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Recycling Transition - Frequently Asked Questions
April 2, 2015

1. Why did the Assembly majority vote to spend money on a recycling change?
It was an economic decision.  The money being spent on a new truck ($210,000) and recycling carts ($75,000) will be recouped by the sanitation department over many years.  These annual costs, inclusive of the annual operations and maintenance costs of the new truck, are much less (approximately $66,000 less per year) than the annual costs of the Ruger’s Trucking collection contract and bag purchases.  The annual savings enabled by the recycling change allow the sanitation department to build reserves in a much shorter time frame versus utilizing the blue bags and separate collection contract.

2. What does the Borough mean when they say the truck is already paid for?
The new collection truck is being funded out of the Motor Pool fund.  This fund is a savings account that departments contribute to annually for the eventual replacement of rolling stock and other heavy equipment.  The sanitation department’s current “balance” in the motor pool fund will be approximately $394,000 on July 1, 2015.  This balance will fully pay for the new truck without having to incur debt (a loan).  The sanitation department will contribute to the eventual replacement of that truck starting in FY16 and continuing over a 10 year period.  We call this “forward funding” of our vehicle purchases and it allows all departments to build up savings for future purchases as well as stabilize rolling stock replacement costs over time.  Sanitation department contributions into the motor pool fund are paid from ratepayer revenues, not property taxes or sales taxes.

3. What does the recycling program have to do with garbage rates, isn’t recycling free?
The recycling program is free for all voluntary customers, but recycling isn’t provided without cost to the Borough.  The sanitation department has embedded the costs of recycling into the garbage rates to simplify the rate structure and maintain a more stable rate schedule over time.  Any increases in annual expenses of the recycling program will put a strain on the ability of the sanitation department to provide all services for as low a rate as possible.   This is why reduction of the higher expenses associated with the blue bag program will allow the Borough to stick with the previously approved rate increase of 2% and not with the larger increase of 9% that would have been needed to keep the blue bag program in place.




4. How can the Borough spend $285,000 and SAVE money?
The savings come in over the next 5 years and reflect the ability of the sanitation department to retain more of its annual revenues for reserves instead of paying a large annual collection contract.  By reducing annual expenses, more savings are possible over time.

5. Will our taxes be going up to fund the truck and carts?
No taxes are utilized by the sanitation department for any reason.  Sanitation is an enterprise fund that relies solely on customer (aka “rate payer”) fees and charges for services provided.  Property taxes or sales taxes are not associated with any expenses of the sanitation department. Local taxes fund the schools and Borough functions such as administration, finance, police, fire, streets, library and parks & recreation.  Rates for garbage service will not be increased other than the planned, incremental increases that were approved by the Assembly in 2012.  

6. What is an Enterprise Fund department?
An enterprise fund is a department that relies on a business based approach to providing services to its customers.  This approach relies on customer fees and charges as the revenue stream which funds a department’s annual operating costs.  In Petersburg, the enterprise funds include sanitation, water, wastewater, power and light, ports and harbors and Mountain View Manor.  With the exception of a General Fund subsidy for Mountain View Manor, all of these departments operate on funding from ratepayers.  No taxes are utilized in their operations.

7. Why are garbage rates going up by 2% this year?
In 2012, the sanitation department performed a rate study and determined that existing rates would not be sufficient to fund future capital improvements of the department.  A rate increase schedule that spreads out required increases over a period of 5 years was presented and approved by the Assembly.  The 2% increase is the scheduled increase from that approval process and will still result in the accrual of adequate reserves (aka savings) to fund capital improvements such as baler rebuilds.

8. Why would rates increase more if Petersburg kept the Blue Bag program?
Rates would need to increase to a greater degree (9%) with the blue bag program due to higher ANNUAL expenses required to fund the bag purchases and collection contract.  Annual expenses must be fully funded by the annual revenue stream, while costs for a truck or durable carts can be spread out over many years which minimizes their impact to the annual budget and revenue stream.  Lesser annual expenses equal fewer rate increases or long term rate stability. 

9. Why aren’t rates going up by more after the purchases of a truck and the carts?
The truck purchase is being made from the sanitation department’s portion of the motor pool fund.  The funding exists for the purchase without needing to tap into the sanitation department’s existing reserves or revenue stream.  This allows the purchase to be made without affecting rates.  The carts will be purchased from sanitation department reserves.  The department does have a reserve balance that is sufficient to pay for the carts.  The scheduled 2% increase in rates will also be sufficient to fund future sanitation operations – even with a drop in department reserves.   A potential grant opportunity may fund the cart purchase with very small impacts to the departmental reserves.

10. Why is the Borough buying a new truck when a used truck might do the job?
While it is true that used trucks cost less up front, the Sanitation department’s experience is that refuse trucks get used hard and get used up over the course of their life cycles with utilities.  A new truck will have fewer maintenance issues and cost less to keep on the road than a used truck that will simply have many more issues with worn parts in the chassis, collection arm and packer body.  Not only do used trucks cost more to keep on the road, but every hour or day that they are in the shop is an hour or day they are not providing service to the community and putting more pressure and wear on other trucks in the fleet that must absorb the down time.  Since the cart based program is being seen as a long term program, setting the sanitation department up for long term success and solvency means starting the program in the most reliable fashion possible, and that points to using a new truck.

11. If customer usage of the baler is so low as claimed by the Borough, why can’t we cut Borough employees and save money that way?
While it is true that customer deliveries to the baler during weekdays are not very numerous, the Borough has maintained historic facility hours to provide convenience to the community.  The opportunity to save money, meet reserve accrual goals and continue a commingled recycling program without increasing rates is seen as a good trade off to closing the building for three hours every weekday.  Further, cutting union employees in favor of contract labor is in violation of the union contract and would result in a lengthy grievance process that would have a very unlikely prospect of success.  

12. Why not require customers to buy the bags for themselves?
The Borough decided to provide bags for the recycling program for a couple of reasons.  Firstly, we wanted there to be no excuses from customers to avoid recycling.  With a voluntary program, it is important to pave the way to customer ease and convenience.  Making customers pay for bags is essentially a rate increase for customers that have never had to purchase them in the past.  Free bags seemed like a good way to get voluntary customer participation when the big change of starting the commingled recycling program was begun.  Secondly, the Borough needs to somewhat dictate the size and quality of the bags used in the program.  The sanitation department received numerous bag samples to determine what size, material and thickness would be the best combination for Petersburg’s program.  There are lesser priced bags out there, but unless they are the same quality and durability as the bags selected by the Borough, the comparison isn’t valid.  Cheaper, thinner bags will quickly fail and cause a litter problem in short order.  

13. How much does the Borough pay Ruger’s Trucking to collect recycling?
Ruger’s Trucking has a contract that is based upon a base fee per month to collect customer’s recycling.  However, since the voluntary customer base was continually growing when the bag program started, a contract provision was used that allowed for an increase in the monthly base fee if the customer base grew significantly.  Ruger’s started with 913 customers and for every 10% rise in customer’s participating they would receive an additional $400 per month.  The original base rate was $6,700 per month.  Currently, the customer number is increasing and decreasing every month and pays the contractor either $7,100 per month or $7,500 per month depending on whether the Borough is above or below 1,095 customers in the program.

14. Why does the Borough want to buy the really large 96 gallon carts?  
The large carts are somewhat of a standard in the industry for a couple of reasons.  Mainly, a larger cart will allow for large cardboard and other odd shaped items to fit into the cart while still allowing the lid to close.  Secondary to this is that to maintain future options for reduced collection frequency, the Borough needs to have carts that will accommodate more than one week’s worth of recycling.  We’ll start with weekly collection but if desired in the future, a semi-monthly collection of recycling would be possible.  If we started with smaller carts, future options would be limited without buying additional large carts later on.  

15. Why will we be made to put out our garbage and recycling on different days?
The automated trucks are highly efficient in collecting materials, but there are a few things that can negate the efficiency and impact daily collection schedules.  The sanitation department is very concerned that customers will not maintain adequate separation between a garbage cart and recycling cart in order for the truck’s efficiency to be fully utilized.  If the driver must get out of the truck at every stop to separate carts, efficiency is completely lost.  The proposed schedule of collections will result in the placement of one cart (either garbage or recycling) at the curb per day to eliminate cart separation conflicts.  
 
16. How will I remember which day to put out my garbage or recycling?
The Borough will be providing information to each customer route to identify which days of the week will be your recycling day.  These reminders can be placed anywhere that is most visible to the customer (refrigerator, message board, next to phone, inside of entry doors, etc.) so that collection days will not be missed.  Also, the usefulness of our electronic devices (computers, phones, tablets, etc.) will be increased if we set up reminders for ourselves for garbage and recycling days.  

17. Will my rates increase if I drop out of the recycling program?
This depends on what garbage service level you currently utilize and if you’ll require a larger garbage cart if you stop recycling.  If you have a 32 gallon service you have been afforded the recycling incentive rate and so if you drop out of the program you will be billed for the standard 32 gallon service which is 20% higher.  If you use a 64 or 96 gallon garbage service, you will not see a difference in your monthly bill – as long as you don’t need to upgrade your cart size.

18. When will the recycling program transition away from the bags and Ruger’s Trucking collection?
The tentative plan is to fully transition to in-house, cart based collection in October of 2015.  This is very dependent upon the delivery of the new collection truck, but there still remains a significant time period in which Ruger’s Trucking will be collecting blue bags at the curb.

19. How can the Borough claim to pick up all of the garbage and recycling without any new hires?
The reduced hours at the baler and landfill will free up existing staff to perform collections in the morning hours.  Using the highly efficient truck and cart system, a single employee can easily collect the number of recycling carts that is required.  This same employee or with help from other existing staff, will also be responsible for daily commercial cardboard collection from our businesses.

20. Why is the Borough interfering with private industry and private collection of recycling?
While Ruger’s Trucking is a private company, the contract that they hold with the Borough is a public contract and it pays for a part of the public enterprise that is the sanitation department.  For the recycling to truly be a separate and independent private industry, a company would need to set up shop, establish rates, sign up customers based on those rates, collect recycling from their customers, store the materials collected, ship the materials collected, receive credit or make payment for recycling processing and invoice all their customers on a monthly basis.  The current blue bag contractor is simply carrying out a public contract for service to the community.  The Borough is not interfering with private industry, it created and financially supports what is now being labeled a private industry.

21. What can be recycled anyway?
A very important question and one that doesn’t seem to be fully understood by the community.  The EZ Guide to Recycling is still posted on the Borough’s website for anyone that has lost your copy, but generally the following items can be included in the commingled recycling stream:  aluminum cans, tin cans, plastic bottles, rigid plastic packaging, milk jugs, milk cartons, all paper products, junk mail, cardboard and magazines.  

Items not accepted in the recycling stream include:  Styrofoam of any kind, plastic films (cellophanes and food bags), sharp metal, food contaminated items, oil containers.

A full listing of included and unwanted items is available on the Borough’s website.

22. Residential customer participation in the recycling program is almost 100%, how can Petersburg recycle more?
It is true that residential customers have volunteered to participate at a high rate.  The key to increasing recycling volumes in Petersburg is the conscious effort by every customer to make sure they fully understand the program and divert every item possible to the recycling stream.
  
23. Why does the Borough require that customers put out a bag every week?
This has to do with the nature of the voluntary program and the recycling incentive rate that was established to encourage greater participation in the program.  While lower garbage rates appeal to everyone, if a customer is afforded the rate reduction in exchange for recycling program participation there needs to be a way to determine if the customer is in fact recycling.  The only way to be sure that someone is putting forth an effort to recycle is to see the recycling set out at the curb.  If customers recycle, they save the community money. The reverse is also true.  Without proof of recycling, customers could be getting a rate reduction without helping the cause.

24. What does the Borough’s Seattle recycling vendor think about Petersburg’s transition to carts?
While the vendor, Republic Services, is still willing to accept bags from the Borough, they prefer that the bags not be included in the recycling stream.  Although from time to time there is a recycling market for LDPE (the bag material), for most of the time, the bags are not able to be recycled and therefore are just a residue to the recycling stream which are landfilled.  Further, they make the work of separating every other recycle commodity harder and more expensive since they need to be ripped open and emptied and then removed from the conveyor belts at the material recovery facility.  Republic Services is therefore, very supportive of the Borough’s move to a cart based system.  Republic has also recently pointed out how inclusion of the bags will reduce the net value of our commingled stream and will therefore drastically reduce the rebates received by the Borough.  Staying with the bags puts the entire program in jeopardy if we cannot get a reasonable rebate to offset shipping, processing and marketing charges.


25. Is the Borough stopping any efforts to collect commercial cardboard?
No.  All current recycling customers that want to continue with recycling after the transition will be served by the Borough.  While every detail for collection has not been finalized, there will be a concerted effort to meet the needs of all current customers as well as new customers that wish to participate.

26. How long do carts last?  Will the Borough be spending thousands of dollars every year to replace broken carts?
The recycling carts will be the same type that are currently used for garbage service in Petersburg.  The community has been using these carts for about 20 years and we have experience on how well they hold up.  While they don’t last forever, there are many carts across our community that were included in the first shipment of carts purchased by the City.  The Borough does see cart failures every year, but the claims of 3-5% annually are not the reality for Petersburg.  The actual rate of failure is much closer to 1% (or less) annually, which amounts to about 10-12 carts at a cost of about $500-$600 per year.  

27. Why are we giving up after just a year of the blue bags? 
The Borough is absolutely not giving up on the recycling program.  The commingled program has been embraced by the community and it will continue.  This goes for the commercial recycling program as well.   The changes being proposed are meant to enhance and solidify the recycling program in Petersburg by reducing program expenses and keeping garbage rates in check, while maintaining the existing level of service.  The program will continue to grow, and diversion rates increase, as we build on the foundation of Petersburg citizen’s desire and determination to recycle as much as possible.

28. Wouldn’t contracting out recycling and garbage collection reduce the reserve requirement of the sanitation department and eliminate the need for rate increases?
Required reserve levels are based upon 6 months of operating expenses of the utility.  The required reserve amount can be reduced if operating expenses of the department decrease.  If the Borough contracts out for recycling and garbage collection, the department would be paying the contractor a sizable amount and it is possible that the reserves will need to increase instead of decrease (expenses would go up).  The one way that expenses could decrease, and therefore the reserve requirement, is by cutting positions in the sanitation department.  However, to do this would be simply trading one job for another and it would put the Borough in danger of violating the union contract by displacing union labor with a contractor.  In the end, the best way to decrease departmental expenses is to better utilize current employees by bringing the recycling collection in-house and eliminating the $115,000 annual expense that is the blue bag program.
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