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The way in which people handle their solid waste has vastly changed. 
Single-stream recycling is now used in many recycling communities. 
Photo courtesy Macon-Bibb County Government.

RECYCLING:
STILL A WIN-WIN FOR COUNTY 
GOVERNMENTS AND COMMUNITIES
GEORGIA IS A SPECIAL STATE. Whether 
through our deep agricultural tradition, 
booming film industry or well-earned repu-
tation for southern hospitality, we’ve found 
many ways to be distinctive. 

One way in which we are set apart is recy-
cling -here in Georgia, it means far more than 
just a chasing-arrows symbol on bottles and 
bins. Within the state, we have the collec-
tion systems, processing infrastructure and 
market base of manufacturing end-users 
that together make us better equipped than 
most of America to turn trash into treasure.

As for that treasure? It’s found in every 
Georgian’s home, school and office. It’s in 

the carpet underneath your feet, in your attic 
insulating your home, in the containers in your 
refrigerator, in the car you drive, in the paper 
you write on. Recycling is everywhere, cre-
ating jobs and helping companies “mine the 
urban forest,” rather than the real one, for 
the materials needed to make the things we 
use every day.

Given its close ties to manufacturing, recy-
cling is affected by business trends. When 
global economies suffer as they have in the 
past decade, recycling, too, becomes tem-
porarily less viable. Still, benefits accrue to 
communities that maintain their commitment 
to recycle during times of uncertainty, and all 

Georgia counties stand to gain from engag-
ing their citizens in recycling now and into 
the future.

How Recycling Benefits 
Georgia Counties

County budgets suffered for many years 
after the recession, and during this time, 
expenses addressing public health and safety 
needs were prioritized. Now that conditions 
are improving, it may be time to take another 
look at the benefits of investing in a solid 
waste recycling program in your county. The 
many advantages — including those listed 
below — should not be discounted.
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Floyd County has run a commercial cardboard route since 2000. It now collects the material 
from over 800 local businesses. Photo courtesy Floyd County Government.

• Diverting waste from landfills. Reduced total 
tonnage headed to your county’s landfill sites 
means reduced costs in the form of lower 
tipping fees. Recycling isn’t a free solution, 
of course, but can be seen to be a “proactive 
cost,” far lower than the expense of siting 
and building a new landfill. In Walton County, 
where two dumps are nearing capacity and 
landfill space is precious, this benefit is a 
major driver for recycling. When the county’s 
landfills are full, taxpayers will have to pay 
more to get their trash hauled elsewhere, 
so promoting recycling in Walton means 
postponing this expense.

County recycling programs aren’t lim-
ited to diverting household waste from 
landfills. Since 2000, Floyd County has run 
a commercial cardboard route, which now 
collects the material from more than 800 
local businesses. The profitability of this 
offering has fluctuated, but the service 
is cost-effective on balance and well-
received by business-owners. With robust 
paper, scrap metal, carpet manufacturing 
and aluminum processing industries all 
within the bounds of the state, there is 
every reason to send materials back into 
the markets — not into a landfill.

• Reducing costs associated with illegal 
dumping. By making it easy for citizens to 
properly dispose of waste, they are less 
likely to dump it in ways that cause problems 
for the community at large. Establishing a 
recycling collection facility that accepts 
scrap tires and household hazardous waste 
is far more cost-effective than collecting 
and landfilling illegally dumped materi-
als and cleaning polluted waterways. For 
counties, recycling is an opportunity to 
prevent problems before they arise and 
make expenses predictable — and in most 
cases, lower than they would otherwise be.

• Making the most of reuse opportunities. 
Recycling makes it possible to leverage 
already-mined materials to create new 
ones, and in the process energy, water and 
other natural resources are conserved. 
Keep America Beautiful affiliates, pres-
ent in 78 Georgia counties, help facilitate 
waste reduction and citizen engagement, 
finding creative approaches to support 
local governments in their recycling and 
reuse goals. Keep Athens-Clarke Beautiful 
hosts an annual Trash-to-Treasure yard 
sale that removes still-usable toys and 
household items from the waste stream 

and makes them available for purchase and 
reuse. Several thousand citizens shopped 
at the most recent yard sale, which 
brought in $8,000 to support the ongoing 
outreach efforts of the organization.

• Protecting of citizens through proper 
disposal. Another example of a recycling 
win-win, Floyd County government offers 
citizens and local businesses year-round 
free paper shredding by appointment. 
Citizens appreciate the service, which 
ensures their sensitive documents are 
securely destroyed, and the county ben-
efits financially from the high resale value 
of paper — currently around $160 a ton.

• Increasing citizen involvement. Recycling 
programs can engage citizens in ways 
that ultimately benefit the county. 
Programs like pay-as-you-throw work to 
increase recycling by providing a finan-
cial incentive to citizens to reduce their 
household waste disposal. In 1996, for 
example, Athens-Clarke implemented a 
pay-as-you-throw system for residents 
who receive curbside pickup services. 
These citizens choose from four sizes of 
solid waste containers, with costs declin-
ing by 10 percent with each incremental 
size decrease. The system rewards resi-
dents for diverting waste into recycling, 
composting and reuse. Nationwide more 
than 7,000 communities, serving about 
a quarter of the U.S. population, have 
introduced pay-as-you-throw systems 
and seen recycling rates that are about 
30 percent higher as a result. In Athens-
Clarke, the policy is helping the county 
achieve its goals of diverting 60 percent 
of trash from  the  landfill by 2018 and 
75 percent by 2020.

Recycling also encourages volunteerism, 
with annual events such as the spring’s 
Great American Cleanup and fall’s America 
Recycles Day, in the fall, providing a chance 
for citizens and community groups to give 
back and get directly engaged with the 
challenge of diverting materials from the 
waste stream.

• Satisfying citizens. Best of all, recycling is 
a service that is valued highly by citizens. 
Kevin Barkley is the director of Macon-
Bibb County’s Solid Waste Department 
and president of the Georgia Recycling 
Coalition. “The way people handle their 
solid waste is not how it was years ago - 
today, the citizens of Georgia really, really 
want to recycle," Barkley said. "I can’t 
emphasize enough how strongly residents 
are in favor of it. It’s more than just a solid 
waste issue — it impacts quality of life.”

Challenges for County Governments
According to the Environmental Protection 

Agency, a well-run curbside recycling program 
can cost from $50 to more than $150 per ton — 
lower than the $70 to more than $200 per ton that 
trash collection and disposal cost on average. 
Recycling is not a process that guarantees only 
benefits, however. As you consider the advan-
tages of recycling for your county, also work 
to mitigate the following risks and challenges.
• Economic fluctuations in the recycling 

marketplace. Recycling operations are 
faced with more than their share of chal-
lenges, especially during times of reces-
sion. As a demand-driven market, recycling 
is constantly vulnerable to market fluc-
tuations over which counties have little 
control. Demand for recycled materials is 
affected by a number of factors. These 
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Contamination is a costly problem at recycling processing 
facilities, such as WestRock's in Cobb County. Public education 
and outreach is critical for keeping waste residuals out of 
the recycling stream. Photo credit Laura Hernandez.
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Spotlight  
on a Georgia  
Recycling Pioneer

When it comes to waste reduction, Athens-
Clarke has long been one of Georgia’s most 
progressive counties. The county began 
offering curbside recycling in 1988 and 
pioneered the model of a public-private 
partnership for processing, with a pri-
vately-managed facility in existence for 
more than 20 years. The county was also 
the first to transition from dual-stream 
recycling—in which residents sort their 
materials before collection—into single-
stream, a more cost-effective model that 
is now widespread.

Athens-Clarke County government has 
chosen to lead the community by example. 
In November 2007, it adopted a mandatory 
policy requiring recycling infrastructure 
in all county government buildings and 
facilities, the appointment of a recycling 
coordinator for each county department 
and quarterly meetings with commercial 
recycling specialists. The county was the 
first in the state to appoint a recycling coor-
dinator; the first to hold this position was 
Sharyn Dickerson, now one of the county’s 
commissioners. An ordinance passed in 
2012 requires businesses, multifamily 
dwellings and institutions to offer recycling 
as well. For the past 25 years, the county 
has kept a finger on the pulse of the commu-
nity through a citizen solid waste advisory 
committee that meets regularly to share 
feedback and ideas. Two county commis-
sioners, as well as Suki Janssen, Solid 
Waste Director, serve on the committee.

With mandatory recycling policies, 
and a public-private partnership for 
processing, Athens-Clarke County 
is one of Georgia’s most innovative 
recycling pioneers. Photo courtesy 
Athens-Clarke County Government.

include oil prices — when low, recycled 
plastic is much less competitive; currency 
trends — a strong dollar overseas makes 
exports more difficult; and global manufac-
turing — recent overproduction of steel in 
Asia has significantly devalued the material 
in the U.S., for instance.

• Changes in the makeup of the waste 
stream. Another challenge for recyclers 
at every level is the ongoing evolution of 
consumer goods and packaging materi-
als. The paper, plastic and aluminum 
that comprised yesterday’s recycling 
is now just the tip of the materials ice-
berg. In less than two decades, laptops, 
tablets and smartphones have consoli-
dated many separate products - pagers, 
landlines, stereos, mp3 players, film and 
digital cameras, video cameras and desk-
top computers - that are now in the pro-
cess of being discarded by consumers. 
Meanwhile, newspaper production has 
taken a nosedive, but corrugated card-
board is on the rise as a result of a steady 
increase in online shopping. Changes such 
as these mean counties must be prepared 

to continuously adjust their approaches to 
diverting materials from landfills.

• Changes in the feasibility of recyclable 
items. Sometimes, a material that was once 
a regular component of the recycling bin 
becomes problematic. Glass, the focus 
of controversy in recent years, doesn’t 
decompose and is one of few materials 
that can be recycled repeatedly. With the 
advent of single-stream recycling, glass 
recycling has fallen out of favor primar-
ily because it can damage other recy-
clable materials en route to processing. 
Nonetheless, as Walton County proves, 
glass can still be recycled cost-effectively 
in Georgia. The county continues to col-
lect it curbside and at convenience sites 
throughout the community and is taking 
advantage of greater supplies now that 
many private haulers have stopped accept-
ing it. This fiscal year has seen glass collec-
tion in Walton County up 10 tons over the 
previous time period, and the county sells 
its stockpiles to the country’s largest glass-
recycling company, Strategic Materials, 
which has two locations in Atlanta. 
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130,000,000 
Tons of scrap metals, paper, 
electronics, plastics, rubber, glass 
and textiles provided annually 
by recycling in the U.S. for 
manufacture into new products

23,000 
Jobs created by the recycling 

industry in Georgia

15 
Paper mills in Georgia that use 
recycled paper and pulp

166 
Gallons of gasoline saved 
with each ton of mixed 
paper recycled

11 
Percent decrease in total household 
waste going to landfills since 1990, 
with the help of recycling

 120  
 Manufacturers in Georgia 

that use recycled materials 
to make new products

 75  
 Percent of the waste stream made up 

of recyclable material (currently just 
35 percent is recovered nationally)

Recycling  
By the Numbers
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“We don’t currently make a profit on glass, 
but we’re breaking even and keeping it out of 
the landfill,” said Kenny Sargent, Executive 
Director of Keep Walton County Beautiful and 
the county's recycling facility.
• Contamination in the recycling stream. 

Single-stream recycling, the norm in many 
Georgia counties, offers haulers significant 
cost savings but can lead to consumer com-
placency, creating downstream problems. 
With a lack of awareness about what is 
recyclable and what is not, consumers tend 
to throw many non-recyclable items, and 
recyclable items that haven’t been cleaned 
properly, into their bins — a practice that 
leads to contamination of recyclable mate-
rials being prepared for export. Citizens 
who deposit plastic bags, electronics, 
chains, propane tanks, tires or other items 
into curbside recycling can be thought of 
as “wishful recyclers” who have good 
intentions but inadvertently create costly 
problems for the system at large.
Contamination, which currently aver   

ages 15 percent nationally, is a six-figure 
problem for processors, who often stand to 



Kenny Sargent
RECYCLING SUPERVISOR
KEEP WALTON BEAUTIFUL RECYCLING CENTER
MONROE, GA

Recycling in our state saves energy, conserves water 
and creates thousands of jobs for Georgians.

More than 120 Georgia businesses, like Keep Walton Beautiful,
capture recycled materials to be manufactured into new consumer
products; they capture plastics, metal, glass, paper, organics, carpet,
and tires collected from residential and commercial recycling
programs to be used as raw materials.

On any given day, you may be walking on, drinking from, reading
from, wearing, driving in, eating from, printing on, or planting
with a recycled content product that is Made in Georgia!

Learn more: www.georgiarecycles.org

I am Georgia Recycling.
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save approximately $1 million dollars annu-
ally for each percent reduction in contami-
nation. When markets are as poor as they 
have been, contamination becomes an even 
more urgent issue, with some manufactur-
ers refusing to accept loads contaminated by 
non-recyclables. Several years ago, Chinese 
manufacturers began rejecting substandard 
shipments at the ports, leading to significant 
expenses in return shipments. The south-
eastern U.S. offers plenty of buyers for many 
Georgia recyclables, but materials are being 
held to higher standards everywhere. When 
markets are lagging but recycling processors 
are compelled to spend a great deal to remove 
trash residuals from the recycling stream, it 
ultimately impacts county financials.

The Importance of Citizen Education
Even as the economic recovery continues, 

the industry is unlikely to go back to pre-
recession levels of acceptance for contami-
nated loads. In fact, when markets improve, 
manufacturers are projected to continue to 
demand higher-quality material and penalize 
contaminated loads. Local education and 
ongoing public outreach are critical to help 
citizens understand that some items, even 
those that are recyclable in another country, 
state or even Georgia county, are not nec-
essarily recyclable in their own household 
curbside bins. Though the cost is typically 
lower for counties to recycle than it is to 
landfill, minimizing contamination of recy-
clables is crucial for ensuring that remains 
the case.

“The effect that pushback on contamina-
tion has had on recycling is to make us look 
inward at the ways in which our technology 
may be inadequate, examine the real costs 
of sorting materials that are in fact market-
able and determine how we can do better in 
providing public information and education,” 
said Gloria Hardegree, executive director of 
the Georgia Recycling Coalition.

To protect the economy, the environment 
and counties’ bottom lines, robust education 
to combat contamination must begin soon.

What Your County Can Do
In spite of the challenges, recycling can 

benefit your county. To reduce your county’s 
dependency on landfill waste disposal, to help 
keep your roadsides and rivers trash-free and 
to satisfy your citizens’ desire to do their part 
for the environment, take some time to consider 
and implement the following best practices:

• Examine the current programs in place 
for the handling of household solid waste. 
What incentives exist — or could be put into 
place — to encourage citizens to increase 
their contributions to recycling programs?

• Evaluate how the provision of recycling 
opportunities might reduce illegal dumping, 
increase services to citizens and benefit 
your county.

• Engage community organizations, busi-
nesses and citizens in recycling programs, 
increasing the benefit of recycling as a 
point of civic pride.

• Educate citizens about what can and can-
not be recycled in order to minimize costs 
associated with contamination.
Finally, and most importantly, become 

knowledgeable about recycling’s direct and 
indirect financial benefits for your county. It’s 
likely that recycling can bolster your bottom 
line while bettering your community. ■

Laura Hernandez is a freelance writer and regu-
lar contributor to Georgia County Government. 
She is a resident of Gwinnett County. Laura can 
be reached at laura.rylee@gmail.com
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