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Public Beware: The Danger of Corporate Landfill
Gas to Energy Schemes and How to Fix It

Why Organics Recycling is an Alternative That Prevents
Greenhouse Gases and Creates Jobs

Introduction

The United States is at a turning point, both economically and environmentally,

and the policy choices we make in the near future will have a long-term impact

on protecting our climate and reviving our economy. While the planet approaches

a climate change tipping point, after which severe damages from global warming

will be irreversible, millions of Americans are seeking quality employment. Clean

energy solutions are available to both of these problems, but corporate landfill

owners’ narrow self-interests can stand in the way of the public good and the de-

votion of resources to the most effective solutions.

While major waste companies promote landfill gas to energy (LFGTE) projects

that purport to capture methane released from landfills and convert it to elec-

tricity, a better solution lies in organics recycling. As part of a 21st century re-

source recovery infrastructure, organics recycling diverts methane-generating

waste from landfills and has the potential to significantly curtail dangerous land-

fill methane emissions in the near term and going forward, create quality em-

ployment in the organics recycling and clean energy industries—allowing a truly

sustainable and renewable source of energy to thrive.



Excecutive Summary
Curbing methane emissions is key to reversing
global warming: While reducing carbon dioxide (CO2)
emissions is crucial to controlling global warming, we also
need a strategy focused on curbing the more immediate
threat posed by methane if we are going to avert the most
significant impacts of climate change. Such a strategy will
benefit future generations.

Methane is a powerful greenhouse gas, second only
to CO2 as a man-made cause of global warming1:
Molecule for molecule, over the next 20 years, methane’s abil-
ity to trap heat in the atmosphere is 72 times greater than
that of CO2.2 This means that methane is much worse for
global warming than CO2 in the short term. As a result of
human activity, the concentration of methane in the atmos-
phere has doubled in the last 200 years.3

Methane emissions at landfills must be reduced: Land-
fills are the second-largest man-made source of methane in
the U.S.4 In 2007, landfills emitted at least 132.9 million met-
ric tons (146.5 million U.S. tons) of methane gas.5

Landfill gas to energy (LFGTE) projects create more
problems than they solve: In LFGTE projects, landfills
are fitted with equipment to capture emissions of methane
gas, yet only a fraction of the methane gas generated is actu-
ally captured for conversion into energy. LFGTE projects
usually increase the short-term impact methane emissions
have on global warming. These projects also fail to recog-
nize that the environmental impact of methane escaping
from the gas collection system far outweighs the modest
benefit of offsetting CO2 emissions on the utility grid.

LFGTE projects are crowding out real solutions: The
waste industry has invested heavily in promoting LFGTE
projects because of the economic windfalls the programs
provide to landfill operators.6 LFGTE projects, which are
proliferating at landfills across the country, are eligible for
enormous state and federal subsidies,7 and the waste in-

dustry has succeeded in getting landfill gas classified as a
renewable energy source.8 In many states, LFGTE is being
subsidized for more than 10 cents per kilowatt hour which
is more than twice as much as it costs to produce, provid-
ing a huge windfall and profit center all out of
proportion.9 This has left recycling programs under-pro-
moted and under-funded.10

High-impact solutions to global warming are ur-
gently needed:We are rapidly approaching the climate
change tipping point—at which irreversible damage will
occur. According to a growing consensus of scientists, we
have at most 20 years to curtail global warming before its
consequences become inevitable.11

Organics recycling can significantly decrease land-
fill methane emissions: Only organic discards (food
scraps, yard waste, and paper) generate methane when
they decompose in the oxygen-starved environment of a
modern landfill. Keeping organic material out of landfills
could dramatically reduce landfill methane emissions. Or-
ganics recycling, in which organic waste is collected sepa-
rately for recycling into compost, much as we already
separate other recyclables, is already established in many
cities and countries worldwide. It has been recognized as a
cost-effective option to reduce landfill methane emissions
and combat global warming.12

A switch to a 21st century resource recovery infra-
structure will create clean energy jobs to combat
rising unemployment: The U.S. faces a difficult road
ahead toward economic recovery. Unemployment has
reached its highest rate in over 25 years and economist
Paul Krugman has predicted a jobless recovery, in which
“GDP is growing but the job market continues to
worsen.”13 Many experts believe that clean energy technol-
ogy and the jobs that come with it—jobs that can’t be out-
sourced and that offer good pay and benefits—are
essential to America’s economic recovery, and to our abil-
ity to compete in the 21st century global economy.
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Methane: A Potent Greenhouse Gas

“In the ongoing debate over global warming, cli-

matologists usually peg carbon dioxide as the most

dangerous of the atmosphere’s heat-trapping

gases. But methane, a greenhouse gas 20 times

more potent than carbon dioxide, might be even

more problematic.”

Elizabeth Svoboda

“Global Warming Feedback Loop Caused
by Methane, Scientists Say”

National Geographic News, August 29, 2006 14

While reducing CO2 emissions has been the primary focus
of the public, press, and policymakers, new studies suggest
that more attention should be paid to the short-term im-
pact of methane on Earth’s atmosphere. Methane (CH4) is
second only to CO2 as a leading man-made cause of global
warming15 and is magnitudes more powerful than CO2 at
trapping heat in the atmosphere.16

While methane breaks down faster in the atmosphere
than CO2

17, methane’s short-term heat-trapping effects
are more severe. Over a period of 100 years, the impact
of one molecule of methane is 21 times greater than that
of a molecule of CO2. Over 20 years—the period of time
during which effective action on global warming is cru-
cial to avert irreversible damage from climate change —
methane’s ability to trap heat in the atmosphere is 72
times greater than that of CO2.18

Methane levels in Earth’s atmosphere are at historic
highs. A recent study of gas bubbles trapped in Antarctic
ice revealed that current levels of both CO2 and CH4 are
higher now than at any time in the past 650,000 years.19

Furthermore, the concentration of methane in the at-
mosphere has doubled in the last 200 years as a result of
human activities.20

Landfills: A Leading Source
of Methane Emissions in the U.S.
Landfills are the second-largest man-made source of
methane in the U.S.21 Although a reduction in methane

emissions is critical, not enough has been done to curtail
landfill methane emissions. The current waste-disposal sys-
tem in the U.S.—and those who profit from it—is responsi-
ble for this inaction.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) esti-
mates that the annual amount of garbage the U.S. pro-
duces is the equivalent of more than 82,000 football fields
packed six feet deep in compacted garbage. Most of it ends
up in landfills.22

There are more than 1,800 operational landfills in the US
today.23 While the total number of landfills has decreased
over time, the average landfill size has increased.24 The
rise of mega-landfills coincides with the concentration
of control of the nation’s solid waste industry in the
hands of a few large companies. Waste Management,
Inc., and Republic Services, Inc. (since its acquisition of
Allied Waste Industries, Inc. last year) are the two largest
waste companies operating in the U.S. today.25

Together, these companies control over 40 percent of the
U.S. solid waste market,26 and over 60 percent of total U.S.
landfill capacity.27 They also operate some of the country’s
largest landfills. For example, Waste Management mega-
landfill in Tulleytown, Pennsylvania, stands 300 feet high
and takes in more than 40 million pounds of waste daily,28

while Republic Services’ Apex landfill outside of Las Vegas
has a capacity of 202 million tons.29

Over 20 years—the period

of time during which effective

action on global warming is

crucial to avert irreversible

climate change—methane’s

ability to trap heat in the at-

mosphere is 72 times greater

than that of CO2.



Landfill Name State Tons Remaining Capacity Owner

Apex Regional Landfill NV 318,609,416 Republic

Atlantic Waste Disposal Landfill VA 240,032,973 WMI

Lockwood Regional Landfill NV 174,887,466 Public

Columbia Ridge Landfill OR 117,498,647 WMI

Okeechobee Landfill FL 116,355,309 WMI

Altamont Sanitary Landfill & Resource Recovery CA 113,902,718 WMI

Sunshine Canyon-North Valley Landfill CA 89,272,760 Republic

Seneca Meadows Landfill NY 81,228,347 BFI Canada

Roosevelt Regional Landfill WA 74,660,386 Republic

Forward Inc Landfill CA 70,393,247 Republic

Nu-Way Live Oak Landfill CA 69,793,973 WMI

Butterfield Station Landfill AZ 67,132,638 WMI

McCommas Bluff Landfill TX 62,509,498 Public

Denver Arapahoe Disposal Site & Recycling Ctr CO 53,782,636 WMI

Woodside Landfill LA 45,898,337 WMI

Livingston Landfill IL 44,724,531 Republic

Carleton Farms Landfill MI 40,444,269 Republic

Southern States/Taylor County Landfill GA 39,747,034 Republic

County Line Landfill IN 39,475,027 Republic

Potrero Hills Sanitary Landfill CA 38,407,033 Republic

Table 1. 20 largest landfills in the United States, by remaining capacity32

Waste Management 159 1.949 27%

Republic Services (incl. Allied Waste) 151 1.962 27%

All others 595 3.294 46%

Total 905 7.205 100%

Table 2. Big Two’s ownership of largest landfills in the United States
(those with over one million tons remaining capacity)33

No. of
landfills

Total remaining
capacity (billion tons)

Percent of total
remaining capacity
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What happens to greenhouse gas emissions as these land-
fills grow? For every one million tons of waste, 432,000
cubic feet of landfill gas, which is about 50 percent
methane, is generated per day.30 In 2007, landfills emitted
132.9 million metric tons (146.5 million U.S. tons) of
methane gas.31

Investing in Methane Reduction Is
Critical to Reducing Global Warming

“Controlling methane could reap a big bang for

the buck.”34

Goddard Institute for Space Studies, July 18, 2005

Methane not only has a greater short-term environmental
impact than CO2, but climatologists now realize that
methane may play a bigger role in the global warming
process than previously thought. In 1999, the US Environ-

mental Protection Agency (EPA) recognized the impor-
tance of methane reduction for achieving near-term re-
sults: “[Its] relatively short lifetime makes methane an
excellent candidate for mitigating the impacts of global
warming because emission reductions could lead to stabi-
lization or reduction in methane concentrations within 10
to 20 years.”35

In July 2005, climate change scientists at the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) reported
that methane emissions may account for fully a third of
climate warming from greenhouse gases between 1750
and the present, not a sixth as previously estimated. They
concluded, “The potential effectiveness of CH4 [reduc-
tion] in alleviating global warming is not always fully ap-
preciated … CH4 should receive greater weight in
strategies for slowing global warming.”36 According to
NASA climatologist Drew Shindell, “Control of methane
emissions turns out to be a more powerful lever to control
global warming than would be anticipated.”37

Landfill Gas to Energy: the Wrong
Solution for Curbing Methane Emissions

“…the prevention, recycling and recovery of waste

should be encouraged as should the use of recovered

materials and energy so as to safeguard natural re-

sources and obviate wasteful use of land.”

European Commission 1999 Landfill Directive38

LFGTE projects, in which methane is collected and con-
verted into energy, are currently operating in at least 400
landfills in the U.S., and at least 138 additional landfills
are candidates for LFGTE projects.39 All large landfills
are required to install systems to capture gas, by drilling
perforated pipes down into the decomposing garbage.

…Climate change scientists at NASA reported that methane emis-

sions may account for fully a third of climate warming from green-

house gases between 1750 and the present…

While the industry promotes

landfill gas-to-energy tech-

nology as a green alterna-

tive, it is actually a strategy

that maximizes our depend-

ence on hugely profitable

landfills…



Landfills with LFGTE systems in place, however, capture
a portion of the gas emitted by these pipes and typically
send that gas to an engine that converts the heat into
electricity. Those landfills not participating simply flare
off the released gas. While the industry promotes LFGTE
technology as a green alternative, it is actually a strategy
that maximizes our dependence on landfills, rather than
addressing the underlying problem: the inclusion of
methane-generating organic materials in landfills.

Even with LFGTE technology in place, only a portion of
the methane emitted by a landfill is captured, and substan-
tial quantities continue to escape uncontrolled into the at-
mosphere. The EPA estimated that gas collection systems
capture 75 percent of the methane produced by landfills,40

yet the EPA’s Region 9 has challenged the 75 percent col-
lection rate assumption, stating, “We believe 30 percent is
a superior efficiency assumption.”41

LFGTE projects also fail to solve the long-term problem of
methane emissions from inactive landfills. The EPA permits
the removal of gas collection systems from service once a
landfill has been closed for 15 years and emissions fall
below a specified level,42 and current law only requires that
landfill owner/operators are able to pay for the monitoring
and maintenance of closed landfills for 30 years.43 In Janu-
ary 2008, however, state scientists were surprised to learn
that a California landfill was still emitting methane 40 years
after its closure.44

Thus, LFGTE programs don’t stop landfill methane
emissions at their source. It is uncertain how much
methane they actually capture, and closed landfills con-
tinue to produce methane for decades. According to
Nathanael Greene, director of renewable energy policy
for the National Resources Defense Council, promoting
the renewable energy benefits of landfills is like “putting
lipstick on a pig.”45

Landfill Gas-to-Energy: Intentionally
Generating Greenhouse Gas
The practices used to manage landfills with LFGTE systems
are multiplying the amounts of greenhouse gas generated, es-
pecially over the short-term. LFGTE systems need a certain
rate of methane flow to work properly. LFGTE sites are man-
aged to deliberately increase moisture, thus increasing gas
production and methane concentration in order to make the
system profitable. As the EPA found in 2003, operators of
LFGTE systems increasingly add liquids to landfills in the
form of “leachate recirculation” (the liquid that drains from a
landfill) or other liquids in order to “promote degradation of
biodegradable waste.” This reportedly improves the “cost ef-
fectiveness for those sites where the landfill is utilized for its
energy potential.”46

Adding liquids to landfills not only generates more
methane, but also causes a greater proportion of that
methane to escape into the atmosphere for two reasons.
First, the actions taken to increase moisture degrade gas
collection. When leachate is recirculated in landfills, the
landfill becomes waterlogged and compacted. These con-
ditions preclude the use of the most effective and rigid
methane collection pipes.47 Second, because the top of
such a landfill is left uncovered longer to allow for more
rain penetration, it is impossible to maintain a seal to pre-
vent the gas collection systems from also pulling air from
the surface along with methane from the surrounding
wastes. EPA scientists acknowledge that this leads to a
“larger loss of fugitive emissions” than would occur in a
traditional “dry tomb” landfill.48

However, the EPA continues to use methodology to esti-
mate landfill gas emissions that was developed by the Inter-
national Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1996, and
therefore predates the practice of introducing liquid into
landfills to spur gas production.49 A methodology based on
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the dry tomb landfill model, regardless of whether it has
been modified to reflect annual precipitation, may result in
underestimates of actual gas production in landfills utilizing
leachate recirculation.

As the landfill industry acknowledged in testimony before
the California Air Resources Board, practices that increase
moisture in landfills further decrease methane capture
rates: “[A] site with a collection system that is used solely
for energy recovery is usually not capable of achieving as
high a collection efficiency as compared to one that is
compliant with [the EPA’s New Source Performance Stan-
dards] regulations,”50 which govern the emission of pollu-
tants into the air and water.51 Therefore, practices
designed to speed decomposition and increase methane
production result in significant short-term increases in
uncontrolled methane emissions into the atmosphere.

LFGTE Is Big Business
for Big Waste Companies

“That’s a good business. We generate the methane

anyway. Our return on this business on each of these

projects is in excess of our 15 percent hurdle rate

[minimally acceptable rate of return], and that’s

even without the tax credits that come with it. So it’s

a pretty good place for us to be, since we generate the

methane anyway.”52

Bob Simpson, Waste Management’s Chief Financial Officer

The expansion of, and emphasis on, LFGTE projects as the
solution to methane emissions did not happen by acci-
dent. Landfills and landfill gas projects are big businesses,
for which aggregate annual federal and state government
subsidies reach the hundreds of millions of dollars.53 The
waste industry has expended enormous resources to pro-
mote LFGTE projects,54 which sustain landfilling over al-
ternatives such as organics recycling.

Waste Management and Republic Services are both investing
heavily in LFGTE projects. In October 2008, Waste Manage-
ment, the largest U.S. developer of landfill gas projects, an-
nounced plans to partner with private and municipal landfill
owners to help them develop new LFGTE programs.55 Waste
Management also plans to invest $400 million over the next

five years to build 60 LFGTE facilities, adding to its existing
100 LFGTE projects at other U.S. landfills it manages.56

The Chief Financial Officer for Allied Waste (acquired by
Republic Services in December 2008) told investors that
increased energy costs make landfill gas projects economi-
cally appealing interesting: “The returns on capital on
some of these projects are pretty good. So we'll continue to
pursue them and should generate decent revenue.”57

Waste Companies Massively
Increased Lobbying for LFGTE
Waste Management leads the waste industry on lobbying ex-
penditures, including targeting support for LFGTE, and has
ramped up spending considerably in the past three years. In
the first two quarters of 2009 alone, Waste Management
spent $500,000 on its lobbying efforts. In 2008, the company
spent $840,000, a 61 percent increase from 2006, when Waste
Management spent $520,000. In comparison, Allied (now
owned by Republic Services), spent only $200,000 on lobby-
ing in 2008. Republic Services has spent considerably less.

Waste Management has lobbied aggressively to promote
LFGTE in recent months. One company executive filed a lob-

“Our return on this business

on each of these projects is

in excess of our 15 percent

hurdle rate, and that’s even

without the tax credits that

come with it. So it’s a pretty

good place for us to be…”

–Bob Simpson,
Waste Management

Chief Financial Officer



bying report stating that he engaged in lobbying on “H.R. 1,
H.R. 598, S. 350 and related legislation relating to a tax credit
for production of electricity using landfill gas,” to “sup-
port…S. 306, H.R. 1158, and related legislation providing a
tax credit for production of pipeline quality gas from landfill
gas,” and to “support draft legislation that would include
waste-to-energy and landfill gas in a proposed renewable en-
ergy portfolio standard.”59

Also in 2008, the former Allied Waste lobbied on “issues re-
lated to H.R. 6049,” the Renewable Energy and Job Creation
Act of 2008. This legislation, passed by the House and Senate,
extended the tax credit for the production of various renew-
able energy sources, including landfill gas, through 2010.60

LFGTE: Falsely Classified
as a Renewable Energy Source
By successfully classifying landfill gas as a form of renew-
able energy, the waste industry doubly benefits from the
profits of selling landfill gas and from both federal and
state tax credits and subsidies. At the federal level, the in-
dustry lobby has secured landfill gas a place on the list of
energy sources eligible for renewable electricity produc-
tion credits. Section 45 of the federal tax code now pro-
vides landfill gas facilities with a credit of 1.5 cents/
kilowatt hour for a period of ten years.61

On the state level, waste corporations make money from
LFGTE projects through renewable portfolio standards
(RPS). These standards, now in place in 29 states, includ-
ing the District of Columbia, require that a state’s electric
utilities generate a specified percentage of electricity from
renewable sources—such as wind, solar, biomass, or geot-
hermal sources—by a given date.62 These state RPS stan-
dards currently list landfill gas as a renewable or green
power option. In Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Illinois, half of
the green power product offerings get energy from landfill
gas.63 In Ohio, Georgia and West Virginia, landfill gas is in-
cluded in 100 percent of green power offerings.64

Since 2000, the amount of renewable energy capacity serving
green power markets has increased nearly 20-fold,65 and
more than half of all United States electricity customers now
have the option to purchase some type of green power prod-
uct from a retail electricity provider.66 Even states that don’t
have mandatory RPS initiatives offer green power options,
which are now available in 46 of the 50 states.67 In 2006, 23
percent of the electricity sales from “renewable” energy na-
tionwide were generated from landfill gas.68 The federal gov-
ernment also includes landfill gas in its own renewable
energy purchase requirements, which will increase to 7.5 per-
cent of its electricity purchases by fiscal year 2013.69

8

Operational at landfills 142 87

Candidate landfills for LFGTE, per EPA 59 79

Total 201 166

Table 3. Largest LFGTE operators58

Waste Management Republic Services
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Including landfill gas discourages the development of truly
renewable energy sources, such as wind and solar, and un-
dermines the expansion of organics recycling programs
that not only eliminate the need for faulty methane cap-
ture but also represent significant downstream energy sav-
ings. The 23 percent of “renewable” landfill-gas-generated
electricity sales cited above in state or federal renewable
energy purchase requirements could have come from truly
clean energy sources instead.

Clean Energy Technology is Urgently
Needed to Halt Climate Change

“Business-as-usual would be a guarantee of global

and regional disasters.”

Physicist James Hansen, head of
NASA’s Institute for Space Studies70

According to a growing consensus of scientists, we have less
than 10 years to begin to reduce global warming pollu-
tion.71 The most recent report from the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change suggests that emissions must be
reduced by 2015 to avoid extreme temperature increases
and further rising sea levels.72 Even in a best-case scenario,
however, of greenhouse gas emissions peaking before 2015
and subsequently declining 50-85 percent, global tempera-
tures and sea levels are already guaranteed to rise.73 In Sep-
tember of this year, the United Nations Environment
Program released peer reviewed scientific evidence that af-
firms that climate change is accelerating faster than previ-
ously estimated by the IPCC.74

The timeframe for investing in effective renewable energy,
recycling, and other clean energy technologies is therefore
extremely short and the consequences of inaction could in-
clude rising sea levels, severe disruptions in weather pat-
terns, and the extinction of wildlife and plant species not
only making the globe an unlivable place but also leading to
major economic disasters. According to Nicholas Stern, the

Chief Economist and Senior Vice-President of the World
Bank from 2000 to 2003 and a former British Treasury
economist, “The risk consequences of ignoring climate
change will be very much bigger than the consequences of
ignoring risks in the financial system.”75

We know that greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide,
methane, nitrous oxide, and ozone cause global warming.
The focus of research has now shifted to tracking the pace
of climate change, and to finding ways to slow its pace while
our actions can still have a meaningful impact.

New studies reveal that Earth is warming faster than
previously thought.76 The past 20 years included the 18
warmest on record.77 Coral reefs from Madagascar to
Texas are dying off as seas warm.78 Vital ocean currents in
Northern Europe are slowing.79 Sea ice in the Arctic
Ocean has dropped to its second lowest level in 30 years, a
change that accelerates warming in other parts of the
world.80 Research published in Nature Geoscience in Octo-
ber 2008 found the first evidence that the rise in Antarctic
temperatures in recent decades is due to human-caused
greenhouse gas emissions. Previously, the Antarctic was
the only continent where man-made climate change had
not been proven.81

In November 2008, prominent U.S. scientists and econo-
mists wrote to Congress that: “We urge U.S. policy makers
to put our nation onto a path today to reduce emissions
on the order of 80 percent below 2000 levels by 2050. …
There is no time to waste. The most risky thing we can do
is nothing.”82

The American public is also becoming more conscious of
the implications of global warming, and wants to see swift
action.83 Two-thirds of Americans now believe that human
activity is contributing to global warming.84 Even in the
midst of severe recession, 90 percent of Americans surveyed
in September and October 2008 said that the US should act
to reduce global warming, and 72 percent said that global
warming was an issue of personal importance for them.85

…The waste industry doubly benefits from the profits of selling land-

fill gas and from both federal and state tax credits and subsidies.



The Real Solution: Organics Recycling
Prevents Landfill Gas Emissions
Landfills generate methane because only methanogenic
(methane-producing) microbes can survive in the anaero-
bic, or oxygen-starved, environment in which the covered,
compressed garbage in landfills decomposes. Environmen-
tal laws require that landfills be lined and covered to pre-
vent contamination of ground water,86 while compactors
further compress the trash after it is dumped.87 Under such
conditions, those microbes break down organic waste and
produce methane as a byproduct.88 Only organic items,
such as food scraps, yard trimmings, and paper, emit
methane as they decompose.

Because it is only under the landfill conditions described
above that organic discards generate methane, any na-
tional policy aimed at solving global warming must ad-
dress ways to reduce methane emissions from landfills.
There is, in fact, a simple way to achieve this goal: Stop
dumping organic materials into landfills.

Recycling organics is an achievable, near-term goal. Or-
ganics currently make up about 60 percent of the coun-
try’s garbage,89 and separating them from landfill-destined
trash would significantly lessen the amount of methane
landfills generate.

Removing organics from the waste stream would also
drastically reduce the huge volume of waste being dumped
into the country’s landfills, another pressing priority for

the U.S. The vital issue of methane reduction aside, our
current landfill system isn’t sustainable. As the nation’s
population—and garbage production—increase, states
and municipalities must build more landfills, expand ex-
isting landfills, or find other states that will accept their
trash. New York City exports its trash to more than 30
landfills in at least four other states.90 Such “solutions”
cannot continue forever. Polling shows that American
communities overwhelmingly don’t want new landfills.91

Organics recycling is a proven alternative to unsustainable
landfilling. Cities and countries worldwide are already sep-
arating organics from trash.92 The European Union’s
“Landfill Directive” requires the diversion of organic waste
from landfills, and calls on all member states to reduce the
landfilling of biodegradable waste by 65 percent by the
year 2016.93 Toronto, a city with a population of 2.5 mil-
lion,94 has a goal of sending no organic waste to landfills
by 2012. By 2004, the city was already diverting 36 percent
of its organic waste, and had achieved a 90 percent partici-
pation rate. Today, Toronto diverts over 70 percent of its
targeted organics discards.95

The U.S. has yet to adopt organics recycling on a signifi-
cant scale. On the municipal level, there have been some
successes; residential organics collection programs are lo-
cated in states from Washington and Michigan to Min-
nesota and California. San Francisco’s program, which
includes businesses, has a 72 percent total waste diversion
rate as of May, 200996 and hopes to reach 75 percent by
2010.97 San Fernando, California has a diversion rate of
more than 60 percent.98

In these programs, organic waste is sent to composting,
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ecology (formerly Norcal
Waste Systems) is a major
California waste company

that owns and operates numerous
recycling, landfill, and organics com-
posting operations. Recology runs
four organics composting operations
in Dixon, Marysville, Vacaville, and
Gilroy, CA,107 as well as an Organ-
ics Annex, opened in 2007 to han-
dle organic waste collected in the
City of San Francisco.

Also operated by Recology is
Recycle Central, a $40 million,
200,000 square foot facility that
sorts and processes San Francisco’s
recyclables. Recology’s recycling
and composting facilities are critical
to San Francisco reaching an ambi-
tious goal: diverting 75 percent of its
waste from landfills by 2010.108 In
fact, San Francisco was already re-
cycling 72 percent of its waste in
May of 2009.109

But Recology does more than just
operate some of the nation’s pre-

mier organics recy-
cling facilities. It is
also proof that the
recycling industry
can create well-paid,
clean energy jobs
that lift communities

into the middle class.
According to the Na-

tional Recycling Coalition,
the recycling and reuse indus-

tries employ 1.1 million workers
nationwide.110 But making sure these
jobs provide good pay and benefits
is another story—one that is turning
out right at Recology facilities like
Recycle Central. When the facility
was built, Teamsters Local Union
350 worked with city and commu-
nity leaders, and Recology officials,
to ensure that residents of the low-in-
come areas near the center would
be hired.

Today, Recology employs over
1,200 Teamster members. These em-
ployees work in all of Recology’s

operations, including Recycle Cen-
tral and the Organics Annex. Em-
ployees start out earning
approximately $20 an hour, earn
pensions, and can participate in an
incentive program that lets them
own shares in the company.

“I look at my job as more of a
career. It makes me want to go to
work,” says John F. Andrews, an
oiler-greaser whose expertise helps
Recycle Central’s equipment run
smoothly. “I’m able to provide for
my wife and three young children,”
says Andrews, who has visited his
son’s school to talk to the kids about
the importance of recycling. “I was
blessed to get this job.”

Equipment operator and shop
steward Rudy Orosco says having a
union makes these green jobs such
good jobs. “Our Teamster contracts
are the strongest in the industry,”
says Orosco, who has sent two kids
to college thanks to his union-negoti-
ated pay.

Good Jobs, Green Jobs, Union Jobs

Blanca Ortega, a loader operator at Recology, feeds
the sort lines with recyclable material to be sorted.



where it is turned into fertilizer and sold to customers in the
agricultural industry, or sometimes to anaerobic digestion fa-
cilities, which first extract the energy value without releasing
methane. Other uses for organic compost include fertilizer for
public works projects like parks and sports fields99, as well as
for use by consumers in potting soil and green roof mixes.100

While the number of private organics recycling programs
has increased (3,400 community composting programs
were reported in 2006),101 few new municipal programs are
being created. In a 2007 nationwide survey, BioCycle maga-
zine identified 42 communities or counties with source-sep-
arated residential organics collection, only a small increase
from the 30 identified in 2006. There were also 13 mixed
municipal solid waste composting programs to separate
compostable material from trash, but no new plants were in
development.102

The national food waste diversion rate is for the entire
US only 3 percent.103 Existing organics recycling pro-
grams are not extensive enough to meet demand, while
new programs are being created haphazardly at best.
North Carolina’s organics recycling program has a diver-
sion rate of only 6 percent, yet an operator who collects
organic waste from restaurants and other businesses
states, “I absolutely have to turn people down because
there’s no room. Our trucks are basically full. There are
lots of people who’d like to get on the program, but we
just don’t have the capacity to do it.”104

Americans would likely welcome the opportunity to partici-
pate in organics recycling to reduce global warming. In U.S.
communities where recycling is not now required, 74 per-
cent say they would support a local law making it manda-
tory.105 A July 2007 Harris poll showed that 77 percent of
Americans already recycle something in their homes.106

Organics Recycling: A Great Economic
Value—and a Job Creation Engine
Environmentally and economically, composting is emerging
as a great value:“The bottom line? Dollar for dollar, compost-
ing wins,” one waste management magazine concluded.111

A “monetization” system developed by Dr. Jeffrey Morris
of Sound Resource Management assigned an economic
value to the environmental costs and benefits of compost-
ing organics vs. landfilling them, including the value of
various uses for the compost. As Biocycle Magazine re-
ported on this model, “So large is the cost differential be-
tween composting and other disposal options that the
debate around the economic merit of composting is over.
Truly, composting is the best bang for the buck.”112

Organics recycling does more than reduce greenhouse gas
emissions and trash; with the right regulatory and finan-
cial support from federal, state, and local governments, it
could create a significant number of jobs. The potential of
composting programs to create jobs is apparent in job
creation data in the recycling sector. Even taking into ac-
count potential job loss caused by a decrease in landfill
utilization, recycling still creates up to ten times more
jobs than landfilling.113

A study in Niagara, Canada also found that the “true cost”
of composting was 60-86 percent lower than alternative
options, including LFGTE projects. When impacts on
human health and climate change were factored in, com-
posting emerged as the best economic value to a commu-
nity and resulted in the least pollution. The report
concluded that “every effort should be put towards source
separation for composting before any ‘disposal’ technolo-
gies are considered.”114
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“I absolutely have to turn people down because there’s no room.

Our trucks are basically full. There are lots of people who’d like to get

on the [organics recycling] program, but we just don’t have the ca-

pacity to do it.”

–Organics recycling operator in North Carolina
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Conclusion: America cannot afford to
subsidize the wrong solutions.

Investing our country’s resources in cost-effective programs

that protect the environment and our national security

and create jobs is vital to protect the environment and

spur economic recovery. Organics recycling meets these

criteria—LFGTE projects do not.

The waste industry claims it can transform the mountains

of trash piling up in our nation’s landfills into green en-

ergy, thus protecting the environment and reducing our

dependence on foreign oil. There is money to be made in

these claims. With the average American producing 4.62

pounds of solid waste per day (1,686.3 pounds annu-

ally)115 and the waste industry’s massive investment in

mega-landfills across the country, the subsidizing of hun-

dreds of LFGTE projects is highly profitable.

Because major waste corporations tout the benefits of these

projects, policymakers and the media often fail to realize

that LFGTE is an ineffective approach to curbing methane

emissions. Instead, the subsidizing of LFGTE projects di-

verts funding away from organics recycling and other

waste reduction and clean energy options that could truly

lessen the amount of methane that the nation’s landfills

are releasing into the atmosphere.

Organics recycling plays a role in energy independence.

Wide-scale use of recycling and organic compost could ease

the need for energy to produce new goods.

With our economy in crisis and time running short to re-

duce global warming’s catastrophic effects, America cannot

afford to subsidize the wrong solutions. We must put our

resources behind legitimate strategies that will create jobs

and curb global warming. Organics recycling offers great

promise on both of these fronts. We urge policymakers at

every level to recognize and invest in that promise.

Building a 21st Century Resource
Recovery Infrastructure Will Considerably
Reduce Methane Emissions

NASA experts report that it “would be irresponsible not

to consider all ways to minimize climate change.”116 It is

therefore vital to provide incentives to keep organics

out of landfills and stop the generation of methane gas

before it starts. This means ending the subsidizing of

LFGTE projects, removing LFGTE from lists of ap-

proved renewable energy sources, and directing re-

sources toward the development of organics recycling, a

practice that will both cut methane gas emissions and

create quality employment opportunities.

We must put our resources behind legitimate strategies
that will create jobs and curb global warming.
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Set a national recycling rate goal of 75 percent by 2015 and provide the funding and incentives
to reach this goal.

Since the current national rate is about 33 percent, this is a practical way to curb landfill gas emissions as
well as achieve other environmental, energy, and economic benefits. Local successes, such as in San Fran-
cisco, have already illustrated the viability of this approach, yet many other cities and states still have re-
cycling rates of 10 percent or less. The nation’s recycling rate can only be raised by diverting recyclable
organics from landfills and incinerators.

Direct public resources toward research and infrastructure development that supports the
implementation of organics recycling and composting.

Rather than subsidizing the LFGTE projects of highly profitable corporations, focus funding on recycling
technology, clean energy jobs, and local economic development.

Reform renewable energy portfolio standards to exclude landfill gas and direct tax credits
and subsidies toward energy sources such as wind, water, solar, geothermal, and recycling.

Exclude waste incineration projects, often owned and operated by the some companies promoting
LFGTE development, from receiving public subsidies, since they are not a renewable energy source.

1

2
3

Three Steps to Build the 21st Century Resource Recovery Infrastructure
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