants
all over the nation. There, the re-
cyclables are fashioned into such
products as carpet. beer bottles or

sts more than it returns

gift boxes.

Paper, which is heavy and easy
to collect, is the most common re-
cyctable. About 115 tons come to
the warehouse each day, say offi-
cials of the Maryland Environmen-
tal Service, which runs the facility.

Hand-sorting yields 30 tons of
newsprint, worth $38 a ton, each
day. A Georgia mill turns that pa-
per into clean, white newsprint.
Sorting also produces about five
tons of cardboard, worth §75 a ton
toaSouth

Carolina mill making new card-
board.

The remaining 8¢ tons is mixed
paper, 2 low grade, One-third is
shipped overseas to South Kores,
Indonesia and other Asian nations
where trees are scarce and paper
quality low. The rest goes to do-
mestic plants.

Critics see waste

In all that activity, critics see
waste — extra trucks for colle
tion, extra labor for sorting pl
tics, extra fuel for shipping old p:
per thousands of miles to Asia.

‘They also argue that if recycling
costs more, it must use more re-
sources — and be worse for the en-
vironment — than simply taking
the cans, bottles and newspapers
tothedump.

By contrast, private industry
has been recycling profitably for
years, turning old cans into new
ones, car bodies into steel beams.

Aluminum, which requires tre-
mendous amounts of energy to
praduce from raw bauxite, had a
vigorous recycling market long be-
fore the government stepped in. It
fetches $1,200 a ton on the open
market.

But the price of even the most.
Ilucrative recyclables rarely ex-
ceeds the cost of collecting them
in & house-by-house program.
Glass, for example, is worth just
$30 a ton, and only if it's clear.
Government programs often pay
to get rid of mixed, broken glass.

“The market will tell us which
products in the household gar-
bage are worth enough to go the
extra cost to recycie,” says K
neth Chilton, head of the Cen
for the Study of American B
ness at Washington University in
St. Louis.

“I get particularly amused if I'm
out in a desert area ... and they're
trying torecycle glass.”





[image: image3.png]Critics of recycling argue that if
the government wants to solve en-
vironmental problems, the money
could be better spent by stripping
lead paint from homes, cleaning
up contaminated industrial sites
or keeping dangerous household
wastes out of stortn drains.

Environmentalists agree that
those problems need more atten-
tion. But most also rally to the de-
fense of recyeling.

The path of our recyclables
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_Economic arguments, they say,
miss the point of recycling: to help
the environment by saving energy
and raw materials such as trees,
iron and oil. Manufacturing from
virgin materials, they argue,
causes pollution and other ecolog-
teal damage that proves costly to
humsn health and welfare.

Advocates also credit recycung
with teaching worthwhile lessons
about how individual actions af-
feet the planet. And compared to
tossing garbage in a dump, recy-
cling involves a web of workers

and entrepreneurs — each of
whom contribute to the economic
vitality of Maryland.

“It doesn't save us money, but
it does help with the lLfe of the
landflll, and it does heip with the
ecology of the whole nation,” says
Baltimore Public Works Director
George G. Balog, who {igures that
recycling costs the city at least an
extra $1 million & year.

Adds Richard Keller, recycling
chief for the quasi-public Mary-
land Environmental Service, “As-
suming it costs more, but the pub-
lie is willing to pay that. what’s the
problem? ... They feel like they're
doing something for the environ-
ment.”

But the critics’ focus on cost
has begun to change how recy-
cling programs are run,

D.C. bows out

The District of Columbia, citing
the cost of recycling, discontinued
its curbside program last year.
Other communities have tinkered
with their programs in hopes of
saving money. New York City's
careful study of its recycling pro-
gram has helped push costs iower
for the past several years.

Studies suggest making gov-
ernment recyeling programs more
efficient by changing collection
schedules, improving technology
and rewriting garbage contracts
50 taxpayers save money when
trash volumes fall. Many govern-
ments also buy recycled products
— and urge their constituents to
do the same — in hopes of stimu-
lating the market.

Still recycling — with its high
costs and uncertain environmen-
tal record — doesn't look much
like advocates predicted a decade
ago.

Recycling “probably has some
marginal benefits,” says Scarlett
of the Reason Foundation. “But
we're certainly not talking about
saving the planet.”

Sun staff writer Dan Morse con-
tributed to this article. '
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Paying for Pollution
Taxpayers Paying to Clean Up Toxic Waste, Not Polluters

By John Martin crm G
Wieom
EDISON, N.J, March 21

~ "We were seeing the light at the end of the tunnel,” said Gail Horvath, a
resident of this central New Jersey community named after the light bulb

(ABCNEWS.com) inventor, Thomas Alva Edison.

"Now," she added, "they've turned off the light.”

The tunnel is & long night of fear and anxiety over a toxic waste site within & few hundred yards of her home. A bankrupt
company left behind chemicals deemed so dangerous the site was put on America's SuperFund list some years ago.

But a dwindling trust fund, made up with taxes collected from the pstrochemical industry, threatens to stop removal of
Edison's waste before it can get started this fall, as promised. Hundreds of townspeople are alarmed.

Although the Environmental Protection Agency insists it will continue cleaning up toxic waste sites across the country
and, in the words of a regional spokesman, "do the best we can,” residents of Edison and surrounding communities now
have grave doubts.

"The EPA is running out of money for this," said Bob Siegel, president of the Edison Wetlands Association, an
environmental group that has championed the cleanup.

Clean-Up Burden Shifted

Across the country, hundreds of SuperFund sites await work that may not take place now that the burden of the cleanup
is shifting away from the industry. Hundreds of more sites, which environmentalists had hoped the EPA would piace on
its National Priority List, now seem unlikely to gain support.

To be sure, poliuting companies still pay a lion's share of the costs of cleanup, generating a cash flow for about 70
percent of the work at sites around the country, places where the offending corporate culprits can be found. But the
remaining 30 percent, where companies have gone bankrupt or no longer exist, sit at the mercy of the petrochemical
industries and trust fund revenues, which are due fo run out in 2004.

The tax was allowed to lapse in 1995 and the proposed new Federal Budget does not seek its renewal. As a result,
taxpayer contributions to the cleanup of so-called orphan sites are rising, shooting up from barely 20 percent in 1994 to
more than 50 percent expected next year,

Environmental advocates are worried. The law, said Grant Cope, a U.S. Public interest Research Group staff attorney,
"is founded upon the notion that poiluters, not taxpayers, should pay. What you have now is that policy being turned on
its head.

"Taxpayers are paying more, fewer sites are getting cleaned up and poltuters uitimately are not going to be paying to
cleanup those sites in the future,” said Cope.

When the tax runs out, says EPA Administrator Christine Todd Whitman, a former New Jersey governor, the money will
be replaced from general revenues.

Asked if it is fair to shift the burden fo taxpayers, Whitman said: "Well, the taxpayers have always been paying a
portion.”

Nevertheless, Whitman says, unless Congress, which allowed the tax to lapse, agrees to renew it, the Bush
administration has no pians to intervene.
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Congress to Decide on Corporate Tax

Rep. Frank Palione, a Democratic congressman from New Jersey, has started a drive in Congress to seek a bipartisan
solution that would put the tax back into effect before the trust fund runs dry.

He, along with 11 co-sponsors, introduced his bill Wednesday in the House to reinstate the corporate tax

In recent years, he said, opponents of re-imposing the petrochemical trust fund tax couid argue that there was still
money in the fund.

“Now," said Pallone, "we're at the end of the road here, we won't have the money available, so hopefully we can build
support on a bipartisan basis to get it re-imposed.”

Unless he succeeds, however, the future looks dim for Edison's residents. And the country's taxpayers — not the
companies — could face the prospect of paying the entire cost of SuperFund cieanup. Bl
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